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      The darkest secrets never stay secret for long…

      

      When the body of a homeless man is discovered on Southend seafront, wedged between the beach huts of Thorpe Bay, the people of Essex don’t raise an eyebrow.

      

      But when the post-mortem reveals the identity to be that of local MP, Herbert Tucker, the town begins to sit up.

      

      As the tide of political and media pressure begins to swell, DS Tomek Bowen must navigate the turbulent waters of the MP's past to determine who would want to stage such a dramatic end for him.

      

      Although, with a history as colourful as Herbert's, it soon becomes clear there’s no shortage of suspects.
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      Herbert Tucker had never really thought about death.

      He’d never really needed to. The notion of it hadn’t crossed his mind as much as it might have done for, say, the general public. While they were waiting in their twelve-hour-long queues with the NHS, he was receiving first-class private treatment. While they were choosing between two of the most heavily processed frozen foods on the planet, he was eating fresh, organic, healthy meat and vegetables. While they were drinking filthy tap water, he was splashing out on the finest water from South America, bottled and shipped over with a heavy price tag to match.

      Death, or dying, had never really occurred to Herbert Tucker.

      Thanks to privilege, power, and the one thing we all hold sacrosanct – money.

      While the saying that it couldn’t buy happiness wasn’t necessarily always true (he found in most cases people were hard-pressed to find someone who didn’t think that buying a jet ski wasn’t fun), he’d found that money could buy an extension of life, a deferring of the inevitable. That it could postpone the slow, endless marching that was coming for us all.

      Stomp.

      Stomp.

      Stomp.

      And so the macabre thoughts of death, life, and existentialism had never crossed his mind.

      Until that evening.

      The bitter chill of January, one of the coldest on record, snapped at his fingers like a crab defending itself as he reached into his pockets and fished for his car keys and phone. Thick, heavy mists of his alcohol-laden breath fogged in front of his face, almost disturbing the view of his beloved Jaguar F-Type. Either that or it was the two glasses of wine they’d each had blurring his vision.

      As he made his way across the car park, unlocking his phone and dialling the mobile number, he spotted a figure on the other side of the road.

      One of the rats of the city, probably.

      At this time of night, they were everywhere. Mongrels, rodents, some of the streets’ poorest and loneliest individuals. Racing back to whatever hole they came from.

      The rats were everywhere in this place, and it was his job to clean the streets of them.

      The call connected before he could give any more thought to the figure.

      ‘Herbert…’ she began. ‘What are you doing? What time is it?’

      ‘Don’t know,’ he told her bluntly, swallowing a burp that came up moments later. It tasted disgusting and burnt the back of his throat.

      ‘It’s three o’clock in the morning.’

      But he didn’t care about the time. He didn’t care about anything. Not her, not the rats, and especially not the fucking time.

      ‘I…’ he started, then stopped as he arrived at the Jaguar. ‘I want a divorce. No fucking about this time. No going back on my word or anything. I’m done with you. I want a divorce and I want you out of my life.’

      She said something, but it was just noise to him. Like another little rat squeaking in his ear.

      Then something caught his attention. Another figure, different to the first, coming towards him.

      ‘Hey…’ he said. ‘What… What are you doing here?’

      Before he received a response, the figure was on him, placing a black cloth over his head, encompassing him in an all-consuming darkness. He opened his mouth to yell, but a thick, strong hand prohibited him. Panicked, his sharp and frantic breaths inhaled the dust and fibre particles from the cloth. Then he felt a jab in the back and another in the ribs, pain flashing across each bone before his attention was distracted by the next searing pain in another part of his body, like fireworks in the night sky. His attempts at breathing only made it worse. An arm was wrapped around him, this time digging its claws in and picking him off the ground. In the struggle he dropped the phone, smashing it onto the concrete.

      ‘Ahh!’ Herbert yelped.

      But his cries were instantly halted as he was suspended in the air, weightless, arms and body flailing around like he was learning to swim for the first time. And for a split second, he wondered whether this was what heaven was like.

      What death was like.

      Then he heard the sound of the car door opening and felt his body moving towards it. Whoever was holding him overpowered him almost two to one. It was an unfair fight. And he imagined it was one of the rats of the city – maybe even the rat that he’d seen on the other side of the road. They’d been getting stronger, more intelligent.

      Fucking rats.

      But that didn’t mean Herbert was out of the fight. Not yet. As he sensed his body nearing the car door, he reached out his arms and kicked his legs, scuffing his shoes on the panelling as he tried to protect himself, tried to prevent his body from being thrown into the back of his Jaguar.

      To prolong the inevitable, the slow march of death.

      Stomp.

      Stomp.

      Stomp.

      They’d warned him that this type of thing could happen. They’d given him training. They’d sat him down and told him all the dos and don’ts. And, to think, he hadn’t paid attention. His ego had got in the way, believing he could defend himself when, evidently, he couldn’t even scream for help. Valuable and precious seconds were lost when he had the opportunity, but now he’d squandered them.

      Belatedly, he tried. A high-pitched scream erupted from his lips, but it was instantly stifled with a headbutt to the face. A hard one too. Right on the nose. Shattering bone and knocking his brain against his skull like a rat trying to get out of a cage.

      Oh God.

      The rats.

      They really were everywhere.
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      I’m walking. Again. That’s how these things always start. Walking. Well, not walking-walking. More like walking, only faster. That middle pace between walking and jogging. Half-jogging. That’s the one. That’s what I’ve called it in the past.

      My little legs are moving as fast as they can, but they feel like something’s holding them back, something’s slowing them down. A bit of drag.

      It’s dark. As always. Except the streetlights are disorientating, and every time I look at one all I can see is a red and blue stain in my eyes afterwards. The fucking thing almost blinds me, and as I cross the road I don’t see the car hurtling towards me.

      The car has to slam on the brakes and I have to apologise and scurry away like it didn’t happen, even though it did and all the other cars probably saw it and are now judging me for being stupid.

      My heart is racing and it feels like it’s going to literally explode out of my chest.

      This is new. All of this new. Don’t think I’ve remembered this before. It feels… unfamiliar. But when I get to the Magnet kitchen shop, it all feels familiar again, all falls back into place. I know where I am now, I know what I’m doing.

      But more importantly, I know what happens next…

      I know the kids are going to be there on the other side of the road, loitering outside the off-licence, probably trying to steal something or do something they shouldn’t.

      But I ignore them, as I usually do. I haven’t got time for them. I need to get to Michał. He’s waiting for me. Still.

      And as I near the park where he’s going to be, the noise of the cars gets quieter, and the roads become less trafficked.

      And then it cuts.

      And then I’m racing down a set of stairs. The ones that lead all the way down to Old Leigh. But this time I’m bigger, older – thirty years older. My legs are more powerful but my body isn’t. It’s knackered, and I’m struggling to support myself on the barrier.

      At the bottom, I race along a short stretch of concrete before coming to a small bridge that crosses the train tracks.

      And then it cuts.

      To the man on the floor. Phillip Balham.

      His face crushed into the concrete. My body pressed over his. Holding it there, squeezing his neck, squeezing the life out of his useless, shitty, bastard fucking body.

      And then I hear a scream.

      A man’s. Nick, coming to stop me. Coming to stop me from killing this piece of shit.

      But as I look back down at the man, the body’s changed.

      Instead of Phillip, I’m staring at Kasia, my body pressing hers into the concrete. I’m killing my own daughter, suffocating her. But as I get off, I realise that it’s not me at all. That it’s her peanut allergy, rapidly asphyxiating her. She’s convulsing, her body contorting, her lungs gasping.

      ‘Kasia!’ I cry.

      But it’s too late. She stops moving, stops breathing. Her body lies there perfectly still, pristine, serene.

      It was me who killed her. I took the last breath out of her… I crushed her windpipe and made sure she would never breathe again.

      And then it cuts.
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        * * *

      

      Tomek wedged the pen between the pages of his notebook and closed it shut, sealing it tight with the thin elastic strap that ran down the edge. Then he placed it in the top drawer of his bedside table and headed towards the kitchen. He was in desperate need of a drink; writing down your nightmares was thirsty work. This had been the first one in a long time. And what was more worrying was its contents. Kasia, the incident, Phillip Balham. The two nightmares blurring into one.

      He was sure the meaning behind it was serious, a reflection of his poor mental health and the way he was processing what had happened that night. But right now all he could think about was a drink of water. Something to quench the thirst and moisten his parched mouth.

      In the kitchen, he filled a glass and downed it in one go, before setting it back down in the sink. As he made his way back to his bedroom, he tiptoed through the flat, mindful of the creaking floorboards, careful not to wake Kasia. But as he passed her room, he heard movement, a noise. Over the years as a detective sergeant for Essex Police, his senses had become finely tuned to notice the small things, hints of disturbance. They had become accustomed to sounds and sights that were out of place. And this was one of those instances.

      It was a little after three in the morning, and Kasia should have been sleeping – they both should. But the sound suggested she was awake. And was trying to hide that fact.

      Tomek approached her door, wrapped his fingers around the handle, and gently opened it. As the low light from the street lamps outside filtered into the room, Tomek caught her as she tried to shut her eyes.

      ‘You’re awake?’ he whispered, even though he had no need to.

      ‘So are you.’ Kasia raised herself on the bed.

      ‘I couldn’t sleep. You?’

      ‘Me neither.’ She drew her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, scrunching herself into a ball. In the weeks following the incident, she had become more reserved, more cautious. And the psychological effects of it were beginning to age her too. She looked a few years her senior. More wary, more conscious of the horrors that existed in the world.

      Tomek didn’t want to think how much he must have aged in the same time…

      ‘Another nightmare?’

      She nodded.

      ‘Same thing?’

      ‘Yep.’

      Tomek perched himself on the edge of the bed and placed a hand on the space in the duvet that separated them. Another thing he had noticed since that night: she had distanced herself from him physically. There were no hugs when he got home or before she went to bed. Even the slightest touch on the arm was too much for her. Phillip Balham had removed all trust she held for anyone and anything. And he had absolutely no idea how to get it back.

      ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘It doesn’t have to be with me,’ he continued. ‘I can find someone for you to chat to. Like we discussed.’

      ‘I know. But no. I don’t… I don’t want to. Not on my own. Not unless you come with me.’

      ‘You want me to sit there while you explain it to someone?’

      She shook her head. ‘Not like that. About your nightmares. The ones you’ve been having for longer than I have.’

      Tomek didn’t like the sound of that. He’d been there, done that. Spent a few sessions with a counsellor after his brother’s death, and found no positive outcomes to go with it. He had his nightmare diary; that was more than enough. What did he need a professional’s help for?

      ‘I’ll think about it,’ he told her.

      Before Kasia could say anything further on the matter, his phone rang in the other room. The sound of it vibrating on the table echoed throughout the flat.

      Saved by the bell.

      Apologising, he left Kasia’s bedroom and hurried to his own.

      ‘Hello?’ he answered.

      ‘Sorry to disturb you, sarge,’ came the voice of DC Martin Brown on the other end of the line. ‘But there’s been an issue.’

      ‘There usually is at this time of the morning.’

      ‘Herbert Tucker’s been reported as missing, sarge.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Herbert Tucker.’

      ‘Am I supposed to know who that is?’

      ‘I mean…’

      Tomek had no idea who Martin was referring to. And he didn’t think it made a difference if he did. All he knew was that the name reminded him of a character from The Thick Of It. He told the constable that he would be there as soon as he could, then hung up and made his way back to Kasia’s bedroom.

      ‘I’ve got to go,’ he said. ‘But we’ll continue this discussion later?’

      ‘Fine.’

      Saved by the bell.

      It wasn’t often, but sometimes being the on-call sergeant had its perks.
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      DC Martin Brown, the man with easily the best hair in the team – a long, glossy ponytail that looked as though he washed it thoroughly with professional shampoo every day – was waiting for Tomek in the police station car park. Not because he wanted to ensure Tomek’s safe passage to the crime scene. But because the scene itself was less than a hundred yards away. In the Southend council offices car park that adjoined their own.

      Tomek didn’t know whether it was his tiredness or inability to function properly at three in the morning, but he’d completely missed the flashing lights bouncing off the plain, concrete building and surrounding trees. Not to mention the small army of uniformed police officers that had been stationed around the crime scene.

      ‘Don’t think I’ve seen this many people here since that time Jamie Oliver got rid of Turkey Twizzlers from school menus.’

      ‘What happened?’ Martin asked.

      ‘You don’t remember? The chef…’

      ‘No, I know what happened with that. I meant what happened here?’

      ‘It kicked off. People started protesting outside the building, calling on us to go out and arrest the poor bastard. Like we were going to do anything. But, to be fair, I’d had Turkey Twizzlers at school and thought they were delicious, so it was kinda hard to argue with them.’

      Martin grunted then flicked his head towards the large white forensics van in the distance.

      ‘Think this one might be a little bit more high profile than Jamie Oliver.’

      ‘That right?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Who’d you say it was again?’

      ‘Herbert Tucker.’ The disdain at having to repeat himself was apparent in Martin’s voice.

      Tomek paused as he ran the name through his mind.

      ‘Still doesn’t ring a bell,’ he said, offering him a blank look.

      ‘Herbert Tucker… The Conservative MP for Southend.’

      ‘Oh, that cunt.’

      ‘Thought you didn’t know him?’

      ‘I don’t,’ Tomek replied. ‘I’m just assuming he is one based on recent historical events. And the fact he’s a politician.’ Then he turned to face the crime scene. ‘At least he did probably the most honourable thing in his life and disappeared right next to the station; makes getting to and from the crime scene a whole lot easier.’

      Martin didn’t see the funny side of it, but then again that was probably because he was equipped with freakishly long legs and a short torso like Mr Grasshopper from James and the Giant Peach, so getting to the crime scene wasn’t as much an issue as it was for some of the others in the office.

      Tomek had never really liked politicians. Mind, he had never really disliked them either. He often thought of them as seagulls on the beach. They existed, just as much as he did, and so long as they didn’t get in his face or try to steal from him in any way, then he was happy. But something gave him the impression that Herbert Tucker was a different breed of seagull. The type to steal your chips or shit on your sandwich even after you’d politely asked it to fuck off.

      The crime scene was situated on the far side of the car park, as far away from the council offices and other cars as possible. It was a quiet, secluded spot away from CCTV cameras, with a metal fence running along the back of it for an extra level of protection. A group of five scenes of crime officers were hovering around the space, on hands and knees, searching through the gravel and tarmac with powerful LED lights towering over them, illuminating the ground in a white shine. To the left of the space were three of the five SOCOs officers, examining a particular spot on the ground.

      Tomek decided to step into a forensic suit and join them.

      ‘What’s happening over here then?’ he said, wishing he’d brought his sunglasses.

      ‘Blood,’ replied one of the SOCOs firmly.

      ‘Good start.’

      ‘Uncertain whether it’s the victim’s or assailant’s.’

      Tomek nodded. Before the SOCO could continue, an aroma permeated through the air and climbed up his nostrils. He sniffed. Hard. Closing his eyes as he tried to decipher the trace of the smell.

      ‘Is that piss?’ he asked, then turned to a small dark patch on the concrete right around where the passenger doors would have been.

      ‘Looks like it,’ another of the faceless SOCOs replied.

      ‘Smells like it, more like,’ Tomek remarked.

      ‘Poor bastard probably shat his pants as well,’ someone said.

      ‘Remind me not to be around when we find his trousers.’

      Then Tomek left to speak with the uniformed officer who had arrived first at the scene. The man was in his early thirties and looked as though he’d consumed enough energy drinks to have kept him going for the last thirty-six hours. He spoke rapidly and his fingers and hands were jittery, like he was experiencing side effects from an untested medical drug.

      ‘I received the call about half an hour ago and immediately came over. I knew something was wrong so I just had to be here. Fortunately, I didn’t have very far to go. But when I got here there was nothing left. The car had gone, and the only sign that something had gone wrong was the smell and the specks of blood on the floor. At first, I thought it had been a hit and run but then I remembered that was unlikely if the car was missing.’

      ‘Great. Yeah. And you didn’t see anything?’

      The man shook his head. ‘It was pitch black. Still is.’

      No, shit, Tomek thought, but kept it to himself.

      ‘Do you know who called it in?’ Tomek asked, directing the question to both the constable and Martin.

      ‘The wife,’ Martin replied, stepping forward an inch or two. ‘As far as I understand it she was on the phone to him when it happened.’

      On the phone at three am? Tomek didn’t know much about the man, but he didn’t think it likely he would have been giggling playfully on the phone with his wife like a pair of teenagers at that time in the morning.

      ‘So nobody saw what happened?’

      ‘No,’ the two men replied in unison.

      ‘And do we know where he’d come from?’

      Then Martin turned to face the building behind them.

      ‘Right. Silly question. He was finishing late.’ Tomek peered up at the concrete building that was so depressing it incited memories of the swimming pool facility he used to go to as a child with his two older brothers. ‘Is anyone still in the office that we could speak with?’

      Martin shook his head.

      ‘Is that a no, or you don’t know?’

      ‘Both, sarge. It’s a, “no, I don’t know”.’

      ‘Brilliant.’

      But a quick check of the empty car park surrounding them answered Tomek’s question. Its emptiness, however, was short-lived when another car pulled up and out stepped DCI Nick Cleaves, or Nasty Nick as Tomek and the others in the office referred to him. Despite the hour, he had dressed in his full police outfit and waddled over. Nick was a man a few years into his fifties and was nearing retirement age. But he wasn’t going to let that slow him down, as evidenced by the speed he came hurtling over to the small group of men.

      ‘Morning, sir,’ Tomek said. ‘Or is it evening? Never seen you move so fast.’

      ‘Fuck off. Now is definitely not the time.’

      Nick removed his police cap and revealed a pristine bald scalp that shimmered beneath the moonlight and artificial floodlighting from the other side of the car park. Tomek winced at the reflection from the man’s head.

      ‘Don’t say a fucking word,’ Nick said, brandishing a finger at Tomek. ‘I know what you’re thinking, and don’t you fucking dare.’

      Tomek raised his hands in mock surrender. ‘I wasn’t thinking anything, guv. Honest!’

      ‘Bullshit. And for that, for being such an arsehole so early in the morning, you can go to Herbert’s house and speak with his wife. Anna should already be there.’

      ‘And the rest of the reinforcements?’

      ‘On their way.’

      ‘Already?’

      ‘Yes,’ Nick replied slowly, looking almost crestfallen as he turned to the spot where Herbert Tucker’s car had been. ‘We need to find this man as fast as we can. Otherwise, we’ll all have hell to pay.’
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      Herbert Tucker and his family lived on a road called Poors Lane. Except, with a swimming pool in almost every garden and a customary Range Rover Sport perched on each driveway, there was nothing poor about the people who lived there. And with house prices estimated in the several millions, Tomek wondered what sort of high net-worth individuals called themselves Herbert Tucker’s neighbours

      Access to the six-bedroom, four-bathroom, two living room, and single entertainment room mansion was only viable by a narrow, unmade road, and as he pulled onto the Tuckers’ driveway, which was a piece of immaculately paved flooring that stretched for almost the same length as the council offices’ car park, he found DC Anna Kaczmarek waiting for him, standing outside her parked car. Clouds of vapour were expelled from her mouth as she hugged herself against the bitter chill of the night. She was visibly shaking beneath her thick coat, scarf, gloves and hat.

      ‘Are you sure you’re Polish?’ he asked as he stepped out of the car, pointing to her attire.

      ‘Spierdalaj,’ she responded, telling him to fuck off. ‘I never handled the cold very well.’

      ‘And so you thought sunny England would be the place to handle it better?’

      ‘Shut up. You know why I came here,’ she said, then sighed heavily. ‘You can be such an arsehole sometimes.’

      Tomek was well aware his sarcasm could rub people up the wrong way, but it was all he’d ever known. A defence mechanism that had got out of hand and become a part of the fabric of his identity. It was too late to turn back now.

      ‘Where is she?’ he asked.

      ‘In the living room, with her youngest daughter.’

      ‘And the eldest?’

      ‘At her boyfriend’s.’

      ‘How are they doing?’

      ‘See for yourself…’

      And so he did. Without saying anything further, Anna led him through the front door. As soon as he entered the building, he was hit in the face by a wall of warm air, so thick and dense it felt like he was stepping out of the coolness of a shopping centre and into the Middle Eastern desert heat. A thin layer of sweat immediately began to form on his back and he was forced to remove his coat and blazer, lest his shirt become sodden within minutes of his arrival.

      The door to the house opened into a modest space with a modern wooden staircase that spiralled up the walls. Before he could take in the rest of the foyer, his attention was distracted by the fiddle-leaf fig that came up to his chest, nestled in a white pot on stilts, immediately to his right. He reached out for a leaf and began rubbing his fingers up and down it, massaging its striations.

      ‘You can have it if you want,’ came a voice that startled him.

      Tomek looked up to see a woman standing in the doorway to the living room. She was dressed in a pair of jeans, a thin blouse, and a pair of platformed shoes. Her face was heavily made-up, her hair curled, and her cheeks and jawline as chiselled as a catwalk model’s. She looked as though she’d spent several hours getting herself ready for their visit. Either that or she was lucky and rolled out of bed looking the way she did. As he looked at her, and her skinny, almost malnourished frame, Tomek didn’t think she would look out of place on an episode of The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills or some other shite television programme Kasia insisted on watching on ITV. Perhaps that was what she was hoping for.

      The Real Housewives of Essex.

      The last thing the county needed was another reality TV programme to tarnish its reputation.

      ‘Excuse me?’ Tomek replied.

      ‘The plant. You can have it if you want. My husband was into them. But we can always buy another one if we need. He won’t mind.’

      Tomek was taken aback. So much to unpick in that sentence alone. Such little time to do it in.

      ‘A man after my own heart,’ he said in the end. ‘But I’ll have to refuse on this occasion. Maybe I’ll take you up on the offer some other time.’

      Feigning a half-arsed, pleasant smile, the woman wandered over to him and introduced herself.

      ‘Nora Tucker.’

      ‘Tomek Bowen. Sergeant,’ he added.

      ‘Shall we?’

      Without waiting for an answer, Nora turned her back on him and headed into the living room.

      In the centre of the space was a small wooden coffee table with a chess set resting upon it. The set looked as though it was more decorative than functional, as did much of the rest of the furniture: a chaise longue sitting opposite a large, ten-seater sofa, a wood-burning fire against the back wall. Even the fifty-inch TV screen looked too expensive to touch let alone use.

      Nora headed straight to the other side of the room where she perched herself beside her teenage daughter who looked around the same age as Kasia. Perhaps a year or two older.

      ‘This is Eleanor,’ Nora explained, but the teenager paid them little attention. Instead, she moved to the corner of the sofa and wedged herself between the cushions, her finger scrolling up and down on her phone. ‘My other daughter is at her boyfriend’s.’

      ‘I heard,’ Tomek said as he searched for a space on the sofa. He was spoilt for choice and ended up sitting as far away from Nora as possible; it felt like they were on opposite ends of the room to one another. ‘And does your other daughter…’

      ‘Whitney.’

      ‘And does Whitney know what’s happening?’

      Nora shook her head. ‘I don’t want to disturb her. I think you should wait until morning before you tell her.’

      ‘Us?’

      Nora’s gaze flitted between Tomek and Anna.

      ‘Well, yes. I thought that was part of your job. I…’

      ‘I mean, we can, and we do, but that’s only if there’s no one else to do it,’ Anna answered. ‘But if you’d like us to, then of course we can do that for you.’

      Another one of those facetious smiles flashed across Nora’s face. ‘Great. Thank you. I really appreciate it. Saves me the headache of having to go all the way over there and back.’

      Tomek was getting an immediate impression of Nora, and not a good one. She seemed vapid, self-centred and only worried about herself. And he thought he’d had it bad growing up. He could only imagine what childhood must have been like for the two Tucker girls.

      He opened his mouth several times as he thought of something to say, but each time the thought disappeared from his mind and he was left sitting there, looking like a fish out of water.

      ‘We understand this is a very stressful time for you,’ Anna began, coming to his rescue. ‘We currently have a team back at the office looking for your husband. What we need to do is understand from your perspective what might have happened. Can you answer some questions about the phone call you two had?’

      ‘Of course.’

      Both detectives waited for her to continue, but when nothing came of her own volition, Tomek pressed her to begin.

      ‘Sorry, yes,’ she started, sitting upright, pursing her lips, stroking a strand of hair behind her shoulders as though she was about to answer a question in a job interview. ‘Herbert’s always finishing late. It comes with the job, so we’re used to not having him around the house. But it’s not that often he comes home this late in the morning. I was asleep when he called.’

      ‘What time was that exactly?’

      Nora shrugged, then reached for her phone and held it in front of Eleanor’s face. The teenager seemed to know what her mum was asking of her because she took the device and within a few seconds answered for her.

      ‘Three twelve am,’ she said, then quickly went back to her own phone.

      Tomek thanked her and continued his line of questioning towards Nora. ‘How did he sound on the phone?’

      ‘Annoyed.’

      ‘Like he’d just stubbed his toe or lost a million pounds at the casino?’

      Nora considered for a moment. ‘The toe one…’

      ‘Did he say what he was angry about?’

      ‘Not particularly.’

      ‘And what did he say to you exactly?’

      ‘Oh, you know. Just that he was sorry for being late and that he was on his way home.’

      ‘Does he usually wake you up at that time in the morning to let you know that sort of thing?’

      She shrugged. ‘Sometimes.’

      Tomek inhaled deeply. He didn’t think he’d ever heard someone sound so disinterested or less worried about the fact their husband was missing, possibly dead. He’d met dogs that were more worried about their owners leaving them alone for two seconds than this woman was.

      ‘What happened that made you realise something was wrong?’ Anna asked, coming to Tomek’s rescue again. By now, she’d grown accustomed to the heat and had gradually stripped off her extra layers and was wearing a smart shirt beneath her coat.

      ‘Well…’ Nora began slowly. ‘He was talking to me, and then the next minute he wasn’t. I think he noticed someone was there because he said, “What are you doing here?” and then after that he stopped. There were some scuffle noises on the other end and then the call went dead.’

      ‘And that was when you realised something was wrong?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘Obviously.’

      Yes, because it was as obvious as her concern for her husband.

      ‘You said that he’d said, “What are you doing here?” just before he was attacked. Do you think he knew the person who did this to him?’

      Nora shook her head, and for the first time seemed confident in her answer. ‘I don’t think so,’ she replied. ‘He’s always complaining about people wandering into the parking lot or being there when they shouldn’t. Especially at night time. Little rats, he calls them. He’s worried that they’re going to do something to his car. He’s always been very protective over it. It’s his pride and joy. We joke that he loves it more than the kids.’

      ‘Right,’ Tomek responded. Because that made absolute sense, and it was clear to see from Eleanor’s blank reaction that the joke was definitely not one that she shared and that it wasn’t her first time hearing it. ‘Is there anything else you can remember about the phone call? Any strange noises? Any other voices?’

      Nora shook her head again, just as confidently.

      ‘Okay,’ Tomek said. ‘Well, when we listen to the phone call we’ll have a couple of experts who can pick anything out if it’s there.’

      ‘You can do that?’ Nora asked, concern lacing her voice.

      Tomek grinned as facetiously as her. ‘We can do a lot of things. Our team are really very good. But don’t worry, we’ll do everything we can to help find out where your husband is and who’s done this to him.’

      Nora didn’t say anything. Instead, she shuffled on the sofa and turned to her daughter, who was now lost in her phone again. Tomek dreaded to think what sort of people were online at this time of the morning.

      Probably the same sort of people who abducted Herbert Tucker.

      ‘Speaking of which—’ Tomek started, then caught himself when he realised that the other people in the room weren’t privy to his thoughts. ‘We… I… From what I gather your husband was quite an influential figure,’ he continued, stumbling over his words. ‘Which means that, in these sorts of instances, we may expect to hear from abductors with a ransom or demand of some sort.’

      Nora nodded slowly, as though she was only half-listening. While the other half of her thought about what Tomek and the team might hear during her and her husband’s telephone conversation.

      ‘Firstly, I think you need to prepare yourself for that possibility, and that there may be difficult decisions ahead. In the meantime, we will have Anna permanently stationed here while we try to find him, in case any demands do come through on the telephone, your mobile, or one of your daughters’ phones. It’s better to be prepared than not, right?’

      This time Nora nodded more forcefully.

      ‘With all that in mind,’ he continued, conscious that he now had her full attention. ‘Is there anyone that you can think of, whether past or present, who may have done this?’
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      The short answer was everyone.

      Almost everyone who had ever come across Herbert Tucker had wanted him dead at least once.

      ‘Christ, even I’ve wanted him dead a couple of times,’ Nora had explained to them candidly, right after she’d told them that no specific names occurred to her. ‘It’s just the way he was. Infuriating. Tenacious. Narcissistic. He always thought he was bigger than the little guy, and a lot of the time he was right. He didn’t become as successful as he did by being the nice guy. Sure, he fucked over a lot of people in his time, but he’d always maintained that it was only business. That it was never personal.’

      As Tomek had left the house, a little over an hour after his arrival, he felt like someone had decided that it was now in fact personal, that it was time for Herbert Tucker to experience life as the little guy.

      He made the long journey from Benfleet to the station in quick time. By the time he returned to the office, a major incident room had been set up, and the office was filled with his colleagues pacing from side to side, speaking frantically to one another as they passed across information and instructions. Tomek hovered in the doorway, of half a mind to slowly step away from the chaos and back into the serenity of the corridor. But his brief moment of desertion never came to fruition, thanks to DC Rachel Hamilton, who called his name.

      ‘All hands on deck, sarge,’ she cried. ‘That means you too.’

      Tomek looked down at his palms, at the creases and red blood vessels bursting beneath the skin. ‘These things are too precious to get anywhere near this deck. You’ve seen the sorts of material that gets walked in here, right?’

      ‘We’ll roll out the red carpet for you next time, Your Highness.’

      ‘There’s not enough moisturiser in the world that can wipe the filth from this floor off me.’

      ‘There’s not enough moisturiser in the world that can cover your forehead…’

      The comment took Tomek aback. Not because he was offended by it, but because it had come from the least likely source. DC Nadia Chakrabarti, the heavily pregnant thirty-six-year-old who’d been craving biltong almost every waking moment of every day since the start of her pregnancy.

      ‘What did you just say?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘I… I didn’t…’

      ‘No. Go on. Say it. Explain yourself.’

      Nadia babbled. Meanwhile, small bursts of laughter crept out of his colleagues’ lips.

      ‘I just… It’s just… In that moment, I realised just how big your forehead is. Has anyone ever told you that you’ve got a big forehead?’

      ‘No. And now you’ve made me feel really insecure about it. So thank you for that.’

      As Tomek made his way to his desk, Nadia called after him and reached out for his hand, but he avoided it and continued to the other side of the room.

      Before any of them were able to continue the conversation, a door opened, followed by the sound of heavy feet stomping across the carpet. Silence descended on the rest of the office as all eyes fell on Nasty Nick, who was now wearing just a shirt and tie on his top half.

      ‘What’s so funny that we’ve all stopped working?’

      Nobody answered. At least, not at first. They all knew the question was rhetorical, but there were enough personalities in the office who had the childish desire to answer. And one of them was Tomek.

      ‘They’re talking about my forehead, sir,’ he said, pulling out his chair from his desk. ‘Apparently, it’s quite large.’

      ‘Seriously? Our member of parliament goes missing and you’re…’ Nick’s brow furrowed as his eyes narrowed in on Tomek’s head. He moved forward, inching closer. ‘You know what? I’ve never noticed that before, you do have quite—’

      Tomek slapped himself on the forehead, covering it with his hands. ‘Can we please stop talking about my massive forehead, for fuck’s sake! Don’t we all have an investigation to get on with?’

      They did. And before Tomek was able to sit down, he, along with the rest of the team, were summoned to the major investigation room by Nick. A few moments later, they had all filtered into the room and found a seat each. Shortly after the new year, and after his return from personal leave, Nick had approved Tomek’s request to put a table in the middle of the room. Somewhere for them to sit around and discuss like adults, without feeling like they were being taught in the classroom. Nick had left the purchase and all the measurements up to Tomek, but thanks to an addition error (which was completely, unequivocally not his fault and was everyone else’s), the custom-made square desk was too large, and there was very little room to manoeuvre either side of it. It was neither practical nor functional, but it had cost a fortune and so it was staying put.

      ‘How much longer do we have to keep the Starship Enterprise table for, sarge?’ Chey asked.

      ‘Until we find someone stupid enough to want it for themselves,’ Tomek answered.

      ‘Maybe the folks over at the council offices will want it? I’ve heard they’re always having meetings and sitting around discussing nothing.’

      ‘Like us, you mean?’

      ‘Yeah, but at least they’ll have the budget and a room big enough for it.’

      Tomek was about to reply when he saw Nick’s deeply unimpressed expression looking down at him, arms folded on top of his belly. Standing beside him was Inspector Victoria Orange, who had coloured her cheeks a different shade of pink today. A new set of make-up she was trying out.

      ‘Everyone finished? Because I’m not sure you realise the severity of what’s happened,’ he barked. ‘A member of parliament, our member of parliament, is missing, and we have to do everything we can to find him as soon as we possibly can. I want all eyes, fingers and brains working on this one. We have to find him.’

      ‘Why, sir?’ Tomek asked, then immediately realised how bad the question must have sounded to anyone who wasn’t inside his head.

      ‘What do you mean, why?’

      ‘Not like that,’ Tomek answered. ‘It’s just, we seem to be placing a lot of emphasis on finding Herbert Tucker as soon as possible. Whereas if this was anyone else, if this was little old David on the street, I’m not so sure you’d ask us to drop everything to find him.’

      Nick took his time to respond. Internally, Tomek knew the man was raging, but on the exterior none of it showed; the only example of Nick’s fury was the long, deep, heavy sigh that expelled from his nostrils.

      ‘I don’t think now is the time to discuss morals and ethics, Tomek,’ Nick answered. ‘But perhaps we can stay late together one time and we can work it out ourselves, shall we?’

      Tomek didn’t like the sound of that, nor did he like the idea of being in a quiet room alone with his boss – the others might start to talk – so he shook his head and stayed silent.

      ‘Or perhaps we could talk about how the media already seems to know about Herbert’s disappearance?’

      Tomek furrowed his brow. ‘You say that as though I know the answer, sir.’

      ‘That’s because I think you do.’

      He scoffed. ‘How’ve you worked that one out?’

      ‘You and your friend…’

      Tomek knew exactly who he was referring to. Abigail Winters, journalist for the Southend Echo. The one who had been trying to get a date with him for as long as they’d known one another.

      ‘I reject that accusation, sir. I’ve not spoken to her about Herbert or anything.’

      ‘Either way, they’re outside and they want a statement. And I’m going to have to give them something, so I need to know what you know.’

      For the next ten minutes, the team discussed what information they’d gathered so far. However, the answer was not a lot. In fact, less than that. The sum of fuck all. The biggest lead or chance they had of finding Herbert was through CCTV, a task that was led by DC Chey Carter.

      ‘Only problem with that, guv, is that there’s no CCTV on that side of the car park,’ the young constable explained. ‘I’ve looked at the footage from outside the council offices at the time Herbert left the building, and I can see him going to his car, but before he actually gets to it, he goes off camera and disappears.’

      ‘What does that mean?’ Nick asked.

      ‘It means that his car was parked in a blind spot.’

      ‘Why would he park his car there?’

      ‘From what I understand, it was his spot, and he must have known that it was in a blind spot, so he must have kept it there for a reason.’

      ‘Maybe it was because it was out of sight that he kept it there…’ DC Martin Brown added, his voice breaking mid-sentence. ‘Like he was trying to hide something.’

      That gave everyone reason to pause. Though what exactly Herbert Tucker was hiding by keeping his car in a blind spot, none of them knew.

      ‘What about his abductor?’ Nick asked, moving the conversation along. ‘Have we any CCTV footage of them?’

      Chey shook his head. ‘His attacker must have come from the side of the street, sir. I can’t find him anywhere.’

      ‘So you haven’t fucking seen anything?’ The vehemence and aggression in Nick’s voice was apparent. ‘What about the car when it left? You must have seen the vehicle leave the car park?’

      The young constable took his time before he responded, while everyone prepared themselves for the wrath that they knew was about to follow.

      ‘They drove it over the kerb and headed south on Victoria Avenue.’

      ‘Great, so we have a—’

      Chey held a finger up to silence the man, who slowly stopped talking when he realised what Chey was doing.

      ‘Only problem though, guv,’ the constable continued, ‘is that the number plate was covered.’

      ‘Covered over? With what?’

      ‘Black tape, sir.’

      Nick threw his hands in the air and sighed deeply. ‘So the attacker waltzes in off the street, unannounced, attacks Tucker, changes the number plates, and then drives off into the sunset?’

      ‘Actually, at that time of the morning, it would be sunrise, sir,’ Oscar, otherwise known as Captain Actually in the team, interrupted. ‘And even then it’s a few hours out…’

      Nick shot him a look of disbelief. ‘Does now look like the fucking time to be correcting me?’

      Embarrassment flashed across Oscar’s face. His muscle memory to correct people was so hardwired that sometimes he didn’t even know he was doing it.

      After he’d apologised, Tomek jumped in. ‘Think on the bright side, guv, at least we’ll be able to dust the car down for prints when we find it.’

      ‘Have we put out an alert for a Jaguar F Type with blacked-out number plates?’ Victoria asked quickly, trying to get her foot into the door of the conversation.

      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ DS Sean Campbell replied, almost as quickly. ‘I’ve sent out an alert to all uniform and patrolling vehicles to keep an eye out and to notify us immediately if they find anything suspicious or loosely matching the vehicle’s description.’

      A smirk grew on Victoria’s face and she gave him a knowing dip of the head.

      Sean was Tomek’s longest-serving friend in the team, narrowly beating Nick for the top spot by a few months, and for the past thirteen years, they had been almost inseparable from one another, like the brother that Tomek had never truly had growing up. But in recent months, ever since Kasia had come into his life, the daughter he’d only found out about recently, they’d drifted apart, a crevasse wedged between them. That gap had recently been exacerbated by Sean’s involvement with the detective inspector. While everyone in the office was aware of their relationship (Tomek had thoroughly enjoyed overhearing them explaining it to Nasty Nick) and they tried to keep it out of the office as much as possible, it still managed to permeate through with their actions and their little glances at one another. And, not to mention, their little pats on the back and knowing glances as they had done just now.

      ‘So we don’t know where he is,’ the chief inspector began. ‘But we do know what happened to him – loosely. That means the other question we need to answer is who might have done this to him. Tomek, what did you take away from the wife?’

      Tomek sat up straight before answering. ‘Not much, sir. Other than the fact that almost every person who’s ever come across Herbert Tucker will at one point or another in their life have wanted him dead. So… that should narrow the field a little bit.’

      ‘How the fuck does that narrow the field in any way?’

      ‘Well, we can possibly rule out this being a tiger kidnapping. Based on what Nora Tucker said we can assume this isn’t a random attack, that it’s more than likely to be someone who knew him, someone who wanted to hurt him. So it narrows the playing field from a few hundred thousand residents in the area to a couple of thousand people who he’s met in his career.’

      ‘Actually…’ came the slow and irritable response from the captain again. ‘The average person meets up to eighty thousand people in their lifetime. Considerably more for people like us. And even more for someone like Herbert Tucker – think of the PR rallies and meetings he’s had to do in his lifetime.’

      Now he knew how Nick had felt. ‘Thank you for that, Captain. But that doesn’t really help me when I say we can narrow the field down, does it?’

      Captain Actually shrugged. ‘I just want to make sure you’re factually accurate.’

      ‘Have you ever thought of going on Who Wants to be a Millionaire? Because you’d be good. Really fucking good.’

      ‘I don’t believe in them.’

      ‘Believe in what?’

      ‘Quiz shows.’

      ‘You don’t like the idea of making loads of money by answering a few questions?’

      ‘Exactly.’

      Tomek shook his head in disbelief. Under usual circumstances, he would have had a response to a comment like that, but now there was nothing. It was as though his mind was so taken aback that it couldn’t think of anything other than to remember to breathe in and out.

      ‘What else did his wife have to say?’ Nick asked, bringing Tomek out of his reverie.

      ‘Not a lot,’ Tomek answered. ‘I’m due there in a couple of hours to drop the daughter back home and give her the bad news. Want me to pass anything along?’
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      The first thing Tomek noticed when he stepped outside the back door of the police station was the cold. Zero degrees. Freezing.

      ‘Fuck a duck,’ he said as soon as he felt the numbing sensation instantly gnaw at his fingers, then headed towards his car. He made it as far as the end of the small steps before he heard his name.

      ‘Christ on a bike!’ he yelled as a figure emerged from behind a tree.

      The figure was small, slight, and dressed in a thick, padded coat with a fur hood pulled over her head. Beneath the hood was a pretty face, with light make-up applied and a pair of black glasses attached to her nose.

      ‘You’re full of expletives today, aren’t you?’ she asked as she approached.

      ‘I am when you scare the shit out of me,’ he replied, burying his hands in his pockets. ‘What are you doing here, Abi?’

      ‘Here to see you, obvs.’

      Tomek’s face dropped.

      ‘Well, here to see you for two reasons.’

      ‘No, and no.’

      Tomek made his way towards the car, but the journalist followed him anyway, clinging to his heels, almost holding onto him so that she could keep up.

      ‘It’s about Herbert Tucker,’ Abigail said.

      ‘I know what it’s about. But what I want to know, and what the rest of us want to know, is how you know about Herbert Tucker. I seem to be getting the blame from Nick because your team knows about it!’

      ‘Of course we do,’ she replied, her cheeks gradually reddening the longer they stayed out there. Either it was the cold or the ardent flirtation and lust she had for him.

      Tomek reckoned it was a combination of the two.

      ‘How?’ he asked.

      ‘We’re journalists. It’s our job to know.’

      Tomek scowled at her, waiting for her to elaborate.

      ‘Fine,’ she muttered, with a roll of her eyes. ‘The other week our boss told us to keep ourselves positioned outside the station more often. Just in case something happened.’

      ‘So you’ve been stalking us?’

      Stalking me?

      ‘Don’t flatter yourself,’ she replied as if hearing his thoughts. ‘It was just for us to get an early exclusive on something, that was all.’

      ‘Right. And you didn’t happen to see who abducted the mayor last night, did you?’

      ‘Mayor? He was an MP.’

      ‘Right. Sorry. They’re the same in my mind. Both begin with an M, and I bet their roles are practically one and the same.’

      Abigail didn’t seem impressed by his lack of knowledge about the inner workings of local politics, but then again, he didn’t care.

      ‘So…’ she started slowly, optimistically. ‘What can you tell me?’

      ‘Lots of things.’ He scratched the side of his cheek thoughtfully, as though channelling his inner Greek philosopher. ‘Water’s wet. Bears shit in the woods. And you should never cross the streams…’

      To his surprise, Abigail saw the funny side of it and slapped him on the arm playfully. And for a moment something flashed between them. Something that they hadn’t had for a while. In fact, only ever once before. On the night they’d drunkenly kissed. A raw, unadulterated magnetism of attraction. Tomek thought it was about to happen again.

      Another moment.

      ‘You can be such an arse sometimes,’ she said, eventually breaking the deadlock.

      ‘I aim to please,’ he replied, flashing her a cheeky grin ‘But in all seriousness, you probably know as much about what happened to him and where he is as we do.’

      A look of confusion slowly drew across Abigail’s face. As though he had just told her the answer to life, the universe and everything, and she still didn’t get it.

      ‘So you don’t know anything?’ she asked.

      ‘You catch on fast.’

      Another playful slap, this time harder – and a little more deserved.

      ‘You still owe me by the way,’ she said. ‘Don’t think I’ve forgotten.’

      ‘Owe you for what?’

      ‘Don’t play dumb.’

      ‘Dumb about what?’ Tomek looked around the car park as though he might find the answer there.

      ‘When are you taking me out?’

      The laughter and light-hearted banter stopped and was carried away by a strong gust of wind whistling past the trees. For the past month or so, Abigail had been constantly reminding him and questioning him about the date he’d agreed to take her on. But each time he’d missed a call or forgotten to reply to a text message, it had been over the phone and he’d found an excuse. But now this was in person, a confrontation, he had nowhere to go. Nowhere to hide.

      He was undecided for two reasons. One, he thought that she was slightly infatuated with him to the point that it bordered obsession, and after he had experienced something similar in a previous relationship, he realised he didn’t want to get into something like that again. And the other reason was that it could have potentially jeopardised their working relationship. As members of the same team (unofficially) they often relied upon one another for information and access to the other’s contacts (though he definitely took more than he gave), and she had helped him several times in the past and he knew that he would need to rely on her again in the future.

      But the other part of him, the part that was curious and largely driven by libido, wondered what it would be like to see how their relationship developed.

      ‘When are you free?’ he asked.

      The question took her aback, as though she hadn’t been expecting it at all.

      ‘Tomorrow night if you are?’

      ‘For now, yeah. Depends on what happens with Mr Tucker.’

      ‘Good. I knew I’d wear you down,’ she said, winking.

      And that was what he was afraid of. That she would eventually wear down all his barriers and bring out the real Tomek Bowen.

      ‘Where are you taking me?’

      ‘I’ve got a few ideas in mind,’ he said as he made his way to his car with absolutely no restaurants in mind.

      ‘Somewhere new, please.’

      ‘New?’

      ‘As in, somewhere you haven’t taken a girl before.’

      ‘Erm.’

      ‘Oh, that’s going to be hard, is it?’

      ‘No. It’s just a bit…’

      ‘I don’t think it’s weird to ask to go somewhere you haven’t taken another girl before, thank you. I don’t want you thinking about her while you’re supposed to be spending the evening with me.’

      ‘Maybe we’ll bump into one of my exes,’ he said, and she reached out to slap him again but he pulled away so she narrowly missed him.

      Then he came to a stop by his car and climbed in, leaving the door open.

      ‘Maybe we’ll get papped in the restaurant. People will think we’re local celebrities. Or the new Charles and Diana.’

      ‘I’d rather not,’ she said as she took a step away from the door. ‘Not with how that one turned out…’
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      Tomek didn’t think he and Abigail had any chance of being the next Charles and Diana, but there was one particular couple he was certain was nowhere near them.

      Herbert and Nora Tucker.

      After his encounter with Abigail, Tomek had driven to Whitney’s boyfriend’s house, who was quite aptly called Charlie, and picked her up from her overnight stay. Before shutting the door on him, Whitney had asked whether Charlie could join them, and Tomek had shrugged his shoulders and agreed. Emotional support, she had said. It was no skin off Tomek’s nose; at least that meant he wouldn’t have to make small talk and could just let them gossip away in the backseats.

      But that was a blessing that hadn’t lasted long. Not when Whitney had started asking him loads of concerned questions.

      ‘Can you tell me what’s happened?’

      ‘Is he all right?’

      ‘Are you going to find him?’

      Whitney Tucker was a woman in her early twenties, but her mannerisms and demeanour – the soft, childlike speech, the dropped shoulders, the constant biting of her fingernails and twirling her hair through her fingers – suggested she was several years behind, a teenager still clinging onto those earlier years for whatever reason. Yet despite all that, she was elegant and attractive, someone who clearly spent a lot of time, and a lot of daddy’s money, on making herself look the best possible version of herself that she could. A miniature version of her mother in the making.

      ‘We’re doing everything we can to find your dad,’ Tomek explained from the front seat. ‘We have a team of people looking for him, but we’re going to need your support, and your full cooperation so we can find him and bring him back home soon.’

      ‘Okay,’ she said, which seemed to allay some of her fears. ‘Have you spoken to my mum already?’

      ‘Yes. She was the one who called to say he’d gone missing.’

      ‘And she didn’t call me?’

      Tomek didn’t answer. He hoped the question was rhetorical.

      ‘That’s just typical of her, that is,’ Whitney added.

      ‘I think she was trying to protect you. She didn’t want to disturb your evening.’

      ‘How bold of her.’

      A brief moment of silence popped into the car, and Tomek waited for it to shrink before he asked the question that had sprung upon him.

      ‘How would you describe your parents’ marriage?’

      If Whitney was offended by the question, she didn’t show it. In fact, she looked as though she’d been expecting it. Tomek prepared himself for her answer.

      ‘They hate each other,’ Whitney said, her gaze drifting towards the window. Meanwhile, Charlie sat in the back, on the outskirts of the conversation, staring through the window. ‘They’re constantly at each other’s throats.’

      Interesting.

      ‘If it wasn’t for Whit and Eleanor, I don’t think they’d be together,’ Charlie said. The intonation in his voice suggested he was trying to wedge himself into the conversation. And he looked like the type too. A pretty boy, someone who’d been surrounded by people his entire life, used to being the centre of attention and didn’t like when he was out of it.

      ‘I often wonder the same thing sometimes,’ Whitney said with a squeeze of her boyfriend’s hand.

      Tomek knew how she felt, had been there himself. He often wondered whether, if his parents hadn’t had him, then they would all be happier. His mum, dad, Dawid. All of them. The belief had started after his parents, particularly his Polish mother, had blamed him for Michał’s death. In his parents’ eyes, he’d failed to protect his brother. Their relationship following that cataclysmic event had become fractured and distant ever since. Though it had improved in recent weeks and months, thanks to the addition of Kasia into their family, there was still a long way to go.

      The three of them arrived at the Tucker family home twenty minutes later. Opening the door for them was Anna, who wore a new set of bags under her eyes. Before beginning another round of questioning, Tomek and Anna allowed the family a moment to bond, grieve, process. The three Tucker women embraced one another while Tomek, Anna and Charlie watched from the sidelines, beside the fiddle-leaf fig, which Tomek had privately decided to call the Artful Fiddler, as the name reminded him of Dodger from Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist.

      As they watched the family reunion, Tomek observed the women’s behaviour: Nora’s interaction with Whitney was brief, almost microscopic, but her daughters’ interaction with one another was far longer, an embrace that suggested they hadn’t seen each other in months, almost years. An embrace which left Nora on the outskirts of her own family.

      As Whitney pulled away from her sister, she held Eleanor’s face and wiped tears from her eyes. ‘It’s okay,’ she told her. ‘It’s going to be okay.’

      Eleanor nodded feebly, in what was a completely different emotion to the one she’d displayed to her mother only a few hours before. Back then she’d been distracted, distant, almost bullish. But now she was vulnerable, weak. All for her older sister. It was then that Tomek realised he was looking at a bond between the sisters that was deeper than any trench. And he got the impression it was them against the world.

      ‘Mrs Tucker,’ Tomek started. ‘Might we speak privately in the other room? Are your daughters okay to go upstairs or in the kitchen perhaps?’

      ‘I… I don’t think—’

      ‘We’re fine,’ interrupted Whitney, and she grabbed her sister’s hand and dragged her and Charlie up the wooden stairs. ‘We’ll be in my bedroom.’

      ‘Perfect,’ Tomek said with a smile. ‘Thank you.’

      A moment later, they had gone and the three adults had moved to the living room, occupying the same seats as they had only hours before. Everything was the same except one minor detail that had been added since his last visit: a box of tissues sitting beside Nora Tucker.

      ‘You still haven’t found him then?’ she asked, straight off the bat.

      ‘What makes you say that?’

      ‘That depressed, solemn look on your faces,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t look like you’re here to give me any good news.’

      ‘Sadly there’s been no change since this morning,’ Tomek explained.

      ‘I see. And how did she take it?’

      It took Tomek a moment to realise who she was referring to.

      ‘She seemed fine, I guess. Though I have no barometer for your daughter’s reactions. I have nothing to relate it to. But she did mention something that I’d like to discuss with you, if I may.’

      Nora’s back stiffened slightly. She moved her hands together across her lap.

      ‘Go on…’ she said, slight trepidation in her voice.

      ‘From what I understand, there are a lot of arguments in your marriage.’

      ‘Isn’t there in everyone’s?’ she snapped back in a huff. ‘Doesn’t mean I had anything to do with his disappearance though.’

      ‘I didn’t say you did. I just wanted to ask you about your marriage, that’s all.’

      Before answering, Nora inhaled deeply and held it there. As she let the air flow out of her chest, she began, ‘It’s been rocky, don’t get me wrong. We’ve had our disagreements, like any couple, and we’ve come out of them on the other side. But we just get on with it. Sure, there’s not much love there anymore, but I think that’s natural with people like us…’

      ‘What makes you say that?’

      ‘Which bit?’

      ‘Why there’s no love left between you two?’

      She shrugged, as though the answer was obvious. Tomek decided to probe.

      ‘What really happened this morning when your husband called you? Why did he call you at three o’clock in the morning? Because it’s been bugging me, and I don’t think it was just to let you know that he was coming home.’

      It was a long time before Nora responded. But before she did, she craned her neck towards the ceiling and then made her way towards the living room doors. She pulled them shut delicately, as though the sound might bring the house down, and returned to her seat a different woman. This time she was more defiant, more resilient, the grieving housewife façade seemingly disappearing in an instant.

      ‘He told me he wanted a divorce.’

      Tomek sighed slowly. ‘Why did you lie to us?’

      ‘Because I didn’t want Eleanor to find out.’

      ‘Was this the first time you’d had the discussion?’

      Nora shook her head, then began playing with her diamond earrings, flashing the several other expensive pieces of diamond-encrusted rings and bracelets on her hand.

      ‘He told me a few months ago. Said he wasn’t happy and that he wanted out of the relationship.’

      ‘But you’re still together… What changed?’

      ‘We both got so busy doing our own thing, living our lives separately, that it just never happened. I was more than happy to stay with him, with the house, with the kids, so I never brought it up again.’

      And the diamond jewellery. And the sports car sitting on the driveway. And the manicures and pedicures and hair treatments and the yoga lessons.

      All on someone else’s credit card.

      Tomek bet she would do anything she could to stay in the relationship.

      ‘So what about the call this morning was different? What had made him bring it up again?’

      She shrugged again. ‘You’ll have to ask him.’

      For some reason, Tomek thought that might be the last thing on Herbert Tucker’s mind when they found him.

      If they found him.
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      Albert Patterson first fell in love with the beach over sixty years ago. His parents had taken him and Roger on a bus to Southend on a holiday, the first of their lives, and the first of only a few as a family. They had spent the afternoon on the beach, playing in the sand, building castles, and running into the water to wash the dirt from their feet only to then realise they were going to get dirty again immediately afterwards. They had shared ice creams, and they had brought a picnic with them in a little hamper. Homemade tuna sandwiches. Albert’s favourite.

      But the best part of the day, his favourite, had been his little discovery.

      The tide had pulled out, and he and Roger had been playing in the mud, their feet sinking into the dirty, filthy substance. They had been chasing after one another, an innocent game of It.

      That was until Albert had tripped and landed face first in the mud. Covered, inhaling some of the earth, he’d cried out for his brother. Roger had come hurtling towards him, and as his brother had pulled him from the sinkhole he was beginning to fall into, a small sparkle glistened beneath the brown substance.

      A coin.

      Old, grimy, covered in centuries of dirt and filth.

      He didn’t know exactly what it was, nor where it had come from. He just knew that it was important to someone and that he needed it.

      Wanted it for himself.

      But that hadn’t been possible. On the drive home, Albert had kept his treasure a secret, hidden in the pocket of his wet and sandy shorts. It wasn’t until they’d arrived home that he’d shared the find with his family. At first, they’d been furious, disappointed that he’d stolen something that wasn’t his. But after he’d explained where he’d found it, and what he planned to do with it, they apologised and understood.

      What had followed next had blown them all away. His father had taken the coin to a collector, who had examined the treasure and valued it at over two thousand pounds. For it was an old Roman coin, perhaps belonging to a long lost ship that had once sailed the Thames and its estuary, washed ashore all those centuries ago.

      Albert’s parents had later sold the coin, which had been enough to move them out of poverty and into a nice property by the Southend seafront where, for the past fifty years, Albert had been patrolling the beaches in search of another life-changing find.

      But so far, he had found nothing.

      Apart from a diamond ring, which he had swiftly returned to the inconsolable woman who’d reportedly lost it only an hour before, the majority of his finds were old bottle caps, magnets, and other pieces of shrapnel.

      Fifty years of patrolling the beaches of Leigh-on-Sea, Chalkwell, Southend and Thorpe Bay with his metal detector, hoping that each new tide would bring with it another shiny gold coin.

      Fifty years of wandering up and down, still clinging to the excitement he’d encountered on his first-ever find.

      And it was no different now.

      He had spent the morning at the other end of the Essex coastline in Leigh-on-Sea and was approaching the end of his morning in Thorpe Bay. There the beach was largely made up of stones and smooth pebbles that had been corroded by years of salt water. It was typically the least populous place in terms of finds. There was often very little on Thorpe Bay, but he liked it, nonetheless. In fact, it was one of his favourites, thanks to the beach huts that ran along the promenade. Beach huts of several colours, that were always frequented and used in the summer. He had overheard once that they were worth over a hundred grand. Far too much money in his opinion. But it was one of the first on his purchase list if he ever found another golden Roman coin. That and a brand-new metal detector.

      As he began to call it a day, he walked back along the seafront in front of the beach huts, still keeping his eyes and nose to the ground, searching for the faintest of flashes, the softest of sparkles.

      When he reached the middle of the row of beach huts he stopped. A foul, pungent smell had got stuck up his nose. But it wasn’t coming from the seaweed or mess that had been swept onto the shore; he had patrolled the beaches long enough to know the difference.

      No, this was something else. The smell of something much fouler.

      And so he decided to inspect.

      It wasn’t long before he realised what the smell had been and where it had come from.

      A homeless man who had searched for shelter between two beach huts. A homeless man who had presumably pissed himself to keep warm overnight. The figure was wrapped in a duvet and was wearing a pair of old hiking shoes that were riddled with holes.

      ‘Shame,’ Albert said, shaking his head, as he continued walking on and left the man there.

      He hated to see it, but like a lot of people, he was never willing enough to change it or do anything about it. He saw himself as powerless, an ineffective and almost useless voice in the fight against anything. The only thing in life he had control over was himself and his metal detector. It was just a shame he didn’t have control over the shore and the secrets that lay beneath it.

      But then, just as he was about to leave and give up all hope, something caught his eye. Something sparkly. Something interesting.

      Excitement swelling within him, Albert bent down to ground level and began sweeping away the small stones around the item, until eventually he uncovered a wedding band. Gold, solid, weighty.

      Worth a lot of money. Perhaps not enough for a beach hut on Thorpe Bay, but certainly enough for the new metal detector that he’d been eyeing up on eBay.
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      The weather had deteriorated significantly. The cold was more ferocious, and the wind carried with it a sense of vengeance. And to make matters worse, it had started to rain. Not heavily, but not lightly either. The in-between where you seem to get wet within a few minutes of leaving the house. And that was exactly what happened to Tomek as soon as he left the station and made the short journey to his car.

      The call had come in less than ten minutes before. A body had been found in Thorpe Bay. On the seafront. Wedged between the infamous row of beach huts.

      Nick had pulled him aside and instructed Tomek that he wanted the sergeant to attend the crime scene. ‘I’m not playing favourites,’ Nick had explained in his office. ‘I’m just making sure that she doesn’t play favourites.’

      She being the detective inspector, Victoria.

      She being the one in a relationship with a detective sergeant.

      It was clear to see Nick didn’t like the idea of them being together, that it might interfere with their focus and their abilities to manage a complex and high-profile murder investigation. And Tomek could hardly blame him.

      In the short time that Herbert Tucker had been missing, his name had reached over ten thousand mentions on Twitter, and over two dozen articles had been written about him, with the team checking over them and the comments sections for any clues or updates.

      Tomek wondered whether this was Nick’s way of punishing them somehow. And, if it was, he didn’t mind too much, because he was currently the one benefiting from it.

      Alongside him in the car was the captain, with his immaculately groomed stubble and his designer glasses perched perfectly on his nose. DC Oscar Perez was a man of class and charisma, but he liked to keep it low-key, off the radar. The same went for his personality. In the office, he was often silent and reserved. Unless, of course, the opportunity to correct someone manifested itself in front of him and he saw it as his duty to do so. Tomek had worked with him for nearly ten years, but in that time he had never seen the man with a book in his hand or a video documentary on his phone. It was a mystery then, as to how he knew so much.

      ‘Where do you get all your useless trivia knowledge from?’ Tomek asked as they headed towards Thorpe Bay. The journey was only short – five minutes, give or take, walkable really – but neither man fancied braving the conditions.

      ‘My parents,’ Oscar explained, his Hispanic accent soft.

      ‘How?’

      ‘Books.’

      ‘What’d they do? Pin you down and force the pages into your mouth?’

      Oscar chuckled. ‘No. I was reading from an early age. Some quite advanced stuff, actually. And then my dad handed me an encyclopaedia. You ever heard of one of those?’

      ‘Jammy bastard. Of course I’ve heard of them. They’re the books with all the cooking instructions, right?’

      ‘Almost. Anyway, I read the first couple of pages and it all seemed to make sense to me. Like it just clicked. I just enjoy learning about things.’

      ‘And correcting people, don’t forget.’

      ‘It’s what I live for,’ Oscar said coolly. ‘That, and finding criminals.’

      ‘Well, Captain,’ Tomek said as he pulled the car to a stop on the esplanade a short distance from the beach huts. ‘Your ship has just docked on enemy soil. Set your guns to stun, and prepare yourself for what might—’

      ‘Phasers.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Phasers. It’s “set your phasers to stun” actually.’

      Tomek gave him a hard stare. ‘Shut the fuck up and get out of the car,’ he replied jovially.

      Down here, along the esplanade, the wind and rain had worsened. Water pelted him like bullets from all angles, while the wind knocked him off balance as he stepped onto the kerb. The streets were deserted. Nobody in sight except for the police officers and scenes of crime officers in the middle of the road. The street had been cordoned off and a white forensic tent had been erected over the beach huts. Tomek had read about them once, that they sometimes cost the same as a flat, depending on what condition they were in. And Tomek could think of nothing worse than spending a small fortune on something that was only going to be used for a few months of the year, and during those busy summer months, he would be forced to share the beach with all the other sods who insisted on visiting at the same time as him. Perhaps it was the Polish in him, the cynicism, but he could think of better ways to spend a hundred grand.

      Shortly after their arrival, Tomek and Oscar each stepped into forensic suits and climbed down the steps leading to the beach. Then they walked between the seawall and the rear of the beach huts, avoiding the rubbish and detritus that the scumbags of Southend had thrown down there (another reason he didn’t want to buy a beach hut). Wedged between the wall and the small wooden huts, the wind had dropped drastically, and the rain struggled to tear through the gaps as much as it did in the open.

      The mass of white figures was only a few yards away, and as they approached, they became sheltered beneath the tent that had somehow been erected over three of the huts, protecting them from the elements. Five SOCOs in total, with a crime scene manager in charge of them. And then Tomek spotted Lorna Dean, the Home Office pathologist, with her fiery red hair that seemed to burn through the white paper suit.

      ‘Afternoon,’ Tomek called to nobody in particular. ‘Lovely day for it.’

      Then he looked down at the narrow space between the two huts. At the body that lay there, sheltered beneath a duvet.

      ‘Who’s this then?’ Tomek asked Lorna on the other side of the body.

      ‘Not sure yet,’ she replied. ‘There’s no identification on him. No wallet, no phone.’

      Tomek turned to Oscar. ‘You got the printout?’

      ‘One moment,’ Oscar replied, then lowered the zip of his suit and reached into his coat pocket.

      ‘It’s quite quiet down here,’ Tomek noted while he waited. ‘You can actually hear yourself think.’

      Then Oscar’s hand came into view, and Tomek took the document from him. As he crouched down beside the victim’s face, he unfolded the paper and held it close to the man’s head.

      ‘What you reckon?’ Tomek asked Oscar. ‘Same bloke?’

      ‘I mean… his mouth’s a bit red, and his nose is a bit broken, but yeah, I’d say it’s the same guy.’

      ‘Who?’ Lorna interjected.

      ‘Our esteemed member of parliament and the local council, Mr Herbert Tucker,’ Tomek replied with a hint of sarcasm in his voice.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Exactly. I didn’t know him either. Hence the photograph.’ Tomek waved the printout. ‘Apparently, he’s quite the local celebrity.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘No,’ replied Oscar. ‘It’s just that Nick and Martin expect us all to know who he is.’

      ‘Right. That makes perfect sense.’

      Tomek ignored them and continued surveying the dead man in front of him. Herbert Tucker looked nothing like the photo Tomek had downloaded from the internet. Herbert Tucker now had a broken nose, and a river of dried blood covered his nostrils and cheeks, but the largest anomaly was the red swelling and lesions around his mouth. It looked as though he’d been kissing someone and come out the end of it wearing their lipstick. But what was more concerning, and confusing, were the clothes Herbert was wearing. Tomek had seen the CCTV footage of Herbert Tucker leaving the council offices at three in the morning, and Herbert had been wearing a suit, shirt, and a pair of smart shoes. Formal wear. Office attire. Something that suggested he was working for local government. Now, however, he had been dressed in a dank brown coat, a ripped pair of jeans, and a dirtied, hole-ridden pair of shoes.

      He had been dressed to look like a homeless person.

      And made to smell like one too.

      The stench of piss and ammonia was rife between the beach huts, and Tomek wondered whether it had come from Herbert or whether it was embedded within the construction of the huts themselves, seeped through the wood by people constantly pissing in that exact spot. And then he was reminded of the smell at the crime scene in the car park and the puddle that had accompanied it.

      ‘Who found him?’ Tomek asked, taking a moment to absorb what he was seeing.

      ‘Pensioner on his morning walk. Said he almost had a heart attack.’

      Tomek wondered how long Herbert Tucker had been lying there, deceased, exposed to the elements, covered in his own piss. He wondered how many other people had disregarded him as soon as they’d noticed the duvet and the dirty clothes.

      The killer had dressed Tucker up for a reason – to distract and delay – which meant whoever they were dealing with was clever and calculating. And, more importantly, had planned the abduction and killing ahead of time. That wasn’t the sort of decision made on a whim. Precise and thorough thought had gone into his death.

      Tomek had seen all he needed to. He rose to his feet, and with Oscar following closely behind, made his way back to the police cordon. There he found the poor, unfortunate soul whose job it was to stand guard and sign the attendees in and out on the attendance log. He was dressed in a full raincoat and waterproof cap, but it did little to protect him from the elements. Tomek greeted the man with a warm smile as he signed himself out of the log, then gave him a pat on the back as he left.

      As they made their way to the car, he spotted a police vehicle pulled up on the side of the road, two individuals in the backseat visible behind the glass. Tomek made his way over and knocked on the glass, startling the white-haired man in front of him. He opened the door.

      ‘Bloody hell, man,’ he exclaimed. ‘I’ve already had one heart attack scare, I don’t want another one. Are you trying to kill me?’

      ‘Not intentionally, sir.’

      Tomek poked his head round the gentleman and saw the uniformed constable behind him.

      ‘Getting yourselves out of the rain?’ he asked.

      ‘Taking a witness statement,’ the constable replied.

      ‘So, you’re the unlucky one who found the victim?’ Tomek said to the older gentleman.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Your name?’

      ‘Laurence Lowell.’

      ‘Nice to meet you Laurence Lowell. I’m Detective Sergeant Tomek Bowen. If you need anything, just let either myself or my colleagues know.’

      The man seemed to settle a little. ‘Of course.’

      ‘Before I leave you to it, might I ask how long ago you found the body?’

      The constable answered first, checking through his notes. ‘An hour ago, sarge. Three twelve pm.’

      Tomek nodded.

      That meant there was a twelve-hour window between Herbert Tucker’s abduction and his discovery.

      A twelve-hour window they needed to find their killer in.
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      There were six questions that needed answering in every murder investigation.

      Who?

      What?

      Where?

      When?

      Why?

      And how?

      Six universal questions that could be applied to everything.

      Who was involved?

      What happened?

      Where did it happen?

      When did it happen?

      Why did it happen?

      How?

      The thing to remember, however, was the significance of each answer.

      When did it happen? Why that specific time? Why not sooner, later?

      The rabbit hole of follow-up question after follow-up question was enormous, but it was those rabbit holes that eventually led to a good lead or a potential suspect being captured. And, almost immediately, Tomek suspected the rabbit warren of Herbert Tucker’s life would be even larger, and even more difficult to follow.

      He and Oscar had returned to the station as quickly as possible, more to get out of the rain and into the warmth than for good news. And within moments after their return, they had been bombarded with questions, most notably from Nick who was desperate for an update.

      ‘Is it him? Is it Tucker?’

      Tomek felt like that one time he’d been harassed on Southend high street by someone trying to sign him up to a monthly charity direct debit. There was no escape.

      ‘Slow down, boss,’ he replied. ‘At least let me get my coat off.’

      A few seconds weren’t going to make a difference in the grand scheme of things, but they were for Nick. He stalked behind Tomek, breathing heavily down his neck as he went.

      Once he’d put his coat on a hook, Tomek turned round to see Nick’s bald head hovering a few inches from his chin.

      ‘Well?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Is it him?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘I used the photo.’

      ‘What photo?’

      ‘I didn’t know what he looked like so I printed one out and held it to his face.’

      ‘Fuck’s sake, Tomek,’ Nick said, sighing loudly. ‘We’ll still need to get his wife to confirm his identity.’

      Even though Tomek was ninety-nine per cent sure it was Herbert Tucker.

      ‘Why didn’t you check his wallet or his driver’s licence?’ Nick asked.

      ‘There was no ID on him actually, sir,’ answered Oscar from the other side of the room.

      ‘What do you mean?’ asked Nick.

      ‘Presumably, the killer stole it. He was dressed like a homeless man.’

      A profound silence fell on the room as the team processed the information. The moment lasted a while – ten seconds, twenty, thirty – before Nick shook his head in disbelief and called an urgent meeting in the major incident room.

      A minute later, the team was seated, with the exception of Nick who was standing at the front of the room, pacing impatiently. In the time that Tomek and Oscar had been out of the station, they had been working on answering the who question. Who had done this to Herbert? Who in his life had he wronged so much that they thought this was the only way to get revenge?

      But now that the team knew Herbert had been dressed as a homeless person in the moments either preceding or succeeding his death, that added a different dimension to the investigation.

      The question now became: who had he wronged so much, and why would they want to dress him like that?

      Tomek had a few initial ideas but wanted to wait until he heard the information before he solidified any of them in his mind.

      ‘Tell us everything you know about his crime scene,’ Nick ordered, blunt, matter-of-fact.

      Feeling like he was about to read aloud in front of the class, Tomek cleared his throat. And then he explained to them what they had uncovered after speaking with the key witness, Laurence Lowell, and the uniformed police officer. That Laurence had discovered the body only an hour before. That Herbert Tucker had been dressed as a homeless person and dumped between the beach huts. That he had been covered in a duvet. That he had red marks around his mouth.

      ‘Red marks?’ Nick asked.

      ‘Like he’d been kissing someone with a lot of lipstick on.’

      ‘Any other visible signs of assault? Possible cause of death?’

      ‘TBD for now, sir. Lorna’s booking him in this arvo.’

      ‘Talk properly please, Tomek, for the love of Christ.’ Nick sighed heavily enough for Tomek to feel it on the opposite end of the table. ‘What else?’

      ‘That’s almost everything we know for now. Except that there’s no CCTV around that area, I checked.’

      ‘What about the key witness? You suspect he may have had any involvement?’

      ‘If we’re looking for a man in his sixties, then yeah. But sadly I don’t think we will be. The person who did this will have needed to carry Tucker’s body down to the beach and undress him at some point. Don’t know about you, but even I’d struggle with someone of his build.’

      ‘But you never were the strongest,’ Sean called.

      Tomek smirked. ‘I’ve got the body of an athlete. Shame it’s that of a darts player.’

      And that was no joke either. Following Kasia’s arrival into his life, the numbers on his waistline and the letters on his clothing sizes had all begun to change and upset him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been out for a run, but he could remember the last time he’d had a takeaway. For Kasia, it didn’t matter, the little rascal was blessed with a wonderful metabolism that kept her looking trim and healthy. Whereas Tomek would have traded a limb to get his back.

      ‘Sean, Tomek, shut the fuck up,’ Nick groaned. ‘This is not the time or place. If you want to have your funny little conversations, do it on your own fucking time and not in my fucking building.’

      Now Tomek felt like a child who had just been shouted at by the teacher.

      With the crime scene out of the way, the focus of the conversation swiftly moved on to the rest of the team, and what they had uncovered in their efforts to peel back the layers of Herbert Tucker’s life.

      ‘He was a nasty piece of work, a real shithead,’ began DC Rachel Hamilton. ‘And that’s my impartial view. Herbert Tucker first made a name for himself in metal. He’d buy steel and other metals dirt cheap from people who wanted shot of them, and then he’d clean it and flip it on to the highest bidder. He started that when he was twenty, and continued for ten years before he eventually moved into the property market.’

      ‘Everyone’s a landlord or property tycoon nowadays,’ Anna said. ‘It’s ridiculous. It’s stopping me and my family from buying a house.’

      Her reaction was met with a response of rallied cries of agreement.

      ‘From there he became pretty wealthy and pretty well known. Like he was beginning to gel with and align his allegiances with the Tory elite. He made a lot of friends in high places, and every time he applied for the likes of grants and bursaries or any sort of planning permission, it was expedited and put through the process far quicker than it would have been for anyone else.’

      ‘Of course,’ Nick replied.

      ‘Can you smell that?’ Tomek asked. ‘Smells like corruption. And that’s not the only smell.’

      ‘What’re you talking about?’ This time it was Victoria’s turn to pipe up. Tomek had noticed that she’d had very little to say and do since the start of the investigation, which was unlike her. Perhaps Nick had finally reminded her of the potential issues surrounding her relationship with Sean.

      ‘I forgot to mention,’ Tomek started. ‘Herbert Tucker had pissed himself when he’d died. Either before or during.’

      ‘Not after?’ Nick asked sarcastically.

      ‘It’s possible, actually,’ Oscar said. Then remembered to add ‘Sir’ on the end.

      Nick sighed involuntarily, then returned the conversation to Rachel, who continued to explain their victim’s life story in surprisingly accurate and minute detail.

      ‘He studied economics at Cambridge but then eventually left when he realised that it was all theory and that the practical stuff was out there in the real world. And as of now he currently has four businesses. The metal works company, the property business, an online retail sales company, and an overseas company registered on the island of Jersey.’

      ‘Classic politician,’ Sean commented.

      ‘Let’s try to keep the politics out of it, shall we?’

      ‘That might prove to be a tad difficult, sir. But I’ll try my best.’

      Sensing the conversation needed a steer in a different direction before it descended into two men with opposing views on politics arguing with each other, Tomek asked, ‘How do you know all of this?’

      Then Rachel swivelled her laptop screen around. On it was an Amazon book page for something called “It’s Better At The Top” available on Kindle and paperback. On the book cover was the instantly recognisable Herbert Tucker, looking downwards, presumably at those who were beneath him, showing his double chin.

      ‘The stupid bastard’s written a memoir?’

      ‘More a business book, but he talks about himself a lot.’

      ‘Course he does.’ Tomek rolled his eyes. ‘You read it all in a few hours?’

      ‘Skimmed most of it. It’s not that long. I think I might have bought the only copy.’

      ‘His number one fan. Does he name any names?’

      Rachel shook her head.

      ‘Course he didn’t. Classic politician.’

      ‘What did I say?’ Nick hissed.

      ‘You say a lot of things, sir.’

      ‘Do you not remember what I said five minutes ago? About you shutting the fuck up?’

      The laughter and smile fell off Tomek’s face as Nick turned back to Rachel.

      ‘Did he have any enemies in the business world? Anyone he fucked over that might want to get even?’

      Rachel rotated the laptop so that it was facing her again. ‘Not sure yet, but I’m sure over his thirty-year career in business, and the last ten in politics, there’s bound to be someone. It’s just something I need to look into with a little more time.’

      A silence fell on the room as they waited for Nick to select someone else to speak. The chief inspector placed his fingers on the desk and slowly faced Chey.

      ‘So we know about his business life. What can you tell us about his political life?’

      The excited expression on Chey’s face seemed to suggest the young constable had been waiting all morning for this, his moment to showcase everything he’d learnt, and he looked as though he’d rehearsed his opening line several times in his head while he patiently waited.

      ‘I’m not one for politics,’ he began. ‘I don’t know my Angela Merkels from my Nicola Sturgeons. And if I had to, I’d say that I care more about the smell of a kangaroo’s farts than I do about what goes on in the government. But what I do know, is that this man had enemies. Lots of them. Nine out of ten on the dickhead scale. Probably the least-liked person in the county if the polls are anything to go by, and I’d even hazard a guess that he’s the least-liked person in his household. How do I know this, you might ask?’

      Chey waited for someone to literally ask the question. When no one did, a morsel of disappointment flashed across his face and he continued.

      ‘Well, ladies and gentlemen, the Internet. A quick search of his name brings up several videos of people harassing him and even attacking him in the street. My favourite is the one of him getting egged and slapped in the face as he’s walking through a crowd.’

      ‘Like John Prescott,’ someone called.

      Chey shrugged, looking as though he had absolutely no idea who John Prescott was. ‘Sure,’ he said, then continued.

      ‘It turns out that, at the start of his political career, he was a massive advocate for drugs – combatting them, not consuming them. He was also a big player in the homeless field and promised the world when it came to support and housing for homeless people. And since he’s been in power the past two years, he has come through on absolutely none of his promises, and the general consensus is that he’s backtracked on a lot of what he said he’d do and that he’s taken the county back to the nineteen eighties. He even called “homelessness a lifestyle choice”.’

      ‘Cunt,’ someone, other than Tomek or Sean, commented.

      ‘One of the latest things he’s done – supposedly one of the best as well, in his own modest opinion – is hiking up the public parking charges along the seafront.’

      ‘Is that why it cost me over twelve quid for an afternoon the other day?’ Tomek asked.

      He and Kasia had gone to walk along the seafront and go into some of the arcades as a fun thing to do; it had ended up being an expensive afternoon.

      ‘Yes, he’s responsible for that,’ Chey answered.

      ‘Arsehole,’ Tomek muttered under his breath.

      ‘Though you’ll be pleased to know that they’re putting it back to normal in a couple of weeks. Apparently, the car parks aren’t as busy as they used to be.’

      ‘I wonder why…’

      ‘Can we get back on track please?’ Nick snapped, slamming his hand on the table in frustration. ‘How does this help us in any way?’

      ‘It doesn’t,’ Chey answered honestly, somewhat too honestly. ‘It just tells us that he had a lot of enemies. And potentially a lot of people who wanted him dead.’
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      While Herbert Tucker may have had many enemies, the last person to see him alive was almost certainly not one of them. Sarah Jewell was a woman in her early forties with chestnut brown hair, a perfect set of teeth and an equally dazzling smile to match. She was dressed in a long, tight-fitting yellow dress with a floral pattern that wouldn’t have looked out of place at Kew Gardens. Tomek didn’t think the outfit was a match for the season, but what did he know about fashion? He was still wearing the same pair of shoes that he’d owned for the last seven years. And he saw no reason to change them. Yes, they might have smelt – terribly, if you listened to Kasia – but they were still functional, and more importantly, they were still comfortable.

      Besides, he couldn’t justify spending another hundred and fifty quid on a pair of shoes, even if he was going to get the next eight years out of them.

      Sarah opened the door to a small meeting room. Inside was a table, four top-of-the-range Herman Miller ergonomic chairs that cost over a thousand pounds each, a flatscreen television hanging from the wall, and a whiteboard attached to the one adjacent. Tomek couldn’t help but notice how clean and new it all looked. And how there had been no expense spared when it came to the taxpayers’ money funding it all.

      He also wondered what other luxuries the Southend council had been enjoying with his money.

      Sarah pulled out a chair on the other side of the table and sat. Tomek and Rachel joined her opposite. Before starting, Tomek took a moment to study the woman. Her make-up was full, except it had run where she’d obviously been crying, and her eyes were puffy. Tucked into her sleeve, sticking out a fraction, was a piece of tissue, and as she waited, she began fiddling with it, rubbing the fabric between her thumb and forefinger. It was only subtle, the slightest of movements, but Tomek also noticed her body was shaking. Whether she was bouncing her leg up and down beneath the table nervously, or whether it was a physical reaction to the news of Herbert’s disappearance, and death, he didn’t know. But in the end, he reckoned it was a combination of the two.

      ‘Mrs Jewell,’ Tomek began.

      ‘Miss,’ she corrected. ‘Married once, but never again.’

      ‘Right,’ Tomek replied with an apologetic smile. ‘Miss Jewell. Firstly, thank you for taking the time to sit down with us. As I’m sure you’re aware, we’re investigating the disappearance of your boss, Herbert. But it is with regret that I have to inform you his body was found not that long ago.’

      Sarah shot her hand to her mouth to cover the audible gasp that left her lips. ‘He’s dead?’

      ‘Yes.’

      And then the tears came. Lots of them. At least three minutes’ worth. Non-stop blubbering and hyperventilating. Tomek sat there patiently, waiting for her to get over the initial shock, but it was Rachel who tended to the woman. She was the more considerate and emotional of the two, and it made sense for her to console the distraught woman in whichever way possible. Tomek’s only contribution was to fetch another box of tissues from her desk.

      When she finally finished, Tomek began. As he spoke, she continued to dab at her eyes, and all care for her carefully applied make-up had gone out of the window.

      ‘We suspect he may have been murdered by whoever abducted him,’ Tomek told her.

      ‘I heard about it this morning. I got a text from Keith saying he’d heard from security that Herbert had gone missing.’

      ‘Keith?’

      Tomek reached into his pocket for his pen and notebook, ready to scribble down Sarah’s next few words.

      ‘Keith Ferguson. Works with Herbert. They’re pretty close.’

      Tomek made a note of the name and underlined it several times.

      ‘How long had you been working for Mr Tucker?’ Tomek asked, keen to move the conversation along.

      She pulled out another tissue from the box and hovered it under her nose. ‘We’ve known each other for ten years. I used to be an admin assistant, joined as part of the council’s graduate programme when I turned thirty-five. I studied politics late, after I realised I wanted to get into this world. I met Herbert on my first day. He was so sweet, so kind and welcoming. He showed me around the place and told me where to go if I needed anything.’

      ‘And then you decided to become his secretary?’

      She nodded, keeping her tear-filled eyes on Tomek. ‘I knew I wasn’t going to get ahead of him, so I left it. I was never going to make it to MP, so I put all my focus into helping him.’

      ‘Very noble and selfless of you.’

      Tomek couldn’t remember the last time he’d done something like that. Or even if he’d ever put his entire life on hold. It didn’t exactly count with Kasia, as he was still pursuing his career and his dreams. But it did raise an interesting point: if they ever needed to move or change anything in their lives, would he be willing to give up the career he’d known for the past twenty years of his life? He wasn’t so sure. And hopefully, he’d never have to find out.

      For the next ten minutes, the three of them continued to discuss Sarah’s career and the impact Herbert Tucker had had on her life, how he’d taught her things she thought she’d known, but hadn’t fully grasped. How he had taught her how to get ahead in the business world, and even set up a little earner on her own, an online shop selling crocheted figures of popular movie and TV characters. When she had the time, of course.

      In that time, the tears had slowly receded, as had the sniffles, which had been driving Tomek insane, and she had started to relax. Her shoulders had dropped and in one deep breath, all her stress and frustration seemed to disappear.

      ‘Last night…’ Tomek began, prefacing the next topic of conversation so that it didn’t seem like a surprise to her. ‘What time did you leave the office?’

      ‘Shortly after three o’clock.’

      ‘And Herbert was still here?’

      She nodded.

      ‘How did you get home?’

      ‘I walked. I only live round the corner. Five minute walk away.’

      ‘Herbert didn’t offer you a lift?’

      She shook her head. ‘I don’t mind walking,’ she replied. ‘I do it all the time. I’m used to it, and it’s not that far. Besides, the streets aren’t as bad or dangerous as the news would have you believe.’

      ‘Must be nice to live so close to work. Bet you must roll out of bed as close to your start time as possible?’

      He only asked because he knew that was exactly what he would have done if he had the option.

      ‘You’d think, but sadly no. I’m here almost every hour of the day. Seven in the morning through to midnight.’

      ‘And beyond…’ Rachel added. ‘As the case may be last night.’

      ‘Yes. Absolutely. Yes. As the case may be. It’s full-on, but it keeps me busy and there’s never a dull day. I love it.’

      Rachel nodded slowly, her eyes narrowing. Tomek had worked with her for long enough to know that she had a series of questions she needed to ask and he wasn’t going to stand in her way. They had only been working together for a few months, but their working relationship was becoming almost telepathic.

      ‘What were you doing here so late?’ she asked, her tone monotonous, passive.

      Sarah hesitated before responding, calculating her response. She continued to play with the tissue in her fingers. Tomek looked down and for the first time noticed her flame-red nails.

      ‘You know,’ she began. ‘The usual. Fighting fires. Herbie had upset someone and we needed to come up with a response or a way to deal with it.’

      ‘That a common occurrence then?”

      ‘More than we care to admit. But you’re not journalists, so it’s fine.’

      ‘What about the rest of the evening?’ Rachel asked, probing, probing.

      ‘Herbie had a big speech coming up. He was attending the House of Commons and we needed to draft something to put to the PM, so we spent our evening drafting that.’

      ‘And then you decided to call it a night?’ The hint of accusation in Rachel’s tone continued to rise.

      ‘We were both falling asleep at our desks,’ Sarah responded, her body tensing slightly, and her back beginning to stiffen. ‘I’m fairly sure Herbie caught me snoring at one point, so he said it was probably best that we go home.’

      Where only one of them made it. While the other one was put into a permanent sleep.

      A brief lull landed between them, and Tomek called a break. He was in desperate need of water and made his way to the water cooler. As he followed Sarah’s instructions towards it, he surveyed the office on the third floor. It was as bland as their own, with a few modern upgrades. And yet it bustled with life. At least thirty people were sitting at their desks, typing, clicking, talking and yelling across the room. It was frantic, but not as frantic as the police station in the middle of a murder investigation, and Tomek knew which one he preferred. A few moments later, he managed to find the water dispenser; a large, modern affair with more buttons and dials on it than a spacecraft. The whole thing confused Tomek immediately. So much so that he flagged down the nearest person to him – a twenty-something, ginger woman with a lump by her eye.

      ‘How does this thing work?’ Tomek asked her. ‘I just want some water, not access to nuclear launch codes.’

      The woman chuckled, took the cup from him, reached across then pressed a button. Water immediately began streaming from the tap and a few seconds later it was done. ‘It’s easy when you know how,’ she said. Then as she left, added, ‘But if you ever find those launch codes, come find me. I’d love to see them.’

      Tomek turned away from her, his ego having been boosted slightly, and made his way back to the meeting, this time following a different route. As he weaved his way through the desks, he surveyed the members of staff. They all seemed oblivious to his presence, as though he was just another one of them, another name and face they hadn’t bothered to remember. What surprised him most was how they all seemed… normal. That their most senior member wasn’t dead. That they hadn’t heard the news that he was missing at all. There was no solemnity in the air, no sense of despair.

      Either they didn’t know. Or they did, and they simply didn’t care.

      And based on what Tomek had heard about the man so far, he presumed the latter.

      Shortly after he returned to the meeting room, the sense of despair returned.

      ‘You mentioned that you often had to fight a lot of fires,’ Rachel said once he’d got himself settled.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Can you elaborate on that?’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘What sort of things did you have to deal with? Any threats? Anyone who might have wanted to harm Herbert?’

      ‘You want a list of names? Because I’ve got one.’

      Tomek’s face brightened. ‘You have?’

      ‘Yeah. And at the top of that list is Aaron Howell-Jones.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘He regularly sends through death threats to Herbie. He sent a bullet in the post once.’

      ‘He did?’

      ‘Oh, yeah. Aaron really didn’t like him.’

      There was disliking someone, and then there was threatening to kill them.

      ‘Why not?’

      Sarah paused before responding. ‘I… He… Aaron didn’t agree with his policy on homelessness.’

      ‘The one he backtracked on?’

      Sarah stuttered, unable to answer. Her mouth opened and closed rapidly, and now Tomek understood why she would never have made it as a politician.

      ‘Did you ever go to the police about it?’ Tomek asked. ‘This is the first I’m hearing about it.’

      Sighing, Sarah dropped her head. ‘I tried. Honestly, I did. I tried to convince him to report it so many times, but each time he said no. He told me to keep them all as proof, and that if anything happened to him I was supposed to show you guys. But he didn’t want to do anything about it at the time. It wasn’t just for Jones’s threats, it was like that with every one he got.’

      ‘Why didn’t he want to report it? For someone who appears to be quite intelligent, he wasn’t very smart.’

      Sarah chuckled, then quickly lost it. ‘I know. He was stupid in that regard. But it was because he believed he was untouchable, that nothing would ever happen to him, that it was all words and empty threats and nobody would ever follow through with it.’

      Well, they had. And now he was a murder investigation away from being six foot under.

      ‘So he was a politician with a God complex,’ Tomek remarked, more to himself than anyone else. ’That was never going to end well.’ Then he cleared his throat and shifted himself on the seat. ‘We’re going to need that list, and we’re also going to need to see the evidence you’ve kept.’

      Sarah nodded profusely. ‘Of course. Yes. Anything you need. Will there be anything else?’

      ‘Actually, there is. I think I walked past his office just now. Has anyone been in there this morning?’

      ‘Not that I’ve seen, and I was one of the first ones here.’

      ‘Do you mind if we have a look?’

      Shrugging, Sarah replied, ‘I don’t see why that would be a problem.’
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      Expensive men’s perfume pervaded the air in Herbert Tucker’s office, as though it had been rubbed into the walls and carpets and was now slowly being emitted into the atmosphere. Chanel for men or some other expensive brand Tomek didn’t know or recognise the smell of. They all smelt the same if you spent long enough around them.

      Thick. Clammy. And overwhelmingly sweet.

      But at least it was an improvement on the smell of piss that he’d come to associate with the MP.

      The man’s office was in almost immaculate condition. Not a thing out of place. In the centre of the room was a desk, facing the door. On it was a computer, positioned front and centre, with an in-tray on one side and an out-tray on the other. Both were filled to the brim with documents requiring his signature, or things he needed to read through.

      The mouse and keyboard, different makes and models to the ones Tomek spotted in the main office, were positioned perfectly and angular to the computer screen. The room screamed of someone who was overly anal about everything.

      Beyond the table, on the left-hand side of the wall, was a small shelf of ring binders, lever-arch files and documents, labelled alphabetically and colour-coded to denote each aspect of his role. On the right-hand side was a place for Herbert’s wardrobe. A row of coat pegs was attached to the wall, upon which several Barbour and Tommy Hilfiger coats hung. Beneath it was a small shoe rack, containing a variety of shoes for a variety of occasions.

      ‘Nike trainers for when he’s in a comfortable mood,’ Sarah explained. ‘The Edward Green suedes for when he’s going to an occasion. The Berluti leather Chelsea boots for formal gatherings. And the Dior Oxford’s for important meetings.’

      Tomek’s mouth fell open as he listened to the words coming out of Sarah’s mouth. He had no idea what any of those names meant, he just knew that they sounded incredibly expensive.

      ‘I bet some of those cost more than my phone,’ he said.

      ‘I bet they cost more than my rent,’ added Rachel.

      ‘He was quite the collector,’ said Sarah. ‘He had a large wardrobe of them at his house. He showed it to me once.’

      Tomek stopped listening to her and placed the pair of latex gloves Rachel had given him over his hands. Then he began searching the room, inspecting the drawers and trays on the desks, before moving onto the folders on the shelves and the contents of Herbert’s coat pockets. There was far too much for them to review in situ, so it would all have to be inspected manually by the team and a handful of lucky (or unlucky) members of the uniformed staff, but it gave Tomek a good idea of what sort of man they were dealing with.

      It was clear to see that Herbert Tucker enjoyed the finer things in life, that he’d been sensible with his money and not splashed it on unnecessary purchases. Yes, the four pairs of shoes may have been a little excessive, but from the little Tomek had seen of the man’s house, he didn’t get the impression it was filled with the latest and greatest products, that he had been savvy with his spending.

      Which made Tomek wonder where the rest of it had gone. And who it had gone to.

      And how that might have ended up impacting upon his disappearance and death.

      Within half an hour, Tomek and Rachel, along with a team of SOCOs that she had called over, had successfully bagged the belongings in Herbert’s office for evidence, including his desktop and laptop which had been found in the first drawer.

      Tomek was last to leave the office, and as he shut the door behind him, something clattered into him. It felt like a small horse, but was, in fact, a human being. A very startled and agitated one (though not too dissimilar from an actual horse, Tomek noted).

      ‘Easy, tiger,’ he said, ‘you’re running around like a dog with a rocket shoved up its arse. Didn’t realise politics was this exciting.’

      ‘I… erm… sorry about that,’ the man said, scratching the back of his head. He then placed a hand on Tomek’s arm and began patting him down.

      Tomek grabbed the man’s hand and slowly lowered it.

      ‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Your concern is appreciated but please don’t touch me again.’

      A look of startled horror appeared on the man’s face as if Tomek had just slapped him.

      ‘I’m sorry. It’s just… Herbert. I’m a little… you know. Sorry.’

      ‘You knew him?’

      ‘We all knew him. But I think I’ve probably known him the longest.’

      It was then that Tomek realised he was looking at Keith Ferguson.

      ‘Do you mind if we have a chat?’ Tomek asked politely. He was already off looking for a room before Keith could respond.

      The man tentatively entered a small, featureless room, and found himself a seat at the table. Tomek shut the door and joined him.

      Like Herbert Tucker, Keith Ferguson was a man in his early fifties, yet looked considerably younger. He had thick black hair that had been slicked back with the help of a comb and a copious amount of hair product, and his teeth were garishly white. Tomek had experienced something similar when he’d met with the estate agent who’d sold him his flat. Turkey Teeth, they were called. Cheap, cheerful, and as bright as the sun that kissed the country in the summer months.

      As he sat there, Keith jittered in his seat. He was uncomfortable, that much was clear to see, but there was something else about the man’s behaviour that concerned Tomek. He was attentive and alert, yet distracted and unfocused at the same time. His movements were erratic and jerky. And his knee was bouncing as fast as his heart.

      The man was on something, and he didn’t think it was designed to reduce his cholesterol.

      ‘Tell me how you know Herbert Tucker,’ Tomek started.

      ‘We were business partners back in the day. I worked with him on his venture into the life of entrepreneurship and helped him set up his metal company.’

      Tomek couldn’t recall Keith’s name being mentioned in Tucker’s book at all.

      ‘And then we stuck together. I helped him with his business. He helped me with mine. We were both around the same age, we got married at similar times, and he started a family with Nora at the same time I started mine with my wife. We became close. We did literally almost everything together.’

      ‘Sounds like it. Literally,’ Tomek replied, placing the emphasis on the word he detested most. ‘Have you always got on in your professional and personal relationships with one another?’

      Keith shook his head. ‘Of course not. It’s like a marriage, and which one of those is all sunshine and rainbows? No, we had our arguments, our disagreements, but nothing strong enough to come between us.’

      Tomek nodded thoughtfully. He couldn’t help but think it all sounded a little too good to be true. The perfect, harmonious business relationship that had lasted as long as it had?

      ‘Did you ever read the book that he published? His book on business?’

      ‘Yeah. He asked me to proofread it.’

      ‘And you weren’t upset about the fact your name isn’t mentioned at all?’

      Keith opened his mouth but closed it immediately afterwards. He took his time in responding, the calculations for a response playing on his face. And in the time it took him to come up with something, his distressed fidgeting became worse. The drugs in his system were wearing off.

      ‘Why do you say it like that?’ Keith asked, stalling.

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Like I had something to do with what happened to him.’

      Tomek pursed his lips and shook his head. ‘Nothing like that came out of my mouth.’

      ‘Not literally, but it was implied.’

      ‘Literally implied, or implied literally?’

      The look of shock was replaced with confusion.

      ‘I asked for my name to be kept out of the book, if you must know.’

      ‘I must. Interesting choice. Why?’

      ‘Because it was a celebration of all that Herbert had achieved in his life, and I didn’t want to detract from that. I was happy to see it get published. And he even gave me a signed copy,’ Keith explained with the confidence of someone who had rehearsed that particular sentence several times.

      ‘Even though you’d played a massive part in getting him to where he was?’

      Keith nodded, but Tomek wasn’t convinced. And judging by the half-hearted dip of the head, neither was the man himself.

      ‘So how did you two end up in the world of politics?’

      Keith checked the time, then massaged his wrist using his thumb, as though he had somewhere he urgently needed to be all of a sudden.

      ‘We realised there were a lot of things that needed changing in the city and that we were wealthy and influential enough to be able to do it.’

      ‘So you conquered the business world, and then thought you could conquer the political world.’

      Keith noticed the sarcasm in Tomek’s voice and bristled at the comment. He gestured around the room. ‘I mean, it’s worked, hasn’t it?’

      ‘For one of you, yes.’

      Keith didn’t reply to that, but it was obvious to see from the man’s face that there was a hint of jealousy there, a smattering of envy. When only one of the friends could become Member of Parliament for Southend, the playing field and levels of respect for one another quickly became uneven.

      ‘Did that upset you?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘Which bit?’

      ‘Being second best to one of your closest friends? Being pushed to the sidelines?’

      ‘I didn’t mind it, to be honest,’ Keith said confidently, though the intonation and slight breaking in his voice was fooling no one, especially not Tomek. ‘He was the best man for the job. He deserved it and he was doing a lot of fantastic work.’

      As he listened, Tomek got the impression that that was a particular lie Keith had told himself so many times that he’d started to believe it.

      ‘It’s fair to say you know Herbert Tucker pretty well, yeah?’ Tomek asked slowly.

      ‘Yes…’ Keith responded, caution and concern in his voice.

      ‘So I’m wondering, do you happen to know who might have had something to do with his death? Anything you might’ve heard? Anyone that comes to mind who might have wanted him dead?’

      Keith paused a moment, and silence descended on the room. Outside the thin walls of the meeting room, the sound of conversation and laughter echoed. The sombre atmosphere that typically came with mourning and the passing of a relative or colleague continued to avoid the building. And it was clear to see that the only people who seemed upset about Herbert Tucker’s death were those Tomek had already spoken to.

      ‘Nobody comes to mind…’ Keith said, taking his time to enunciate every word. He shook his head gently, swaying it from side to side. Meanwhile, the shakes that had plagued his body had become more ferocious, more aggressive.

      ‘Are you feeling all right?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘Fine. Absolutely fine. Other than being upset about Herbert, of course. It just… it makes you think, doesn’t it? That it could happen to anyone at any time.’

      Tomek scrunched his nose. ‘Statistically, the chance of anything like this happening at random is so small that you’ve got more chance of being hit by the same car twice,’ he replied, channelling his inner Oscar Perez (and hearing the captain’s voice in his head as he said it).

      ‘Well… yes. I see what you mean.’

      ‘These things are always typically someone the victim knows, and more often than not happen because they’ve pissed them off in some way. Pissed them off to breaking point,’ Tomek decided to let the comment hang in the air, let Keith stew in his own shaking puddle of sweat.

      ‘Some people just really don’t like politicians.’

      Amen to that, Tomek thought.

      Another check of the watch, this time more obvious. As was the sigh that came with it.

      ‘Keeping you from something?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘What? No. Of course not.’

      ‘Eager to get out of the room?’

      ‘Sorry? No. I mean, no. I… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.’

      ‘What were you doing last night?’ Tomek had worked out very early on in his career that changing the conversation’s direction had a much bigger impact on its outcome than following any sort of linear path. And the question, the most important question that he had just fired towards Keith, had almost knocked the man off his chair.

      ‘Last night?’ he repeated, blabbering like a child. ‘What happened… Oh, that… I was, you know… I just went… I went home to my wife and kids. We… erm, we stayed late, the three of us. Me, Sarah and Herbert. We were doing some stuff. Speech bits. And then I called it a night at about midnight or so, I think it was. I… I don’t know the exact time. Then I went home.’

      ‘And where is home for you?’

      ‘Rochford.’

      A ten-minute journey. Not far away at all. Especially in the middle of the night.

      ‘Can anyone corroborate your whereabouts?’

      ‘Yes. Of course. My wife.’

      Tomek made a note of her name, Keith’s address, and the rest of the details that he had given him before promising the drugged-up man that he would be in touch.
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      Tomek had been staring at the kettle long after it had finished its boil. It wasn’t until the door to the small kitchen area opened that his mind came to. And even then it was at fifty per cent speed. Standing there in the doorframe, his body almost filling it, was DS Sean Campbell. The larger-than-life, and larger than anyone else Tomek had come across, sergeant was dressed in a plain T-shirt with a smart green jacket over the top. It was a new outfit for his friend, and judging by the rest of it – the tailored jeans and smart shoes – it was an entirely new wardrobe.

      ‘I like that,’ Tomek said, pointing to Sean’s jacket.

      ‘Thanks,’ he said, looking himself up and down. ‘It’s called a shacket.’

      ‘A what?’

      ‘A shacket.’

      ‘What does that stand for? Shit jacket?’

      ‘No. I mean, well, yes. You could probably call it that but I’d rather you didn’t. It stands for shirt jacket.’

      ‘A shirt that looks like a jacket?’

      ‘Yeah…’

      ‘Original. Where’d you get it?’

      ‘M&S.’

      ‘Bless. You at that age already?’

      ‘Fuck off.’

      ‘I’m not knocking it. They make good things. Really good things actually. Comfortable and stylish too. Welcome to the club.’

      ‘Does that mean I’m old?’ Sean asked as his shoulders dropped.

      ‘Only older than everyone on the planet who’s younger than you.’

      ‘Brilliant. Can tell you’ve been spending time with the captain.’

      Tomek shrugged. ‘Maybe I’m Captain 2.0 in the making.’

      ‘That’s the last thing the world needs.’

      A smirk flirted with Tomek’s lips. ‘Or maybe it’s exactly what the world needs.’

      ‘It’s your solemn duty to inform and educate everyone in the world now then, is it?’

      ‘Only if they shop at M&S.’

      ‘Fuck.’

      Fuck indeed. Tomek hadn’t laughed and bantered with Sean like this for a while. Things had been up and down recently, and he was pleased that this was another of those infrequent yet enjoyable ups.

      ‘Is the rest of the ensemble from M&S?’

      ‘It is.’

      ‘What made you buy it?’

      ‘Victoria.’

      ‘Wow. Things must be serious. Don’t let her change who you are though, mate. Don’t let her do things you don’t wanna do.’

      Sean didn’t like that comment. Didn’t appreciate it. Tomek recognised he probably shouldn’t have said it either, shortly after. But it was too late now. The cartridge was out of the firing pistol, and what had been a nice, positive, friendly conversation had just dropped down a few levels.

      ‘What about you and Abigail?’ Sean asked, deflecting the conversation away from him for a moment.

      ‘There is no me and Abigail. We’re due to go out for a meal tomorrow evening. But that’s only because she’s been begging me for the past couple of weeks and I was hoping she could give me some insight into Herbert Tucker.’

      ‘Sounds a bit… transactional.’

      Transactional. Tomek repeated the word in his head several times until it became just a combination of letters and sounds.

      ‘All I’m saying is,’ Sean started, and Tomek sensed it was now his turn to be on the receiving end of a low blow. ‘A relationship that’s founded on transactions doesn’t seem like a good one.’

      ‘Right,’ Tomek replied, purposely being blunt. ‘Thanks.’

      Sean shuffled uncomfortably on his feet. ‘Take it from someone with experience,’ he said.

      ‘Right. Sure. Will do.’

      As Tomek made to leave the kitchen, Sean stepped aside. By the time he reached the door, his friend called him back.

      ‘Hey, you still on for the match this weekend?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Tomek replied. ‘Should be.’

      Then he left.

      ‘Tomek… Tomek…’ Sean called to him, but he ignored him and continued walking. ‘You forgot to finish making your coffee!’
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        * * *

      

      Shortly after, Nick had called another meeting in the major incident room. As Tomek found himself a seat, Sean brought over a steaming cup of coffee and placed it in front of him.

      ‘You’re getting senile in your old age,’ Sean said, flashing his teeth in a smile. ‘First M&S, now this.’

      Tomek looked at the drink. He didn’t particularly want it – it was five o’clock, too late, and he hadn’t really wanted it in the first place – but he was too polite to refuse.

      ‘If I’m anything to go by, you’ll be following in my footsteps in a couple of years.’

      ‘Fucking hope not,’ Sean said as he seated himself beside Tomek.

      ‘Couple of years, mate, I’m telling ya. Couple of years… You’ll find that some things get easier with age.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Falling asleep. Your sofa becomes your best friend, and your new bed, sometimes.’

      Sean opened his mouth to respond but was cut off by Nick who had just entered the room and slammed the door shut behind him.

      ‘Right, you bunch of reprobates,’ he said, hurrying across to the head of the room. ‘It’s been a few hours, and I need an update. What have you got? Any news on the post-mortem?’

      ‘No, guv,’ Nadia replied.

      ‘Fine. Can you chase her up immediately?’

      ‘Absolutely.’

      Nadia dropped her head and began typing a message on her phone. Nick moved the conversation along.

      ‘What else?’ he asked.

      Tomek opened his mouth to speak first but was beaten to it by Chey.

      ‘I found Herbert Tucker’s car,’ the young detective said.

      ‘You found it personally?’

      ‘No. Not quite. Someone else did and they reported it. I just followed its movements once I knew where it was.’

      ‘And where was it?’

      ‘In the car park along Thorpe Bay.’

      Nick’s head flashed towards Tomek before spinning back to Chey. ‘You mean to say it was parked a few metres away from the crime scene all along and nobody found it? Not even our very own DS Bowen and DC Perez?’

      ‘I… I mean… I don’t wanna grass any—’

      ‘That was an oversight, sir,’ Tomek said, jumping to his and his colleague’s defence. ‘We were keen to return to the office as soon as possible with the news that Herbert’s body had been found.’

      And to get out of the rain. But Nick certainly didn’t need to know about that.

      ‘We’re in the twenty-first fucking century, Tomek. You’ve got a mobile, and so has everyone else in this room. Perhaps if you’d used your fucking brain you could have called it in while you were looking for car.’ Nick let out a long, audible sigh. His shoulders dropped and he shook his head derisively. ‘Chey, what’s happening next, please?’

      ‘Forensics have got the car in storage and are investigating it as soon as possible. Their concern right now is the evidence lost thanks to the rain and wind, but they’ve got the inside which they think is going to be sufficient. They’re confident we’ll find plenty of DNA in there.’

      ‘Great. And what about where it came from?’

      ‘Glad you asked, sir.’ Chey had brought his laptop with him, and with a few clicks of the button had managed to cast his computer screen onto the television that hung from the wall. On it was a small map of Southend. The area had largely been greyed out except for a thick, red line that snaked through the streets of the city until it came to a stop along Thorpe Bay beach. ‘The vehicle followed this route. About a twenty-minute journey all in all.’

      ‘What time was that?’ Nick asked.

      ‘I would say between three fourteen and three twenty-four am, guv.’

      ‘Isn’t there any CCTV footage from inside the seafront car park?’ Sean asked, leaning forward in his chair as if physically entering the conversation.

      Chey, still at the head of the room, blew a raspberry through his lips. ‘Don’t be silly. That would be too easy.’

      ‘They hiked up the prices recently. I thought they’d have been all over it and putting them everywhere to catch people out?’

      ‘That’s why they’ve got traffic enforcement officers, mate.’

      Known to many as the worst people alive.

      ‘Any sight of the driver at all in any of the footage?’

      ‘Sadly, no,’ Chey responded. ‘A lot of the cameras round here are, quite frankly, shite. I’ve seen better images of space than I have from these fucking things. But anyway, it’s just one of the many struggles I have to put up with in the line of my work. And it’s all thanks to the council. They’re the ones who’re supposed to keep the technology up to date.’

      ‘What about after the vehicle had arrived at the car park?’ Nick asked, entering back into the conversation. ‘Anything to suggest he had been taken to a house or building before being killed?’

      ‘Not yet, sir.’

      ‘Where did the killer go afterwards, Chey? Have you seen any footage of a car leaving the scene?’

      Chey shook his head slowly, cautious not to upset the chief inspector. ‘Nothing that I’ve seen so far, sir. But, of course, I’ll keep looking.’

      Nick sighed again, this time heavier. ‘So we’ve got no footage of the crime taking place or the car pulling into the car park where the body was found. We’ve got no evidence of the driver’s face—’

      ‘I mean, there’s a screenshot,’ Chey interrupted. ‘But it’s about as blurry as a drunken night.’

      ‘Don’t care. We can still use it. Does anyone have any good news?’

      Now it was Tomek’s turn. He cleared his throat before beginning, and explained, with Rachel’s help, the meetings they’d had with Sarah Jewell and Keith Ferguson.

      ‘What do you reckon?’ Nick asked. ‘Either of them have anything to do with it?’

      ‘Both are giving me red flags,’ Rachel answered.

      ‘What does that mean, for the older generation?’ Nick asked.

      ‘Like red flags in a relationship. Warning signs.’

      ‘Hmm. All right. What red flags are they giving you?’

      ‘Well,’ Rachel said, her eyes glancing over to Tomek quickly as if for approval. He gave it with a flick of the head. ‘Sarah has known Herbert Tucker for years. In that time she’s worked with him, and now she works under him.’

      ‘And I bet she’s doing a lot more under him,’ Tomek added.

      ‘How so?’ Victoria asked. Until now the inspector had been sitting on the fringes of the conversation, almost fading into the background of the room, and Tomek had forgotten she was even present.

      ‘Sarah calls him Herbie. When I went to visit his wife, on neither occasion has she called him by such a cutesy nickname.’

      ‘What about all the cutesy nicknames you have for us?’ Nadia asked.

      ‘Completely different,’ Tomek replied. ‘Mine are terms of endearment. Whereas I think theirs are reserved largely for the bedroom.’

      ‘You think they’re having an affair?’

      ‘Wouldn’t surprise me. You know what these politicians are like.’

      ‘Stop,’ Nick said, raising his hand to prohibit Tomek from continuing. ‘Stop talking right now and tell me about Tucker’s political accomplice, Keith…’

      Tomek purposely kept his mouth shut, like he had been instructed, until Nick no longer saw the funny side of it. Which, in fact, he never had in the first place.

      ‘Mr Ferguson was certainly on something when I spoke with him earlier. He was jittery, sweating and uncomfortable. Largely down to his concerns that he might be next because, in his opinion, politicians aren’t popular. Not sure where he got that idea from. But I think the paranoia might have had something to do with the drugs in his system. Aside from that, he claims to have left the building at midnight and gone home to his wife, but he only lives a ten-minute drive away so he could have come back at three in the morning and killed Herbert Tucker.’

      ‘Motives? What does he have?’

      ‘Always being second best? Pushed to the side while his best friend got all the glory? Think that might have riled me up a little bit.’

      Tomek didn’t know whether it was involuntary or conscious, but Sean had glanced at him. He’d noticed the minuscule movement out of the corner of his eye. And he sensed the concern on his friend’s face, that perhaps something similar was happening between them. It was no secret that both wanted a promotion to inspector, but with one of them in the underwear of the current job holder, it didn’t take a genius to work out who was more likely to get it first. And if that was the case, then Tomek just hoped he didn’t end up killing his best friend and turning to a life of drugs and boring political work.

      ‘Anything else?’ Nick asked.

      ‘Yeah,’ called Nadia, distracting everyone. ‘Just got an email from Lorna. She said to check the door.’

      ‘What—?’

      Before Nick could finish, a knock came at the door, and in stepped Lorna Dean, the Home Office pathologist. Her flame-red hair had been let down and she was wearing a thin grey knitted sweater that came up to her neck.

      ‘Talk about making an entrance,’ Tomek said.

      ‘Nothing like a bit of theatre, sweetheart. Just wanted to let you all know that the post-mortem’s done. Herbert Tucker – or Herbert the Pervert, as some of the guys in the hospital were calling him – has been cut open, examined and is ready for you to review.’

      Tomek had always found conversations and experiences with Lorna to be chaotic and simultaneously mesmerising. She was farther along the line on the crazy spectrum than the rest of them, but she had to be to do the job she was doing: staring at dead bodies all day, removing their organs, weighing them, examining them. There had to be a few screws rattling around upstairs.

      ‘Go on then,’ Nick said, letting another sigh slip out of his nostrils. ‘What have you found?’

      ‘A couple of things that you might like,’ she began, soaking up the theatre of the situation and the audience’s attention. ‘The first is that Herbert Tucker had a broken nose. Recently, as well. Possibly from a fist or a forehead, but given the size and density of the break I would say it came from a forehead. He might have been headbutted.’

      ‘A Glasgow Kiss,’ Tomek said without thinking.

      ‘What’s that?’ Nick asked.

      ‘A Glasgow Kiss. That’s what they call it in Glasgow.’

      ‘No shit. But you’re neither Scottish nor from Glasgow, so what’s that got to do with anything?’

      Tomek didn’t like this version of Nick. The aggressive, obnoxious bastard version. Sure, the man had just come back from several weeks of leave after his daughter had been put in the hospital by a paranoid schizophrenic. And, sure, he was undoubtedly going to receive an inordinate amount of pressure from the media, police hierarchy and other members of the political elite in trying to find Herbert’s killer, but that didn’t mean he needed to be such an arsehole about it.

      Tomek was sure his comment was relevant. He just didn’t know why yet.

      ‘Nothing, sir. Just my brain playing tricks on me again.’

      ‘Anyway,’ Lorna continued before an argument broke out. ‘As I was saying, my guess would be a headbutt – a Glasgow Kiss.’ Lorna shot Tomek a quick smile before continuing. ‘Now, moving along. The cause of death. You’ll like this one. Well, maybe not. Anyway, ammonia.’

      ‘Ammonia?’ Nick repeated.

      ‘Yes. I believe it’s commonly found in gardening products, fertiliser and some such, and also cleaning products. It’s highly irritable and highly dangerous when it gets on your skin, much like our own Mr Bowen over there.’

      Lorna’s attempt at lightening the mood worked, as a few of his colleagues cheered along with her, then it quickly fell away again.

      ‘Ammonia was found around his mouth, down his throat and in his lungs. All of which leads me to believe it had been poured down his throat.’

      ‘Is that why he smelt of piss?’ Martin asked. He, like Victoria, up until now had been almost redundant in the conversation.

      ‘Yes. But in the grand scheme of things it’s one of the nicer smells you can have on a cadaver.’

      ‘Sure.’

      Tomek had a question, but instead of asking it aloud, he raised his hand and waited patiently for Lorna to choose him. ‘You said it was around his face… Is that why it looked like he’d been kissing someone with lipstick?’

      ‘Yes! Exactly. And that’s a brilliant segue to take me to my next point, so thank you.’ She shot a finger gun at him. ‘When Herbert Tucker’s body was found, he was wrapped in a duvet. This, for the most part, enabled us to preserve a lot of the DNA on his body, and one of the things I found was a small piece of lipstick on his left hand. So someone had definitely kissed him last night.’

      And there was only one person it could have been.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah Jewell had been sitting in the interview room for nearly twenty minutes, waiting for DC Martin Brown and DC Oscar Perez to make their way down, while Tomek and the rest of the team watched from the major incident room.

      She sat there with her legs and arms crossed. Tomek had tried to psychoanalyse it – that she was protecting herself, that she felt afraid of what was about to happen – but he had tried that in the past and been so far off the mark that he stopped as soon as Martin and Oscar entered the windowless room.

      ‘Sorry for the wait,’ Martin told her.

      ‘Is… is everything okay?’

      ‘Yes. We just had some bits to finish off.’

      ‘No, I meant about Herbie. About me being here. I’m not sure why…’

      ‘We just have a few more questions about last night,’ Martin continued. His hair was longer, and more lustrous than hers, and for this interview, he had tied it into a ball on the top of his head.

      ‘Yes, your colleague said. But I don’t know how much more I can tell you.’

      ‘How about you start by telling us the truth?’ Oscar snapped at her, his tone forceful.

      The gulp in Sarah’s throat was visible on the screen. ‘The truth? I don’t know what you… I…’

      ‘Do you wear lipstick, Sarah?’ Martin asked.

      ‘Lipstick?’

      ‘Yes. Like the kind you’re wearing now. Do you wear it often?’

      ‘Yes, I… I’ve got a few brands in my make-up bag in the office.’

      ‘Why do you wear it?’

      Sarah’s head tilted to the side, confused by the question. And Tomek had to admit he did the same and for the same reason.

      ‘What do you mean, “Why do I wear it”? Why do you wear the clothes that you wear? Why do you have long hair? Why do you wear it in a man bun?’

      ‘Answer the question please,’ Martin said, his voice neutral, placid.

      The sigh was audible through the speakers. ‘I wear it because it makes me feel better about myself.’

      ‘Okay,’ Oscar continued. ‘And were you wearing it last night?’

      ‘I… I think so, yes. Why? What’s the fascination with my lipstick?’

      ‘Just routine questions.’

      ‘They don’t seem very routine. Your colleagues didn’t ask me this earlier.’

      Sarah was becoming increasingly agitated and frustrated, and that concerned Tomek. He wondered what she had to hide. It was times like this when he wished he was in that room, but because he had chosen to climb the ladder, the opportunities to do such a thing were few and far between. It was typically a role left for the constables of the office.

      ‘I’m going to ask you again, Sarah,’ Martin began. ‘Can you tell us what really happened last night?’

      ‘I told you. We were working late.’

      ‘Until three in the morning?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Just the two of you?’

      ‘Keith was there.’

      ‘Not from midnight, he wasn’t. So that leaves the two of you alone for three hours.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘And we found lipstick on his hand and ejaculate in his pants.’

      And then the penny dropped. Sarah’s mouth fell open and her gaze dropped to the table, despondent.

      ‘Did you have sex with Herbert Tucker last night?’ Oscar asked.

      ‘Y-yes,’ Sarah replied, her voice breaking.

      ‘Was it consensual?’

      ‘Yes! Of course. Oh God, yes, yes it was consensual. He didn’t force himself on me or anything.’

      ‘Was this the first time it had happened between you two?’

      This time Sarah hesitated for a long time. A hesitation that all but told them the answer.

      ‘No,’ she replied softly, swallowing hard.

      ‘Had the two of you been having an affair, would it be fair to say?’

      ‘I… We… Yes. Yes, we’d been having an affair.’

      ‘For how long?’

      ‘About… July, August, September… six months,’ she answered as she counted on her fingers.

      ‘Did anyone else know about this?’

      Sarah shook her head. ‘His wife didn’t. At least I don’t think she did. She never confronted me about it anyway. But Keith knew… he walked in on us once. In the office after everyone had gone. But he promised he wouldn’t say anything. And I think he was true to his word. Otherwise it would have been a scandal if it got out, like last time…’

      ‘Last time?’ Oscar asked. ‘This has happened before?’

      ‘I… I don’t know if I should really say.’

      ‘Miss Jewell,’ Martin started. ‘This is part of a murder investigation. If you know anything at all, however irrelevant it may seem, we need you to tell us. Please, answer my colleague’s question.’

      ‘Yes. It had happened before. I… I don’t know her name, but Herbert had had an affair with her for some time, and there were even rumours that they’d had a child together.’

      Tomek’s ears perked up.

      ‘Where are the mum and child now?’

      Sarah shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I think they left town or something.’

      Never to be heard of again. Paid off with a large sum of money probably. What a nasty piece of work Herbert Tucker was turning out to be. First an affair with a woman. Then getting her pregnant. Then having nothing to do with the child, all the while playing happy families with Nora, Whitney and Eleanor, and then having another affair.

      Herbert Tucker was the worst type of man. And yet he still had women throwing themselves at his feet.

      ‘Did his wife know about the affair?’ Martin asked.

      ‘I… I believe so. But apparently, she was fine with it, she forgave him and then they fixed it. He didn’t like to talk about it much…’

      Tomek could think of nothing that would kill the mood more than explaining your previous extra-marital affair to the woman you were currently cheating on your wife with. That certainly would have put him off getting anything up.

      ‘So, just so I’ve got this straight,’ Oscar began, talking clearly and placing both hands on the desk. ‘Herbert Tucker had been sleeping with someone in the past, he got them pregnant, she had the child, he didn’t have anything to do with it, and his wife forgave him. Then, six months ago, the two of you entered into a secret affair with one another, Keith Ferguson is the only person to know, and you slept together last night?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And then you kissed him on the hand?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Why?’

      Sarah traced her finger over the outline of her lips, stalling for time.

      ‘It was what he liked.’

      ‘Sorry?’ Martin asked, dumbfounded.

      ‘You know, after we… after we’d… done it, he told me to kiss him on the hand. At first, I thought it was a bit weird, but then I got used to it. It was just one of his little kinks, you know. Someone like him is bound to have them. But he never forced me to do it if I didn’t want to.’

      ‘So you kissed his hand every time after sex?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Like he was the king, bathing in his own grandeur and self-righteousness.

      ‘And with the lipstick you were wearing last night?’

      ‘He bought it for me especially,’ she replied. ‘He gave it to me as a gift. He liked me wearing it every time we… you know.’

      Like she was the servant that he bribed with gifts.

      ‘Can you tell me the brand of lipstick?’

      ‘It’s called Strawberry Surprise from Christian Dior. It was fragranced and had little sparkles in it. He said he liked to smell it on his hand afterwards. That it reminded him of our time together.’

      Tomek had done some weird things in his life, he’d experienced some oddities in his sexual encounters, but nothing as bizarre and perverse as that.

      Perhaps it wasn’t Sarah who needed psychoanalysing at all. Instead, it was the dead man who couldn’t answer the many questions Tomek had for him.
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      Tomek was spent. It had felt like the longest day ever, and there were still a few more hours to go in which he needed to be fully cogent.

      Before, before Kasia had come into his life, whenever he finished late he would have come home, cooked something in the microwave or reheated whatever he’d eaten the night before, and then crashed on the sofa, within as little as half an hour of his return sometimes. But now that he had a daughter to care for and provide for, that was no longer a commodity he could afford. Kasia demanded his time and attention.

      Tonight was no different.

      He found her sitting at the table in the living room, her head buried in an exercise book.

      ‘What you learning about now?’ he asked as he kicked off his shoes by the front door and dropped his keys and wallet into a small tray.

      ‘Sarcasm.’

      ‘What? I was asking a genuine question.’

      Kasia shook her head and dropped her pen. ‘No, Dad. We’re learning about reading sarcasm… for English Language.’

      ‘Learning about reading? Not reading about learning?’

      Tomek smiled jokingly, but it was not reciprocated.

      ‘I knew you’d have something to say.’

      ‘It’s a dad thing.’

      ‘Or just a you thing.’

      Tomek placed a hand on her back and gave it a gentle stroke. ‘That was a nice try, but you’ve still got some work to do before you can be as tall as me and say them to my face.’

      ‘I’m not that far off.’

      Before Tomek could respond, Kasia pulled the chair out from beneath the table and stood up straight in front of him. The top of her head came to his shoulder.

      ‘How’s that happened? More importantly, when did that happen?’

      Tomek cast his mind back to when she’d knocked on his door for the first time. How she’d been so small, so short. But now, in the space of only a few months, she had shot up.

      ‘It’s called a growth spurt,’ she told him sarcastically. ‘You might not remember yours because it was so long ago.’

      ‘Ouch. Zing. Good one,’ he said, then held his hand out for a high-five. When she didn’t give him one back he lowered his hand and headed to the kitchen. Inside the fridge, he found a can of beer and popped it open. ‘You’re on fire,’ he added as he returned to the table.

      ‘Not as much as your belly will be after you’ve had tonight’s dinner.’

      Tomek was impressed. Not only was she academically smart (though there were some classes and teachers she needed to improve with), but she was also funny and quick, witty and sarcastic.

      ‘I’ve trained you well,’ he said, experiencing his first proper “proud dad” moment. He wanted to bend over and give her a kiss on the forehead but chose not to. They’d never been that affectionate. It was difficult when they had only known each other for one winter. They hadn’t had the last thirteen years of her life to build up that level of connection. And Tomek suspected it might never be there. That the invisible bubble between them might never burst. That it might never buckle enough to facilitate it. Even when he’d rescued her from the clutches of death, there had been no affection, no embrace. He’d simply held her hand, wishing he could wrap his arms around her and pull her in tighter.

      That same sensation washed over him now.

      ‘How was school?’ he asked, swallowing the lump in his throat.

      ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Boring. But food tech was fun.’

      ‘What did you make today?’

      ‘Apple crumble.’

      ‘Nice. Where is it?’

      ‘There’s none left. We ate it all at lunch.’

      ‘You ate a whole apple crumble?’

      She shrugged. ‘We were hungry.’

      ‘I’ll just have to imagine how good it tasted then.’

      Kasia smirked and returned her attention to her lesson on sarcasm. He left her to it and reheated the leftovers of the meal she’d cooked for him. A chilli con carne. Nice and simple. Easy enough for a thirteen-year-old to make without causing too much destruction in the kitchen. And she was right: it was hot, very hot. And when he looked in the spice cupboard, he found out exactly why: the hot chilli powder had been reduced by half, and now his mouth and nose were on fire.

      Once he’d settled them, with the help of a bunch of tissues and a few glasses of milk, Tomek dropped himself onto the sofa and switched the television on. He paid it little attention. There was nothing good on; it was all just noise, an excuse for him to sit and think about the day’s events without sitting in silence. But it didn’t work. While he should have been thinking about Herbert Tucker and the person, or people, if the list of enemies that Sarah had given him was anything to go by, who wanted him dead, all he could think about was Kasia and that night. And all the other nights following.

      Last night. And the night that was about to come.

      ‘Hey,’ he called out to her, but she didn’t hear; she had plugged her headphones in, and was bobbing her head along to the beat.

      Instead of getting up and distracting her with a wave of the hand or a gentle palm on the shoulder, he removed a cushion from beneath him and launched it across the room.

      ‘Ow! What did you do that for?’

      ‘I wanted to talk to you.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘What are you listening to?’

      ‘Taylor Swift.’

      The same as every thirteen-year-old girl in the world, it seemed. She was infatuated with the pop star and had even asked him if they could attend an upcoming tour. But when he’d seen the ticket prices, his heart had almost given up though that hadn’t stopped him, and hundreds of thousands of other people, from trying. Unsuccessfully.

      ‘Can you turn it off for a moment?’ he asked softly.

      Tentatively, she did as she was asked, already sensing what was about to come.

      ‘I…’ Tomek started. ‘Have you thought about what we discussed this morning?’

      ‘I don’t want to speak with someone. I told you.’

      ‘I know, but I think you should. It doesn’t have to be forever. Just until things start to get… better.’

      ‘And what if they never do?’

      ‘They will. Trust me. There was a time when I didn’t think I’d ever speak to your grandparents ever again, but look how that turned out.’

      That didn’t seem to convince her. She was a scared and worried teenager who had experienced something traumatising and horrific, and he could hardly blame her. He had been that age, and in that position, once. And he knew how she felt.

      ‘I told you,’ she continued. ‘I’ll only speak with someone if you speak with someone too.’

      ‘Me?’ Tomek said, playing dumb, even though he knew full well what she was referring to. ‘Pfft. I’m fine. I don’t need help.’

      ‘Yes, you do. Do you think I can’t hear you in the middle of the night, tossing and turning, murmuring to yourself? I hear it all. And I heard you writing in your notebook this morning…’

      ‘My notebook? Did you—?’

      She shook her head. ‘Don’t worry. I didn’t look through it. I wouldn’t do that.’

      Because the same was expected of him. That if he ever found hers, whether it was a nightmare journal, or just a daily journal she used to write down her thoughts and feelings in, then he would go nowhere near it, no matter how big the desire.

      ‘I think you could benefit from it as well,’ she said curtly.

      ‘Trust me, I’m fine. It’s you I’m worried about.’

      ‘Either you come with me or we don’t go at all. That’s my final answer.’

      Except the pleading look in her eyes told him that it wasn’t. And that she was crying out for him to agree with her.

      Slowly, he turned his back on her and returned to the sofa.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Tomek awoke to the sound of screaming. Not his own. Someone else’s. Coming from the other side of the flat. Kasia’s room.

      Another nightmare. The worst he’d heard so far.

      Tomek threw the covers from him and raced towards her bedroom. As he burst through the door, he found her body glistening with sweat, entangled beneath the covers. She was still asleep, but she writhed and shook as though she were awake, vividly experiencing the horrors of what had happened to her. It was as though he had walked in on something from a horror movie. Like the scene from The Exorcist that had given him months of sleepless nights as a kid.

      And it was happening right in front of him.

      His daughter, possessed by the harmful and permanently damaging images inside her head.

      Who was he to refuse her the help he’d never received as a child?

      Before he could think about it any longer, he hurried over to the side of the bed and placed a hand on her body in an attempt to wake her, to stir her from the nightmare. But it was no use. She continued to shake and convulse.

      ‘Kasia…’ he whispered close to her ear. ‘Kasia, it’s me. It’s me your dad. Kash…’

      Still nothing. Her eyelids moved rapidly as she fought off the attacker in her dreams. And then her mouth opened, and for a short moment, he wondered whether she was slipping into some sort of coma.

      And then he was transported thirty years in the past, to the time he’d woken up in the middle of the night, covered in sweat, panting heavily. He wondered whether his eyes had rolled into the back of his head, whether his mouth had opened. Whether he had looked possessed. Whether either of his parents had come in to see him and then walked back out again.

      ‘Kasia,’ he said, this time shaking her gently, placing both hands on her now. ‘Kasia, stop. You’re scaring me. You’re—’

      And then her eyes burst open, the whites as bright as the moon. Before he could react, she screamed and began lashing out at him. Her hands and arms swung wildly, and her fingernails caught him on the cheek. Wincing, and closing his eyes against the attack, he took a step back, retreating to safety.

      ‘It’s okay!’ he said, raising his hands in surrender. ‘It’s okay. You’re okay. It’s just me.’

      It was a while before Kasia fully came to; before the realisation of what had happened had settled on her. She lay there, sheltered beneath the duvet, drawing it up to her chest. Her skin glistened beneath the table lamp beside her, and her hair covered her face. In that moment, as he hovered over her – unable to shake the feeling that he looked like the predator that had put her into this position in the first place – he noticed how frail and broken she looked. How vulnerable and young.

      He raised a hand to the side of his face, running his finger over the grazed piece of skin she had attacked.

      ‘I… Are you… Are you bleeding?’

      Tomek checked. ‘No.’

      ‘I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to. I—’

      ‘It’s fine,’ he said as he dropped himself onto her bed. ‘Honestly. You have nothing to apologise for. It’s me who should be the one apologising. I should have agreed to it sooner. I should never have put you through this.’

      ‘What do you…?’

      ‘I’ll come with you. In the morning I’ll find someone that we can speak to and I’ll go with you. We’re a team, so we’ll fix this together.’

      We’ll silence the demons together.

      And maybe unlock the answer to who killed my brother.
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      An arctic wind was blowing in off the shore, cutting holes through the fabric of Tomek’s coat and penetrating his skin. But he wasn’t feeling the effects of it nearly as badly as Chey. The young constable, despite all his youth and inability to feel the cold, was wearing a pair of thick black boots, smart trousers, a large winter coat that came down to his knees, a thick Arsenal scarf (the less said about that the better), a matching hat, and lastly a pair of gloves with hand warmers inside.

      ‘You’re just a teenager,’ Tomek said as they stepped out of the car and walked along the seafront. ‘I swear you’re not supposed to feel the cold as much as this.’

      ‘I’ve got sensitive skin, all right!’

      ‘It’s just a bit of cold.’

      ‘Easy for you to say,’ Chey responded, his breath fogging his face. ‘You’re used to it.’ Then he brought his hands to his mouth and began blowing into his fingers to warm them up. Instead, he just looked like a twat smoking a vape.

      ‘How so?’

      ‘Because you’re Polish.’

      ‘Nice observation.’

      ‘Well, ain’t it always super cold there?’

      ‘Only in winter. Same as it is here.’

      ‘Yeah, but what I mean is, ain’t it like super cold?’

      ‘Depends where you live. Farther north you are, the colder it gets. Same as here… same as anywhere, mate. That’s how the northern hemisphere works.’

      As they reached the end of the promenade, they descended a small flight of steps and set foot on the sandy beach. The beach was a dark orange against a backdrop of bleak greys and blacks on the horizon. The blistering winds that whipped off the shore sprayed fistfuls of sand into their faces. Within a few steps, Chey was screaming into his hands pressed against his face.

      ‘I fucking hate sand!’

      ‘I’m sure it’s more scared of you than you are of it,’ Tomek told him as they continued to trudge across the beach.

      Perhaps it was his Polish heritage that prohibited him from feeling the effects of the cold as much as others, or perhaps he just had thicker skin than the rest of the population. Either way, he still thought Chey was overdoing it. He made a quick count of the number of layers Chey was wearing.

      Four.

      ‘The last time I thought about this many layers was when I was watching Shrek.’

      They came to a stop outside a small wooden cabin perched against the sea wall. Tomek knocked on the door. They waited.

      ‘Don’t be so hard on yourself,’ Chey replied, rubbing his hands together. ‘You’re not an ogre, Tomek.’

      ‘Shame the same can’t be said for you, donkey.’

      Chey’s face illuminated. ‘Does that mean I’m your noble steed?’

      ‘Only while I try to find my princess. After that, you can go your own way.’

      ‘Nice! So I’m sort of like your wingman then?’

      ‘No. I didn’t—’

      But it was too late. Before he could finish his sentence, the door to the Southend Canoe Club opened. The small wooden cabin was situated in Shoeburyness, a few hundred metres from where Herbert Tucker had been killed. Here was the end of the Southend coastline, before it became part of the Ministry of Defence’s territory. In the distance, was a series of wooden poles, breaching out of the waterline: they were sea defences and populated the whole of the South Essex coastline.

      The man in front of them looked almost exactly as Tomek had expected: long, shaggy, surfer-type hair, with a thick blond beard to match; a small, skinny frame; a black beaded necklace dangling around his neck, and several more on his wrist. He looked like the type to lecture you on organic food, the devastating effects that palm oil was having on the planet, and how cycling and using public transport was better for the environment, all the while using the same computer and iPhone from the Far East that had a larger carbon footprint than a year’s worth of bus and train journeys combined.

      ‘Aaron Howell-Jones?’

      ‘Yeah…’ the man answered, uncertain of himself.

      Behind him in the cabin were rows of plastic canoes and kayaks, with a shelf for lifejackets and wetsuits on either side.

      ‘Is everything all right?’ Aaron asked.

      Tomek and Chey reached into their pockets, searching for their warrant cards. Tomek reached his first, but Chey’s took longer. He fumbled for what felt like ages with his zip, trying several times for purchase, but then gave up. Even after he’d removed his glove, it still took him forever to undo his coat, fish through the several layers and retrieve his identification.

      Absolutely fucking useless, Tomek thought.

      ‘Here you go,’ Chey said triumphantly as he eventually showed it to Aaron. ‘Sorry about that.’

      Aaron peered closer at it. ‘Would you mind taking yours out of its sleeve? I can’t see it properly.’

      At first, Chey looked confused, but then when he saw a smudge on the cover, he began wedging his fingers into the plastic window of the ID. He made it as far as the end of his fingernail before Aaron told him to stop.

      ‘Sorry. That was cruel. I don’t need to see it. I just wanted to watch you try to open it.’

      ‘Ha. Good one.’

      Chey couldn’t explicitly tell the man to fuck off, but it was clear to see from his expression that was exactly what he wanted to say. And more.

      ‘Mr Howell-Jones,’ Tomek started, leaving Chey to return his warrant card to its rightful place.

      ‘It’s just Aaron.’

      ‘No surname?’

      ‘No. I don’t use them anymore.’

      Probably thought they were contributing to the melting of the ozone layer somehow.

      ‘Okay then, Mr Aaron. We were wondering if we might ask you a few questions?’

      ‘Regarding?’

      ‘Regarding your relationship with Herbert Tucker.’

      At once, the lines on Aaron’s young face deepened. ‘Tucker the kiddie fucker? What’s that bellend done now?’

      ‘Been murdered, Mr Aaron. Well, he’s not done it to himself. Someone’s done it to him.’

      ‘Okay…’ Aaron shifted his weight from one foot to the other. ‘And I suppose you want to know if I had anything to do with it?’

      ‘Something like that.’

      Aaron sighed deeply, then turned to the wall of canoes behind him. ‘Is it going to take long? I need to get these out, and I’ve got a session in about an hour.’

      ‘A session for what?’

      ‘Kayaking. I teach people how to do it.’

      Flashbacks of the last time Tomek had been in a kayak appeared in his mind. Floating through the marshes of Tollesbury, hunting down a killer. Struggling against the tide and the weight of his body in the water. Failing…

      ‘I also teach people how to windsurf and kite surf.’

      ‘Self-employed?’

      ‘Sadly, no. The company’s run by my boss. I just work here. He’s got four other sites along the coast. And he also does the one at Lakeside.’

      Tomek peered behind Aaron at the number of kayaks crammed into the cabin. Over a dozen in total, varying in lengths, colours and number of seats. Tomek didn’t want to be anywhere near one if he could help it.

      ‘Feel free to get yourself started,’ he said. ‘I’m sure you’re capable of answering questions at the same time.’

      ‘Who said men couldn’t multitask?’

      We haven’t started yet…

      Aaron didn’t wait for Tomek to respond. He set about tidying the entrance to the cabin and making space for the ten-foot kayaks that were about to come out. First, though, was the sail of a windsurfing board. It was at least six foot tall and four foot wide, just small enough even for Tomek to carry. But instead of giving it to Tomek, Aaron handed it to the closest man available. Chey. Who was not only one of the youngest but also one of the shortest members of the team.

      ‘Couldn’t hold that for you, could us, while I get the—?’

      Chey had taken it for all of a fraction of a second before a strong, vehement gust of wind barrelled along the shore and knocked him arse over tit onto the sand. As Tomek turned round, all he saw was the young constable lying on the beach, trapped beneath the sail, pinned down by the wind that continued to bomb into them like a military assault.

      Tomek’s immediate reaction was to laugh, laugh his arse off and roll on the floor (to complete all the acronyms) but then he realised where he was and who he was in the company of. Instead, he grunted and shook his head derisively. Meanwhile, Aaron was bent double, laughing uncontrollably.

      ‘I have no words,’ Tomek said, as Chey struggled to get himself up from the ground. ‘Honestly, I have no words.’

      Once the constable had contorted himself from beneath the sail, he brushed himself down and shook his head. A grimace and embarrassment were written across his face.

      ‘Sorry about that,’ he said sheepishly. ‘Where… where were we?’

      ‘We were here,’ Tomek answered, pointing at his feet. ‘You… you were over there. Now, are you quite done?’

      The flushed cheeks on Chey’s face answered his question. Tomek turned his attention back to Aaron, who was still chuckling to himself.

      ‘How long have you been working here?’

      ‘About two years, give or take.’

      ‘And you enjoy it?’

      ‘Yeah. This is my passion project. My other job is what I do to pay the bills.’

      ‘What’s your other job?’

      ‘I’m a gardener. Self-employed. But I work with another partner, Charlie, who’s also self-employed. We do other people’s gardens for them. The elderly, mostly. I fit it around this much as I can.’

      ‘How long have you been doing that for?’

      ‘Ten years now. At first, I started out for free. Just doing bits and pieces around the area, using other people’s tools until I could afford my own. It was difficult at first because, I mean, who wants to let a stranger into their garden to cut the grass without any tools of their own? It was a hard sell, but some people were kind enough to help me. And I didn’t have a phone at the time so I’d have to write a lot of the bookings down on a piece of paper and hope they didn’t cancel on me. The biggest struggle was not having a watch or any way to tell the time.’

      No watch, no phone? Tomek wasn’t sure if the man was that disconnected from the twenty-first century, or whether something else had been going on.

      ‘How come you didn’t have a phone or watch?’ Chey asked, broaching the awkward question first.

      ‘Because I didn’t have a home.’

      ‘You were homeless?’

      ‘Well, the name No Home doesn’t sound very good. Homeless is what everyone else seems to call it, so you might as well.’

      Chey stuttered. ‘You don’t look—’

      ‘I don’t look homeless?’

      ‘No, that’s not what I—’

      ‘It’s all right. I get that a lot. People see the long hair and just assume.’

      And the beard and the baggy clothing and the dirty skin.

      ‘So you got yourself out of that situation by cutting people’s gardens?’

      Aaron nodded, his smile replete with pride. ‘Until I could afford a phone and tools of my own. One of the people I cut grass for was kind enough to let me stay with them for a few weeks. And when I was ready to report my financial situation to the government, they even let me use their home address.’

      It was admirable. All of it. Aaron’s drive and determination to succeed, his strength to pull himself up off the floor and hold his chest high. Tomek commended him and his skill set. The only thing he couldn’t commend, however, was Aaron’s ability to multitask. Since Chey’s little incident with the windsurfer, the gardener had been standing in the cabin with his arms folded across his chest and made no progress at all.

      ‘Very good,’ Tomek said. ‘How do you know Herbert Tucker?’

      The complete pivot in conversation startled and confused Aaron. He loosened his arms and began fiddling with his hands. Then he finally realised he hadn’t been doing his job and started unloading the kayaks.

      ‘I don’t know him personally.’

      ‘The videos online seem to suggest otherwise.’

      ‘Which videos?’

      ‘The one with you and the egg?’

      Aaron tutted. ‘He got what he deserved.’

      ‘When he died?’

      ‘No. When I egged him on the high street. The sanctimonious, two-faced, lying cunt got everything he deserved on that day.’

      ‘You seem to have a particular dislike towards him.’

      ‘Pah! Dislike is one word. Detest, disdain for him; those are words I’d use.’ Aaron hefted a kayak onto his shoulder and began walking out. It was clear to see the difference between professional and amateur because he walked into the wind and set the kayak down on the sand with ease.

      ‘Why?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘Because he said he would support homeless people. Promised a load of hostels and centres for us to go to, but then he cut the funding a few weeks after he’d announced it. At the time, my brother and I were both homeless, for very different reasons, but we still kept in touch, and we both needed the support massively. My brother’s dead because of him.’

      So many questions. So much to unpack.

      ‘How did your brother die?’

      ‘Drug overdose. He was hooked. We both were at one point.’

      That explained why the two of them had been homeless.

      ‘And you blame Herbert Tucker for your brother’s death?’

      ‘Yes. Every day. And I’m glad that he’s dead.’

      ‘Is that why you sent bullets in the post to his work address?’

      Aaron paused a fraction of a second before continuing his task. ‘They weren’t real. Of course they weren’t. They were firing pistol cartridges that I use for the kids sometimes. Whenever we have races I use them because they can’t hear me over the wind. I was never going to do anything. I just wanted him to know that there were a lot of people out there that could see him for what he really was.’

      ‘What would that be?’ Chey asked.

      ‘A cunt.’

      Short and sweet. Nice and simple. Straight to the point.

      ‘What were you doing last night?’ Tomek asked.

      Another pivot, this time more abrupt and on the nose.

      ‘I was at home.’

      ‘Alone?’ Chey asked.

      ‘Yes. I live alone.’

      ‘Where do you live?’

      ‘On the caravan site round the corner.’

      Probably because it had a smaller carbon footprint, Tomek surmised.

      Chey then asked Aaron for his address and made a note of it.

      ‘Can anyone corroborate your whereabouts?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Would you be willing to come down to the station to give a DNA sample so we can rule you out of our enquiries?’

      ‘Seriously?’ Aaron said in disbelief as he dropped a kayak onto the floor.

      ‘Seriously,’ Tomek replied sternly. ‘It’s routine.’

      Aaron scoffed and shook his head. ‘You do realise I didn’t have anything to do with this, don’t you?’

      ‘Well, we’ll find out when we take your DNA.’

      ‘You should already have it. I got arrested a couple of times when I was homeless. Couple of drug charges.’

      ‘Well, in that case, we should be fine. And if we can’t find it, then we know where to find you, don’t we?’

      Tomek and Chey made to leave, but Aaron called them back a moment later, canoe in hand.

      ‘You know I’m not the criminal here, right?’

      ‘Wouldn’t a check on our police systems say otherwise?’ Tomek responded.

      ‘That’s not what I meant. Them, out there. The criminals. The real criminals. Herbert Tucker had a lot of enemies, but he also had a lot of associates. A lot of people he did business with. A lot of people he did controversial business with.’

      ‘Like what? And who?’

      Aaron looked around him, as though worried that someone would be able to hear them over the almost deafening sound of the wind.

      ‘Southend Football Club,’ Aaron whispered. ‘The owner. Well, the co-owner. Herbert Tucker earned himself a lot of enemies on that side of the woods. That’s all I’m saying.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Then Tomek and Chey hurried off to the car. As they jumped into the vehicle, escaping the roaring wind, Tomek surveyed his team member and shook his head. The young man was covered in sand, dirt and shells that Tomek would no doubt be finding in the footwell for the next few weeks.

      ‘What?’ Chey asked, looking at his chest as if to ask, have I got something on me?

      ‘You’re like a handbrake on one of those canoes.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Absolutely fucking useless. Honestly. Falling over like that…’

      ‘It was the wind!’ Chey yelled with a huff, then shook his head and brushed himself down. ‘I fucking hate sand.’
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      A quick search on the Internet confirmed that Herbert Tucker had at least one finger in Southend United Football Club’s pie. A finger that was as dirty as the contents of the business deal.

      The Mighty Shrimpers, as they were affectionately known, had existed since 1906, and in their hundred-plus year existence, had only reached as far as Championship, the second highest tier in the English football league system. Now, they were currently in the National League, the fifth tier of the football pyramid. Their stadium, Roots Hall, was home to a little over twelve thousand fans, but recently the club had come under increasingly dire financial pressure. The grounds had become derelict, the stands were falling apart, the pitch was unkempt, unwatered and poorly maintained, the owner was planning on selling the stadium and replacing it with over a hundred houses, and neither the players nor staff had been paid in weeks. Added to all that misery that had been surrounding the club for so long was the fact they were also fighting relegation. For many, it had felt like one thing after another, a culmination of disappointment and despair. And the fans and staunch supporters of the club had made their feelings known. Protests had taken place outside the grounds on several occasions, and members of the volunteer association, Shrimpers Trust, frequently took it upon themselves to don the badge of responsibility and fix the mess that the club and grounds were in by regularly cleaning and tidying it after matches during the week. If the owner wasn’t willing to protect one of the biggest historical establishments in the city, then they were.

      There was, however, hope. Light at the end of the tunnel.

      A small consortium of South American business owners was looking to purchase the club, to pump money into it, into the stadium, and into the local community, to feed the grassroots of football and to take the club back up to the heights of the Championship, and maybe one day beyond. Tomek and the rest of the local footballing community were under no illusion that their aspirations were astronomical, but it was what the club needed right now. It was what the fans had been crying out for for some years. A little bit of hope, a little bit of aspiration, something to look forward to.

      For the past few months, news of the takeover – and in the months, years, preceding it – the turmoil of the club and their increasing financial meltdown had dominated the headlines and it was all Tomek had seen. He’d only been to the stadium a handful of occasions, some as a child with his father and brothers, others with friends and ex-girlfriends, but it was still a football stadium, it was still a good team to watch, and it was still a fundamental part of the local identity.

      The only problem, however, was in the last week the takeover had stalled. The current owner was dragging his feet and making it as difficult as possible which was why, as he and Sean turned up to the stadium, they encountered over thirty protestors, with banners, megaphones and a few catchy chants to go along with them, outside the entrance to the building. A large banner saying, “Get out of our club!” conjured impressions of Peggy Mitchell in the Queen Vic, screaming at her patrons before brandishing a bottle. For the most part, the protest appeared peaceful, with men and women in their late fifties marching slowly, huddled together against the cold, chanting in unison. Except Tomek had spotted a group of young fans, dressed all in black, with their hoods up. Tomek had been to enough football matches, particularly at West Ham in the nineties and early noughties, and knew that they weren’t there to hide from the cold.

      Tomek approached the large crowd of people, leaving Sean to wait by the front entrance. As he did so, those closest to him began shooting him malicious and malevolent stares.

      ‘You one of his?’ someone shouted.

      ‘You can fuck off, n’ all,’ another cried.

      Normally, Tomek would have grinned with glee at the prospect of arresting someone for shouting abuse at a police officer, but as a fellow fan of the sport, he was willing to let this one slide under a simple case of mistaken identity.

      ‘I’m not one of his, no. And I’d rather not fuck off if it’s all the same you,’ he told them, then pulled out his warrant card. The sight of it seemed to stop everyone in their tracks, and hushed whispers began to echo through the group. ‘Who might be the one in charge here?’

      Unsurprisingly, nobody stepped forward.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Tomek continued. ‘No one’s getting arrested. Not unless they do something stupid.’ Tomek glowered at the group of youths as he said it, and they appeared to heed his warnings, as they gradually began to move away from the stadium and back into the car park behind.

      Eventually, after a short while, one man was brave enough to step forward.

      ‘Owen Braverman,’ he said, holding out his hand. ‘I’m the chairman of the Shrimpers Trust.’

      Tomek introduced himself and then explained why he was there.

      ‘Good luck getting a meeting with that bastard,’ Owen hissed. ‘The snaky little twat has locked himself in his office and won’t come out for anyone.’

      Tomek smirked. ‘People do strange things when the police come knocking. I’m sure we can get him talking. How long have you been chairman?’

      ‘Thirty-five years, when I set it up. I’ve watched this club all my life. Been to every home game and nearly every away game in that time. I know this club better than that dickhead sitting behind his oak desk. I seen the ups and I seen the downs, and I don’t think we’ve never been as low as this. It kills me to see it. Southend FC is my passion, it’s what I live for.’

      Tomek could admire and respect that. He had felt a similar affinity to West Ham Football Club when he’d been younger and not had the responsibilities of a career in a police force which had inevitably dragged him away from it.

      ‘What can you tell me about the owner?’

      Owen scoffed, and his face contorted, as though just thinking about the man sitting somewhere in his office behind his oak desk was enough to give him a brain aneurysm. ‘How much time you got? I can give you a list of reasons why he shouldn’t be the owner.’

      ‘Sure,’ Tomek replied. ‘I’m sure we could use that in a future investigation. But right now I’m looking at the owner’s connection with Herbert Tucker.’

      ‘The MP?’

      Tomek nodded.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Mr Tucker was found dead yesterday afternoon. It’s been all over the news…’

      ‘Herbert Tucker the Fat Fucker’s dead?’ Owen’s face glistened beneath the bright, early morning sun.

      ‘I’m afraid to say he is.’

      ‘Don’t be afraid, mate,’ someone standing behind Owen called. ‘It’s good that he’s dead. That bellend got what he deserved.’

      Tomek tilted his head to the side. ‘His family might disagree with you there. So just be mindful of saying things like that, please. His wife and kids are devastated and can read everything you write online. In the end, they had nothing to do with what their husband and father did or may have done, so just think about what you’re going to say before you inevitably end up saying it.’

      The words of advice seemed to wash over the football fans in front of him, as their expressions remained exactly the same.

      ‘You found out who done it yet?’ the same man asked.

      Tomek shook his head. ‘Hence why we’re here. To find out if Mr Colehill knows anything.’

      ‘He knows a lot more than he’s gonna tell you, that much I can tell you for free,’ Owen Braverman interjected, fog streaming out of his mouth like a dragon.

      ‘That’s why I’m here, talking to you guys. The people on the ground. What can you tell me?’

      ‘Again, how much time you got?’

      Tomek was growing increasingly frustrated by the constant back and forth and fought incredibly hard not to roll his eyes in front of the man. Instead, he cursed him internally. But as the man seemed intent on asking that question, Tomek was going to give him an answer.

      ‘I’ve got about two minutes,’ Tomek told him. ‘Now, I need you to tell me everything you can in the next two minutes before I go in there. Do you think that’s possible?’

      ‘Why didn’t you say earlier?’

      Because I didn’t realise you were being so fucking literal.

      ‘Colehill took over the club twenty years ago, and since then he’s been bleeding money out of it. Like… what’s that word? Hematoma? Haemorrhoids?’

      ‘Haemorrhaging?’

      ‘Yes. That’s the one. He’s been haemorrhaging money out of this club, my sacred, beloved club, and loading debt onto it. Meanwhile, he takes all the profits and just lets the building and infrastructure collapse around him. He’s not paying anyone, the players and staff haven’t seen a paycheque in months, and now he’s stalling the takeover. He wants to squeeze every last penny out of the club, and he doesn’t even need it. Did you know that he’s got offshore accounts where all the money goes? Yeah. Some account in the Bahamas or something. Dunno what it’s for, but it certainly isn’t for running a football club. And did you know that he’s been selling stakes in the club to all his mates up in Whitehall or wherever it is?’

      Tomek didn’t know any of those things, but now that he did, now that he was armed with this information ahead of his meeting with Mr Colehill, Tomek couldn’t wait to speak with him.

      The only problem that remained, however, was finding a link between the offshore accounts and the football club to Herbert Tucker’s death.

      Tomek thanked the man for his time, then took his contact details before turning his back on them and sauntering towards Sean. He kept his movements slow, and his feet close to the ground, lest he slip over on the ice that had formed overnight.

      ‘Sorted?’ Sean asked as they headed out of the cold and into the warm.

      ‘Think so.’

      ‘That wasn’t too bad for a two-minute summary.’

      Tomek smirked. ‘Especially considering we spent thirty seconds trying to remember the word haemorrhage.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The woman showed them to their seats in a small waiting room that reminded Tomek of the one he used to frequent in primary school. The seats were made from a coarse, blue fabric, and were the most uncomfortable thing he’d had the misfortune of sitting on. The carpets were creased and rigid and covered in dirt. Not to mention they smelt of sweaty feet. The walls and skirting boards were in desperate need of a fresh lick of paint. The entire building, including the corridors and other rooms that the receptionist had taken them through, was a state. Then again, if the building was going to be demolished anyway, then why bother sprucing the place up a bit?

      The waiting room’s only saving grace was the Nespresso coffee machine that Tomek made sure to get a drink from. The last thing he wanted was to give his money to James Colehill (in the form of ticket revenue or kit sales), but he was more than happy to take it from him.

      A few minutes later, Mr Colehill was ready to see them. As he opened the door, Tomek was in the middle of dropping his cup into the bin.

      ‘Please don’t put that in there,’ James snapped.

      ‘Where would you like me to put it?’

      ‘Take it with you.’

      ‘So I can put it in a bin outside?’

      ‘That’s what they’re there for…’

      Tomek looked down at the plastic bin in front of him. ‘And what’s this one for? Decorative purposes? Mind, it is probably the most colourful thing in this building.’

      ‘Great. Thanks for your understanding.’

      Strike one.

      James turned his back on them and left the door to his office open. Tomek gave his colleague a look of surprised disbelief before following him in.

      ‘Throw it in his face,’ Sean whispered as he passed Tomek and entered the room first.

      Wrong. Tomek was going to do much worse. He was going to unleash an assault on James Colehill.

      Suddenly he was looking forward to this more than he had been two minutes ago.

      As he entered the office, Tomek realised he had been wrong. The bin wasn’t the most colourful thing in the building. That accolade belonged to James Colehill’s wallpaper. It was a garish yellow and green that looked like a Refreshers wrapper. And from the rest of the furniture in the room, it was clear to see where at least some portion of the money from the football club had gone: the mahogany desk that was far too wide for the space in which it sat; the brand-new Apple Mac sitting atop the desk; the ornate velvet throne on the other side. James Colehill was trying to live and behave like a king, yet the castle walls around him were crumbling.

      And he simply didn’t care.

      It broke Tomek’s heart that people like that – selfish, greedy, obnoxious people – could be put in charge of such an establishment and not be held accountable for it, be allowed to get away with it.

      ‘Mr Colehill,’ Tomek began. ‘Myself and my colleague—’

      ‘Will this take long?’ James interrupted. ‘I have a few meetings I need to attend soon.’

      Strike two.

      ‘How long have you got?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You tell me how long you have, and I’ll tell you how long we’re going to take. Though I have a sneaky feeling you might have to reschedule a few of your meetings unless you want to have this conversation down at the station?’

      ‘I haven’t done anything wrong.’

      Tomek smirked facetiously at the man who was making his hair stand on end in frustration. ‘We’ll see about that, shall we?’

      ‘Withholding information in an active investigation doesn’t look too good in front of a jury,’ Sean added. ‘Especially when it’s involving someone like yourself, James.’

      Colehill contemplated for a moment, picked up a pen and began tracing it in circles around his desk. ‘Fine. But could you call me Mr Colehill, please?’

      No chance.

      ‘Sure thing, James,’ Tomek replied. ‘We’d like to begin by asking how well you knew Herbert Tucker?’

      ‘Well enough.’

      Immediately, Tomek sensed James Colehill would make this as painful and laborious as possible. But it was okay because they could both play the same game. And it was his own time, his own time away from those important business meetings, that he was wasting.

      ‘How long had you known him?’

      ‘Long enough.’ Then James slowly stopped moving the pen about the desk. ‘Did you just say “had”?’

      ‘I did.’

      ‘Past tense?’

      ‘That’s the one.’

      ‘What… Why did you say it like that? What’s happened?’

      And then Sean told him. That his friend and business partner was dead, murdered, and that they were there on his behalf, trying to find the person responsible.

      ‘Right now, we’re just trying to get a grip of Herbert’s life,’ Sean continued. ‘What sort of man he was. What sort of things he got up to. What he was like to those who knew him best. What made him successful.’

      ‘You can find all that in the sodding book he wrote.’

      Ah. The book.

      ‘Did you get a mention?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘Like fuck I did. Have you read it?’

      Both Tomek and Sean shook their heads.

      ‘You should. It’s fucking hilarious. It’s the shitest thing I’ve ever read. All wank but no spunk, no end product. It reads like it’s been written by a four-year-old, and the best bit is the ending, when you realise you get to throw it in the fucking bin.’

      ‘Obviously not in any of the bins around here,’ Tomek commented, to a slight snigger and smirk from Sean. James, on the other hand, didn’t find it funny and instead dropped his expression. ‘Did he ask if you wanted to be in it?’

      ‘Yeah! That’s what fucked me off the most. He came over once, sat me down, and told me that he was writing a book. A memoir, he called it. Do you know where memoir comes from? It comes from the Latin, memoria, to mean memory. And do you know what the funny thing is? That cunt didn’t have any memory at all. He didn’t know how things worked, about the processes we had to go through to get certain deals across, or even how any of the meetings we attended together went. And do you know why that is? Because he was a useless sack of shit.’

      Tomek was reminded of his earlier comment to Chey, and how it may have crossed the line a little.

      ‘Herbert Tucker was winging it his entire life. He had to be completely hand-held throughout his professional and political career, and yet he’s the one taking all the credit for it. Well… was taking the credit for it.’

      ‘So he asked you to help with the book, you came up with the majority of the content because you helped him get to where he was in life, and then he failed to include you in said book… that sound about right?’

      ‘Pretty much.’

      ‘And how did that make you feel?’

      ‘Pretty shit. Annoyed. I…’ And then he stopped as realisation dawned on his face. He began wagging his finger at Tomek. ‘I see what you’re doing.’

      ‘Which is?’

      ‘Trying to make it seem like I was so angry that I ended up killing him.’

      ‘And did you?’

      ‘Yes! I mean, no! I thought you meant if I was angry. Yes, of course I was angry. I was mad, I was livid. But I didn’t kill him.’

      ‘We’ll see about that,’ Tomek said, as he turned to Sean for him to continue.

      Before doing so, the sergeant cleared his throat and repositioned himself on the chair into a slightly more comfortable and authoritative position.

      ‘How long have you two been co-owners of the club?’

      ‘Don’t get me started on that.’

      ‘We’d like to, if we may. Unless you want to do this down at the station?’

      That worked. That always seemed to work. As though the threat of going to the station automatically meant he was going to be arrested. He wasn’t; he could have been arrested anywhere, it just would have been handier and faster to arrest him in the same building he’d be spending the night in.

      ‘I bought this place twenty-two years ago, and at the time I was close friends with Herbert. He was making some good money, and he saw this as a good investment opportunity for him. So he convinced me to sell a stake in the club to him for a fee. Mates rates, shall we call it. And since then, he’s acquired more and more control in the club. And he’s been taking more and more out of it. He’s been bleeding it dry, and now there’s very little left. He was the one who came up with the idea of knocking it down and turning it into a housing estate, given that he owns a fucking property company. And I was inclined to agree with him, especially after I saw how much it was gonna put through the books. But that news didn’t go down well, and because of his status as an MP and in the council, he couldn’t be the face of it, so I’ve had to bear the brunt of all this backlash.’

      ‘Not for much longer from what we gather,’ Tomek said. ‘The South Americans are coming to save your bacon.’

      James picked up the pen again. ‘I don’t want to sell,’ he said. ‘I wish we didn’t have to. I loved this club once. That’s why I bought it. But that’s changed over the years. I’d be lying if I said I had the club’s interests at heart all the time, but I don’t… not anymore. I got sucked into Herbert’s world and now we’ve dragged the club to where it is. The South Americans coming is like putting a plaster on a broken leg.’

      ‘Why are you stalling the sale?’

      James hesitated a moment, then chuckled to himself, tickled by his thoughts. ‘Herbert was delaying it all. Trying to squeeze the consortium for as much money as possible. Valued it way over what it was worth, everyone knew it. Even I knew. And now that he’s dead, I guess it’ll hold things up further. Typical, isn’t it? I’ll be made to look like the villain again. Not to mention the value of the club will absolutely plummet, so I won’t get the money I want for it.’

      There was something about the way James Colehill said it which implied that was the most devastating realisation this morning. Not that his business partner had died. Not that he had lost a friend. Not that he was losing the club he had once loved (though Tomek was dubious about that as well). But that he would end up losing money on the sale once it had all been agreed.

      That there would be no trip to the Maldives this summer.

      ‘Where were you two nights ago, James?’ Sean asked, not allowing the man any time for sentiment.

      ‘You can’t ask me that. And for fuck’s sake, it’s Mr Colehill!’

      Tomek and Sean shared a glance with one another that determined neither of them would call him by his surname.

      ‘I’m good friends with the PFCC, I’ll have you know.’

      The acronym was lost on Tomek.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Brendan Door. The Police, Fire and Crime Commissioner.’

      ‘Oh, him.’ Tomek still had no idea who the man was referring to. ‘He won’t mind you answering a simple question though, will he?’

      James bridled with fury. By now he’d stopped doodling with the pen and had started to clench it tightly in his fist.

      ‘I don’t have to answer anything I don’t want to.’

      ‘Not unless you want to come to the station. And then you can explain to the PFCC why you’re there.’

      For the third time, that empty threat worked, and James lowered the pen to the table.

      ‘Two nights ago?’ he started. ‘Well, I was…’

      They waited patiently as the man considered his response.

      ‘I was… I was…’

      Suddenly developing a stutter? Suffering from amnesia? Alzheimer’s?

      ‘I’m fairly sure I was just here. I am most nights.’

      ‘Do you know what time you left?’

      James pursed his lips and tilted his head to the side. ‘Must have been about eleven.’

      ‘What happened after you got home?’

      ‘I went to bed. I was tired. Had to get up at four the following morning for the next day.’

      ‘That’s early,’ Tomek noted.

      ‘That’s what you have to do if you want to get ahead. You always have to be the earliest riser. More hours in the day to get more things done. I taught Herbert that, but I bet that silly fucker put it in his book as his own sage words of wisdom. Little does he know that I ripped it from someone else. Guess now he never will.’

      Tomek wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw a thin smile stretch across James’s lips. After telling the man they had everything they needed from him, and that they’d soon be in touch if necessary, Tomek and Sean left the office and headed back to the car. As soon as they stepped outside they were hit in the face by a thick wall of cold and still standing there was the crowd of protestors, chanting, marching, trying to keep their bodies warm and their limbs from falling off. By now the group of young adults had moved, and a sense of peace had fallen.

      Owen Braverman hurried towards them, shuffling his feet lest he slip on the ice.

      ‘What’d that coward have to say for himself?’

      ‘Not much.’

      ‘Can’t tell us?’

      ‘Pretty much. There might be a few delays with the club’s sale, but I would keep doing what you’re doing. He’ll be out of there soon enough.’ Tomek placed a firm hand on the man’s shoulder, offered him a brief smile, and then continued towards the car.

      As soon as they were in, Sean cranked up the heating to the highest setting and breathed life back into his fingers.

      ‘Thoughts?’ he asked Tomek between breaths.

      ‘I think Mr Colehill knew more than he was letting on. There’s a motive there, for sure, being squeezed out of his football club, but I sensed something else as well,’ Tomek explained. ‘Whoever killed Herbert, it was someone he knew. And who better than the early riser who never went home?’

      ‘I know what you mean. He was an arsehole though, wasn’t he?’

      ‘A proper arsehole.’

      Sean smirked as he slipped the car into gear. ‘Where’s your coffee cup?’

      ‘Left it in his office as we left.’

      ‘Now who’s the arsehole?’
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      Nick Cleaves was a man of many moods. Many talents, yes. But many moods also. Way more moods than he had talents, at least in Tomek’s opinion. He was notorious in the office, and across the entire policing district of South Essex, for his long, deep sighs. No matter the occasion – good, bad or ugly – Nick always let the hot air expel from his nostrils. Labelled annoying by many, Tomek thought they were iconic, his signature. That he had perfected the art of saying so much without saying anything at all.

      Like the current expression on his face. And the frequency with which the air was coming out of his nose.

      ‘Things aren’t looking good, mate,’ he told Tomek. ‘She’s been out of hospital for a week now, which is great and all, fantastic really, but it’s been a massive adjustment period for us. Her, me, Wendy. Wendy’s caring for her full time while I run away and hide out here.’

      ‘Nobody said you were hiding,’ Tomek advised. ‘You’ve got a job to do. A whole city resting on your shoulders.’

      Another sigh, this one gentler. ‘I said it. And I can tell Wendy’s thinking the same. It’s just… cleaning and feeding and looking after her isn’t the tough bit, it’s the looking at her. I can’t bring myself to do it.’

      Tomek chose not to say anything. To let the man continue talking until he’d said everything he needed to.

      ‘It’s because she’s different, she’s changed. Physically, her face has changed, and I know I shouldn’t say something like that, but it’s true. She’s not my little girl any more. She doesn’t look like my little girl any more. And I don’t know what to do. It’s like she’s not there… she’s spaced out a lot of the time, slow to react and respond. The doctors said there would be no permanent brain damage, but they’re not always right, are they?’

      Nick looked to Tomek for a response, but he felt way out of his comfort zone to offer one so continued to stay quiet.

      ‘It’s just… the signs are there, right? You know what I mean. She doesn’t look all there. The hole in the side of her head is so massive it’s no surprise, but I just…’ He lowered his head and dropped his gaze onto his lap. ‘I just wish I had my little girl back, you know? I worry if I’ll ever get her back.’

      And if the love for her would ever return.

      Nick didn’t need to say it but he knew that was Nick’s sentiment and feeling on the matter.

      After a few uncomfortable moments of silence, Tomek realised Nick had finished speaking, and that it was now his turn to offer some advice, some guidance, some answers to the impossible questions Nick had asked him.

      Mercifully, just as he opened his mouth, Nick beat him to it.

      ‘Enough about me and Lucy,’ he said. ‘How’s Kasia getting on?’

      Tomek rolled his head from side to side. ‘You know… she has good days, bad days. Nightmares mostly. A lot of nightmares. We’ve agreed for both of us to get some counselling.’

      ‘Both of you?’

      Tomek responded with a single nod. ‘I’ve been getting them too. Kasia’s incident and my brother’s murder blurred into one.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

      ‘Which reminds me, what’s the name of that shrink you recommended last time?’

      ‘Isabel?’

      Tomek shrugged. ‘If that’s her name. You know her better than me.’

      ‘She’s good,’ Nick said as he reached for pen and paper. ‘Really good.’

      ‘Maybe you should go back.’

      Nick stopped mid-flow and stared into the page for ten seconds, deep in thought, before continuing. Then he handed the strip of paper with the contact details to Tomek, who pocketed it silently. Enough had been said on the matter; Nick wouldn’t speak with the therapist. He wouldn’t get help. He would deal with it in his own, internal way.

      As Tomek made to leave, his phone chimed. A message from Abigail, asking if they were still on for the evening meal.

      ‘Fuck,’ he whispered to himself.

      ‘Something wrong?’ Nick asked.

      ‘Just forgot to do something.’

      ‘Classic. We’ll have to start calling that “The Tomek”. We’ve already nicknamed your forehead.’

      Tomek froze, hand wrapped around the door handle. ‘Fuck off. No, you haven’t.’

      Nick grinned. The first he’d seen in a while. ‘You know The Wall from Game of Thrones?’

      Tomek knew it. He knew it very well. An impenetrable seven-hundred-foot vertical wall of solid ice from the hit HBO series.

      ‘We’ve called it that,’ Nick said with a beaming smile.

      ‘If that’s the case, then I’m John Snow, King of the North.’

      ‘If it helps you sleep at night. I personally don’t think it’s better than Teflon Tommy, but I’m biased.’

      Tomek fought to suppress the smile from breaking onto his face. Then said, ‘Fuck you all,’ and left.

      By the time he returned to his desk, he’d replied to Abigail saying that they were still set for that night and that the venue was to be kept a secret until he picked her up. The only problem was, he didn’t have one and so he desperately needed to find a place in time. But before he could even think about it, DC Oscar Perez came bundling towards him.

      ‘Hello, Captain.’

      ‘Sarge.’

      ‘Out of breath from all the way over there?’

      ‘It’s farther than you think. Especially when your only exercise is climbing up and down the steps to your flat.’

      Tomek chuckled. ‘Go on then,’ he said. ‘Out with it.’

      ‘It’s about Herbert Tucker…’

      ‘Good start.’

      ‘I’ve been looking into his financials.’

      ‘Oh yeah?’

      ‘We’ve got access to his personal banking. He’s got eight separate accounts with several banks.’

      ‘Why does one person need that many?’ Nadia asked, turning round in her chair to face them.

      ‘It’s a good way to hide money,’ Tomek said.

      ‘Actually,’ interrupted the Captain. ‘It’s not that effective at all. The banks can still see what you’re doing, and they’ve added loads of extra layers of security now so that all payments ask you the purpose before you send it.’

      Tomek peered up at the man from his seat. ‘So what’s he got that many for, Captain?’

      ‘They’re just bank accounts,’ Oscar answered. ‘Like mine and yours. In case one of them goes under, he’s got several more in storage, shall we say.’

      ‘How much are we talking?’

      Oscar bit his bottom lip. ‘Oh, his net worth’s easily thirty million.’

      ‘Nice for some,’ Nadia commented.

      ‘That’s no small amount. Do you know who it’s going to now he’s dead?’

      ‘Not sure yet.’

      ‘And what’s he’s been doing with it?’

      ‘Property. Houses all over Essex. Some he seems to be letting, the others he’s keeping for a rainy day.’

      ‘How many?’

      ‘Nine in total. One is his residential address, where he lives. Another two have recently been bought in his daughters’ names, another three are being rented, and the final three are just sitting there.’

      ‘For any particular reason?’

      Oscar shrugged. ‘None that I can seem to decipher.’

      ‘Okay. What else has this business magnate been doing with his finances?’

      ‘Lots. I checked Companies House and he’s got at least six different businesses. The sneaky bastard’s got some of them listed with his middle name included on Companies House, whereas the others are just his first and last name. He’s got a restaurant in Leigh, a sports company that is connected to Southend FC, his property company, his metal business, an offshore one and another one that is listed as a publishing company.’

      ‘His book…’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Interesting. And how much money is in each of those?’

      ‘In total, there’s about fifty million pounds’ worth of assets in there.’

      Tomek took a moment to gather his thoughts and process the information. It was clear to see the man had a lot of money – so much that it put him out of touch with reality, some might argue – and he certainly knew what to do with it. He was a savvy businessman, Tomek had to give him that. But if, as James Colehill had indicated, Herbert Tucker wasn’t as clued up as he purported to be, then there were bound to be mistakes, bound to be holes in his attempts to hide and prolong discovery. There would inevitably be a crack in the armour.

      ‘Have you checked through all the accounts?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘Not yet. The company accounts will take longer due to their nature. As for his personal ones, I’ve had a quick scan.’

      ‘Any anomalies?’

      Oscar grinned, the face of a man who’d been waiting desperately to say what he wanted.

      ‘A couple of things.’

      ‘Like…?’

      ‘A twenty grand cash withdrawal from his bank in November, and regular monthly payments to a woman called Alina Zandecka.’

      His mistress.

      ‘How much?’

      ‘Five thousand pounds.’

      Tomek blew a whistle through his lips. ‘I’d keep my mouth shut for that much a month. Tax free as well.’

      ‘What would you buy with five grand a month?’ asked Chey, who had just caught the end of the conversation.

      ‘The aim isn’t to spend it every month,’ Tomek replied. ‘It’s like you hear those Lotto winners who win ten grand a month for the rest of their life; they just spunk it all away.’

      ‘But what would you do if you knew you were getting ten grand a month for the rest of your life?’

      ‘Buy as many bonsai trees as possible. Maybe even build my own little garden. Or maybe I’d just keep doing what I’m doing.’

      Chey gasped. ‘You wouldn’t give up work?’

      ‘No. Because otherwise what’s my purpose? Why am I waking up in the morning if I’m not working for anything, not earning my own money? I’d probably become depressed and then think about killing myself.’

      Chey’s mouth fell open a fraction, speechless.

      ‘Dampened the mood a little bit, have I? Good. Now, Oscar, what were you saying?’

      ‘Five grand a month.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Five grand a month for the past four years, until three months ago when the payments stopped.’
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      Alina Zandecka lived in a small, one-bedroom flat above an off-licence in Hockley with her son. Tomek’s initial reaction was that the flat was barely large enough for one, let alone two. And the clutter and detritus, combined with the toys and games on the carpet cutting off the path into the living room, were a testament to that.

      It had taken Tomek and Rachel a little over half an hour to get to the small village that was situated north of Southend. Lunchtime traffic. An early rush hour. Not to mention it was a Friday. Otherwise known as POETS day in Tomek’s family.

      Piss Off Early Tomorrow’s Saturday.

      He didn’t know when it had become a thing, but he’d noticed that lunchtime finishes were all the rave recently. That the working week was getting shorter for a lucky few, while he and the rest of the team, continued to work longer and longer hours. He didn’t mind that bit so much. It was mostly the bastard traffic he hated.

      And the potholes.

      But that was another argument, and another conversation with the council, for another day.

      Once they were settled, Alina shuffled into the kitchen and made them a cup of tea each, holding her son on her hip as she went. A few minutes later, she returned, still carrying the child in one arm, with the mugs in the other. Tomek was second to receive his drink.

      Alina Zandecka looked as though she hadn’t slept in weeks. The bags under her eyes were as dark as the room felt, but despite that, she was still a pretty woman. Very pretty, in fact. She was skinny but didn’t look malnourished. Rather, it looked as though she had worked hard to achieve her physique, and from the bulges in her shoulders and arms, she didn’t appear to be struggling to hold her son either. Her hair was a messy combination of brunette and blonde and had been tied up using a hair clip. She wore little make-up, which Tomek presumed was largely because she didn’t have the time. But she didn’t need it. She reminded Tomek a lot of the Polish supermodels he often saw on Polish television.

      ‘Your son is gorgeous,’ Rachel said, playing with the little boy’s foot.

      ‘Thanks,’ Alina replied, reticence in her voice.

      She had a trace of an Eastern European accent, but Tomek was unable to place it.

      ‘How old?’

      ‘Four.’

      ‘Precious.’

      Before they’d entered, Tomek and Rachel had withheld the reason for their visit. Just that it was important police business. And as he sat opposite her, Tomek wondered what sort of things might have been going through her mind. What sort of secrets she was worried might come out.

      ‘What’s your name, sweetie?’ Rachel asked, pinching the boy’s toes.

      ‘What’s this about?’ Alina snapped, pulling her son farther around her hip slightly, just out of Rachel’s reach.

      ‘Herbert Tucker,’ Tomek replied. ‘We believe you know him.’

      ‘You… you could say that.’

      ‘How well did you know him?’

      ‘I… What’s happened to him? Has something happened to him?’

      ‘You haven’t seen the news?’ Tomek asked. When she shook her head, he continued. ‘He’s dead, Alina.’

      Her gasp was audible, and she raised her hand to her mouth. Then she turned her attention to her son. ‘I don’t want him hearing this. Can I…?’

      ‘Of course,’ Tomek said with a dip of the head.

      Alina lifted herself out of the sofa and hurried towards the dining room table. The surface was filled with leaflets, post, documents and empty drinks cups, and was covered in leftover breakfast cereal. A moment later she placed her son on the chair, reached into a nearby bag for an iPad and a pair of over-ear headphones, and then left him to it.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t want him to hear…’

      ‘It’s fine. Honestly.’

      Tomek was keen to move the conversation along, but from her initial reaction, it was clear that she was going to need some time.

      ‘When did you first meet Herbert Tucker, Alina?’ Rachel asked, her voice soft, gentle, soothing.

      Comforting.

      ‘It must have been about five years ago now.’

      Tomek removed his pen and pocketbook and started to make notes while Rachel began proceedings.

      ‘And how did you two meet? Under what circumstances?’

      ‘I… I don’t want to say…’

      Tomek’s interest piqued.

      ‘Why might that be? Rachel asked.

      ‘Because, I…’

      ‘Is someone threatening you?’

      Alina shook her head. ‘No. No… Nothing like that. It’s just…’ Alina slowly twisted in her chair, turning towards her son, who was now lost in the wonders of his digital screen. When she turned back to face them, she said, ‘I’m ashamed of it, that’s all.’

      ‘You can tell us. This is a safe environment. This is your environment, Alina. Nothing’s going to happen to you here.’

      Alina settled herself for a moment, turning the words over in her head, playing them out in her expression.

      ‘I came to this country six years ago from Lithuania. I didn’t have much money, I didn’t know what to do with myself, but I… I came here as a pole dancer. I then worked in a few bars and clubs for a while, until I eventually found… found a different line of work.’

      Tomek sensed where this was headed.

      ‘I became a prostitute.’

      Bingo.

      ‘I first met Herbert when I went to a club once. A gentlemen’s club in Southend. He and a group of his friends were having a party, so some of the girls I worked with went over there. When I got there, they were already pretty drunk and high on drugs.’

      ‘Drugs? What type of drugs?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘Cocaine mostly.’

      ‘And did you take any?’

      Alina turned to her son again, answering the question without needing to admit to it.

      ‘They were wild,’ she said. ‘There was so much. It was everywhere.’

      ‘How many times did you go over there to sleep with the men at this club?’

      ‘Oh, it wasn’t like that. It was always Herbert. Herbie was mine. I never slept with anyone else. We each had our own man…’

      Like they were precious, original pieces of art that could not be bought, sold or traded.

      ‘How many times did you sleep with Herbert Tucker, Alina?’

      Her lips moved but nothing came out as she looked down at her fingers.

      ‘Ten? Maybe less?’

      ‘Why did it stop?’

      Then she answered the same way she had done before. By looking at her son.

      ‘I don’t know how it happened.’

      Tomek could think of a book he’d read once that had explained it clearly for him…

      ‘We were careful,’ she continued. ‘I always made sure he wore protection.’

      And Tomek had always worn protection as well. But fourteen years ago, that same protection had chosen not to work.

      ‘When I found out, at first I didn’t want to tell him. But the girls… they said I should.’

      ‘What did he say when he found out?’ Rachel asked, massaging her almost empty cup of tea in her fingers.

      ‘He wanted me to get rid of it. Said I should get an abortion. Told me he’d pay for it, that he knew someone.’ That was when the tears started. Gentle at first, but after Rachel had hurried to the bathroom for some toilet roll, they came flooding out.

      Both detectives waited for her to finish before continuing.

      ‘But you said no to the abortion,’ continued Rachel.

      Sniffling, Alina responded. ‘I didn’t want to. I wanted to keep it. I had always wanted a baby. I…’

      ‘And then he started paying you money?’ Tomek asked, approaching the elephant in the room.

      ‘What?’

      ‘The money. The five thousand pounds a month he’s been paying you. That money?’

      ‘How…?’ Alina sniffed hard, inhaling away the snot and tears.

      ‘Why has he been sending you that money, Alina?’

      ‘It was… I…’

      ‘This a safe space, remember?’ Rachel noted.

      Though even Tomek admitted it didn’t feel like it.

      ‘Why did he start to give you money, Alina?’ Tomek probed.

      ‘Because he offered it to me,’ she said. ‘I… I was stupid. I didn’t know what I was doing. I was scared. When I told him I wanted to keep it, he threatened me. Said that he would expose me and send me back to Lithuania. So I threatened him in retaliation. I told him I would go to the newspapers. To the Echo, to the Daily Mail. That the fancy businessman and local politician had been attending drug-fuelled sex parties with prostitutes and got one of them pregnant. So he offered me the money to stay quiet.’

      ‘You blackmailed him?’

      She wagged his finger at him. ‘Not at all!’ Her voice rose a few octaves but it did little to distract her son from the computer screen. ‘He offered me the money. Like I told you, I was desperate. I needed it at the time.’

      And yet, after four long years of receiving considerably more than the average wage, she was still living in a place like this. However, the more he thought about it, the more he understood that living above an off-licence attached to a petrol station, with its super-inflated prices, made sense.

      ‘But he kept giving it to you,’ Rachel said. ‘Why? Why has he been paying you all this time?’

      She dropped her head again. ‘Because… because I told him I would go to the media if he didn’t.’

      ‘So you did blackmail him?’

      ‘No… But…’ This time the tears returned. This time Rachel offered her no sympathy. ‘I had to provide for my son. I had to do everything I could to look after Francis. Wouldn’t you have done the same?’

      Neither chose to answer the question.

      Rachel cleared her throat and set the mug on the carpet. ‘So let me get this straight. You came here and worked for a little bit as a pole dancer. Went to a couple of parties with your colleagues, slept with Herbert Tucker a handful of times – two handfuls, to be precise – then got pregnant with his kid and continued to blackmail him for money to keep quiet. Am I missing anything there?’

      ‘It wasn’t like—’

      Rachel cut her off with a raise of the hand. ‘It’s a simple yes or no, Alina. Am I missing anything?’

      This was a side to his colleague that Tomek hadn’t seen before. A fire was raging within her, and he was worried where it might lead.

      ‘No,’ Alina answered softly. ‘There’s nothing else.’

      ‘I think there is.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because, unless we’re mistaken, the money stopped coming in four months ago, didn’t it?’

      Alina’s mouth flapped as her story unravelled. ‘How do you…?’

      ‘Because it’s our job, Alina. So I suggest you explain to us everything that happened, and answer our questions honestly and in full. Because we will find out one way or another.’

      Damn. Remind me to never get on the wrong side of this woman.

      ‘Why did Herbert stop the payments? What happened?’

      Left hook, right hook, jab, jab, jab. The punches coming from Rachel were relentless.

      ‘Because he called my bluff,’ Alina hissed. ‘He’d had enough. One afternoon he called me up to tell me that he wasn’t paying me any more money and that he didn’t care if I went to the media. He was done.’

      ‘So why didn’t you retaliate? Why didn’t you speak with a journalist?’

      ‘Because of Francis. I didn’t want him to get caught up in it. He has a life. I now have a life. He goes to school. He has friends. I have friends. I don’t want people to think of us differently. I did it to protect him.’

      ‘It didn’t annoy you? You didn’t get angry by it?’

      ‘Of course I was angry. It meant I had to find a job, I had no income. Now I’m working for a taxi company, answering the calls and arranging the taxis for people.’

      ‘Did it make you angry enough to kill him?’ Rachel asked.

      ‘What? No!’

      ‘Where were you on the night he died?’

      ‘Here. With Francis. We were playing, learning. Like most nights.’

      ‘Anyone able to verify that?’

      She hesitated a fraction longer than Tomek would have liked.

      ‘No. It’s just the two of us. Please… please don’t take me away from my little boy.’

      ‘That would imply you’ve done something wrong,’ Tomek said as gently as he could manage. ‘Is there anything else you need to tell us?’

      Alina fiddled with her fingers, picking at her nails that, unlike the rest of her which was so refined and manicured, were dirty and bitten down to the end.

      ‘There was something…’ she started, unable to lift her gaze. ‘After he told me that he would stop the payments, I think he sent someone to my house.’

      ‘What do you mean, “someone”?’

      ‘A man. Someone. I don’t know who. I never got a clear chance to look at his face. But for a few days afterwards, I was followed by a man, along the high street, in the car, on the way home from Francis’s school. I got really scared and locked myself in the house. I think Herbert sent him to warn me. I think he wanted me to know that he could hurt me at any time, that I was always being watched.’

      ‘He said this to you?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘How do you know it was him?’

      ‘Because who else could it be?’

      Tomek couldn’t argue with that.

      ‘When was the last time you saw the man?’

      ‘He stopped after a few weeks. Think he must have realised I wasn’t going to do anything. That I was too scared to.’

      ‘What did he look like?’

      ‘White jumper. Hooded. Wearing a cap so I couldn’t see his face. Black jeans. Medium build. I didn’t recognise much else.’

      Tomek made a note of the man’s vague description and the details of when he’d been following Alina. Then he informed her that they would be in touch if they needed anything else. That she should stay in the area.

      After they’d sorted everything, Rachel and Tomek made to leave. On the way out, Rachel waved goodbye to the little boy, and Tomek offered him a high-five. As he walked past him, Tomek inspected the boy’s face. He bore an uncanny resemblance to Herbert Tucker. The ears, the nose, and even the gap between his eyes were the same.

      ‘Call us if you think of anything that might be important,’ Tomek called back to her on her doorstep.

      As they trundled back to the car, bracing themselves against the bitter wind that ripped through the petrol station, Tomek said, ‘Remind me to never get on your bad side.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Because for a moment there I thought you were really sweet with Alina’s son, but then you switched on her.’

      ‘I had to.’

      ‘And if you ever did that to your own child…’

      They entered the car. Rachel shut the door.

      ‘Good thing I’m gay then, isn’t it?’

      ‘Sorry, what?’

      ‘Gay. I’m gay. Didn’t you know?’

      Tomek felt awkward suddenly. His face flushed red.

      ‘I guess I didn’t see that one coming.’

      ‘Not many people do. And, unless I find a partner who convinces me to have children, I can’t imagine I’ll have anything to worry about soon and nor will the kid.’
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      The last time Tomek had been in a therapist’s chair he had been ten years old. And, much to his astonishment, they hadn’t changed all that much. The walls of the room he was currently in had been painted the same bland, cold light blue, and the furniture was as it had been all those years ago. Cheap.

      His therapist was called Isabel Fox. She was in her late twenties and had a doctorate in psychology. After messaging her earlier in the day to book an appointment, she had responded almost immediately, notifying him that she was due to go on annual leave for the rest of the week and that she could fit him and Kasia in at the end of the day. Kasia had gone first and was now waiting outside the room for him. It was a little after six o’clock, and Tomek was conscious of his dinner date in a little under two hours.

      ‘I can’t discuss anything between myself and your daughter,’ Isabel said, her voice soft, gentle, heavy with an Essex accent. ‘I just want to make that clear.’

      ‘Crystal.’

      Like the ring on her finger, like the pristine chain that dangled from her neck.

      ‘Excellent.’ She knitted her hands together. ‘Have you ever done anything like this before? Have you ever spoken with a medical professional?’

      Tomek told her that he had, and when.

      ‘You were very young. And might I ask what that was for?’

      ‘I found my dead brother in the park. He’d been beaten, attacked, and left for dead. I was due to meet him but I was running late. I saw his attackers.’

      If Isabel was upset or shocked by the summation of his childhood trauma, then she didn’t show it. Then again, she had probably heard all sorts. Some nice stories, some not so nice. And probably a fair few that were significantly worse than his.

      ‘I see…’ she said. ‘And were the killers caught?’

      ‘One was. The other escaped. Though nobody believes that he exists.’

      ‘That sounds terrible. I’m sorry for your loss.’

      ‘Don’t do that,’ he said, waving his hand at her. ‘You don’t need to do that. It’s fine. It happened. I’ve dealt with it. I’ve moved on.’

      Except he hadn’t. And he doubted he ever would. At least not completely.

      ‘Understood.’ A small grin flashed on her face. ‘How did your brother’s death affect you?’

      ‘The same way you might expect it to. The same way Kasia’s trauma has been affecting her now.’

      ‘How did it affect your relationship with your family?’

      Tomek paused. He had just tried to steer her towards the reason he came, towards Kasia, towards the nightmares. But she insisted on taking the conversation down an alleyway with which he wasn’t comfortable. Down an alleyway that broached a topic he didn’t want to broach. Family. It was a topic that either meant she was exceptional at her job and could read between the lines, or a particular thirteen-year-old had been saying too much in their previous meeting.

      ‘I’m not here to discuss my relationship with my family,’ he said, folding one leg over the other. ‘I’m here to discuss the nightmares I’ve been having.’

      ‘It all helps me form a wider picture,’ she explained, but Tomek wasn’t having it. It had been the same last time: the therapist trying to get into his head, trying to make him believe things he didn’t want to believe. Talk about things he didn’t want to talk about.

      ‘I’m sorry, but I want to know how to stop having these nightmares.’

      ‘The best way to do that, Tomek, is for you to discuss them in an environment where you feel relaxed, where you feel comfortable. Do you feel either of those things?’

      He shifted his arse in his seat. ‘Not particularly.’

      ‘Would you like me to get you a drink of water?’

      He deliberated a moment. ‘Please.’

      Without saying anything else, Isabel deftly slipped out from the side of her chair and brushed past him as she made her way out of the room. While he waited, Tomek tapped his foot repeatedly on the carpet, keeping one eye on the clock. An hour, he’d paid for. And there were another forty-five minutes to go.

      Forty-five minutes to tell her what she wanted to hear.

      Forty-five minutes to make her think she was doing a good job.

      When in reality he was only there for Kasia. If his nightmares didn’t stop, then so be it. He had put up with them for the past thirty years. What harm would another thirty do?

      By the time she returned, there were forty-four minutes left on the clock.

      ‘Where were we?’ she asked as she seated herself behind her desk.

      Tomek took a sip of water, stalling for as much time as possible.

      ‘I feel much more comfortable now,’ he lied.

      Forty-three.

      ‘Great. I’m pleased to hear it. Now, tell me about what happens in these dreams of yours?’

      And so he did. He told her that they happened at random, sometimes multiple nights in a row, sometimes with a week’s gap between, and that he often awoke in the middle of the night, covered in sweat. He told her that the dreams consisted of him reliving the experience of that night, of finding his brother dead in the park, battery acid poured into his eyes, blood covering his chest and white school shirt. He told her how the image of his brother was now beginning to morph into Kasia. And that he didn’t want it to continue.

      ‘They sound like very vivid nightmares,’ Isabel commented. ‘And you say there aren’t any triggers? Or there don’t appear to be?’

      ‘Not that I can think of.’

      ‘I can’t imagine your job helps much…’

      Tomek shrugged. ‘Probably not. But I’m not about to change that soon.’

      He was being deliberately obtuse and he knew it. It wasn’t a reflection on her, not at all, just those in her profession. He liked to think he knew better than her, that her years of training were nothing compared to the forty years he’d spent living inside his own head. That she couldn’t possibly help him. If nobody had been able to when he was ten, then how could they when he was considerably older and the castle walls and barriers had been well and truly fortified?

      ‘You said you spoke to someone when you were younger. Tell me about that. What were those conversations like so soon after the incident?’

      ‘Tough,’ he replied. ‘I didn’t say a lot.’

      ‘Like now?’

      Tomek opened his mouth to respond but caught himself.

      ‘I guess.’

      ‘And I assume this person gave you some coping mechanisms for the nightmares? At least, I’d hope they did.’

      ‘They told me to keep a nightmare journal.’

      ‘And did you?’

      He nodded.

      ‘Great. For now, then, I’d like you to keep writing that. Can you do that for me? Journalling can be a therapeutic way of processing trauma, especially trauma that’s as old as yours. But I want you to take it a step further. I want you to write about your day before you go to bed. And when you wake up, I want you to write about how you’re feeling, what you’re anxious about.’

      ‘Like I’m a fifteen-year-old girl?’ Tomek rolled his eyes. ‘Is that your advice? For me to keep doing what I’m doing when it clearly isn’t working?’

      ‘No, I—’

      ‘Because that’s what it sounds like. Either I’m incurable, and the nightmares will never stop – which is something I’m absolutely fine with, by the way – or you’re just not very good at your job. And to think you came so highly recommended.’

      Tomek lifted himself out of his chair and stormed towards the exit. He shut the door on Isabel before she was able to protest. Outside, in the waiting room, he found Kasia sitting on the chair, head drooped forward, earphones plugged in, her finger swiping upwards repeatedly.

      ‘Come on,’ he told her. ‘We’re going.’

      ‘Already?’

      ‘Turns out we finished sooner than expected.’

      Twenty-seven minutes sooner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Tomek had struggled to find a restaurant that he hadn’t taken another girl to before. He had been to a lot of places with a lot of former one-night stands, and so the restaurant pool to choose from had almost dried up. But tonight his luck was in. The Oyster Bar had only recently opened, and from the discussions he’d heard around the office, the food and reviews were good. And what was even better, they had reserved the last table for two for himself and Abigail. It was a small, independently owned, family-run Mediterranean restaurant in Rayleigh, situated at the top of the high street by the National Trust’s Rayleigh Mount. The site had once been home to a medieval castle but was now a green oasis for wildlife. The same could not be said for the restaurant, however. The theme and decor were a modern depiction of the white buildings of Santorini, Greece: white painted walls, tiled flooring, and low-hanging vines dangling from the ceiling. Perhaps the simplest design Tomek had seen. In the background, gentle guitar music played through the speakers. The space inside the restaurant was small, with enough room for twenty individuals who were expected to fit around ten tables. It was clear to see that the owners were going for a romantic, intimate, honeymoon vibe along the Grecian coast – a more affordable version. It was just a shame that there was no view to match. Instead of the stunning, crystal clear blue waters of the Med, and the looming hills stretching along the coast, Tomek was treated to a pitch-black sky, several dingy street lamps, angry Essex drivers eager to get home, and a torrent of raindrops cascading down the window pane. It was more Skegness than Santorini.

      ‘Though the company’s not half bad,’ he said as they raised a glass of white wine.

      As the clink finished its echo, Abigail responded. ‘Took us long enough to get to this level.’

      ‘I was just playing hard to get.’

      Tonight Abigail had got herself dressed up for the occasion. She wore a pair of black stilettos and a pair of ombré wide-legged jeans, with a black cowl neck top, which showed way more cleavage than he’d been expecting. Her make-up was perfect, her eyelashes full, and a pair of diamond earrings dangled from her ears, catching the cars’ headlights as they beamed past. Her outfit was in complete contrast to the work version he’d seen a lot more of over the past few weeks. And he liked it. He had never seen her look this good. Even on the night they’d shared the kiss at the awards ceremony.

      Meanwhile, Tomek had hastily thrown on his best blue shirt (which was fortuitously the first one that he’d pulled out from the row of work shirts in his wardrobe), a pair of dark blue jeans, and his smartest pair of shoes – a pair of Timberlands. She had pulled out all the stops, whereas he looked as though he’d dressed himself up for a parents’ evening.

      ‘Don’t you think this is weird?’ Abigail asked.

      ‘Yeah, I’m thinking the same thing. Who puts a white Dipladenia in a Greek-themed restaurant? Everyone knows they’re native to South America.’

      For a while, Abigail said nothing. Simply stared at him blankly, frozen with confusion.

      ‘That isn’t what you meant?’

      ‘No. Of course it isn’t. What the fuck are you talking about? Diplodocuses…’

      ‘Dipladenia,’ Tomek corrected. ‘They’re plants.’

      ‘You’re a Dipladenia. Nerd.’ She smirked flirtatiously at him as she took a sip from the glass. Her eye contact was unrelenting. ‘I never knew you were interested in plants.’

      ‘I guess that’s why we’re doing this…’

      ‘But plants, of all things. Plants. Why?’

      Tomek shrugged. He’d never really thought about it. ‘I like how they’re all different, they’re simple, they’re easy to get along with. They don’t make any mess, they’re easy to maintain and they relax me. They’re like having a sense of responsibility but without all the chaos and financial burden that comes with it. Perhaps that’s why I’ve stayed single all this time.’

      That and the casual hook-ups, the one-night stands and, until recently, the thirteen-year-old daughter that had landed on his doorstep inhibiting him from doing this sort of thing.

      ‘No, you’re absolutely right, it’s the plants,’ Abigail agreed. ‘And your inability to let anyone in.’

      Tomek wanted to avoid that avenue of conversation so moved the discussion along.

      ‘Go on then, Little Miss Perfect. What’s your weird hobby? Why are you still single at the tender age of twenty-five?’

      ‘Thirty-seven. But nice try.’ She tipped her glass at him, then said, ‘I guess I’ve never thought about it. I guess a part of me’s always just been happy being single.’

      ‘Bullshit. What is it? What are you afraid to tell me? That you secretly like watching people on YouTube do their make-up? Because if so, then we can get along. I’m quite the expert. Kasia must have watched about a thousand hours of that shit, and now I think I’ve picked it up by osmosis.’

      Abigail chuckled. ‘It’s nothing like that. I’m just so focused on my work that I’ve not allowed myself any time to focus on anything else.’

      ‘Is that what happened with Sean?’

      Tomek regretted asking the question immediately. Not only was it unfair on her to have to justify and explain her break-up with his friend, but it was also unfair to talk about Sean on something he knew the man was so sensitive about, and to do it without him there was a real stab in the back.

      Abigail reminded him of that fact with a scornful look and a few choice words. After making the conversation slightly awkward, the thick atmosphere was broken by the waiter, taking their order. Moments later, the young, pre-pubescent man, who looked like he should have still been in school, brought them two glasses of water, a sharing platter of bread, and another drink for them both.

      Tomek’s second, and last, beer of the night. He had a daughter to get home to, and he didn’t fancy wrapping himself around a tree on the way home. While they waited for their food to arrive, they continued their discussions, gradually getting to know one another on a deeper, personal level. For so long their relationship had been purely platonic, but that was beginning to change tonight. Something was bubbling away within him, something he had fought hard to admit. A connection, a spark.

      They spent the next twenty minutes discussing former boyfriends, former girlfriends (for her, the two had overlapped during an experimental phase in her early twenties), their school lives, their home lives growing up, their favourite places to visit as a child, the funny stories that had made it that way. Light-hearted, carefree, unadulterated fun. They had removed the chains from their relationship and were running wild with it.

      But that came to a sudden and drastic halt as soon as the food arrived. Salmon linguine for him, chicken gyros for her. Two opposite ends of the Mediterranean diet, yet equally delicious.

      ‘Have you always wanted to be a journalist?’ Tomek asked. Until that point, the topic of work had remained unspoken. And even though it was an innocuous question, Tomek knew where it would inevitably end up.

      ‘Not particularly,’ she replied. ‘I liked English Language at school, then I got a position at the university magazine while I was doing my degree. Then I realised I was quite good at it, so I’ve stuck with it ever since. What about you, Mr Policeman? Have you always wanted to chase the bad guys?’

      ‘Pretty much,’ he said, shrugging his shoulders. ‘From quite an early age.’

      ‘How come?’

      Tomek hesitated. ‘I guess I just like trying to help people, to protect them if I can.’

      And to avenge them. But he wasn’t willing to tell her that part yet. Not when he was still frustrated at the thought of his brother’s death following his meeting with Isabel Fox.

      ‘It’s commendable, and I have a lot of respect for you,’ she said. ‘Speaking of which…’

      Here we go.

      ‘How’s Herbert coming along?’

      ‘You know I can’t tell you anything other than what’s already been said.’

      ‘Why not? You afraid?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Then tell me.’

      Tomek shook his head.

      ‘Please…’

      He shook his head again. ‘I made that mistake in the past, and the person I told it to ended up being the serial killer.’

      ‘Are you suggesting I might have killed Herbert Tucker, Mr Bowen?’ Her left eyebrow rose flirtatiously.

      ‘I’m just curious as to why you’re taking such an interest, that’s all. It’s a little alarming. How about you tell me what you know, or what you’re investigating, and then I’ll confirm it either as fact or fiction?’

      ‘I’m going to need another date before I divulge any of that information.’

      Tomek sighed internally, reminded of Sean’s words.

      A relationship that’s founded on transactions doesn’t seem like a good one.

      And then he decided that it had probably come from a place of jealousy and envy.

      ‘You want to get it in the diary already? We’re only halfway through the meal. What if I accidentally spit on you or spill wine down your white top?’

      ‘Then you’ll have to come back to my place to clean it up.’

      Which, as the evening progressed, was exactly what happened. But instead of Tomek spilling the wine down Abigail’s top, that was of her own doing. Though that hadn’t stopped Tomek from trying on purpose.

      By the time they left The Oyster Bar, the restaurant was almost empty, save for them and another couple who were becoming so drunk they almost fell asleep at the table, between their random bursts of laughter and shouting matches. It was a spectacle to see, at such close quarters, but as soon as they were finished, Tomek and Abigail hurried out of there. Too drunk to drive, let alone risk being pulled over by a police officer (which would have been the most ironic thing, Abigail insisted on reminding him), Tomek decided to call them a cab. First drop-off point was Abigail’s, and as he waved her goodbye, she dragged him out of the car and into her flat.

      ‘I should really be going,’ he said, trying to pull away from her grasp.

      ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Don’t be so boring. Kasia’s a big girl. She’ll be all right, won’t she? I was ten when I was left home alone for the first time.’

      Tomek deliberated, fighting with the decision in his mind. A good night’s sleep in his own bed, or the prospect of sex? A night in close proximity to his daughter, or a night leaving her on her own?

      As he shut the door behind him, uninhibited by the alcohol sloshing about in his brain, all thoughts of Kasia and her nightmares, and her earlier discussion with the therapist, flew out of the window of his mind.
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      Running. Faster this time.

      I don’t know why, but it feels like my backpack isn’t there, like I’m running without it. But every time I look back I can see it, bouncing, the contents crashing as it chases after me.

      I’m running, but when it comes to the crossroads in the street outside the school, I slow down to a walk.

      I don’t see the car coming towards me. The one I’ve seen before but don’t properly remember. This time it’s black, but in the past, I’m sure it’s been white, maybe silver.

      I don’t see the headlights as they come nearer.

      But I do see the plain, placid expression of the driver as he slams on his brakes too late and collides into me.

      My small body rolls up onto the bonnet and then catapults onto the ground. My shoulder slams into the concrete, sending shooting pains up and down my left arm. I want to scream, but can’t. I must get to Michał.

      Michał is waiting.

      The sound of cars skidding to a stop screeches in my ears as I lift myself from the ground and brush the wet dirt and gravel from my school blazer.

      The man in the car asks if I’m all right, but I ignore him and continue towards the park. To be honest, I can’t feel a thing. Everything’s numb. Everything’s muted, distant. And as I run across the pavement, leaving the cars behind me, the sounds eventually drift into silence.

      And then it cuts.

      I’m standing over Michał’s body. Rain is pelting me in the face. It wasn’t raining before. And the wind is blowing my hair and coat like I’m in a wind tunnel.

      Blood is leaking from Michał’s body. His eyes, his ears, his nose, his mouth. His entire body is covered in the red liquid. I know he’s dead. I can see that he’s dead. But I’m not doing anything about it. I can’t move. Every part of me wants to help him, but it feels like I’m laughing, smiling at him. Laughing and smiling at what has happened to him.

      To my own brother.

      And then it cuts. To the bedroom of my flat.

      The lights are switched on, and now I’m standing over Kasia again. Thirty years older. And it’s the same. Except, she’s alive. And this time I can save her. But I’m not. I’m just standing there, rooted to the spot. The smile on my face is scaring me.

      I want to scream, I want to help her, but nothing is happening.

      Meanwhile she is crying on the bed, curled into a ball, cowering, struggling to breathe, the bonds on her wrists and feet digging into her flesh. Her body’s convulsing and she’s slowly dying. And it appears nothing can help her now. Not even me.

      Her dad.

      And then it cuts.

      To something that’s never happened before, something I’ve never seen before.

      It’s raining outside, lashing at the building. I’m wearing a suit. Black. Everyone else around me is dressed the same.

      A funeral.

      Kasia’s.

      I’m standing in front of the lectern, talking. But I can’t hear what I’m saying. My words are inaudible.

      Tears stream from my eyes and those of the people in front of me. We’re mourning, mourning the loss of my daughter together. Friends, family, associates.

      But then I spot my brother’s killer at the back of the church, standing there the same way he had over Michał’s body. With his arms by his side and head drooped forward, eyes leering at me.

      And then it cuts.
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      By the time Tomek arrived home the following morning, the flat was empty. Kasia had left for school early, and on the table, waiting for him, was a note.

      Walking with Sylvia. Made lunch. See you this evening for dinner. Hope you had a nice night.

      Tomek didn’t know why, but as soon as he’d finished reading it, guilt plagued him like a bad cold. The words didn’t read as though there was any malevolence or disdain behind them, but he got the impression that she was annoyed at him for texting so late, for leaving her alone on a school night, and for leaving her to get ready on her own.

      He instantly regretted the night he and Abigail had shared.

      After a quick shower (he desperately needed it), and a quick outfit change, he called a cab to take him to the restaurant car park. Once he’d successfully retrieved his vehicle, he drove to the station, now well under the alcohol limit.

      Thirty-five minutes later, he arrived, during the height of rush hour. As soon as he set foot in the office, he hurried through to the kitchen. Experience had taught him that it was the best place to hide if he ever needed to. It was also the best place to pretend he had been in the office for hours already and was just refuelling his caffeine levels.

      That was, until he bumped into Victoria. The worst person he could have met after arriving late.

      ‘Fancied a lie-in this morning?’ she asked as she prodded the kettle into action.

      ‘You know what it’s like.’

      ‘I don’t. I’m not a single man.’

      How does she know? Tomek asked himself. And then he realised. Sean. His best friend must have let slip that he was going on a date the night before and that it was likely he would be late to the office. That she should wait for him in the kitchen.

      The snake.

      A moment later, the kettle finished its boil, and instead of pouring the steaming hot liquid into the mug that she’d prepared for herself, she depressed the lever and put it on the boil again.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Tomek asked. ‘Didn’t you just do that?’

      Victoria looked down at the inanimate object in disbelief, as though it had just told her to fuck off.

      ‘Did… did I?’

      ‘Yeah. You know you did.’

      ‘Yeah… it’s just. You mean you don’t double boil your kettle?’

      ‘I don’t double boil anything,’ Tomek replied. ‘I also don’t double dip, but that isn’t important right now. What is important is that you explain why you put an extra boil on the water that’s already been boiled?’

      ‘So it’s hot.’

      ‘And what was it doing before? Stroking it gently?’

      ‘Shut up. It just makes it extra hot.’

      ‘So you can sit there and blow on it for longer to cool it down?’

      The lever in the device clicked, signalling the second boil had finished. Ignoring him, she lifted it from its holder and decanted the scalding liquid into her mug, then began stirring the contents.

      ‘When are we going to get an inspector who can make a normal cup of tea?’ he asked.

      ‘Trying to get rid of me already?’

      Tomek didn’t respond. Not unless he wanted to say something he would later regret.

      ‘We used to call our old inspector Tepid Tony because he always waited a couple of minutes for the water to cool down before he poured it into his instant coffee because he was worried he might burn the coffee. Whereas you, you just don’t give a shit, do you? You anarchist.’

      ‘I think you mean arsonist.’

      ‘Victoria “The Arsonist” Orange… doesn’t quite have the same ring to it as Tepid Tony,’ Tomek said, talking more to himself than her. In the back of his mind, he was thinking of another nickname for her.

      ‘Vicious Victoria… Victoria the flamethrower… Ovenlike Orange… Oh So Hot Victoria…’ Tomek shook his head and realised he should stop talking. Immediately. In the end, he snapped his fingers at her and said, ‘Leave it with me. I’ll come up with something.’

      ‘Make you sure you do it after you’ve found Herbert Tucker’s killer, all right?’
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        * * *

      

      The topic of their next meeting, which Tomek was only two minutes late for as he made his own cup of coffee, was very much on Herbert Tucker’s killer.

      So far, since Tomek had left for the evening, the bulk of the team’s work had been sifting through the dozens of witness statements that they were taking from all of Tucker’s employees at his various businesses and inside the council offices. Everyone who worked in that building needed to be spoken with, and that was a task Tomek was grateful he hadn’t been lumbered with. Meanwhile, they were awaiting the DNA results for Herbert Tucker’s vehicle and the analysis of the lipstick found on his hand.

      ‘Any word on the investigation of Alina Zandecka?’ Nick asked the team.

      ‘On the plan for today, sir,’ Rachel answered.

      ‘Have we got the reports for his financials yet, Chey?’

      ‘No, sir. But, I think—’

      ‘How about the gentlemen’s club?’ Nick asked, cutting the detective constable off almost immediately. He was on a mission to get the information into the open as soon as possible, and he wasn’t going to wait for anyone holding the team back.

      ‘Same as Rachel, sir,’ Tomek answered. ‘On my list for today.’

      ‘Fine. What about—’

      ‘Sir, I think you—’ Chey interrupted, but he was immediately shot down with a wave of the hand.

      ‘Anna, what’s Nora Tucker saying? Have you overheard anything that might be of interest?’

      Anna composed herself before replying, taking her time because she knew she didn’t have a lot of it once she’d started speaking. ‘Nora Tucker has not given me much to suggest she may be complicit in her husband’s murder, however, I do think she’s worth keeping an eye on.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Intuition, sir.’

      ‘Intuition?’

      ‘Yes, sir. Something’s telling me that something isn’t right.’

      ‘You think she’s the one who did it?’

      ‘Not particularly. I think she might have had an involvement.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘I spoke with her about her husband’s affair with Sarah Jewell, and she informed me that she already knew about it. That she was… fine with it.’

      ‘That wouldn’t give her motive to kill her husband…’

      ‘I know. But doesn’t it seem strange to you? That she’s happy for her husband to cheat on her repeatedly?’

      ‘Maybe they had an open relationship,’ Tomek added. ‘Or maybe they were swingers.’

      ‘I’ve heard about them,’ Chey said. ‘Weird bunch of people.’

      ‘Best you don’t end up at one of their parties then,’ Tomek replied. ‘Otherwise, you might have to get your mum to come and pick you up when you get too scared.’

      ‘Right,’ Chey replied. ‘That’s it! No leftover biryani for you.’

      ‘Oh, what? But—’

      ‘Shut the fuck up, the both of you,’ Nick hissed, sighing heavily. ‘Will we ever be able to have a proper fucking conversation without it descending into fucking anarchy?’

      Tomek and Chey looked at one another, then shrugged.

      ‘Can’t imagine so, sir, no,’ Tomek replied.

      ‘Actually, sir, I think—’

      Nick cut the constable off with another wave of the hand as he turned his attention back to Anna. ‘Keep your ear to the ground. In the meantime, I want someone to look at her history: calls, texts, emails. Anything that might suggest she’s tried to hire someone to do this. And then—’

      ‘SIR!’

      Chey’s voice bellowed throughout the room, loud, authoritative, and commanding. Everyone stopped, frozen, their breathing halted for a brief moment as they turned to witness Nick’s expression.

      The chief inspector looked abashed, taken aback. His short frame seemed to grow shorter, and he pushed his shoulders back.

      Then he cleared his throat, and said, calmly, ‘Yes, Chey?’

      ‘I… I’m sorry for shouting like that, sir, but I just thought you might want to hear this.’

      ‘Hear what, constable?’

      ‘It’s about Keith Ferguson, sir. Last night I spoke with his wife. She’s confirmed to me that he didn’t come home at the time he said he had.’

      ‘Where was he?’ Nick asked.

      ‘She doesn’t know.’

      ‘Well…’ Nick said, slowly. ‘Good work, constable. I think it’s about time we go and ask him for ourselves.’
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      Tomek and Rachel had made it as far as the reception to the council office before they found out that there was no Keith Ferguson to speak with. The man hadn’t turned up for work, and after a brief phone call with his wife, she had confirmed that her husband had indeed left home at the same time he had done every morning. He had said goodbye, given her a kiss, and reminded her that he would get more eggs on the way home. But he had never turned up.

      And something about the entire situation had told Tomek that Keith wouldn’t be bringing home any eggs.

      After briefly updating Nick and the rest of the team, a search party had been launched, and dozens of uniformed officers the city over were put on high alert for a man matching his description.

      And, a little over three hours later, they found him.

      The call had come in while Tomek had been sitting at Chey’s desk, analysing the telemetry data on Keith’s phone. A body had been found washed up along Chalkwell beach. A body matching Keith’s description. And for the third time in two days, Tomek had found himself battered by the winds and the onslaught of sleet hammering him in the face. The worst of it was his ears. Exposed ringlets of flesh that were the first part of his body to go. He’d had half a mind to wear ear muffs, but then realised he would never have heard the last of it. Especially after the ribbing he’d given Chey on that point.

      A tent had been erected on the beach, protecting Keith’s body from the elements, while a dozen uniformed constables and SOCOs hovered around the scene.

      Tomek headed straight to the pathologist, Lorna.

      ‘Thanks for coming on such short notice,’ Tomek said.

      ‘I was in the area. Meeting a friend for some lunch. Girl’s gotta eat somehow.’

      If she meant anything other than the literal interpretation, Tomek didn’t want to know about it.

      ‘What can you tell me, Lorn?’

      ‘He’s dead, that much is certain.’

      ‘Good start. Anything a little more specific?’

      ‘Looking at him, his body’s not been exposed to the salty water for too long, so I’d say he’s only been dead a couple of hours.’

      ‘Any signs it’s a suspicious death?’

      She shrugged and folded her arms. ‘The cold water’s preserved him pretty well, and I can’t see anything on his exterior, so I’d say no for now. But that may be subject to change.’

      ‘Best estimate for cause of death then?’

      ‘He either fell or he waded into the water of his own volition. Until I get him open I won’t know if there’s alcohol or anything else in his system.’

      Tomek considered for a moment, his mind focusing on the most likely scenario. That the pressure of the investigation had got to him. That he had something in his past that he was afraid would escape into the public domain. That some of his many secrets would eventually be unearthed from whatever hole they were hiding in. That perhaps the guilt of committing Herbert Tucker’s murder had got to him and he’d seen no way out. Or that he thought he might be next and so decided to save the killer the hassle by doing it himself.

      All possibilities. Sadly, the man couldn’t confirm it for him.

      After deciding he’d seen all he needed to, Tomek thanked Lorna for her time and hurried back to the office, away from the cold into the warm where he could thaw his ears out.
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      As soon as Tomek set foot into Morgana’s Café in Hadleigh, situated along the old London Road, he was transported to a place of wonder and pure joy. The overwhelming aroma of bacon, sausages, hash browns and eggs tickled the dopamine receptors in his brain and made his body tingle. It reminded him of the first time he came to the UK. He was five and his father had introduced the family to a full English, something he’d said could only be perfected in the country of its namesake.

      Ironic then, that Morgana, the owner, was from Eastern Europe and her version of the meal was far superior to anything he’d tasted in a British café that served the same dish.

      Tomek caught her eye as she whizzed from one table to another, and a few moments later, she came hurtling towards him.

      ‘Back again so soon?’ she asked.

      ‘I might have to start renting a table,’ he replied.

      ‘I can give you good discount.’

      Then, with a flirtatious smirk and a small glint in her eye, she showed Tomek to a four-seater table on the outskirts of the room. Above his head was a garish diamanté mirror. The seats along the wall were an equally garish fluorescent pink, made from faux leather that had become as slippery as ice from years of wear, and every time you sat on it you ran the risk of falling onto your arse.

      The café solely served breakfast food. From six in the morning till eleven at night. The same menu all day long, with the exception that in the mornings it was all you can eat. It was no wonder then that the small restaurant was usually filled to the rafters with patrons venturing in and out throughout the day. Not only was it a place to escape the cold, but it was also a place to fill your stomach and leave you feeling both absolutely ashamed of yourself and pleasantly delighted. It was a paradox, one which Tomek had noticed nobody seemed to care about; they were always willing to come in and stuff their faces, then do it again the same time next week, or in many cases the day after.

      It was a little after seven pm, and Tomek counted another twenty people in there with him, each at various stages of their meal. Some were waiting, like him. Some had just received their plate, their faces gleaming with joy. Some were ignoring their loved ones as they stuffed the delectable food into their mouths. While others had just finished and looked as though they were about to explode.

      As he sat there, he wondered how much profit the company was making. Whether it would have been a business interest for Herbert Tucker. And then the detective side of his brain clicked in and wondered why they were able to charge such ridiculously cheap prices for the amount of food they gave away. Inflation and price rises would have eaten into their bottom line and their margins for sure, and the cost of labour wasn’t cheap. He didn’t like to think that they were indulging in money laundering, but sometimes it was impossible not to. In recent months, strings of mobile phone accessory shops and barbers had opened along Southend high street, and it was difficult not to have the same impression. Soon, the historic city centre would cater only to those who either fancied a coffee, wanted a new phone case, or needed a haircut.

      ‘What can I get you?’ a voice asked, distracting Tomek from his reverie.

      He looked up to see Morgana hovering over him. Hot, flustered, tired. Yet she also looked like she had more in the tanks, that a dozen or so energy drinks and cups of coffee were coasting through her system. And, if he wasn’t mistaken, her lips looked redder, her eyelashes fuller.

      ‘We’re running a full English offer until eight this evening. Ten quid.’

      Tomek pretended to be interested. While it did sound like an offer he couldn’t refuse, he couldn’t bear to think about the food coma he would be in for the rest of the evening.

      ‘Just a coffee, thanks,’ he replied.

      ‘Anything else?’

      Then, almost as if she’d done it on purpose, Abigail wandered through the door and sauntered towards him, wrapped in a thick puffer coat that came down to her shins.

      ‘You ordered already?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Lovely. What have you gone for?’

      ‘Coffee.’

      ‘At this time of night? You’ll be climbing the walls. Not like you needed it last night, anyway.’

      Tomek’s face flushed with embarrassment.

      ‘I’ll have a Coke, please,’ Abigail eventually ordered.

      Once Morgana was out of sight, Tomek leant back into the cushion, resting his arm along the length of the wall, and said, ‘Would it have counted if I’d brought you here last night instead?’

      ‘Here? Who do you take me for?’

      ‘Someone who knows good food.’

      ‘I do. But no. That wouldn’t have been allowed.’

      ‘Good thing this is our second date then.’

      Abigail shook off her coat. As she struggled to free herself from its fluffy clutches, she finally began to realise what he’d said.

      ‘This is a second date?’

      Tomek nodded. ‘Surprise!’

      She sighed and rolled her eyes. ‘It’s a good thing you’re fit, Tomek.’

      ‘If we could stop talking about my cardiovascular system for one minute, that would be great. I have something important I want to discuss with you.’

      Her journalist reflexes kicked in and her eyes widened with intrigue. ‘Herbert Tucker?’

      ‘Someone else. But related.’

      ‘Related by blood or by another method?’

      ‘Another method.’

      ‘Interesting. I’ve got something I’d like to discuss with you too. Also another method.’

      Excellent. Now Tomek didn’t feel so bad about fabricating a second date out of nothing. He had only done it because she had promised information relevant to Tucker’s death if he took her on another one.

      Before they could begin, Morgana returned with Tomek’s coffee and a glass of Coke for Abigail. Tomek thanked her, then turned his attention to the woman in front of him. Images of the night they’d shared gradually began to appear in his mind like on a movie projector. Flashes of their bodies entwined with one another, the alcohol in their systems doing all the talking.

      ‘What are you smiling about?’ she asked.

      He hadn’t realised it, but the thoughts had him smiling like he’d just won the lottery.

      ‘Nothing,’ he lied. ‘Just something funny someone said earlier.’

      ‘Surprised it wasn’t you. You like to think you’re the funny one.’ She took a sip of her drink, then set it down delicately. ‘You want to go first or me?’

      ‘Shall we do the same order as last night?’

      Abigail didn’t hesitate to reach across the table and slap him playfully on the arm.

      ‘Pig.’

      Tomek chuckled to himself, then pushed his mug of coffee to the side. It had gone to his head already, and he could feel the synapses in his brain beginning to fire away.

      ‘Have you heard about what happened this afternoon?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘No? What?’

      Then Tomek brought her up to speed on what had happened with Keith Ferguson. That the post-mortem had revealed he’d committed suicide. That in the hours before his death, he’d filled himself with alcohol and cocaine on a drink and drug-fuelled binge. That based on the CCTV footage the team had managed to gather, Keith had wandered onto the shore along the seafront, and waded his way into the water. That his thick, dense clothes had quickly become sodden and heavy, dragging him under. That the freezing temperatures of the Thames Estuary had brought his heart to a slow stop.

      ‘We were looking at Keith Ferguson in relation to Herbert’s death. His wife couldn’t account for his whereabouts. And he did this to himself before we got a chance to question him on it.’

      Abigail’s eyes widened with surprise, then she tilted her head to the side, her hair falling neatly on her shoulder. ‘I’ve heard some things about him… And they weren’t always particularly good either.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘That he found himself in a few unsavoury positions at times, with women of the night, if you know what I mean.’

      Alina Zandecka

      The gentlemen’s club.

      Tomek had been so busy investigating the civil servant’s suicide, that he hadn’t been able to visit it yet.

      ‘He was known for walking the line, shall we say,’ Abigail continued. ‘Often with his nose.’

      ‘And is there a reason you never reported on it?’

      Long gone were the scandals of politicians being caught in sex and drug parties with secret cameras and appearing on the front page of tabloids days later, Tomek thought. But then he remembered that money talks a lot more than mouths. And that it made perfect sense why neither Herbert Tucker nor Keith Ferguson had ever been reported for it.

      ‘They were only rumours,’ she replied. ‘Nothing substantial behind it.’

      ‘Isn’t that your job to investigate the rumours?’

      She hesitated, apparently uncomfortable with the question. ‘Our editor decided there were juicier things to write about.’

      ‘Like the prices of the parking along the seafront going up?’

      She scoffed playfully. ‘I’ll have you know that was a piece of hard-hitting journalism.’

      Tomek replied with a scoff and rolled his eyes. His spidey senses began to tingle.

      ‘Speaking of hard-hitting journalism,’ she began, leaning closer, lowering her voice. ‘I think I might have something that could interest you.’

      Tomek didn’t hold his breath.

      ‘Go on…’

      ‘It’s about Herbert Tucker,’ she said.

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘Yesterday and today, I received a couple of calls from young women saying that they’d been sexually assaulted by him during encounters…’

      Tomek took a moment to absorb what she’d said and its implications.

      ‘How many people have come forward?’

      ‘Four.’

      ‘And they’ve gone straight to you? They haven’t come to the police?’

      ‘No.’

      ’To accuse a dead man of something he can’t defend himself against?’

      ‘Well…’

      ‘I’m not saying he didn’t do it, but without him around to tell us his side of events, it’s a little bit fishy, no?’

      ‘Not really. Some of these girls were teenagers when it happened.’

      ‘Can I speak with them? Are they willing to come forward to the police?’

      Abigail shook her head and clasped the glass in her fingers tightly as though Tomek was going to take it from her. ‘I can ask, but when I mentioned it to them before, they dismissed the idea of it.’

      ‘Can I know their names?’

      She pursed her lips and shook her head.

      ‘So why are you telling me if I can’t do anything about it?’

      ‘Because… because I thought you might like to know.’

      Tomek turned away and began watching the other customers inside the restaurant. Laughter and chatter accompanied the aroma of bacon fat in the air.

      ‘Did they explain why they’ve kept it secret for so long?’

      ‘Does it matter? They felt afraid. Their lives were destroyed by someone in power. Do you know how much courage and strength it takes for women to speak up about this type of thing, even if it is after all these years?’

      This was a side to her Tomek hadn’t experienced before. A fire, a passion, another tenacious element to her personality. And he admired it greatly.

      ‘I’m not disputing that at all,’ he said, quick to defend himself. ‘I have a lot of respect for these women and wish more of them came forward. The only reason I asked is because I spoke with someone yesterday who was paid to keep her love child with Herbert Tucker a secret.’

      Abigail’s eyes widened with excitement, as though Tomek had accidentally let slip the government’s nuclear launch codes. Then the excitement on her face made its way to her mouth and manipulated it into a wry grin.

      ‘I think we’re talking about the same person.’

      ‘Who?’ Tomek asked, while Alina Zandecka’s name screamed in the back of his head.

      ‘The woman you’re referring to. Is she Eastern European?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘What’s her name?’

      ‘You go first,’ Tomek said. ‘Same order as last night, remember?’

      ‘Shut up,’ she hissed. ‘On the count of three.’

      ‘This isn’t primary sch—’

      ‘One…’

      ‘Come on, Ab—’

      ‘Two…’

      Then, on the count of three, they both said Alina’s name.

      It was a while before Tomek spoke, as he was dubious for two reasons. One, when he had spoken with her, she hadn’t mentioned anything about a sexual assault, even though she’d had the opportunity in the safety and privacy of her own home. And two, she had waited until after Tomek had finished questioning her before going to the press.

      His concern was that Alina Zandecka was looking for a big payday on a story that wasn’t real.

      ‘Can we speak with her together?’ he asked.

      ‘When?’

      ‘Now.’

      Deliberation played out on her face.

      ‘Here?’

      ‘Or somewhere quieter, if you’d prefer. Your car?’

      Mercifully, she had parked closer than Tomek had, at the front of the car park. Abigail drove a beige Fiat 500, one of the smallest cars Tomek had ever sat in and as he climbed into it, his legs crumpled into his chest like he was one of the dummies that had been used to safety test the vehicle.

      ‘My phone or yours?’

      ‘Yours,’ Tomek said. He didn’t want to do the talking; he wanted to be the one to listen, to hear the crackle and break in her voice.

      A moment later, Abigail had loaded Alina’s mobile on her screen and dialled the number, putting the call on loudspeaker.

      The single mother answered on the seventh ring.

      ‘Hello?’ came the answer. Tentative, cautious.

      ‘Alina? It’s Abigail. We spoke earlier…’

      ‘Oh. Right. Yes. Is everything… is everything all right?’

      ‘I think so,’ Abigail said. ‘I just wanted to ask you for a few more details about your relationship with Herbert, if that’s okay?’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘And the baby you had together…’ Tomek interrupted.

      ‘What? I don’t know—’

      ‘Come on, Alina…’ he continued.

      ‘DS Bowen, is that you? What are you doing—?’

      Before Alina finished her sentence, Tomek heard a noise through the speaker. A whisper, harsh, sharp. Filled with static.

      ‘Hang up!’

      Tomek was unable to place it.

      ‘Alina, you still with me?’

      ‘Yeah. Yeah. I’m here.’

      Panic in her voice now; caution and apprehension replaced with fear.

      ‘Alina, hang up!’ whispered the voice again. This time it was deeper, more discernible – a man’s.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Alina began, her voice breaking. ‘But I have to go. Something’s come up. I need to look after my son. I…’

      And then the line went dead.
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      It was just after eleven o’clock by the time Tomek finally got home. Six hours later than he would have liked. Still, it was better than not coming home at all, as he had done the night before.

      Tiptoeing up the steps to the flat, he held his breath lest he disturb the building and wake up Kasia. But the creaking floorboards put paid to that.

      In the kitchen, she had left a note for him on the counter again.

      Dinner in the fridge.

      The second note of the day.

      The sight of it pained him, upset him. And the realisation that he had put himself ahead of her twice slapped him across the face. Was this what their father-daughter relationship was now? An endless stream of missed dinners and Post-its? Didn’t that make him just as bad as her mum who had often left her for hours on end while she went out to score some drugs? Would she be better off without him? Without anyone?

      And then he realised that was a foolish thing to think. Stupid. If that was the case, then she would end up in care, and he had witnessed and experienced enough in his years to know that was the last place he wanted her to be.

      Tomek wasn’t feeling very hungry, even though he hadn’t eaten anything in the office or on the way home, so he left the leftovers in the fridge. He tiptoed out of the living room and into the hallway, running his fingers along the wall for direction. They had only lived there for a few months, and he was still getting used to what the building felt like in the dark, something he’d never had to worry about until Kasia had entered his life.

      Her room was at the end of the hallway, and in the soft darkness, he saw the silhouette of her bedroom door. And the thin strip of yellow light running along the bottom of it.

      Tentatively, slowly, delicately, Tomek inched his way towards her room, gently wrapped his hand around the handle and lightly tapped with his knuckles. The sound was barely audible; had he not been within centimetres of it, he doubted he would have heard it. But Kasia had. Perhaps it was his rapidly diminishing hearing in his old age.

      ‘I’m awake,’ came the response. ‘You can come in.’

      Tomek didn’t need to be told twice.

      Kasia was lying in the foetal position on her bed, the blue light of her screen illuminating her delicate face. As he entered, she kept her focus on her phone.

      ‘Hey…’ he said, hovering in the space between the doorframe and the foot of the bed.

      ‘Hey.’

      Still no eye contact.

      ‘What are you doing awake?’

      ‘Can’t sleep.’

      Of course she couldn’t. He knew that. But the silence and awkwardness were killing him.

      ‘How… how was your day?’

      ‘Can we talk about it in the morning? I’m tired.’

      The blue light from her screen flickered and flashed in her eyes as she continued to scroll from video to video on whatever platform she was using.

      ‘You sure?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Okay…’ Tomek hesitated, caught on the half-turn. ‘I… Did you sleep better last night?’

      ‘Not particularly.’

      ‘And… and did you follow whatever advice Isabel gave you?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      Tomek would have known what that was if he’d been home to discuss it. He would have known a lot more if he hadn’t missed out on the last two nights.

      She was being deliberately cold, and it was nothing short of what he deserved. He had neglected her, failed her. And she was reminding him of that with painful clarity.

      ‘I’m going to bed then,’ he told her. ‘I’ll try to stick around in the morning to see you off.’

      ‘It’s fine. You don’t have to,’ she said without any emotion or expectation in her voice. As though it had disappeared the moment he’d left her alone the night before.

      ‘All right then, champ. I’ll see you in the morning. You know where to find me if you need me.’ He pulled the door to.

      ‘Love ya, mate.’

      Then he shut the door to no response.
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      The first thing I feel is pain, a sharp, blinding pain shooting up and down my back.

      Then the sound. The sound of a car door opening.

      Followed by the sight of a man hurrying towards me, asking me if I’m okay.

      I’m fine, I tell him. That he doesn’t need to worry about me. That I can look after myself. That I need to get to my brother.

      Michał is waiting. Michał’s been waiting for a long time.

      I clamber to my feet, ignoring the pain, struggling to stand properly. The man offers me support, but I shrug him off and hurry along the road. I look at him intently as I leave, as though I want to remember his face, but I can’t. It’s nothing but black, a blur.

      It’s the same in the park. I can’t see Michał’s face. And it’s not because of the blood. It’s because he’s as blurry as the man. I don’t know why it’s that way, but it is.

      And then it cuts.

      Back in time. Entering the park, looking at the figures silhouetted against the black backdrop of the playground. They’re hovering over Michał’s body. One of them is holding a brick. The other is standing at Michał’s head. Looking down. The whites of his teeth are glinting in the low light.

      But that’s all I can see. The rest of it is a blur, black, bleak.

      I hurry towards them, but they soon disappear, and it soon cuts.

      To the classroom. Back in time again.

      Miss Cameron is talking to me. Shouting at me. Standing over me, like Michał’s killers, while I’m sitting in the chair. I keep one eye on the clock, one eye on her. Counting down the minutes until I get to leave.

      It’s late. Far too late. I should have been at the park by now.

      And Miss Cameron is having a go at me. My behaviour is atrocious, she says. That’ll teach me, she says. Whatever that means. I’m not really paying attention so I don’t know.

      I just need to get to Michał. I need to get to my brother so we can go home and have some dinner.

      But the longer she keeps me—

      And then it cuts.

      To the back of the police car. Dad sitting beside me. Police officers in the front. Rain lashing at the window. Loud. Streaks of it flying off at angles as we hurtle through the streets. I don’t remember it raining before. It must have come out of nowhere, or started suddenly while I was watching, waiting, doing absolutely nothing to protect my brother from his death.

      And then it cuts. To the face of his killer.

      Nathan Burrows.

      The fifteen-year-old who killed Michał because it was a fun thing to do.

      The fifteen-year-old who had been in a Category A prison ever since.

      The fifteen-year-old who had remained silent and kept the name of his accomplice quiet for the past thirty years.
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      The dream had been different. Nightmarish. Jarring.

      His mind was playing tricks on him, and the worse it got, the more he didn’t know what to believe. The more disorientated he felt. What was real and what was fake? How could he discern the two if his brain kept making it up?

      He’d tossed and turned restlessly after scribing in his journal at three am. He’d even contemplated getting up and going to work but then reminded himself of his conversation, and lack thereof, with Kasia. And how he had some amending to do.

      When he’d eventually rolled out of bed at seven, he’d made himself a coffee and toast and slumped on the sofa, mindlessly watching the newsreader report the morning’s events. Then it was the weather person’s turn to keep him up to date. A strong, wintry breeze coming in from the west, bringing temperatures down to below zero. The threat of rain, sleet, and maybe some snow.

      Same every year then. Grey, wet and miserable.

      A short while later, Kasia emerged from her room, wearing her dressing gown, with her hood pulled low over her eyes. On her feet, she wore a pair of slippers and shuffled across to the bathroom.

      ‘Morning,’ he called, the excitement in his voice betraying the way he felt, just as she shut the door on him.

      The sound of running water seeped through the door, and while she was in the shower, Tomek made her a slice of toast and cup of tea. It was ready and waiting by the time she reappeared, still wearing the dressing gown, with the noticeable difference of a towel wrapped around her head.

      ‘You think the school would let you go in like that?’ he asked gently.

      ‘I wish.’

      ‘I bet Miss Holloway might have something to say about it.’ He passed her the drink and breakfast. She took it from him and sat at the table. ‘Don’t go out with your hair too wet. You’ll get a cold.’

      ‘I’ll be fine,’ she said as she crunched her teeth into the toast, spilling crumbs onto the plate.

      Of course she would. Tomek had had the same ignorance of the weather at that age. In fact, he’d probably been worse, thinking he was cool and superior by leaving the house in nothing but a thin hoodie and pair of jeans in the middle of winter. When really it had been a cry for help, and attention.

      Tomek recognised that in Kasia now.

      Saying so much without saying anything at all.

      ‘Hey, about the other night,’ he started.

      ‘It’s fine,’ she said. ‘You don’t have to apologise. I’m used to it by now.’

      ‘And you shouldn’t be. I should be home more than I am, I understand that. I’ll… I’ll have a word with Nick about leaving earlier, passing on… some of the responsibilities.’

      Kasia sensed the reticence in his voice. ‘You don’t have to do that. I told you, it’s fine. You go off and do whatever you need to do. I might just go round Sylvia’s instead of coming home some nights.’

      This time it was Tomek’s turn to notice the reticence in her voice. She needed him home. That she would only go to Sylvia’s as a last resort.

      ‘Hopefully, you won’t need to do that,’ he replied. ‘But so long as you let me know where you are, then we won’t have a problem.’

      A problem, as though she wasn’t allowed to go over to her friend’s.

      This was going horribly, worse than expected. He wasn’t exactly saying the wrong things. But he wasn’t saying the right things either. He’d thought that he would be able to apologise, she would be fine with it, and that was conversation over. The easy route. But that wasn’t the way the mind of a teenager worked. Right now, if she was anything like him, she would be feeling like she was the problem, that she had done wrong, like he was coming home late to avoid her, to shirk his responsibilities of being a father as soon as she needed help. That he had neglected her because of her. That it was all her fault, that she’d deserved it. That it was her against the world.

      At least, that was only if she was anything like him.

      And, if the DNA test they’d done was anything to go by, then there was 99.9% chance that she was exactly like him.

      The only problem then, was what to do about it, because he had no fucking idea. Right now he felt like he had the parenting skills of an amoeba, and all sense of rationale, and drawing on his, albeit limited, experience had flown out of the window.

      In the end, he promised that he would do better, that he would come home early when work allowed and that he would put his relationship with Abigail on hold for the time being.

      ‘You don’t have to do that, honestly,’ she replied. ‘I think it’s nice that you’re seeing people. You could do with someone in your life.’

      ‘I have someone in my life.’

      As soon as he pointed at her, she rolled her eyes and sighed deeply with the groan of a teenager who’d just been told to do something they didn’t want to.

      ‘That’s not what I meant. Someone you can connect with. Someone you can laugh with. Do you do either of those things with her?’

      Tomek cast his mind back to his date with Abigail – dates, now plural. He thought of the connection they shared. Regardless of whether it had been faint or not (though she might have disagreed), it was still there. As was the laughter.

      ‘I think so,’ he replied.

      ‘Good. Then don’t let me get in the way of that. I want you to be happy.’

      ‘And I want you to be happy too.’

      Which was something that hadn’t been happening in recent weeks.

      ‘How did you sleep last night?’ he asked.

      ‘Fine.’

      ‘No nightmares?’

      ‘No,’ she replied. ‘What about you? Any nightmares?’

      ‘No,’ he answered. ‘Slept like a log.’

      But both knew the other was lying.
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      The first thing Tomek did when he got to work was to make a cup of coffee.

      Precisely the same time as Victoria. Again.

      ‘You been working on that new nickname for me?’ she asked as he entered the kitchen, a hint of playfulness in her tone.

      ‘Bollocks! Not yet. I’m still working on it. But hang on, didn’t you say I needed to catch a killer first?’

      ‘You not done that yet either?’ Her eyebrow rose as she clasped the mug in her hands for warmth.

      ‘Touché, Victoria. Touché.’

      He waited until she was gone before he made his drink. As he carried it to his desk, he was assaulted by Anna, who had come hurtling towards him from the other side of the room so forcefully that he spilt coffee over his hand and sleeve.

      ‘Jesus, Mary, son of a motherfucker!’

      ‘Kurwa mać!’ she said. ‘Bardzo przepraszam!’

      Tomek was too busy finding a place to set the mug and wipe his hand free of the scalding liquid to hear her.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ she continued.

      ‘It’s fine. It’s just a minor third-degree burn. Nothing to worry about. How may I be of assistance?’

      ‘Someone’s here to see you.’

      Tomek paused, composed himself before he lost it. ‘You couldn’t have told me from the other side of the office or via a quick phone call, no?’

      ‘No tak, but—’

      ‘Christ on a bike, that hurts.’

      Before he could protest, Anna ushered him into the kitchen and placed his hand under a cold tap. Thirty seconds later, his hand was numb, yet the throbbing continued.

      ‘Is it someone important? The Queen?’

      ‘She’s dead, Tomek.’

      ‘Sorry. Right. Keep forgetting.’

      ‘No, it’s not someone like that. But it’s someone asking after you specifically.’

      ‘It’s not another thirteen-year-old girl, is it?’

      Anna chuckled, but it was lost as soon as Tomek tried to pull his hand away from the tap. She was freakishly strong for her size and was able to pull him back under the torrent of freezing water in an instant.

      ‘Easy, fucking hell! My bones are fragile. Squeeze any harder and you might break them.’

      ‘Stop being such a prima donna. My four-year-old’s tougher than you.’

      ‘That’s good for your four-year-old, but not—’

      Tomek tried again, but to no avail; she pulled him back and this time gripped him harder. He chose not to say anything. Lesson learnt the hard way.

      ‘Who is it that’s come to see me?’ he asked.

      ‘Someone called Terrence Toffolo.’

      Tomek winced.

      ‘Poor sod. Parents must have really hated him.’

      ‘And I bet he’s probably not too keen on them either,’ Anna replied before eventually letting him go.
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        * * *

      

      Terrence Toffolo was as pompous and obtuse as Tomek had expected him to be. He was in his mid-fifties and looked as though he’d just come from the farm. He was dressed in a tweed shooting jacket over a fleece waistcoat and a tight-fitting blue and green check shirt. On his head he wore a light green flat cap (the nickname Flat Cap Toff struck Tomek as soon as he saw it), and on the bottom half of his body was a pair of dark blue jeans with a brown leather belt. The only thing he needed to complete the ensemble was his hunting rifle.

      The look on Terrence Toffolo’s face, if his name and outfit weren’t enough already, suggested that he thought his status was higher than it actually was; that he had better things to be doing with his time.

      Funny, considering he was the one who had come to speak with Tomek.

      ‘Mr Toffolo,’ he began, leaning back on his chair. ‘Thank you for coming in to speak with us. As I understand it, you asked for me directly. But, forgive me, I don’t think we’ve met before?’

      ‘Not that I can recall. And I’m usually good with faces.’

      ‘Try meeting as many people as I do…’ Tomek said light-heartedly, but the lightness didn’t make it as far as Terrence’s bleak, miserable expression. ‘I also understand that you knew Mr Herbert Tucker…’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And is that why you’re here?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Christ, this was painfully slow. And they hadn’t even started yet.

      Tomek sensed he was going to be there for a long time.

      ‘Okay. Great.’ He could feel Terrence draining the energy from his voice like a leech. ‘And would you mind explaining why you’ve come in?’

      ‘I have something I need to tell you.’

      ‘Great. Let’s hear it.’

      For a long moment, the man said nothing. Simply stared at Tomek. And Tomek wondered whether Terrence had broken down, whether the motor in his power unit had stopped spinning.

      ‘There is no easy way for me to say this…’

      Fucking hell. Spit it out.

      ‘Have you ever heard my name before?’

      Tomek shook his head. ‘I’m worse with names than I am faces.’

      Just ask any of the women I’ve been with.

      ‘Should I know it?’

      ‘That depends who you know. I was an influential person… once upon a time.’

      Tomek suppressed the urge to say, Good for you.

      ‘I used to work with Herbert Tucker when he first became a politician. I was one of his mentors. We’d also worked on a couple of projects beforehand, but my background was always in politics.’

      Tomek nodded thoughtfully as he listened.

      Mentor. Politics. Business. The memoir. Echoes of Keith Ferguson’s words played in Tomek’s mind.

      ‘I’ve come here to clear my name,’ Terrence continued. ‘I want you to know I had nothing to do with Herbert’s murder.’

      That was exactly what someone who did have something to do with the murder would say.

      ‘Okay…’

      ‘I’m here to clear my name. There are some things you’ll know about me already, and things you’ll come to learn. I would rather you hear them from me.’

      This was all very strange, all very confusing. Whether designed that way, Tomek was yet to see.

      ‘I’m also here to clear Alina Zandecka’s name.’

      Okay, now they were getting somewhere.

      ‘What’s your relationship with Alina?’ Tomek asked.

      Before responding, Terrence cleared his throat and placed his hand to his mouth, his movements slow, calculated. ‘Might I have some water please?’

      The bastard. Of course he fucking wanted water. He had Tomek in the palm of his hand and he planned on keeping him there for as long as possible.

      A few minutes later, Tomek returned with a plastic bottle. A half-litre so the little bastard didn’t complain about wanting some more every thirty seconds.

      ‘Please, continue,’ Tomek said gently. ‘Alina Zandecka… how do you know her?’

      ‘I first met her in the club.’

      ‘The Southend Seven.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘How did you meet Alina there?’

      ‘She was… she was brought in one evening. She was supposed to dance for us, but then we found out that she and her friends were willing to do more… Herbert, I should add that it was Herbert who offered them money in exchange for sexual services first. That set a precedent for what was expected and what was to come.’

      ‘So, you slept with Alina?’

      ‘Not at first, no. It was on our third encounter. By that point we had each been assigned a girl. They would come over two, three times a week, and we would sleep with them. But I had always had my eye on Alina. She was gentle, polite, elegant. She possessed something none of the other girls had – ambition and drive. She had migrated to the country and was in search of a better life for herself. Then, after several weeks, she and I slept together. At my house. And we slowly began to fall in love.’

      ‘What about her relationship with Herbert?’

      ‘That continued. Off and on. More off, than it was on.’

      ‘And then she got pregnant, didn’t she?’ Tomek asked.

      A scintilla of shock registered on the man’s face. ‘Yes. Herbert thought it was his…’

      ‘But it was yours…’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And you let him think it was his for all those years?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘You continued to bribe him in return for silence?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Why? You were a politician, businessman, presumably wealthy. Why did you need the money? Or is the tweed and the flat cap all a façade?’

      For a man who had supposedly come in to clear his name, Tomek didn’t think he’d realised how much it had needed clearing in the first place.

      ‘Shortly before everything happened with Alina and Herbert, before he threatened her into having an abortion, I’d lost my job.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘You see, what I haven’t told you is that, during this period, I was using cocaine heavily.’

      Tomek wasn’t surprised to hear it. But he wondered what else the man wasn’t telling him.

      ‘So, what? Tucker found out you were taking drugs and kicked you off the team?’

      For the first time, the robotic exterior gave way, and Terrence’s face creased.

      ‘We were all doing it at the time. Cocaine almost every day. It helped us function. By a certain point, we hardly knew we were taking it anymore. But I… I got addicted. I got addicted hard. And then it got progressively worse. I couldn’t function without it. I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t talk. I was rushed to the hospital several times. I was a mess. And Herbert, after finding me in the club, choking on my saliva, forced me out. He told me it would be amicable, that it would be a swift and silent exit, but he wanted me off the team. He couldn’t have someone like me on there, hurting his credibility, and with the possibility of my story breaking out looming over him, he didn’t want any of it. I tried to fight it – the addiction, and also the decision – but it wasn’t happening. Herbert wanted to be top dog. He wanted to be alpha.’

      ‘So he didn’t want the baby, and he didn’t want the dead weight?’

      If Tomek’s choice of words had offended Terrence, he made no show of it. Perhaps it was a word he’d used to describe himself in the past.

      ‘Which meant you and Keith Ferguson were the runts of the litter?’

      Terrence asked how Tomek knew about the other politician. Tomek answered, and then explained that the man was dead.

      ‘Suicide.’

      Terrence lowered his head in a brief moment of solemnity and grief.

      Once he’d let the man grieve for a minute, Tomek continued. ‘So he got rid of you as soon as he knew you were going to be a problem. Is that why you and Alina bribed him, Terrence?’

      ‘He was willing to pay us.’

      ‘You’re confirming you got your share as well?’

      The nod was subtle but noticeable. ‘For the past four years, we’ve both received the money. Ten thousand pounds a month.’

      That was more than double Tomek’s salary. A lot more.

      And to think, it could have all been his if only he’d slept with a middle-aged politician or taken copious amounts of cocaine and other Class As.

      Perhaps in another life.

      ‘Thank you for telling me all of this,’ Tomek said. ‘But I fail to see how any of it clears your name.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘All you’ve done is tell me that you took a lot of drugs, slept with prostitutes, and then received hush money from a former colleague. None of this is covering you in glory, Terrence, and you haven’t told me where you were on the night that he died.’

      ‘I was at home. With Alina. We share the flat.’

      ‘So I presume that was you on the phone last night?’

      Terrence shuffled uncomfortably in his seat.

      ‘I… I…’

      ‘Were you the one who told her to go the press?’

      ‘I…’ Terrence blabbered.

      For someone so good at talking, and prolonging conversations when it suited him, he was having a hard time answering a simple yes or no question.

      ‘Did Herbert sexually assault Alina, Terrence?’

      ‘What you have to understand—’

      ‘Did you force her to say that, Terrence?’

      ‘No, I… It really happened! She just needed convincing, that was all.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell her to come to the police, like you’re doing now? Is it because you knew we’d find out the truth?’

      ‘Not at all. I—’

      ‘What happened? Daddy cut off the supply of money so you thought you’d get one last payout from the press? And you knew you’d get it because a dead man can’t defend himself?’

      ‘No! That isn’t what happened at all!’

      ‘Did it make you angry when he let you go? Is that what this is – revenge? Four years in the makin—’

      Terrence slammed his large, stubby hand on the table. The sound almost burst Tomek’s eardrums and made him jump, though he hoped it wasn’t obvious.

      ‘You’re making things up now. You’re fabricating things that aren’t real.’

      ‘I’m trying to get to the bottom of a murder investigation.’

      ‘Exactly and that’s what I’m trying to help you with.’

      ‘By handing yourself in?’

      A long silence wedged itself between them as Terrence composed himself. He brushed himself down and refitted his cap, though it was still out of place when he let go. Tomek glanced down at the water bottle sitting on the table in the same place Tomek had left it. The bastard hadn’t even drunk any of it.

      ‘I have information you might like to know,’ Terrence replied calmly, stronger now, more resolve in his voice and his posture.

      ‘Right,’ Tomek said, slightly dubious. ‘Be quick with it please.’

      ‘I have names. From the Southend Seven.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘Would you like to hear them?’

      Not this again.

      ‘Yes, please. Quickly, if you wouldn’t mind.’

      The look on Terrence’s face suggested he realised that he no longer had power in the conversation, that it was all Tomek’s, and he seemed resigned to the fact.

      ‘I don’t know who you’re looking for, or who you’re trying to speak with, but if anyone killed Herbert Tucker, it’s one of these men…’
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      ‘This is deeply concerning. Deeply concerning indeed.’

      Nick had been staring for over five minutes at the almost illegible list of names that Tomek had scribbled onto a piece of paper. Then he passed it across to Victoria, who took an equally long time to absorb it.

      ‘I think we have to play this very carefully,’ Nick began with a sigh. ‘In fact, I don’t even know how to play this.’

      ‘I have a few ideas,’ Tomek said, unable to contain his smile.

      ‘I’m sure you do.’

      The names on the list were deeply concerning, yes. Men of importance and influence in the local community had done bad things. Men at the top of the food chain. And if they came tumbling down, there was no knowing how much destruction it might cause at the bottom.

      At least, that was Nick’s concern.

      For Tomek, he didn’t care. He was just excited by the prospect of putting some very powerful men in front of him and finding out what they knew. And, if they got lucky, possibly one, or two, of them behind bars. Where they deserved to be.

      After his meeting with Terrence, Tomek had roped in Martin to take an extended witness statement which meant the man had to repeat everything on the record, a task which Tomek was grateful he could pass down the hierarchy. For now, Terrence Toffolo was to go home, remain in the country, and be contactable should the police need to speak with him. He was still very much a suspect, if for nothing else than his poor outfit choices, but right now the team had bigger fish to catch.

      Rather, sharks.

      ‘Is it bad that I don’t know any of these names?’ Victoria asked as she reached for her phone.

      ‘That depends who you ask,’ Tomek replied. ‘If you were to ask them, I’m sure their egos would take a hit, but if you asked Dave on the street, I can’t imagine he’s going to know either. That’s probably how they’ve flown under the radar a bit. But if it’s any consolation I had to Google them myself.’

      Victoria set the list of names gently on the table, as though she were afraid she might tear it in two if she did it any harder.

      ‘What the fuck are we going to do?’ Nick ran his palm over his head like he was rubbing it for good luck. ‘I… I know these people. I’ve worked closely with them. Especially… especially him.’

      Nick pointed to the first name on the list.

      Brendan Door.

      The Police, Fire, and Crime Commissioner for Essex. One of the highest-ranked policing officials in the Southend area. Accused of partying, taking drugs, sleeping with prostitutes. And possibly killing a man.

      Along with the other men on the list.

      Anthony Arnold, one of the Crown Prosecution Service’s best barristers, was responsible for putting away dozens of criminals, from drug dealers to murderers.

      Gregory Chaplin, Southend’s mayor.

      James Colehill, Chairman of Southend United FC.

      Richard Stafford, a man who’d been on the drug team’s wanted list for as long as Tomek could remember, for running one of the biggest drug operations in the city, but had always managed to evade capture.

      And the last name on the list had concerned Tomek the most.

      John Mullen, chief editor of the Southend Echo, the newspaper that Abigail wrote for.

      Now it made sense why she’d been asked to hide the stories about Herbert Tucker’s salacious affair and drug habits.

      ‘None of this can get out,’ Nick added. ‘I mean it. Nothing leaves this building. No talking to family. No talking to loved ones. Not even your kids. And… Tomek, I’m looking at you, not even boyfriends or girlfriends.’

      Maybe not.

      Tomek chewed his bottom lip. ‘Why am I being singled out for this?’

      ‘Because you’ve got the biggest mouth of them all. The number of times I’ve had to cover for you and protect your silly little arse is testament to that. Need I remind you?’

      Tomek huffed and said nothing.

      It was true, yes, that he often said a lot of things without realising. It was also true, yes, that he had once let a few things slip during a murder investigation which had enabled the killer to evade capture for longer than they should have. But had he meant to? No. Mistakes were a part of life, and he didn’t think he should be reprimanded for that so long after the fact.

      ‘It all worked out in the end,’ Tomek added, but neither Victoria nor Nick chose to reply; Victoria was too busy researching the names on the list to even listen, and Nick had heard it all before.

      ‘Ohhh, that’s where I know him from,’ she said.

      ‘Which one?’

      ‘Richard Stafford. He was on our watchlist back in Colchester. We wanted him for drugs and human tracking and all sorts but nothing’s ever been able to stick.’

      ‘Well, now we know why that is. With the PFCC and the prosecution barrister in his pockets, it’s obvious. The corruption stinks.’

      ‘Sergeant!’ Nick shrieked.

      ‘What? Just stating the obvious, sir.’

      ‘You don’t need to when we’re all thinking the same fucking thing.’

      ‘Come on, guv, you must admit, an exclusive club full of white, middle-aged men who are part of the elite screams of corruption,’ Victoria said softly.

      ‘You can shut up as well.’ Nick swivelled round in his chair, stepped out of it and began pacing, massaging his head as he wandered from side to side. ‘What do we do? What do we do?’

      ‘I say we attack them from all sides, sir. Speak with everyone they know and find out what they were doing on the night that Tucker died, then bring them all in at once. Gather the evidence first before we bring them in cold.’

      ‘I… I like it. But… we need to be super careful. If one of them gets wind of what we’re doing, that’s it, we’re done for.’

      ‘We run that risk massively if we snoop around them,’ Victoria added, playing devil’s advocate. ‘I vote we bring them in straight away, with no prior warning, surprise them with a bulk arrest and question them.’

      ‘Not when we don’t have any evidence to charge them with. We’ll scare them and if they had anything to do with Tucker’s murder, they’ll retrace their steps to make sure we never find it. No, what we need to do is find motives for each man. Tucker had a lot of enemies. Two of them, James Colehill and Terrence Toffolo, have already come forward against him. It wouldn’t surprise me if the rest of them had reasons to… dispose of Herbert Tucker. Then, once we’ve got all the evidence we need, we bring them in at the same time. No opportunity for them to raise the alarm and cover their arses that way. We’ll be nice and targeted about it. Yes… that’s what we’ll do. We’ll… Yes…’

      Nick came to a stop in the middle of the room and dropped his hand to his waist. The top of his head was red from where he’d rubbed it too hard.

      ‘Can I leave it to you two to coordinate? Ah, fuck!’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’ve just realised, I’ve got a meeting with the PFCC in a couple of hours.’

      ‘Oh…’

      Tomek didn’t know what Nick was expecting him to say.

      ‘Rather you than me, sir.’

      But it certainly wasn’t that.
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      Tomek didn’t know where the idea had come from, but shortly after they’d started, he realised it probably wasn’t one of his finest suggestions.

      Playing mini golf in the middle of winter had its obvious drawbacks: the cold, the numb fingers, the wind blowing the ball across the green surface. But in his defence, there was one upside that superseded all the negatives: the fact that it was completely deserted, and they had an entire 18-hole, pirate-themed course to themselves. They could take as long as they wanted and spend as long on each hole as they needed without hordes of families and young couples breathing down their necks.

      Tomek had never taken an interest in golf. It was too slow, too docile for him. And he didn’t think it was much of a spectator sport either. Football and rugby, on the other hand, were his preferred sports of choice. Both in terms of watching and playing. And he liked to think he was fairly good. A commander, a leader on the pitch. A ball carrier who wasn’t afraid to put his body on the line. It had been a while since he’d last stepped onto the pitch – he was a member of the police force’s football and rugby teams which consisted of individuals from all levels of the hierarchy – and he was keen to get back out there. Perhaps even invite Kasia to come and watch her dear old dad embarrass himself by getting into an argument with another grown man with a beer belly and balding head.

      On second thoughts, nobody needed to see that.

      ‘For this one, you need to get the ball through one of these holes, and then it’ll go down to the next level,’ Tomek explained as he set Kasia’s ball on the green. ‘If you’re lucky then you might get it close to the hole. And if you’re even luckier you could get a hole-in-one.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Kasia grunted as she stepped up to the tee for their fourth hole that evening. She dropped her ball onto the tee then, without looking, swung it back and propelled it down the narrow alleyway. The ball was nowhere near the target and ricocheted off the wall and almost landed back at her feet.

      ‘Oh…’ she muttered.

      She couldn’t have looked less enthused if she’d tried, but Tomek was determined to see it through. He felt like he needed to cheer her up, needed to get her out of the house, do something other than sitting indoors and scrolling on her phone or watching shit telly.

      This was his way of apologising. By doing something he hoped she would like.

      ‘Unlucky,’ he said, then set his own ball down. Readying himself, he stood with his legs shoulder width apart, knees bent, arse sticking out, back straight. He looked down the alleyway, drawing an invisible straight line into the hole. Then he looked down at his feet and realised it was all pointless. That he had no fucking idea what he was doing and it was better to hit and hope.

      Miraculously, the ball ended up slotting through the hole on the left and making it to a strategic position on the lower level. Tomek cheered, fist-pumping the air. Then he held his hand out for a high-five, but Kasia just scowled at him.

      ‘Do we have to do this?’ she asked.

      ‘What would you rather do instead?’

      ‘Anything?’

      ‘Anything?’ Tomek repeated.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Literally anything?’

      ‘Yes!’

      ‘Would you rather go for a swim in the sea right now?’

      Kasia turned to the blackness over her shoulder. In the distance, the small pinpricks of light in Kent could be seen.

      ‘No…’ she said tentatively.

      ‘Didn’t think so. So, let’s finish this and then we can get McDonald’s on the way home.’

      That seemed to cheer her up.

      ‘But only if you beat me!’

      For the next five rounds (or was it holes? Tomek could never remember), she became more engaged and more focused. More of the old Kasia that he knew. By the end of it, the scores were fairly even at five-four in Kasia’s favour. He would be lying if he said he hadn’t gifted her a few points. A part of him wanted to let her win for her confidence, her morale, and her mental health. While the other part of him wanted a cheat meal, an excuse to eat unhealthy and greasy food. All in all, it would be a win-win for her.

      As they made their way to the tenth hole, entering the second half of the game, a gust of wind blew across the shore and knocked Tomek off balance. Earlier in the day, a heavy rain had fallen, and in his struggle to stay upright, he placed a foot on a fake rock. The plastic material was slippery, and under his immense weight, his foot gave way and sent him barrel-rolling arse over tit into a small water feature. The pirate-themed golf course was littered with them, and the one Tomek fell into happened to be the worst of them all: a large pond with a six-foot-wide waterfall that sent icy cold water cascading onto him.

      It was a few seconds before he was able to pick himself up and claw his way out of the freezing pond. Meanwhile, Kasia was bent double, hands on the ground, laughing at him.

      He could hardly blame her; he would have done the same.

      Tomek was soaked through, and within a few seconds, the cold had seeped through his layers and wrapped itself around his back and thighs.

      ‘Looks like you were the one who went for the swim instead,’ she scoffed.

      Tomek opened his mouth to respond, but he let her have that one.

      She was definitely a Bowen for that comment, even if her surname was Coleman.

      ‘I think we should probably get out of here,’ he said, his teeth chattering as he tried to warm himself up.

      ‘But I was winning!’

      That didn’t matter. Not when he felt this cold. Ignoring her, he grabbed her club and ball, then hurried towards the end of the course, where he handed in the equipment. With Kasia following closely behind, he sprinted, as fast as his numbed legs would allow, towards the car.

      Ten minutes later they were in the warmth. He had stripped down to a single layer, and his body was being heated by the chicken selects that were currently making their way through his system. Meanwhile, Kasia was tucking into a share-box of nuggets which she had no intention of sharing. The heating inside the McDonald’s was on full blast, and after a few minutes, he found himself warming up. It also gave him a psychological warmth knowing that he was using someone else’s electricity instead of his own.

      ‘How’s the food?’ he asked.

      ‘Good!’ Kasia replied, pieces of masticated chicken moving around her mouth. ‘Really good.’

      Teenagers were so simple. Stick a decorative box of fast food in front of them and they were like butter. He didn’t know why he hadn’t thought of it before.

      ‘How’s yours?’ she asked.

      ‘Also really good.’

      The coffee, however, was not.

      As they continued to enjoy their meal, Tomek cast his gaze around the restaurant. It was a little after eight o’clock and the place was still heaving. Teenagers, kids, families, couples. A new generation growing up on the stuff.

      ‘Dad…’

      Kasia’s voice pulled him away from the clientele.

      ‘About last night…’ she continued.

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘I… I didn’t upset you, did I?’

      Tomek cast his mind back.

      ‘Which bit?’

      ‘When you said you loved me?’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘That bit.’

      Kasia lowered her gaze and stared deeply into her chicken nugget.

      ‘Did you… did you mean it?’

      Tomek scoffed, then finished his mouthful of food. ‘Of course I did. I wouldn’t have said it otherwise.’

      Her face glistened slightly.

      ‘I’m sorry I didn’t say it back.’

      ‘That’s… that’s okay.’

      Tomek would be lying if he said he wasn’t hurt. But what could he expect? She had only known him for half a year. They were still strangers. It would be fanciful to expect her to say it back.

      ‘You don’t have to apologise,’ he continued.

      ‘It’s just… I’m not used to saying it.’

      ‘Hey, and if you don’t ever say it, that’s fine with me.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Really.’

      Except it wasn’t. But he could never tell her that, could he?
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      The next few days passed in a blur while Tomek and the team began their discreet and subtle investigations into the lives of the seven men from Terrence Toffolo’s list. Together they had been working tirelessly to understand the backgrounds of each man, speaking with their former associates, investigating their political and professional histories, monitoring their phone and car history, where appropriate and applicable, and keeping it within the confines of the law every step of the way. The last thing they wanted was a conviction to be overturned as the evidence gathered had been obtained illegally. Especially when one of the people under investigation was a prosecution barrister.

      During that time, the team had made very little progress. Information on each individual was surprisingly scant, and owing to the nature of their investigation, they were only able to question individuals on the peripheries of the men’s lives. In total, they had obtained over fifty witness statements, and none of them were able to account for the men’s whereabouts on the night that Herbert Tucker died. What many of them had been able to confirm, however, was that each man had, at some point in their political or professional life, fallen out with Herbert Tucker.

      This did little to lead them in any particular direction, other than that there was the possibility they were all involved somehow.

      The men on the list were powerful and influential, members of the local community and in positions of authority. As a result, gleaning information was difficult. But the hardest of them all had been John Mullen, the editor of the Southend Echo. The man spent his entire life writing about others, but never himself. He was like a black hole; everything went in, but nothing ever came out again, which was why, after a few days of the secret investigation, Tomek had realised that they were going to need help. And who better to ask than Abigail? She worked with him and knew Mullen better than Tomek probably ever would. The only problem was, he had to do something for her in return.

      ‘Are you sure you gave her the right address?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And the right time?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And the right date?’

      ‘Yes. How thick do you think I am?’ Abigail asked.

      ‘You want me to answer that, or…?’

      ‘It was rhetorical, dickhead.’

      Abigail turned her attention to the steaming cup of coffee that Morgana had placed in front of her only moments before, their second since they’d been waiting. Waiting for one of the key witnesses who had come forward, alleging Herbert Tucker had sexually assaulted them.

      Abigail wouldn’t share the woman’s name with him, and instead would only refer to her as Woman X. Nor would she share any other information on the mysterious woman who’d already failed to show for a meet the day before.

      ‘Has she messaged you?’ Tomek asked. He was rapidly running out of patience, and while it wasn’t technically Abi’s fault, she was the only one in front of him.

      Abi grabbed her phone from the table and prodded the screen. Nothing. No texts, no WhatsApp messages, nothing. Just a few dozen Twitter notifications.

      ‘Give it another ten minutes,’ she pleaded.

      ‘I have things to do. I can’t really spare ten minutes.’

      ‘And you think I can?’

      ‘You’re not the one investigating a murder.’

      ‘No, but you are asking me to investigate my boss.’

      Tomek scanned the room quickly, making sure nobody had heard her little outburst. They hadn’t, so he returned his attention to her.

      ‘You’re gonna have to tell him to ease up,’ he said.

      ‘On what?’

      ‘Us. He’s been relentless.’

      ‘It’s his job.’

      Tomek was dubious. Perhaps the real reason John Mullen had been constantly hassling Nick and the team for the past few days was because he wanted to be close to the action. He wanted to know what was going on at the same time as everyone else.

      ‘Had you even spoken to him about Herbert Tucker before all this started?’ Tomek asked.

      Abigail shook her head and chewed on the top of her pen. ‘Not in great detail. In the past, he just told us to ignore a couple of things. Push it to the back. Most of the time he said he’d investigate it instead.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘You know, when people were making accusations about him or when he changed his political stance on something.’

      ‘And did he ever follow up on the ones he said he would?’

      She shrugged. ‘I never heard about it. I was always too busy doing my own thing.’

      ‘So what’s changed?’ Tomek asked. ‘Why’s he letting you look into these sexual assault accusations?’

      Abigail stopped chewing on her pen. ‘He’s not…’ she replied. ‘He doesn’t know about them. The women reached out to me separately.’

      ‘Why have you kept it a secret?’

      ‘Because the moment Herbert Tucker died, all I could smell was corruption. I knew something was going on and I wanted to keep it for myself.’

      ‘So you could have the exclusive and all the glory that came with it?’

      Another shrug, this time more nonchalant. ‘I’ve got dreams and career goals too, you know. I was going to wait until I had all the information ready, article written, witness statements prepared, and then show it to him. He wouldn’t have been able to refuse.’

      ‘No, but he might have been able to sack you.’

      She began chewing on her pen again. ‘If that was the case, then we’d know which side he’s on.’

      Tomek had to give it to her. She’d played the system and used it in her own way. He hadn’t expected that of her, and he was slightly impressed.

      Just as he was about to check his watch, wondering where the witness might be, his phone chimed. A text message. From Sean.

      Sorry, mate – gonna have to bail on the game at the weekend. You can use my ticket if you need someone to go with. Abigail, maybe? Just let me know.

      Abigail’s name wasn’t the first that came to mind. Instead, it was Kasia’s. A nice father-daughter afternoon of bonding. Granted, it was again doing something he wanted to do, and they might have to cancel her karate lesson in the morning, but it would be a good afternoon, nonetheless. And he was sure he could sweeten the deal by offering her another takeaway meal as a form of incentive.

      ‘Who’s that?’ Abigail asked, leaning over slightly. ‘Your other girlfriend?’

      Tomek looked at her funny, shutting the phone off quickly and placing it face down.

      ‘Who was it?’ she asked, concern growing in her voice.

      ‘Sean,’ he replied. ‘Says I need to get back in about half an hour.’

      It wasn’t a complete lie; there was a meeting in half an hour, it was just that Nick had been the one to organise it and remind him repeatedly that he couldn’t be late.

      Fortunately for Nick, that wasn’t looking likely. Woman X was a no-show, and with any luck, Tomek would be back in the office in no time.

      But as he was making to leave, Abigail’s head popped up like a meerkat’s, her eyes transfixed on the restaurant’s window as if she had just spotted a predator.

      ‘Is that…?’ Abigail asked.

      Tomek glanced at the window. Standing on the other side was a figure. A woman, dressed in a thick coat, scarf pulled up to her chin, her features distorted by the rain on one side and condensation on the other.

      ‘Is that her?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘I don’t know. I…’

      The next time Tomek looked, the woman was gone. Sprinting off to the right.

      Tomek started after her, slaloming his way through the tables and the groups of customers coming and going from the café. As he reached the open, his foot landed in a puddle of water. The icy liquid splashed onto his shoes and up his leg, but he paid it little heed because there, in the distance, was the woman.

      Turning a corner.

      As he was about to start after her, Abigail came bundling out of the restaurant and collided with him. Her sudden assault on him sent him stumbling forward and another barrel of water cascaded over his legs and shoes.

      ‘Fuck’s sake,’ he hissed as he shook his legs.

      In the time that it took him to regain his composure, Abigail had left him stranded on the concrete and was already sprinting towards the alleyway into which the mysterious figure had disappeared. By the time Tomek had eventually caught up with her, it was too late.

      Bursts of fog exploded in front of their faces as they caught their breath. Tomek was surprised to see that he was breathing heavier than her.

      ‘You’re worn out from that?’ Abigail asked.

      ‘I had a big lunch, all right!’ he said as he placed his hands on his hips. ‘Which way did she go?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      It was then that Tomek realised that he was looking at a car park that opened onto an Aldi. Despite the time and the weather, the supermarket car park was heaving, and there was very little chance of them finding her.

      ‘Well, at least she showed,’ Abigail said.

      ‘No, she didn’t.’

      ‘Yes, she did. That counts.’

      Tomek shook his head, waved goodbye, and then headed towards his car. He was still panting as he slipped into the driver’s seat.
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      The meeting had been called for seven o’clock sharp. Dinner time for many, if not all. And to combat the growling stomachs and the increasingly short tempers that came with it, Chey had ordered a batch of curries and different flavoured rice dishes from his parents’ Indian restaurant. But almost as soon as it had arrived and been placed on the table, it had been put back in its packaging again. There was no time for food, not when Nick was in charge of meetings.

      His decision to withhold food until after the meeting had left everyone frustrated and eager to get it over with as soon as possible. Including Tomek, whose mood hinged on his blood sugar levels and the number of calories currently swimming around his system.

      Nick was standing at the head of the room when the meeting began. Beside him were four whiteboards. Each of the seven individuals’ names and faces had been allocated a space on the boards. Two faces per board, except for one – Gregory Chaplin, Southend’s mayor. The list of information beneath his name was the longest and warranted the extra space.

      Tomek was keen to get the meeting underway. Not only for the prospect of food at the end of it but because he was intrigued to find out what each detective had been able to uncover.

      ‘First, I’d like to start with Terrence Toffolo,’ Nick said, his body slouched to one side. In the days since Tomek had last seen him in the meeting room, where he wasn’t sitting behind his desk, his stomach appeared to have expanded a few inches from what it was before his daughter’s incident. ‘Considering Toffolo’s the one who started all this and was quick to absolve himself of any wrongdoing, I want to see if he’s as squeaky clean as he purports to be.’

      Terrence Toffolo had been handed to DC Martin Brown. After having taken the man’s witness statement (which Tomek had later learnt had been a three-hour-long process), Martin had been more than happy to secretly investigate the man’s life. He’d seen it as some sort of payback for wasting so much of his time in the interview room.

      ‘Terrence Toffolo,’ Martin began, reading from a sheet of paper in front of him. ‘Forty-nine years old. Born in Dagenham, East London. Moved to Southend when he was thirteen. Graduated with a first-class politics degree from the University of East Anglia. His father had been in politics all his life. A pencil pusher, I guess you could say. He didn’t amount to much, more of a civil servant in the eye of political career progression, but his dad impressed upon him the need to help other people. And I think Terrence saw it as a challenge to be better than his dad ever was. So he came across Herbert Tucker, and we know the rest: the drugs, the prostitution. As for the night of Herbert Tucker’s death, I’ve been unable to find anything. From what I hear from the neighbours, he and Alina Zandecka keep to themselves a lot. They only make appearances when they need something from the grocery store, and unfortunately, the off-licence at the petrol station deletes their footage after forty-eight hours. It was too late by the time I got there.’

      ‘So nobody can corroborate his movements on the night?’ Nick asked.

      ‘No, sir.’

      ‘Motives?’

      ‘I’d argue his removal from Herbert’s team was enough. Or withholding the money to him and Alina.’

      ‘Anything else?’

      Martin shook his head.

      Nick sighed as Nick generally did, then pointed to the next name on the list. Anthony Arnold, the Crown Prosecution Service’s top prosecution barrister. The responsibility to divulge the information on him fell to Sean. The gentle giant also cleared his throat as he began.

      ‘I spoke with Anthony Arnold’s secretary, asking if I could see through the list of his previous cases. There was only so much that Google and the Southend Echo were able to tell me, but then I was politely informed that a lot of his line of work is subject to legal privilege. From the little information I was able to find from Google and the Southend Echo, however, none of Anthony Arnold’s defendants has had anything to do with Herbert Tucker. Except for one man.’

      Sean paused for dramatic effect, but when it didn’t come, he continued.

      ‘Ryan Maston was arrested and charged with defamation against Herbert Tucker about ten years ago. He wrote some controversial things about our MP on a blog and Tucker caught wind of it, so he pressed charges. Now, I’ve read the stuff and from what we’ve learnt already about Mr Tucker, it doesn’t seem to be too controversial at all.’

      ‘What did it say?’ Victoria asked.

      ‘Nothing more than we already know. That he was a coked-up politician who had a penchant for prostitutes and loose women; Ryan Maston’s words, not mine.’

      ‘And he said this ten years ago?’ Tomek asked.

      Sean nodded.

      ‘Hmm. Might get him to tell me this week’s lotto numbers.’

      ‘Fat chance of that happening. He’s dead. Died of a heart attack two years ago.’

      ‘Was it suspicious at all?’ Nick asked, entering the conversation.

      ‘Not that I’ve been able to make out, sir.’

      ‘Fine. Good work. What about a motive? So far I’m not seeing one.’

      Sean hesitated, rubbing his earlobe with his oversized fingers. ‘As far I can make out, that appears to be the case,’ he responded. ‘From what I’ve been able to gather, the prosecution went in harder against the defamation than they have with some of Anthony Arnold’s other cases, which suggests Herbert called in a favour. Unless the two of them have had a falling out over something related to Ryan Maston over ten years later, I can’t see any other motive there.’

      ‘What type of cases has Anthony Arnold gone soft on?’ Tomek asked, curious.

      ‘Drugs cases, mostly. People who have been caught and arrested by ourselves. He’s either managed to get them off or somehow get them an incredibly low sentence by not fulfilling his duties as a prosecution barrister.’

      ‘Interesting…’

      A picture was beginning to form in Tomek’s head. It seemed the same picture was forming in Nick’s head also as he called upon Oscar, who had been investigating Richard Stafford.

      ‘The man’s an enigma,’ Oscar said. ‘Actually, he’s worse than that. I don’t even have a word to describe him. He doesn’t have social media, he doesn’t have a website, and he doesn’t appear to have a mobile phone. He doesn’t appear to have anything other than a pair of great big fucking rottweilers outside his home in Hockley. It’s almost as if he doesn’t exist, and if the rumours are to be believed, that’s exactly what the county’s biggest drug dealer would have you believe. I spoke with some of the guys in Colchester and they shared with me what they had, but they advised that we were under no circumstances to interfere with Mr Stafford, in case it interferes with their ongoing drug trafficking investigations into the man.’

      ‘So you’ve got nothing?’

      The Captain chewed on his bottom lip before responding, gearing himself up for a big reveal. ‘Actually, yes. I do have something. But whether it’s of any use or not remains to be seen.’

      ‘Go on,’ Nick snapped. ‘Spit it out.’

      ‘Richard Stafford and Anthony Arnold have, on numerous occasions, been seen with one another.’

      ‘On dates? At the park, holding hands?’

      ‘At Boyce Hill golf course.’

      Why was it always golf? Tomek asked himself. Everywhere you looked, criminals were either meeting up at an eighteen-holer or in the middle of a dingy underpass. There didn’t seem to be much in between. Was it because it was for posh people and they thought that the police would be too poor to gain access to the course? Or did they need nice scenery, a five iron, and a beautiful day while they discussed their illegal activity?

      The picture in Tomek’s head solidified.

      Next in line to be discussed was Gregory Chaplin, the Mayor of Southend.

      ‘Gregory is slightly different to the others mentioned so far,’ Anna started after Nick had given her a moment to finish her sip of water, ‘insofar as everything about him is out there on the Internet. He is an open book, in many ways. He has his own Wikipedia page, although I’m not sure if it was created by himself or if someone else did it for him. But, from the digging I’ve done, the mayor is squeaky clean. Almost too clean. And, for the most part, he appears to be highly respected in the local community. I spoke with a few people who have worked closely with him in the past and they have all said the same thing – that he was pleasant, kind and a joy to work with. Many of them didn’t have a bad thing to say about him.’

      ‘And what about those that did?’ Victoria asked.

      ‘Just that he was a little controlling and sometimes lost his temper, but in his defence, they said he was working in a high-pressure environment. If anything, they were surprised he didn’t do it more often.’

      Tomek cast a quick glance at Nick, who caught it and replied with a smug one that said, “I have the same excuse – this is a high-pressure environment, and nobody can fucking tell me otherwise.” Tomek knew the chief inspector would dine out on that excuse for a while to come. Until he found another one to rinse and repeat.

      Nick moved along to the fifth name on the wall.

      James Colehill, headed up by Chey.

      The young constable spent the next five minutes explaining to the team everything Tomek already knew. By the end of it, he was very much one of the team’s main suspects.

      Before Tomek’s turn to discuss John Mullen was Nadia, who had been tasked with investigating Brendan Door, the Police, Fire and Crime Commissioner for Southend. And before she had even started, Nick was shifting uncomfortably from side to side in his chair. It was no secret that he and the PFCC shared the most direct relationship of anyone in the team and the names on the list. Nick and Brendan were of similar levels to one another and were responsible for policing the streets of Southend. They set the strategies, the budgets and the hierarchy. Everything the team and the wider policing family did was down to them. And for Brendan to have possibly become a suspect in a murder investigation was disconcerting for everyone involved. Especially Nick.

      ‘I hate to say it,’ she began, ‘but everywhere I looked, I found the PFCC. Business meetings, celebratory events, awards ceremonies, they were always together, looking pally, almost…’ She couldn’t finish the end of her sentence, but everyone picked up on her inference. ‘I’m not too sure how their professional relationship worked, but Brendan and Herbert looked like they spent every working day with one another.’

      Nadia turned to Nick for an answer.

      He dropped his head slowly. ‘They would frequently meet up to discuss strategy.’

      Nadia nodded then continued. ‘I’ve struggled to find information on Brendan if I’m honest. I didn’t know where to look.’

      Tomek thought her honesty was refreshing. It wasn’t often that someone admitted they had made a mistake or failed, and it was nice to see.

      Once Nick had heard enough, he moved the conversation along to Tomek.

      And the topic of John Mullen.

      ‘Where do I begin?’ he started, talking loudly for effect, though it was lost on everyone else. They were hungry, tired, and didn’t much care for it. ‘For someone so used to writing about other people, there’s very little in the way of information on Mr Mullen. He’s been editor of the Southend Echo for a little over twenty years and knows the industry, the business, and the landscape very well. But when it comes to Herbert Tucker, that’s where very little is known, if the amount of content that’s produced about him is anything to go by. My source tells me that Mullen himself often looks after anything contentious or problematic about Herbert Tucker. And then, nine times out of ten, none of it gets printed. It simply gets lost in the ether, forgotten about.’

      ‘That doesn’t seem to be the case now,’ Nick retorted, sighing heavily with his arms folded across his chest. ‘I’m getting about two phone calls a day from that fucker wanting to know the latest on his death.’

      ‘I know. Suspicious, isn’t it?’ His theatrical hand movements did little to move the fun radar on his colleagues’ faces. They were almost as dead as Herbert Tucker. ‘I spoke with my contact about that particular matter, and they said that it’s the first time they’ve noticed pressure on their end. My theory is that he’s worried and he wants to be kept in the know about anything. He could be protecting someone.’ Tomek ran his finger through his stubble and began pulling a hair that had been causing him some discomfort for the past few hours. ‘Have you read anything that’s been published in the Echo, sir?’

      ‘Not much of it. I don’t have time. Why?’

      He shrugged. ‘Curious to see whether there’s any omission of facts from what you’ve passed on. If there’s something in the statements that you’ve told him explicitly and he’s failed to include it in his write-ups, then that sets the red flags a-waving.’

      ‘Red flags?’ Chey remarked. ‘Look at you with your down-with-the-kids lingo.’

      Tomek chuckled. ‘Good one. Managed to get all of that sand out of your shoes yet?’

      There was no response. Instead, Chey withdrew into his seat.

      Tomek turned his attention back to Nick. ‘Would be interesting to see, once we’ve done all the interviews, whether any mention of the names on that list gets published in writing over the next few days as well, sir. I would bet my bonsai trees on there not being anything.’

      ‘Your bonsai trees?’ Chey asked, deciding to pipe up again. ‘That’s a pretty big deal!’

      Tomek shrugged as if to say, I put my money where my mouth is.

      ‘What does your source think?’ Nadia asked. ‘I must admit, she sounds very good.’

      ‘Helps when you’re sleeping with her,’ replied Rachel.

      ‘Regardless of whether he’s sleeping with her or not, she’s been a big help in understanding what’s going on behind the scenes,’ Nick said.

      Tomek was surprised to hear the man coming to his defence; he had been against Tomek reaching out to Abigail in the first place.

      ‘So long as she can be trusted…’ Nick added, with a raised eyebrow.

      ‘Of course,’ Tomek replied, the hesitation in his voice noticeable.

      ‘Excellent.’ Nick prodded the whiteboard. ‘Then that’s everyone covered. It seems everyone on this list has something to hide. They might all have reasons to kill Herbert Tucker, but we also need to find out what they were doing on the night that he died. And once we’ve spoken with them all, we’ll have much more flexibility in who we speak with and what we can do.’

      Now they had to move away from the theoretical and discuss the practical: how they were going to investigate seven men at the same time without any of them catching wind of what was happening. Or worse, finding ways to cover their tracks.
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      The Southend Seven gentlemen’s club was situated around the corner from Southend Victoria train station, down a quiet and secluded street. The entrance to the building was nondescript, uninteresting to the untrained eye: a large red door that wouldn’t have looked out of place as an entrance to a factory somewhere. Tomek approached it and wrapped his hand around the brass handle. As he pushed, he felt his muscles strain beneath its weight. Once he was in, a sordid, seedy sensation washed over him. Like it felt wrong to be there, that it was a dirty place to be. Except, if the cleaning standards were anything to go by, it wasn’t dirty at all.

      A black and white mosaic floor sparkled beneath his feet. Immediately in front of him was an ornate coat stand and cast iron bin for umbrellas, neither of which were in use. To his right was a mirror, bigger than the door he’d used to enter, with carvings around its edges. Not a speck of dust anywhere to be seen. From his immediate observations, Tomek was impressed. The place was cleaner than he’d expected. But then again, with the clientele that frequented it, and the sorts of things that they got up to, it didn’t surprise him that they put this much effort into cleaning it. He was sorely tempted to pass a blacklight over the building, just to see what sort of fingerprints and stains he might find.

      To his left was a door with a small window panel. Beyond it was a young man dressed in a shirt and tie. Smart, professional. Early twenties, similar age to Chey. Perched behind a restaurant plinth, delicately retouching his hair. At the sight of Tomek, someone he had never seen enter the club before, his eyes widened and he panicked. Poor kid, Tomek thought. He was probably sworn to secrecy, forced to sign multiple NDAs, encouraged to tell his friends and family that he worked in a supermarket somewhere. Probably even given the uniform to back it up.

      ‘Good morning, sir,’ the young man said gently after Tomek stepped through the door. ‘How may I help you today?’

      ‘I’m here to meet someone.’

      ‘Do you have… do you have a membership with us?’

      Tomek patted his pockets down. ‘I should do… Somewhere… Can never find something when you need it, eh!’

      The tension on the man’s face changed to fear.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Tomek said. ‘I haven’t got a gun in here.’

      An awkward chuckle escaped the young man’s mouth.

      ‘Ah! Here it is. Is this what you were looking for?’ Tomek asked as he removed his warrant card from his pocket and held it in the man’s face.

      At first, the receptionist didn’t know what he was looking at, so he tilted forward to inspect the card closely. Then, as realisation settled in, his eyes widened even further.

      ‘I’ve been reliably informed that the mayor might be here…’

      The young man’s mouth opened and closed like a beached fish, gasping for air.

      ‘You can’t go back there without a membership!’

      He stepped across Tomek, but the detective wasn’t having any of it.

      ‘This is my membership, mate. It opens many doors. Just like this one.’

      The receptionist chased after Tomek through another set of doors, but then quickly slowed when he realised he was powerless to detain him. Tomek had just entered the main members’ room, replete with grand wooden furniture, golden picture frames containing famous landscape paintings, ornate decorations, and a rich red carpet that wouldn’t have been Tomek’s first choice. Two large sofas occupied the centre of the space, with several armchairs situated on either side. In the middle of the area was a mahogany, handcrafted coffee table with an assortment of artefacts placed atop it. In one corner was a grand piano, with a velvet cushioned seat, and on the adjacent side was a small bar area. Optics containing a variety of spirits hung from the wall, and row upon row of glasses dangled from above the bar. In each of the four walls of the room was a small door, leading off to somewhere private.

      Tomek paused, surveying each one.

      ‘Where is he?’

      The receptionist didn’t answer from the doorway, just muttered incoherently.

      ‘Do I need to check each one? Or are you going to tell me…’

      ‘I…’

      Tomek sighed and listened.

      Soft, quiet murmurings echoed from the door to Tomek’s left.

      Leaving the young man behind him, he headed straight for it and barged in without warning. There, sitting in the middle of the room on an expensive armchair, was the mayor, with his trousers down by his ankles and a woman on all fours, face down in his lap.

      ‘What the fuck’s going on!’ Gregory Chaplin bellowed as he shoved the woman away from him. ‘What the fuck are you doing here? Nobody’s allowed in here unless I say so!’

      Tomek stood perfectly still with his arms folded across his chest. As Gregory Chaplin fumbled for his trousers, Tomek got an eyeful more than he wanted to see. Meanwhile, the woman who’d been giving him the blowjob was in the middle of doing up her blouse. In the excitement of their activity, her buttons had come undone, showcasing her bra and cleavage.

      ‘Hope I’m not interrupting,’ Tomek remarked, keeping his gaze firmly focused on the man in the chair. ‘I tried calling ahead, but the reception in this place really sucks.’

      The comment was not lost on Gregory, who huffed as he propelled himself out of his chair.

      ‘Who the fuck are you and what the fuck are you doing in here? You don’t have a membership with us.’ Before Tomek could answer, Gregory peered round the side of him and pointed at the receptionist who was hovering in the doorframe. ‘And you – why did you let him through? You know you’re not supposed to let anyone disturb me.’

      ‘He… he…’ the young lad started, but was unable to finish.

      ‘I do have a membership,’ Tomek stated. ‘As I was explaining to your employee here, it grants me access to a lot of places.’

      At the sight of Tomek’s warrant card, the colour rushed from Gregory Chaplin’s face, and the crow’s feet of his eyes deepened.

      ‘Fuck.’

      ‘Fuck indeed.’

      ‘It’s not what it looks like. Everything’s consensual. I didn’t force her to do anything, and I haven’t paid her. No laws have been broken.’

      Tomek hesitated, turning to the woman. ‘That true?’

      She nodded slowly, unable to look Tomek in the eye. By now she was fully dressed and was standing with her arms behind her back. Tomek took a few moments to survey her features in more detail.

      ‘Do I know you?’ he asked.

      ‘I… I don’t think so.’

      ‘Have we met before? I recognise your face.’ He wagged his finger at her. ‘From the council offices,’ he continued. ‘You were in the office when I came to speak with his secretary the other day. With the water fountain. And the nuclear launch codes.’

      ‘I…’ she said with a solemn dip of the head, all but confirming his suspicions. ‘Please, you can’t tell anyone. I’ll lose my job.’

      ‘I sincerely hope this isn’t how you were keeping it in the first place…’

      To that, she had no response. Tomek took her details then told her to leave. And that if she tried anything funny, he would know where to find her.

      After she’d left the room, Tomek instructed the young man to accompany her out of the building and shut the door on the way out, so that it was just the two of them.

      Gregory Chaplin was still wearing his mayoral outfit, with his chains dangling around his neck, and the bulge in his pants still apparent. Tomek waved him to sit down.

      ‘What’s this about?’ Gregory asked. ‘I haven’t done anything wrong.’

      Tomek ignored the man as he began pacing the room, feeling like a Bond villain.

      The walls were covered in photographs throughout the ages. Mostly of former members in black and white, notable people who had at one point in their life attended the club. But it wasn’t until Tomek was on the other side of the room that something different to the rest caught his eye.

      A digital photograph, taken only a few years before. A photo that contained a dead man in the centre of the frame. In it, Herbert Tucker was dressed in a pair of stained and torn black trousers. On his top half was a tatty jumper that had been ripped at the chest. Around his neck and hands were black smudges. His hair was dirty and dishevelled, and his forehead was covered in mud. Beneath that, stuck in his nostrils, was a residue of white powder that he’d forgotten to snort. But none of that concerned Tomek. Rather, it was the man’s mouth that disconcerted him. It was red, swollen, and covered in lipstick.

      Flashes of the dead man lying between the beach huts and dressed the same way appeared in Tomek’s mind. Almost an exact replica of how Herbert Tucker had been made to look.

      ‘What’s going on here?’ Tomek asked, pointing to the picture.

      ‘That? Er… you… you shouldn’t have seen that.’

      ‘I shouldn’t have seen what I just witnessed a few moments ago either, yet here we are. Now tell me, what’s going on in this photo?’

      Gregory Chaplin babbled incoherently, his blood still racing from being caught in the act.

      ‘That photo was taken a while ago.’

      ‘I don’t care when it was taken. I want to know what’s going on in it and why it’s fucking hanging on the wall in the middle of a sex room.’

      Tomek leant in closer to inspect the background of the photograph, then surveyed his surroundings.

      ‘The photo was taken here,’ he said. ‘Is this some sort of shrine-stroke-sex-dungeon?’

      ‘It’s not what you think.’ A line of sweat had now formed on Gregory Chaplin’s head, and a patch had started to form around the neckline of his mayoral outfit.

      ‘Then tell me what it is, because I’m seriously confused.’

      ‘It was just one of our nights!’

      Our nights. Tomek knew all about them.

      ‘It was a weekday,’ Gregory continued. ‘I can’t remember which one. It was a fancy dress thing… Herbert thought it would be funny to come dressed as a homeless person…’

      Come dressed as one of the people he promised to help.

      Tomek suddenly felt a pang of grief for Aaron Howell-Jones and his brother.

      Gregory continued. ‘He was a scruff, but we all were. That night… that night we…’

      ‘Did cocaine and slept with prostitutes?’

      Even more shock registered on Gregory’s face, if that was entirely possible.

      ‘How do you know about—?’

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Tomek interrupted. ‘I know all about your little sex and drugs parties. All of the team know as well. I imagine it’ll be only a matter of time until the press find out and then the whole community knows.’

      ‘Mullen…’ Gregory whispered. If he was trying to do it quietly and conceal it from Tomek’s ears, then he had done a terrible job, because Tomek heard every last syllable. The name all but confirmed Tomek’s suspicions. That the cabal of seven men were working with one another and leaning on each other to keep their dirty little secrets out of the public eye.

      ‘Who took the photo?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘A woman.’

      ‘What was her name?’

      One immediately came to mind, but he waited for confirmation.

      ‘Some Eastern European woman. I can’t remember.’ Gregory looked away, snapping his fingers, as though it would spark the thoughts in his brain. ‘Ali… Allen… Alina! Alina someone.’

      Bingo.

      ‘And who else knows about this picture?’

      ‘That’s the only copy. Alina deleted it after sending it to us.’

      From what he’d learnt about Alina Zandecka over the past week, he sincerely doubted that.

      ‘You still haven’t told me what you’re doing here,’ Gregory Chaplin said, some resolve returning to his voice now. ‘You’re trespassing.’

      ‘No, I’m not. But since you’re so worried about why I’m here, let me explain. Where were you on the night of the fifteenth of January?’

      ‘Which night was that?’

      ‘A cold one.’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘It was the night Herbert Tucker, one of your closest colleagues, died.’

      ‘Oh…’

      ‘Where were you?’

      ‘Am I seriously being questioned in relation to his murder?’

      Tomek reached for the photograph and pulled it down from the wall.

      ‘Our investigations are ongoing,’ he said slowly. ‘This is part of our routine enquiries. You worked with him for many years, didn’t you?’

      ‘Yes.’ By now some of the resolve had disappeared from his voice again. ‘We worked closely with one another. But I don’t like what you’re insinuating.’

      ‘I’m not insinuating anything.’

      ‘Yes, you are. You’re suggesting I had something to do with his death.’

      Tomek raised his hand in mock surrender. ‘Hey, you’re the one who just said it.’

      Gregory grunted and threw his fists about angrily, like a spoilt child who’d just been told no. Tomek was enjoying this, making a grown man squirm before the woman sucking his penis could.

      ‘Answer the question,’ Tomek said. ‘Where were you on the night that he died?’

      ‘I was in the office,’ Gregory huffed.

      ‘Which office?’

      ‘Mine.’

      ‘Here? Or in the council offices at the same time as Herbert and his colleagues?’

      Gregory had tripped himself up, and both men knew it.

      ‘Here. I was here, all right?’

      ‘With another lady friend?’

      Gregory dropped his head in shame. ‘Maybe. But I didn’t pay her. All of it is consensual. They’re all willing to be here.’

      Tomek couldn’t think of anyone who would want to sleep with a fat, sweaty, middle-aged man. But then he took a look at himself in one of the mirrors and remembered that he wasn’t that far off himself.

      ‘I’m going to need the name and the contact details of the woman you were spending the night with.’

      ‘I don’t think I—’

      ‘You can, and you will.’

      ‘But…’ Gregory caught himself before continuing. He knew that he had no other choice.

      ‘What time did the two of you finish your night of lovemaking?’

      The mayor took his time before answering. ‘It was about midnight. Maybe earlier. And then I went home.’

      ‘To your wife?’

      ‘Yes, to my wife.’

      Tomek placed his hands behind his lower back. ‘How did that conversation go?’

      ‘It didn’t. She doesn’t know.’

      Tomek pursed his lips and hissed through his teeth. ‘Might be worth telling her before she finds out from another source.’

      ‘Is that a threat?’ Gregory asked, squaring up to Tomek.

      ‘Not at all. But you seem to know a lot about threats, Mr Chaplin. Is that what happened to Herbert? Did he make one against you but you got to him first, or was it the other way round? You made the threat and then followed through with it?’

      ‘Absolutely not! You are stepping way out of line here. You have no right to accuse me of such preposterous things. Now, if you have no further questions for me, I’ll be on my way!’

      Without saying anything, Gregory grabbed his clothing and the rest of his things, then made to leave. As he reached for the door handle, Tomek called him back and pointed to a small strip of aluminium resting on the arm of the chair. Inside it were little blue pills.

      ‘Think you’re forgetting something,’ Tomek noted. ‘But I wouldn’t recommend taking any more. We wouldn’t want the conversation with your wife to get any harder now, would we?’
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      By the time Tomek returned to the station, all the other members of the Southend Seven, including Richard Stafford, had been accosted and questioned. And it was deemed a success, a coordinated attack that North Korea would have been proud of.

      News of the compromised position he had found Gregory Chaplin in had spread fast, and soon after his return everyone in the team had laughed and joked about it, for all of thirty seconds before Nick called an end to it and ordered everyone into the incident room for a debrief. A chance to collate everything while it was still fresh in their minds.

      Sadly, the only thing that was still fresh in Tomek’s mind was the indelible image of Gregory Chaplin’s erect penis. He shivered at the thought of it as he entered the major incident room.

      ‘Come on then,’ Nick said, corralling everyone in behind him from the door. ‘Hurry the fuck up.’

      The last to enter were Chey and Rachel, who’d had the bright idea to make a cup of tea for themselves ahead of the meeting.

      ‘Didn’t happen to bring any more of your restaurant’s food with you, did you?’ Tomek asked the young constable.

      ‘There’s still some left in the fridge from last night.’

      ‘Result!’ Tomek said. ‘Love me a bit of cold rice the day after.’

      ‘No!’ Nadia screamed, almost falling off her chair as she swivelled round to face him. ‘Are you mad? Cold rice? You can’t eat rice cold after it’s been cooked!’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Because it’ll kill you. There’s bacteria all over it. You have to reheat it thoroughly before you can eat it again.’

      ‘Isn’t that a myth?’ he asked sincerely.

      ‘I’ll give you a fucking myth,’ Nadia said, controlling herself now. ‘How did you not know that?’

      Tomek shrugged. ‘I’ve always done it. Hasn’t killed me yet.’

      ‘Well, under no circumstance are you to eat cold rice once it’s been cooked.’ She shook her head and blew heavily through her lips. ‘You’re forty fucking years old, Tomek. I can’t believe I’m having to teach you stuff like that as though I’m your parent.’

      Tomek nodded at the baby growing in her stomach. ‘All good practise for you.’

      ‘Right, because that’s the first lesson I’m going to teach her.’

      Nadia turned round in her chair and waited for Nick to begin the meeting. The chief inspector hovered at the head of the room, staring disapprovingly at Tomek.

      ‘You continue to amaze me, you do,’ he said.

      Tomek mock-bowed. ‘I’m here all week. Except Saturday. Got the day off on Saturday. West Ham.’

      But Nick had stopped listening and moved to the names on the whiteboards. Over the next hour, the team ran through the information they’d managed to gather from their respective suspects.

      In short, nobody was talking. Nobody was admitting to anything. Nobody had had anything to do with Herbert Tucker’s murder. They were all at home, fast asleep, tucked up in bed. If that truly was the case, then it very much put two people in the frame as collaborators.

      ‘Aside from seeing way more than I bargained for,’ Tomek began, ‘I also found this.’

      He held the picture that he’d taken from the sex room and pointed at Herbert Tucker’s red mouth.

      ‘Recognise anything? The resemblance is uncanny. This was taken a few years ago by our friend Alina Zandecka, during a night of pleasure and entertainment at the Southend Seven. This, according to Gregory Chaplin, is the only copy.’

      ‘Fat chance of that,’ Martin offered.

      ‘Exactly my thinking. It’s also my thinking that whoever killed Herbert Tucker has seen this photo.’

      ‘That certainly narrows the field,’ Nick said. ‘Good work.’ Then he quickly turned his attention to Chey, who was last to speak.

      The constable bridled with glee.

      ‘Are you guys gonna want to hear this!’ he said, unable to contain his excitement. ‘While the rest of you were talking with brick walls, Mr Colehill over at the football club was singing like a canary. Or pissing like an octogenarian, as I like to say.’

      ‘Surprised you know the meaning of the word,’ Tomek retorted.

      ‘You’re halfway there, grandad! Though your forehead might get there first!’

      Tomek decided to let the comment slide. ‘You wait until you’re in your forties. You’ll be having kidney stones before I have bladder problems.’

      That seemed to shut him up, then he turned his attention to Nick. ‘As I was saying…’

      ‘Singing like a canary…’ the chief inspector finished for him.

      ‘Yes. Contrary to the way Tomek described him the other day, he was happy to talk. And talk he did. He told me a couple of eye-opening things actually. According to James Colehill, Herbert Tucker had a bigger problem with drugs than we were first led to believe.’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘Not only was he using them, but he was supplying them as well.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Oh yeah! It gets better. So apparently, the four of them were operating their own little drug ring—’

      ‘Who?’ Nick asked.

      ‘Herbert, the PFCC, the mayor, and Richard Stafford.’

      A moment of brief silence, laden with shock, filled the room.

      ‘Explain,’ Nick ordered.

      ‘As I understand it, Richard was the one supplying the drugs; obviously, considering his history. Meanwhile, Gregory Chaplin and Herbert Tucker were saying all the right things to the public when it mattered, like they were going to clamp down on drugs and harsher punishments for those caught in possession and caught dealing. But then behind closed doors, they were passing on instructions to the PFCC.’

      ‘What type of instructions?’

      ‘Telling him to cut budgets to frontline policing, to shift the focus away from drug interventions and personnel around the areas where it was more prevalent, towards something completely unrelated, like domestic break-ins or car thefts. They wanted the streets to become filled with the stuff, take as much money from the junkies and users as they could, wait for the problem to get out of hand, and then if they needed a quick PR stunt, they’d fix the problem again.’ Chey waved his hand up and down like a sine graph. ‘Peaks and troughs. Peaks and troughs. All the while they were pocketing healthily from the proceeds.’

      Nick opened his mouth to speak but Chey cut him off and continued.

      ‘I even noticed some monthly instalments, presumably retainer payments, to Brendan Door, Gregory Chaplin and Richard Stafford when I was looking through Herbert’s financial statements.’

      All eyes turned to Nick who, in some respects, had some culpability to account for. Policing the Southend area was his domain; he would have at some point signed off on the budgets and agreed strategy with Brendan.

      ‘Fuck,’ he hissed.

      Fuck indeed, Tomek thought. The same sentiment was written on the faces of his colleagues.

      ‘I… I never saw this coming…’ he said, lowering his head. ‘I…’

      Nobody said anything. Nobody knew what to say. An alien sensation for Tomek.

      ‘Can we prove any of this?’ Nick asked.

      ‘We can query the payments, yes. But as with a lot of these things, it’s unlikely there’ll be a trail unless we find something on Tucker’s laptop – emails, messages, that sort of thing.’

      The only problem was, the digital forensics team was still examining the politician’s hard drive. And it would be another week or so before they’d sifted through the evidence in its entirety.

      ‘Fine,’ Nick said, lost in his thoughts. ‘But what’s the motive in all this? If Herbert Tucker was paying monthly retainers to the PFCC, how does that translate to his death?’

      Chey paused, considered. ‘Because the payments stopped, right around the same time as they stopped to Alina Zandecka and Terrence Toffolo.’

      ‘So he just cut off all blood supplies, then someone retaliated?’

      ‘Looks that way, sir.’

      Tomek sat patiently, listening in, turning over the information in his mind. Before he was able to focus on it properly, Chey cleared his throat.

      ‘There’s more…’ he said theatrically.

      ‘More?’

      ‘Oh, yes. Told you, pissing like an octogenarian!’ Chey scratched the side of his face as he prepared himself for the next theatrical display of his speech. ‘Mr Colehill also informed me that Herbert Tucker wasn’t the only one with a drug problem.’

      ‘Who else?’

      ‘His daughter, Whitney. For a period of ten to twelve months, she was hooked on cocaine and heroin. Like father like daughter. This was about six years ago. But then her mum found out and got her off it. Didn’t stop Herbert from funding the habit in the first place though, did it? He was still flogging it to addicts with the PFCC’s help. The silly bastard was prepared to kill his own daughter over a bit of extra money.’

      It was sickening. And Tomek was briefly reminded of his daughter at home. How she’d been exposed to a drug-addicted mother before eventually landing on his doorstep. How she’d seen first-hand the destruction it could cause. How she could have been tempted to stray into that world at such an early age. And how she’d already started to show signs of it: she’d already tried underage drinking and he’d found her smoking a vape in her bedroom on two occasions. He hoped there wasn’t a natural progression in her behaviour…

      Tomek switched his thoughts off and focused back on the room.

      ‘Two more things,’ Chey said.

      ‘Two?’

      ‘Yep. Which one would you like first?’

      ‘The order in which you heard it,’ Nick answered, even though everyone in the room had opened their mouth to voice their choice.

      ‘Very well then.’ Chey cleared his throat. ‘Firstly, according to James Colehill, our Police, Fire and Crime Commissioner, Mr Brendan Door, has been sleeping with Herbert’s wife, Nora, for a long time. And, secondly, rumour has it that Richard Stafford knows something about Herbert Tucker that nobody else knows. Something that he’s reportedly taking to the grave with him…’
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      Saturday. Tomek’s day off. First in what felt like a long time.

      It was also match day. His first in what felt like an even longer time.

      But for Kasia, it was the first in her lifetime.

      And for the next twenty-four hours, he had promised he would not think about Herbert Tucker, Alina Zandecka, Gregory Chaplin or the girl who had been face down in his lap (though he hadn’t mentioned anything about her when he’d made his promise). Kasia had his undivided attention for the whole day, and he wasn’t going to spoil it. Attending a West Ham game, his favourite team, was a special day for him. A day of bonding.

      Whether she appreciated its magnitude, he couldn’t say for certain. But he hoped by the end of it she would have at least enjoyed herself.

      As they entered the stadium, Tomek purchased a match day guide and a claret and blue scarf from a stall for Kasia.

      ‘Now we’re matching,’ he said, holding hers up to his.

      ‘Do I have to wear this?’

      ‘If you want your dinner tonight, yes.’

      Grudgingly, she took the scarf from him and wrapped it around her neck, making sure to tuck as much of it into her coat as possible. Then, as they started towards their seats, he passed her the programme.

      ‘That tells you who all of their players are,’ he told her.

      ‘I know who they are,’ she replied. ‘I looked them up online.’

      Which reminded him. He pulled out his phone and navigated to the William Hill betting app. Just as he was about to load the software, a notification appeared at the top of the screen. A message. From Abigail.

      Haven’t heard from you in a while. Everything okay? Wondered if we could…

      Tomek was sorely tempted to prod the notification with his chubby finger and read the rest of the message, and perhaps type out a response, but then he was reminded of Kasia and his promise to his daughter. After the notification had disappeared, he loaded the betting app, found the West Ham game and put ten pounds on them to win. Not fantastic odds at 18/10 but they were the favourites. And at least he would almost double his money.

      No. He would almost double his money. He was certain of it. West Ham versus Manchester United, the home team on a run of good form, the other fighting troubles off and on the pitch, and one was the underdog. There could only be one winner in his mind, and that was his beloved Hammers.

      They arrived at their seats and seated themselves despite the cold. They were half an hour early, and already the stadium was beginning to fill up. A massive turnout for a massive game. Tomek sensed the atmosphere in the stadium beginning to rock.

      ‘Who do you think’s going to score for us?’ Tomek asked her as he finished placing his first bet.

      Kasia consulted the match day programme before answering.

      In the end, she said, ‘Bowen,’ pointing enthusiastically at the winger’s name.

      ‘I wonder why…’

      ‘Are we related to him?’

      Tomek shrugged. ‘Not that I know of. We might be.’

      ‘Mr Hendricks says we’re all related in some way.’

      ‘Why does he say that?’

      ‘Apparently, some bloke reckons there’s a genetic isopoint that means we all came from two people way back in history.’

      ‘Right.’ Tomek nodded. ‘I guess maybe we’re all related in some ways.’

      ‘Do we have anyone famous in our family?’ Kasia asked.

      She was being surprisingly chatty for a cold, January afternoon, in an unfamiliar setting and an unfamiliar experience, but he wasn’t complaining. Perhaps this was her way of letting him know that she was having a good time.

      ‘I think the most famous person we ever had in the family was a great-aunt – my great-aunt. I don’t know what relation she’d be to you.’

      ‘What did she do?’

      ‘She was a criminal. She robbed from a jewellery store once, back in Poland.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘Yeah. She died a few years before you were born, I think.’

      ‘Is it hereditary?’

      ‘What? Getting shot in the head? I think you’ll be all right.’

      Kasia’s lips parted and her eyes widened. ‘She was shot in the head! Why?’

      ‘Retribution. From what I understand, she wasn’t a particularly nice woman, and she’d upset someone a few years before and then they came to finish the job.’

      ‘Wow.’

      ‘Yeah. So be careful who you piss off in your life.’

      With that disconcerting piece of wisdom floating about her head, Kasia eased herself into her seat and said nothing. But the silence was short-lived, and a few minutes later, the teams stepped onto the pitch and the game started. Then for the next ninety minutes plus stoppage time, all thought of criminal great-great-aunts and bullets to the head flew out of the window, as they watched West Ham cling to a 1-0 victory, with Jarrod Bowen scoring the only goal in the game. After the match had finished, cheers of “Bowen’s on fire, your defence is terrified” to the music of Gala’s ‘Freed From Desire’ sounded across the stadium. Tomek found himself joining in, chanting loudly, getting caught up in the excitement of it all.

      ‘So embarrassing,’ Kasia said, as they started to leave their seats.

      ‘What? I am on fire, aren’t I?’

      ‘You didn’t score the goal.’

      ‘No. I just mean in general. In life.’

      The look on her face said she wanted to say, “What the fuck are you talking about, Dad?” but instead she chose the PG-rated version.

      ‘You’re so weird sometimes.’

      ‘It’s all part of being a parent. It’s in the rulebook. Embarrass your child as much as possible.’

      ‘Yeah… Right…’

      ‘Besides, I won my bets, didn’t I? Now, I’m on fire.’

      ‘Some of that money should be mine.’

      Fair point.

      ‘It’s paying for your takeaway tonight, there you go.’

      Shortly after leaving their seats, they were quickly caught up in the sea of fans, eager to evacuate the stadium and get home as quickly as possible. Just as they made it down the small flight of steps that led into the main thoroughfare, Kasia explained she needed the toilet, so Tomek waited for her on the other side. As he stood there, resting against the wall, he removed his phone and glanced at the notifications. During the match, he’d received a further two messages from Abigail. Both saying the same thing.

      Hope I haven’t done anything to upset you…

      Don’t want you to think I’m being needy or overbearing…

      Tomek didn’t think that. He’d experienced that before, in the extreme, and this was nothing like that. In a way, it was slightly endearing. That she was serious and committed to the relationship and getting to know him. Now it was just his turn to do the same. So long as he got his priorities sorted out.

      Speaking of priorities. Where was she?

      It had been at least five minutes, and there was still no sign of Kasia. Tucking his phone into his pocket, he began to wade through the crowd, fighting off the muscles and flab of middle-aged men with alcohol-laden breath screaming in his face. Suddenly the euphoria and excitement of the win didn’t enrapture him the way it had done a few moments before.

      Mercifully, the mild state of panic was short-lived because there, emerging from the toilet, walking side by side with another girl, was Kasia. Tomek recognised the girl accompanying her but was unable to place her face.

      ‘Dad, do you remember Yasmin?’ Kasia asked.

      Yasmin. Yasmin. Tomek ran the name through his mind several times. Then, as she looked up at him, her mature features coming into view, he recognised her. Yasmin. The girl from the beach before Christmas. The one who had been there on the night that Nick’s daughter had been attacked.

      ‘Yasmin. Yes, of course I remember you. How are you doing? Are you here on your own or with someone?’

      ‘I’m with my parents.’ She turned and pointed to a figure on the other side of the crowd. ‘My mum’s waiting for me.’

      Kasia swiftly, and awkwardly, waved goodbye. When she turned to face him, her cheeks had reddened.

      ‘What a coincidence that was!’ Tomek said.

      ‘Her mum and dad have season tickets.’

      ‘I guess if you’ve got a friend coming you’ll be more inclined to come to the home games now then, won’t you? And not just because your dear old dad asked you to.’

      Kasia said nothing as they joined the sea of traffic and made their way out of the stadium.

      When they boarded the Underground, Tomek said, ‘Dinner tonight then. You decided what you want?’

      ‘Chinese. I really fancy a Chinese.’

      Of course she did. It was her favourite. And usually the most expensive. It was a good thing that Mister William Hill was paying the bill.
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      Battery acid fizzles in my brother’s eyes. Rain pelts at his face, bubbling as it collides with the acid.

      Or maybe it doesn’t. I don’t know.

      But what I do know is that there are two killers. Two killers standing over my brother as I enter the field where I’m supposed to meet Michał.

      Two killers who fled the scene. But not before I got a look at one of them.

      In this one I’m staring directly at Nathan, the killer who was arrested for Michał’s murder, while the other one is blurry, stuck in the background. I want to reach out and bring him into the light but nothing happens. He won’t move.

      But Nathan…

      That little cunt’s staring me right down, his face full of menace and evil, hatred, lacing his eyes.

      He’s wearing a black tracksuit. Adidas, I think. The three stripes. He has a hood but he’s not wearing it. Not that he needs it, because it’s not really raining. The rain isn’t really there. I know it’s not, but for some reason, it keeps appearing.

      But Nathan doesn’t seem to care either way.

      Nathan’s fifteen. Four years older than me, two years older than Michał. One of the oldest in the school. He’s got thin, narrow shoulders, and an even thinner, narrower frame. He likes to think he’s one of the hard kids, living on an estate somewhere. He likes to think he owns the school whenever he comes in, but he doesn’t. His thick, shaggy black fringe whips and sways in the wind, and his mouth opens into a crooked smile, baring his horrible teeth – teeth that probably haven’t been cleaned in weeks. His hands and coat are covered in blood, and as he moves a strand of hair away from his face, he smears some onto his cheek.

      Michał’s blood. My brother’s blood.

      They’ve slaughtered him. Killed him. Absolutely brutalised him.

      And I will never forgive them. I will never forgive them for what they’ve done.

      I wish we had capital punishment. I wish they could have been sentenced to death. Hanged for their crimes. Given a lethal injection or the chair.

      Killed, erased from the planet. The same way they had done to Michał.

      But instead, they’ve been given another chance.

      Nathan was given thirty years.

      The other one… Charlie, well, wherever the fuck he is, I hope he’s suffering, as he deserves to be.

      He deserves the battery acid in his eyes.

      The bricks to his face.

      The dirt in his mouth.

      The stab wounds to the stomach and chest.

      The mutilation of his penis.

      He deserves it all. Every last piece of pain he’d inflicted on Michał, he deserves ten times over.
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      The Southend Echo occupied a small, second-floor office in the heart of Basildon, in a drab, grey building that hadn’t been altered in any way since its original construction in the eighties. There were no floor-to-ceiling windows, no modern panelling, nothing to suggest it had been constructed ahead of its time. It was depressing to look at from the outside, and Tomek hoped the inside was a shade brighter.

      He was wrong.

      The inside was just as bleak and dismal as the outside and reminded him of his classrooms from the nineties. At reception, they were greeted by a middle-aged woman who looked like she should have been working in a library, rather than a newspaper office. Tomek and Rachel introduced themselves and explained that they were there to meet with John Mullen, and—

      ‘Have you got an appointment?’

      ‘No,’ Tomek replied with a facetious smile. ‘We don’t need one.’

      ‘I’m afraid you do. Mr Mullen’s an extremely busy man.’

      ‘So are we,’ Rachel replied with as much vindication as a toddler proving themselves right.

      Before the receptionist could reply, Tomek asked, ‘Is Abigail working today?’

      ‘What’s that got to do with—?’

      ‘Is she?’ Tomek pressed.

      ‘Yes, she’s—’

      ‘Excellent. I’ll speak with her. I’ve got a meeting with her.’

      Tomek turned away from the woman, headed through the door that was marked Southend Echo in bold letters, then continued down a long corridor filled with purple carpet that was at least thirty years old, possibly older.

      ‘I guess sleeping with one of the writers for the newspaper has its privileges,’ Tomek remarked.

      ‘Besides the obvious ones.’

      ‘Do I detect a hint of jealousy, DC Hamilton?’

      ‘Just because I’m gay doesn’t mean I think every woman out there is attractive. Just the same as you wouldn’t think every man is if you were gay. But yes, I think you’re punching way above your weight with that one.’

      Tomek raised an eyebrow. ‘Don’t be afraid to say how you feel next time, all right? I’m a big boy, I can take it.’

      ‘Be careful what you wish for, sarge,’ she replied with a cheeky flick of a smile.

      Eventually, they came to the end of the corridor and into a small open space that was filled with six individuals hunched over their desks, a wall of computer monitors and cables preventing them from seeing one another. The sound of furious typing was deafening. At the other end of the room was a small office space, with John Mullen’s name labelled on it in the same lettered font they’d passed on the way in.

      Tomek ignored the workers, and Abigail, who was sitting with her back to him at the end of the bank, and headed straight for John Mullen’s office.

      He made it all of a few steps before she caught him out of the corner of her eye and swivelled in her chair, her face a picture of surprise and excitement.

      ‘Tomek! What’re you—?’

      ‘Sorry,’ he said, cutting her off instantly. ‘I’ll speak to you afterwards. First I’ve got to deal with something.’

      Speaking with John Mullen, following Chey’s revelation, had become a top priority. The same had applied to Brendan Door, the PFCC, except Nick had advised he would take the reins on that one. And the same had also applied to Richard Stafford. The only problem was, the team was having trouble finding the suspected drug trafficker. According to reports, he’d flown to his villa in sunny Spain and they were unable to extradite him because there were no charges to be brought against him without sufficient proof.

      Currently.

      John Mullen, however, was a sitting duck. And Nick had requested Tomek speak with him directly. A sergeant, someone with seniority. It had been difficult not to think of Sean when he’d found out, but the moment of compassion had only lasted a few seconds before he’d switched his police hat back on and set off with Rachel.

      Tomek knocked on the door to John Mullen’s desk and waited. The forty-nine-year-old opened the door a few seconds later.

      ‘Who’re you?’ he hissed, the indignation in his voice rife.

      ‘Friends,’ Tomek replied as he held his warrant card in the man’s face. ‘We mean you no harm.’

      Not physical, anyway.

      Reluctantly, John Mullen realised he had little power in the situation and stepped aside. Rachel was first to enter, followed by Tomek. There were no seats in the office, other than the one that had been assigned to the editor which meant Tomek and Rachel were forced to stand, something Tomek had no problem with. More power for him, more of an intimidating presence; a presence that might illicit a particular nugget of information or wisdom.

      A moment later, Tomek started. ‘We wanted to speak with you in connection with Herbert Tucker, and—’

      ‘I already told you guys everything I know the other day.’

      ‘Sadly, we have reason to believe otherwise.’

      John Mullen knitted his fingers together and adopted a pensive expression.

      ‘It’s come to our attention that you’ve been keeping certain things about Herbert Tucker out of the press for some time now.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘A witness.’

      ‘Who talked?’ Mullen said quickly, and then caught himself just as fast.

      ‘Nobody talked, Mr Mullen,’ Tomek lied. ‘Our esteemed colleagues were able to pry information out of them.’

      ‘Don’t think that’s going to work on me.’

      Rachel and Tomek glanced at one another. ‘How sweet,’ Tomek said to her. ‘That’s what they all say.’

      ‘It is, sarge. You’re right.’

      Tomek took a step forward.

      ‘That’s not what we’re here about actually, John. We’re here to discuss some other things.’

      The lines on his forehead deepened as the worry escalated.

      ‘We were wondering if you could give us some more information on his daughter’s drug abuse.’

      John’s pupils narrowed, his head tilted to the side.

      ‘What do you wanna know about that?’

      ‘How much you were paid to keep it a secret.’

      ‘I wasn’t paid.’

      ‘Really? Then how do you explain this?’ Rachel stepped in front of him and passed an A4 document to John. At the top of the document was a single row of cells. In the first was John’s name, then his personal banking details, sort code and account number, the date of the transaction, and finally the amount.

      ‘Care to explain this?’

      ‘It was… I was… It was a consultancy fee.’

      ‘Forty thousand pounds is a lot of money for consulting. What did he consult you on?’

      ‘His political stances,’ John replied, smiling as though proud of himself for having thought of it on the spot. ‘He needed to know how his opinions and speeches would look from a PR perspective.’

      ‘So you advised him?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Ever tell him what to say?’

      ‘Sometimes.’

      ‘Is that allowed? That sounds a little bit like manipulation to me. Also sounds like this man didn’t have an original thought of his own.’

      ‘I…’

      ‘Did that upset you at all?’

      John shook his head slowly. ‘It was what he did. We’d all come to accept it.’

      ‘We?’

      Tomek was enjoying this. The man was tripping up over his words. And at this rate, he might confess to the murder by the end of the conversation.

      ‘Just… just us, here. At the newspaper.’

      ‘Nothing to do with Gregory Chaplin, Richard Stafford, Brendan Door, Anthony Arnold, James Colehill or Terrence Toffolo?’

      John said nothing for a while, just sat there uncomfortably, turning the names over in his mind. A tic started in his right eye.

      ‘I don’t know any of those names.’

      ‘Really? Not even the mayor’s? That seems strange. Weren’t the two of you together at the weekend?’

      ‘Oh. Right. Well, yes. I know them in a professional sense.’

      ‘But not in a personal sense?’

      ‘I wouldn’t say so, no.’

      ‘So you don’t know anything about the Southend Seven gentlemen’s club on Richmond Avenue?’

      John’s face turned a shade lighter.

      ‘Or the photo that was hanging on the wall inside one of the rooms?’

      Another shade.

      When Tomek pulled out a printed copy of the photograph from his pocket and showed it to the man, all the colour drained from his face.

      ‘Were you there when this photo was taken?’

      ‘I… Er…’ John cleared his throat, reached for a cup of water from his desk and drank. The man was stalling, it was clear to see, but it didn’t matter if he stalled for ten minutes or ten hours; what mattered was what came out of his mouth next. All five of them – the solicitor, the mayor, the PFCC, John and the drug trafficker – were keeping quiet, making sure that their mouths were shut. They were proving tough nuts to crack. But one of them would start talking eventually. And Tomek wanted to be there when they did.

      ‘I don’t know anything about that picture,’ John replied. ‘Am I under arrest?’

      ‘Not unless you want us to arrest you?’

      ‘Then I won’t be saying anything else.’

      Tomek left the picture on the table and placed his hands in his pockets.

      ‘We’ve still got some questions we’d like to ask, so we’re going to do just that.’

      John scoffed.

      ‘How frequently do you attend the Southend Seven?’

      The man said nothing and sat there with his lips pursed as though to further prove his point.

      ‘Weekly? Daily?’

      Nothing.

      ‘Does your wife know you go there?’

      The tension in his lips loosened slightly.

      ‘Does she know what you get up to? Does she know who took the photo?’

      Looser, looser.

      ‘Does she know about the drugs?’

      Looser, back to normal now.

      ‘Does she know where you were on the night of Herbert Tucker’s death? Can she corroborate that, or will we need to have this discussion in a more formal setting? Or does she need us to tell her what sort of things you get up to?’

      ‘All right! Shut up, for fuck’s sake. Stop talking. No, she doesn’t know, all right? And I’d be grateful if you kept it that way.’

      ‘The only way she’d find out is if it got leaked in the news, but considering you own this publication and you don’t have to pay for your own silence, I guess you’ll be okay. However, if you go down for Tucker’s murder, I imagine all those secrets, and who knows what else, might come oozing out.’

      ‘I had nothing to do with Herbert’s death. I was devastated when I found out. Honestly.’

      That was exactly what someone who wasn’t being honest would say.

      ‘Do you know who did it?’ Rachel asked.

      The man shook his head profusely. ‘I wish I did. But I don’t. I’m sorry.’

      ‘Can you tell us anything?’

      ‘I already told you everything I know the other day.’

      ‘That’s a lie isn’t it, John, and you know it?’

      ‘Wh— Wha—? I don’t understand.’

      ‘Herbert’s daughter was taking drugs and you kept that out of the public domain, didn’t you?’ Rachel continued. ‘How much did he pay you for that? Was that another one of your consultancy fees? Another forty grand in the account for keeping quiet?’

      ‘I’m not saying anything,’ he said. But by doing so, he’d all but confirmed his guilt. He had been accepting bribes in return for silence.

      Which had been a recurring theme for almost everyone they’d spoken to. It had all boiled down to money. And with a man of such influence and power, there was no shortage of supply.

      Nor was there a shortage of demand.
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      On the way out of John Mullen’s office, Tomek pulled Abigail to the side and explained that, despite what she had convinced herself to be true, he hadn’t been ignoring her, and that he had a daughter he needed to care for. Kasia was his priority, and Abigail became more than understanding in the matter and subsequently apologised for coming across as overbearing and suffocating. By the end of the conversation, Tomek floated the idea that they meet up the following weekend, possibly at one of the next home games.

      ‘Are you kidding? I’ve supported West Ham all my life. I’d love to go!’

      It was a date. In the calendar. Something to look forward to.

      Unfortunately, the same could not be said for his afternoon. As soon as he was finished with John Mullen, the next person on his list to speak with was Brendan Door, the Police, Fire and Crime Commissioner for Southend. Accompanying him was Nick.

      The chief inspector was visibly nervous. Pacing, shifting his weight from one foot to the other when he wasn’t pacing, and scratching the back of his head almost to the point that it was constant as they waited for Brendan’s secretary to let them through.

      ‘You good, guv?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘Yeah,’ Nick replied shakily. ‘It’s just… it’s difficult, you know.’

      ‘Try not to think about it.’

      Typically, to a statement like that, Nick would have sighed, given Tomek a scowl, and made some expletive-laden remark about how he hadn’t thought of that himself, but now there was nothing. Not even the slightest hint of exhalation. As though his boss were broken.

      A few moments later, the door to Brendan’s office opened and out stepped a large, overweight man with receding hair that looked as though a lot of money had been spent to improve it only marginally. His eyes were deep set, and he had a pair of thick glasses pushed up on his forehead. He was dressed in an expensive deep-blue suit that hung too low off his shoulders, and a tie that was missing the top button by about half a mile. The entire ensemble looked as though it had been bought with the future in mind, like his mum had bought for him hoping that one day he would grow into it.

      ‘I see you’ve brought backup with you this time, Nick,’ Brendan said, his voice deep, gruff.

      ‘You don’t need to make this as difficult as you did last time.’

      ‘Get out of my office then we won’t have a problem.’

      Tomek sensed a fight coming. He could feel the adrenaline beginning to bubble inside.

      For a long moment, nobody said anything as Nick and Tomek waited until Brendan cracked. And after a few more seconds, he finally did. The tyrant of a man turned his back on them and scurried away into his office. Nick was close behind him and caught the door before it slammed in his face.

      ‘You know, all this behaviour does is suggest you’ve got something to hide,’ Nick commented. ‘It doesn’t fill me with a lot of confidence.’

      ‘What evidence do you have against me?’ the man asked as he perched himself on his desk chair.

      ‘None that incriminates you. Just a few odd payments that you need to explain, but noth—’

      ‘So I’m guilty by association, is that it?’

      ‘And the rest,’ Tomek said, unable to control himself. There was that big mouth of his again.

      ‘Excuse me?’ Brendan barked. ‘Who the fuck are you?’

      ‘DS Tomek Bowen, sir.’

      ‘Well, DS Bowen, shut the fuck up and let the two most senior men in this division sort this out.’

      The adrenaline increased.

      ‘With all due respect, sir, right now you’re a suspect in a murder investigation. Your credibility, rank and status have all gone out of the window. In my books that makes you as low as some of the people we arrest on a daily basis.’

      ‘I’m nothing like the rats out there. I have a nice home and a nice car. I’m a powerful, influential man.’

      ‘And you think that gives you the right to destroy lives and kill someone?’

      Brendan didn’t react. At least not immediately. But when he did, he launched himself out of his chair and stormed over to Tomek. He came to an abrupt halt a few inches from him, fist raised, breathing heavily through his nose.

      ‘Do it,’ Tomek begged, locking his gaze with the commissioner’s. ‘Please. I beg you. Once we get you on assault charges, who knows what else we might find?’

      The dilemma played out on Brendan’s face. Snap, or let it go. Snap, or let it go. In the end, he lowered his fist and said, ‘Nick, is this little gobshite always like this?’

      ‘Sadly, yes. But it’s part of what makes him one of the best coppers I’ve known. So I’m going to ask you to step away from him and answer our questions.’

      Reluctantly, the man inched himself away from Tomek, eyes locked, and stepped into the space between them and the desk.

      ‘Gowniaki,’ Tomek whispered.

      Translation: Little Shitling.

      If the commissioner understood, the already furious expression on his face didn’t show it.

      ‘Now,’ Nick began once the atmosphere had levelled slightly. ‘Herbert Tucker. How long have you known him and worked with him?’

      ‘Fifteen years.’

      ‘Working with him or knowing him?’

      ‘Both.’

      ‘Right. And in what capacity did you two work together?’

      ‘I first stumbled across him when he started his property company. He’d just built a small village of houses in Rawreth, but he was complaining about people breaking in and vandalising the homes. So he came to me back when I was community safety and criminal justice manager, hoping I might be able to do something about it.’

      ‘And did you?’

      Brendan shrugged. ‘I had a word with a police sergeant in the area at the time and asked if he could send a few more uniformed patrols that way on occasion, just to act as a deterrent.’

      ‘So you quickly found yourself in his pocket?’

      ‘Not at all.’

      ‘Then what’s with the money?’ Nick’s voice remained calm, which was a surprise given the tiniest inconvenience was enough to send him over the edge.

      ‘What money?’

      ‘Don’t play dumb. You’re an intelligent man. You know how we work. You know we can find things out with ease. We’ve seen the payments. We just need you to confirm what they’re for.’

      ‘If you’ve already found them, then you should already know.’

      Nick said nothing.

      ‘And if that’s the case, then what are you waiting for?’ Brendan held out his hands, wrists pressed together. ‘Arrest me. Go on. Arrest me.’

      Neither Tomek nor Nick moved. They were stuck, unable to do anything. All they had to suggest that Brendan Door had been receiving payments from Herbert Tucker to increase the drug trafficking in the city was a witness statement. There was no hard evidence, no concrete proof that he had done something illegal and immoral. And Brendan knew it.

      ‘No? You don’t want to arrest me? In that case, you can leave.’

      As Brendan turned his back on them, Tomek said, ‘The name Richard Stafford doesn’t mean anything to you, does it?’

      Brendan stopped on the half-turn, the sides of his lips turning into a wry smile. ‘Of course it does. He’s a terrible man who’s done terrible things.’

      ‘You wouldn’t happen to know anything about the picture hanging on the wall in the Southend Seven, would you?’ Tomek asked. ‘The one with you in the background, standing next to a man called Richard Stafford?’

      Brendan paused a moment as he conjured the image of the photograph in his mind. Tomek had lied; neither man was in the background, but he didn’t care. The next few words to come out of Brendan Door’s mouth would determine his culpability in some way.

      ‘Nice try,’ the man replied. ‘Neither of us is in the photo.’

      Tomek was unable to hide the grin. ‘But you know which photo I’m referring to, and you know which club I’m referring to, and you know the person I’m referring to.’

      ‘I…’

      ‘Care to explain how you know about that? See, we know a lot about the club, and we know a lot about your relationship with Richard Stafford as well.’

      ‘If that really was the case, then you would have arrested me by now.’

      Tomek couldn’t believe his ears. The Police, Fire and Crime Commissioner had just admitted, whether inadvertently or not, to having an active involvement in a criminal relationship with a drug trafficker.

      ‘But like I said earlier, you don’t have any physical evidence about anything. It’s all just hearsay. It’s all bullshit.’

      Nick opened his mouth to speak, but Tomek beat him to it.

      ‘The club,’ he began, ‘tell us more.’

      ‘Like I said before, it seems you already know everything there is.’

      ‘Not quite. Is it where Herbert found out about your affair with his wife, or did that happen elsewhere?’

      Brendan looked down to the floor then back up again. ‘My personal life has got nothing to do with Herbert Tucker’s death.’

      ‘It does when you were sleeping with his wife. Did he find out and threaten to cut the payments? Or did he threaten to go to John and the Echo? But you couldn’t afford to have your reputation damaged, so the two of you finished him off somehow?’

      Brendan scoffed. ‘My reputation was never in danger of being damaged.’

      ‘Right. Because you’re too powerful and influential for something like that to ever get out into the public domain, aren’t you? So maybe you killed him out of greed? You weren’t happy that Tucker cut off the investment fund, and wanted some sort of retribution?’

      ‘You really think I’m that petty? I’ve got my own money, I don’t need his.’

      ‘So you admit Herbert Tucker was sending you monthly instalments for something he shouldn’t have been?’

      ‘No. That’s the last thing I’m saying. You can keep trying to trip me up over my own words, but it won’t work. I’ve been in this game for a very long time, longer than your boss, here, and I know every trick in the book.’

      Without saying anything, Nick turned his back on Brendan and started out of the room. Tomek felt compelled to follow him. As Nick reached the door, he placed his hand on the handle and said to Brendan, ‘I’ve never felt more disappointed and disgusted with the entire policing and political system than I have these last few days. And you’re one of the reasons why. I hope, regardless of what outcome there is from this investigation, you do the decent thing and resign. You’re a fucking stain on this city, Brendan. And I look forward to never having to work with you ever again.’
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      Tomek had felt a sudden surge of euphoria and had wanted to high-five the chief inspector the moment they left the building, but Nick had immediately shot him down. He’d said that a) there was no reason to be excitable, and b) there was the inherent risk that Brendan Door was watching them out of the window like an abandoned child watching their parents leave.

      Neither, in Tomek’s opinion, was true.

      Firstly, there was every reason to be excited. They had got under Brendan Door’s skin, found a crack in his exterior and wedged themselves in there. It might not have felt like it, but Tomek was certain it would burst wide open soon enough. And secondly, who cared if he was looking? It would only get under his skin more.

      Sadly, Nick hadn’t seen validity in Tomek’s counterarguments, and even after they entered the station, the chief inspector still refused the offer of a high-five. To combat the embarrassment, Tomek found the nearest person at their desk and hovered his hand in front of their face.

      ‘The fuck am I supposed to do with that?’ Chey asked. ‘What are you showing me?’

      ‘Slap it, you idiot.’

      ‘There are only a handful of occasions I will follow a grown man’s orders to slap something, and this isn’t it.’

      Tomek wondered what other occasions Chey could have been referring to. Then he realised he actually didn’t want to know. At all.

      ‘Just press your palm against my palm.’

      ‘This isn’t some sort of kink you’ve got it, is it?’

      ‘It’s a high-five, ya fucking reprobate.’

      Chey’s eyes widened, as though he’d just developed the ability to hear. ‘Does this mean I’m your new best friend, sarge?’

      Eventually, the constable slapped Tomek’s palm. The sound echoed around the room and the stinging sensation lingered on his skin.

      ‘Absolutely fucking not,’ Tomek replied. ‘Not with the weird kinks you’re into.’

      Before Chey was able to respond, a police constable in her early twenties knocked on the door and tentatively stepped forward.

      ‘Excuse me,’ she said nervously.

      ‘You all right, mate?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘I was… I was wondering…’ she said, then cleared her throat to start again. ‘There’s someone downstairs who claims to have something you guys might like to see.’

      Here we go, Tomek thought. Probably another whack job thinking they’d seen the criminal kill Herbert Tucker and had only decided to come out of the woodwork after they’d found out that a financial reward was up for grabs.

      ‘What do they want?’

      ‘A… Apparently, he found something on the beach on the day Tucker was murdered. He’s come to hand it in.’
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        * * *

      

      Tomek was instantly transported back to the car park Herbert Tucker had been abducted from, and later between the beach huts where his body had been discovered. The smell from Albert Patterson was overwhelming. So strong that Tomek was convinced the man exuded it from his pores.

      ‘Thank you for taking the time to come into the station today,’ Tomek started.

      After hearing what Albert Patterson had wanted, Tomek had taken it upon himself to speak with the man. But he was rapidly beginning to wish that he hadn’t. Or, at the very least, that he had a plastic window between them. Or nose plugs. Something to combat the stench of piss and body odour.

      ‘I understand that you have something you wanted to share, something you think might be of use to our investigation.’

      Albert Patterson was in his mid-seventies and looked it. His body was frail, his skin hanging off his frame, and it was clear to see that he had some degree of difficulty looking after himself. But as soon as he pulled the small object from his pocket (a process which took longer than usual in itself), he came alive, as though someone had wound his clock up again, and he’d been offered a new lease of life.

      In his hand, he held a small diamond-encrusted, gold wedding band. Tomek didn’t know much about them – the thought of marriage and long-term commitment seldom crossed his mind – but he could tell from the quality of the shine, the weight of it in the other man’s hand, and the diamonds sparkling beneath the light, it had been an expensive purchase.

      ‘It’s solid gold and the diamonds are nearly a quarter of a carat each,’ Albert Patterson said.

      ‘Is that good?’ Tomek asked, trying to hide the naivety in his voice but failing.

      ‘It’s expensive, that’s what it is.’ The old man spoke with a true Essex twang. Cockney, almost. As though he’d grown up nearer to London than he had Southend. ‘Beautiful thing. I could’ve only ever dreamt of owning one of these until I found it. The old owner of this was a wealthy man.’

      ‘Do you know who used to own it?’ Tomek asked, as though the answer was obvious.

      ‘No. No clue.’

      ‘Where did you find it?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘Thorpe Bay. By the beach huts.’

      ‘Right. And why have you brought it in?’

      ‘Thought it might help you find the person that done that murder.’

      ‘So, do you think it might belong to the person who died?’

      ‘Might’ve done. Can’t remember their name though. You might be able to help with that bit. There are initials inscribed on the inside of the ring.’

      It was rapidly becoming apparent to Tomek that the man needed more help than dressing and cleaning himself. He needed professional aid, someone who could look after him.

      ‘May I see the ring?’

      As soon as Tomek reached out his hand, Albert pulled his away, tucking the ring into his chest.

      ‘My precious,’ Albert hissed.

      Tomek chuckled awkwardly. ‘I’m not going to steal it.’

      ‘Have you washed your hands?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Have you washed your hands? You can’t touch it with dirty fingers. Dirty fingers aren’t allowed.’

      Tomek glanced down at his hands. He knew what he was about to say was wrong, but he did it anyway.

      ‘Absolutely, they’re clean. I used hand sanitiser on the way in. Didn’t you see it?’

      Scratching the underside of his chin, Albert turned to the door and stared at it ominously. ‘No, I guess I didn’t. Well, in that case…’

      Slowly, carefully, as though he was the physical embodiment of Gollum, Albert Patterson handed the ring across to Tomek, who placed it delicately in the palm of his hand – the one that was free from Chey’s palm germs. The inscription on the inside of the ring was tiny, barely legible. Tomek held it to the light and closely examined it.

      

      H & N.

      

      Herbert and Nora.

      Bingo.

      ‘The owner of this is the dead body that was found on the beach,’ Tomek confirmed. ‘How did you find it?’

      Albert Patterson seemed to jump into life again. ‘With my metal detector. I walk along the seafront almost every day in search of something.’

      ‘Cool.’

      ‘I’ve only ever got lucky once. And that was when I was six years old. A coin. Roman, over two thousand years old. The value of it paid for my family to get out of poverty. Do you think the man who owned this one will give me a reward?’

      Tomek looked down at the ring, feeling compelled to wrap his fingers around it.

      ‘Sadly not,’ he said. ‘The man who owned this is dead. You would have seen him when you found it. He was on the beach, between the beach huts…’

      Albert searched the archives. ‘I thought that was a homeless person.’

      He wasn’t the only one.

      ‘If I’m not getting a reward for it, I’d like it back please.’

      Tomek clenched the ring tighter in his grip. ‘Sadly, I can’t do that, sir,’ he replied. ‘This is evidence in a murder investigation now. I’m going to have to take it.’

      ‘But finders keepers…’ Albert’s eyes dropped and his expression looked as though he had just forgotten his own name. ‘That’s my property now. It was mine when I found it.’

      ‘Yes. And you’ve just handed it in.’

      Albert slapped the table with his fingers. The sound, and ripple effect through the table, was weak, but Tomek sensed the anger and fury behind the man’s eyes. An action that may have been inflicted on other people in the past.

      ‘I demand some compensation!’

      ‘Sadly, I can’t do that, Mr Patterson.’

      And then the crying started. Soft, gentle at first. And then it gained momentum as Albert began hyperventilating.

      ‘Please. I have nothing. It’s… it’s only my second-ever find. I… I need it.’

      Tomek reached his free hand across the table and placed it over Albert’s. He looked into the man’s eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘But my hands are tied. I wish I could give it to you, but there may be DNA evidence on this.’

      ‘Please…’

      ‘Now, I can’t promise anything, but I can speak with the family and see if they’re willing to give it up at the end of the investigation, presuming it gets released. But that could take some time. It could be months, years.’

      And by that point, he might have forgotten all about it.

      Tomek waited patiently for the man to respond.

      He’d lost all colour from his face, his skin seemed to have fallen lower off his cheeks, and his lips had parted to reveal a set of poorly maintained teeth.

      ‘That would be delightful,’ he said with a soft smile. ‘You’re a gentleman, thank you. That would mean so much to me. It’s good to know there are still some decent people out there in the world.’
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        * * *

      

      Tomek was still feeling guilty – as though he had just robbed a man of his last possession; a possession that wasn’t even his – as he returned to the major incident room.

      ‘Not interrupting anything, am I?’ he asked.

      Without realising it, he was late to a meeting. The entire team were sitting in the major incident room, looking up at the two figures at the head of the room.

      Nick, and Liam Porter, the crime scene manager who’d been in charge of retrieving evidence from Herbert Tucker’s body. He was a young man, in his early thirties, yet had risen to the top of his career ladder in a short space of time. Despite that, he was down to earth, easy going, and one of the nicer members of that particular team Tomek had had the pleasure of dealing with.

      ‘Just in time, actually,’ Liam said, waving him in frantically. ‘A few moments later and you would’ve missed out.’

      ‘Now I’m intrigued,’ Tomek said as he pulled out a seat closest to the door.

      Once he was settled, and all eyes had moved away from Tomek, Liam cleared his throat.

      ‘The DNA test report came back for Herbert Tucker. His clothes. His hair. The car. And most importantly, the lipstick.’

      Tomek inched forward to the edge of his seat, attentive.

      ‘The long and short of it is that a large portion of the DNA found on him had washed away in the rain and weather. As for the car, the team found traces of hair, clothes fibres and a few fingerprints, but given that it’s a family car, and he drives everyone around in it, it’ll take a while to work out what belongs to who.’

      ‘Have we taken any DNA samples from the family so we can rule them out?’ Nick asked the room.

      All eyes turned to Anna. The constable lifted her gaze and shook her head.

      ‘Fine. That’s a priority for after this meeting.’

      Anna nodded in agreement.

      ‘The part I’m most excited to tell you about all of this, however, is something else,’ Liam said, clenching his fists with excitement.

      ‘Go on then. What is it, Liam? We’ve got a murder investigation to be getting on with.’

      ‘I know. Sorry. Yes. You’re right. Well…’ he paused for dramatic effect; Tomek was almost falling off the edge of his chair. ‘The lipstick. The chemical analysis undertaken on it indicated there were two sets of DNA found on Herbert Tucker’s hand. In the same place.’

      ‘Two people kissed his hand on the night that he died?’ Tomek asked, dumbfounded.

      Liam nodded. ‘And both with the same lipstick.’

      He held an A4 piece of paper aloft. Splitting the document in half were two line graphs, each showing the chemical composition of the same lipstick that had been found on Herbert Tucker’s hand.

      ‘Because it’s glossy and waterproof, and was fortunately protected beneath the duvet he was found in, the team were able to get a good-quality sample.’

      ‘No shit,’ Tomek said absentmindedly.

      His mind was running away with itself, taking him back a few days. To the conversation he had had with Sarah Jewell, Tucker’s secretary and bit on the side.

      After we’d… done it, he told me to kiss him on the hand.

      It was just one of his little kinks, you know.

      He bought the lipstick for me especially. He gave it to me as a gift.

      Dozens of questions flew into his head.

      Had Tucker had sex after sleeping with Sarah Jewell? Had he slept with two women in one night?

      Or had his killer known that he liked to have his hand kissed after sex, and done it to confuse and disorientate them?

      If that was the case, then there were only three names that came to mind.

      Sarah Jewell.

      Alina Zandecka.

      And now his wife, Nora Tucker.
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      Tomek nursed the mouthful of water gently down his throat, taking his time as he set the glass on the table.

      ‘Your water is fantastic.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Alison replied. ‘It’s filtered straight from the tap.’

      ‘And there I was, thinking I could taste all the metal and fluorides in there.’

      ‘I can find them for you if you’d like?’

      Tomek didn’t want that. He also didn’t want to be sitting in the same room as Alison for his second appointment.

      ‘Did you have a nice time away?’ he asked, deflecting the conversation away from himself as much as possible.

      There were a little over fifty minutes left on the clock.

      ‘It was nice thanks. Pleasant, given the weather.’

      ‘Where did you go?’

      ‘Cornwall.’

      ‘Classic. I bet you’re one of those who’ve got a second house down there, haven’t you? Do you sell it on Airbnb and run the locals out of town?’

      Alison dropped her pen to the table. ‘No. But a lot of the people I spoke with were deeply unhappy about Airbnb. A lot of them likened it to an illness, a disease.’

      Tomek scoffed. ‘That’s a strong choice of words.’

      ‘What would be your choice of words to describe it?’ Alison spoke gently, softly, and as he listened to her, he sometimes forgot that she was his therapist trying to unlock the door to his mind.

      ‘I’d say… I’d say that it’s unfair, and it seems morally wrong, but I wouldn’t call these people a cancer.’

      ‘Nobody said cancer, Tomek. Does your mind tend to wander towards the extreme?’

      Tomek’s body tensed as he felt her inserting the key.

      ‘No…’

      ‘Okay. Just curious. Tell me about your nightmares since we last spoke. Have you had any?’

      The crux of why he was there.

      ‘They’ve been… different.’

      ‘How so?’ she asked, picking up the pen again.

      ’They’re… Some of them are playing tricks on me.’

      ‘Have you stopped picturing Kasia in them?’

      ‘Yes,’ he said bluntly. He hadn’t realised it, but he couldn’t remember the last time Kasia had appeared in his brother’s stead.

      ‘That’s good. Encouraging signs of improvement. How frequently have you had them this last week or so? Almost every night? A few?’

      ‘A few.’

      ‘And any common triggers come to mind?’

      Tomek felt himself getting lost in the conversation, curious as to the inner workings of his mind now that she’d enabled to him see it for himself. And for the next few moments, he sat there silently, trying to work out what he’d done on the days of his nightmares.

      ‘I don’t know,’ he lied. ‘It’s just…’

      ‘What?’ Alison probed softly.

      ‘I don’t know if it means anything, but…’

      Why? Why are you admitting to this? You’ve never done this to anyone before…

      ‘Go on,’ she urged, tilting her head to the side.

      ‘Something happened the other month. Something similar to this. There was this girl I was seeing. Katie, her name was. Although it turned out to be Charlotte, but that’s a discussion for another time, so don’t even think about asking me anything about her. We were together for a couple of weeks, and I was falling for her. In fact, I fell hard. Things were going fantastic. She got me, I got her. It was great. I said the L word one morning and she said it back. Things were going good…’

      ‘What happened?’

      Tomek wagged his finger in the air. ‘Conversation for another day, I just told you that.’

      ‘Then explain to me the similarities between then and now. What was the same?’

      ‘The nightmares,’ Tomek said as a smile began to creep onto his face. ‘The nightmares got better. On the night that I told her I loved her, I’d had a nightmare. The clearest one I’ve ever had. The closest to reality it’s ever been.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘I heard the name of my brother’s other killer. The one that got away. Charlie.’

      It had been some time since Tomek had last uttered that name aloud, and as he did so he felt a combination of emotions. Anger at the man for what he’d done. Resentment for being unable to picture his face clearer. And relief, that the name was safe to say, that it wasn’t going to conjure the devil and hurt him in some way.

      That he could say the name as much as he wanted.

      And that he should.

      ‘That’s fantastic,’ Alison replied, smiling thinly. ‘Have you done anything with that information since you discovered it?’

      Tomek shook his head and lowered it. Almost as if ashamed of his answer.

      ‘And how did that discovery make you feel?’

      ‘It inspired me to tell the girl who gave me the answer that I loved her.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘As soon as Katie came into my life, the nightmares got better. They didn’t stop. They just got better, clearer. More was revealed to me in them.’

      ‘And the same is happening now?’

      Tomek nodded. ‘I think so. I think that every time I let someone in or get close to someone, my brain seems to sort itself out. It must be the endorphins.’

      Alison hummed and nodded as she wrote a few things down on her paper. ‘That’s very interesting. But from the way you say it, you make it sound like it’s a bad thing.’

      Tomek scratched the back of his neck. ‘I guess I just don’t want to be dependent on someone else coming into my life for me to find the answers. What if I break up with someone, or they die, or something happens? I don’t want to be jumping from relationship to relationship in order to find the answers to my brother’s death.’

      Alison finished scribbling, placed her hands on her desk and knitted her fingers together.

      ‘I think you’ve got it all wrong,’ she told him, her voice sterner now. ‘I don’t think you need a love interest or new person in your life to help you unlock the identity of your brother’s killer. What I think you need is two things.’ She held a finger out. ‘The first is that this sounds like you’re craving affection. Affection that’s been missing for so long with the exclusion from your family. I think you need to heal the broken barriers and the damaged relationships with your parents and your brother. The affection that you crave, and the affection that you think is coming from your romantic partners, is affection you need from them. Now, I can’t guarantee that opening up to them will enable your nightmares to stop properly, but the next point is one that I think will do that to a greater degree.’ She held her middle finger up at him so she was now giving him the peace sign. ‘The second thing I believe will help you gain some mental clarity about your brother’s situation, is something you’ve been putting off for too long. Thirty years, in fact. Since before I was born. In that time you’ve been reliant on your mind to give you the answers you crave, when all along you’ve had the answers right in front of you: your brother’s killer. The one in prison. He knows everything you don’t. My recommendation would be to find the courage to reach out to him and speak with him. He might be more willing than you think to elaborate on what’s been locked inside your mind for thirty years. If you have someone to go with, great. If not, and you feel more comfortable going on your own, then do that. But I think a meeting with him will get you one step closer to the truth. To your brother’s truth.’
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      There had been no nightmare last night. There had been no sleep either. Instead, Tomek had lain awake, tossing and turning as he considered Alison’s words. Whether he should come face to face with his brother’s killer. Whether he had the mental strength to sit across the table from him, thirty years on, and ask him about how he’d killed Michał, why, and who else he’d been with.

      For a long while, Tomek had thought about taking Abigail along but then disregarded the idea. She hardly knew the situation. She was new in his life. And if what Alison had said was true, then he didn’t need her to be there anyway. Rather, it would have to be his family. His mum, dad, maybe even his older brother.

      But he couldn’t see them agreeing to it. They had never forgiven Nathan for what he’d done to their family, and he wasn’t expecting them to anytime soon. Instead, he would have to go alone, if he ever summoned the courage to go at all.

      He was still undecided. And he was still thinking about it as he stared into the plant by Herbert Tucker’s front door. He snapped out of it when he felt a nudge on his arm.

      ‘Ej, co tam?’ Anna asked, nudging him in the shoulder, concern drawn across her face.

      ‘Sorry. Was miles away there. I’m fine. All good. Nothing to worry about!’

      Tomek raised his gaze and surveyed his surroundings. For a moment, he’d forgotten that they were there to see Nora Tucker. And before he could take in any more of his surroundings, the front door opened and both detectives were greeted by a perfectly manicured Nora, dressed in leggings, a thin hoodie, and a pair of white trainers. Since Tomek had last seen her, her lips had grown in size, and the lines along with any elasticity in her forehead had disappeared. As she smiled ebulliently at Anna, very little of her face moved.

      ‘Anna, babe!’ Nora screamed as she pulled the constable in for a hug. ‘How are you doing, sweetheart?’

      ‘Fine,’ Anna replied, coy.

      Then it was Tomek’s turn. The fifty-year-old shoved Anna to one side and reached out her arms for Tomek, giving him little chance to escape her advances. Her arms were wrapped around his neck, and her breasts pushing into his ribs before he could avoid it. For a long moment, much longer than with Anna, Nora stayed there, pressing into him. When she eventually let go, she stared into his eyes and offered him a flirtatious grin.

      ‘And DS Bowen,’ she said seductively. ‘It’s been a while, but I never forget a name. Or a pretty face.’

      Anna rolled her eyes out of the corner of his vision; this wasn’t the first time that a witness had flirted with him in her company.

      ‘Good to see you again, Nora,’ Tomek said, trying to find some composure, but instead found himself yawning in her face. ‘Might we come in and have a word with you? There are some developments we’d like to discuss.’

      Nora was more than happy to oblige them. She’d already been to the gym, and her yoga class wasn’t until the afternoon, she told them, so she had plenty of time to kill. While they waited for the refreshments Nora insisted on making for them, Tomek and Anna seated themselves on the chaise longue in the living room. As Tomek began surveying the furniture he’d seen twice before, Anna prodded him in the leg.

      ‘She’s old enough to be your mum!’

      ‘What are you talking about? No, she’s not. And for the love of Christ please do not say anything like that ever again. That’s an image I do not want in my head.’

      ‘Pig.’

      Before Tomek could defend himself, Nora returned with three tall glasses of a thick, green liquid on a wooden serving tray. She set them on the coffee table in front of them.

      ‘I hope you don’t mind, but I wanted to get your opinion on something my personal trainer’s got me on.’

      ‘Is it called a cow diet, by any chance?’ Tomek asked, his gaze getting lost in the green.

      ‘It’s a blended combination of protein powder, kale, honey, spinach, cucumbers, celery, lemon and ginger. It’s got a beautiful blend of Vitamins A, C, calcium and iron. It’s great for the stomach, helps you lose a ton of weight, and it makes you feel good. I’ve only been drinking them for a few days but already I can feel my skin getting brighter and my hair softer.’

      You sure it’s nothing to do with the cosmetics and synthetic shit you’re putting on your face? Tomek had lost count of the new words he’d learnt since having a teenage daughter. Collagen masks this. Salicylic acid that. It was a nightmare and a minefield of confusing and pointless terminology.

      ‘Do I drink it all in one like a shot, or do I take my time with it?’ Anna asked innocently.

      ‘I think you’re gonna wanna get it over with,’ Tomek replied.

      Without saying anything, he took the glass closest to him and held it under his nose. The stench of vegetables and healthy food, worsened by the fact it was being thrown in his face, made him wince. The liquid was stodgy and thick, with small bubbles floating on the surface. Holding his nose, he gulped the drink and closed his eyes. As soon as the liquid hit his tongue, he grimaced and wanted to spit it back out again, but then remembered he was in company, and this wasn’t a Bush Tucker trial. To his surprise, after the first mouthful, the rest of the liquid went down easier. Once he was finished, he set the glass on the table and wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve.

      ‘And?’ Nora asked eagerly, leaning forward, eyes wide.

      ‘I think the taste of celery is going to last me the rest of the day,’ he said, his voice weak. ‘But I’ve tasted worse, put it that way.’

      ‘Oh, good! I’m thrilled. I know the girls will love it!’

      ‘Where are they, out of curiosity?’ Anna asked as she put the glass down on the table. The perfect excuse not to drink any more of the god-awful drink.

      ‘Whit’s at her boyfriend’s and Eleanor is upstairs. She’s not come down much since what happened. The school have been so good with her, checking in by email and phone calls. They’ve even sent some homework just in case she needed a distraction.’

      And to make sure she didn’t fail her classes.

      ‘How have they been coping with the death of their dad?’ Tomek asked, then added: ‘Apologies if this is going over old ground. It’s for my benefit as I’ve not seen you in a while.’

      Nora waved his apologies away. ‘Not at all. I understand. It’s your job.’ The flirtatious smile continued. Tomek was more than happy to lap it up. For now. ‘Whit’s dealt with it a bit better, as you might expect. She’s got the benefit of age on her side, though that isn’t to say it hasn’t been affecting her badly. But Eleanor has been suffering more, that’s for sure. She’s much younger, and she was much closer with her dad.’

      Tomek nodded, placing his palms on his lap. ‘I see. And has it always been that way?’

      If Nora noticed the insinuation behind his question, she didn’t show it. Instead, she tilted her head to the side like a confused dog, and said, ‘I guess Herbert and Whit naturally drifted apart after she got older. That’s what kids do, isn’t it? They grow up and become their own people.’

      ‘So it had nothing to do with her drug habit that Herbert had helped facilitate?’

      The question floored Nora. Her mouth opened wide and she shook her head. Then she leant forward so her elbows were resting on her knees and a good bit of cleavage was pointed directly at him beneath her sports bra. She began playing with her manicured fingernails.

      ‘I… I don’t know what… How do you know about that?’

      ‘It’s our job. Why didn’t you tell us?’

      ‘I… I didn’t think it was important.’

      ‘Like you didn’t think your ongoing affair with Brendan Door was important either?’

      Nora’s eyes widened to the point she looked like a surprised seagull, and her head began to pivot between Tomek and Anna.

      ‘What’s happening between Brendan and I is of no interest to you or the investigation,’ she muttered.

      ‘I’ll decide what’s of interest, thank you. How long have the two of you been seeing each other?’

      ‘Long enough.’

      ‘We have it on good authority that it’s been almost a year.’

      Thanks to James Colehill, their singing canary.

      ‘If you know, then why are you asking me?’

      ‘Because we’d like to hear it from your mouth. And we don’t like being lied to. It doesn’t look very good for you if you do.’

      Nora dropped her head, as though understanding the threat behind Tomek’s words.

      ‘Herbert never had a problem with it, if you must know. How could he with the things he’d done in the past?’ She paused as she picked at one of her nails. ‘We never loved each other. Maybe at the start of the relationship, but it fizzled out pretty quickly. And then I found out I was pregnant, so we decided to stay together. We’ve been that way ever since, for the benefit of the girls. I know, I know, Whitney’s old enough to live alone, and Eleanor isn’t far behind. But to be honest, I’ve always been scared of the idea of them leaving. I didn’t want to be alone with him.’ She choked on a catch in her throat and ran her fingers up and down her neck. ‘I had plenty of opportunities to leave him in the past, but I never took them. I was too comfortable. I didn’t have to work, I had everything provided for me. And I was able to have as many relationships outside as I wanted. The same went for him. He knew what I was getting up to, and I knew what he was getting up to.’

      ‘Did you know about his bastard child?’ Tomek asked, intrigued.

      ‘Of course I did. He had a thing for Eastern Europeans. There was always some foreign name coming up on his phone. And that skank, Alina, showed her face round here a couple of times trying to find Herbert. Obviously, I knew he didn’t want anything to do with it, and neither did I. I distanced myself from it as much as possible, but she just kept coming round.’

      ‘Did you know he was paying her every month?’

      Nora stopped picking at her nails and dropped her head. ‘That was my idea. She’d made it pretty clear that she wasn’t going away, and the number of times she threatened to go to the press, God! Though we knew, if she went to John, we’d be all right; he wouldn’t print anything. But I quickly realised that paying her off was the best way to keep her quiet.’

      Tomek sat forward in his seat, arms crossed, transfixed.

      ‘So, you must know why the payments stopped then?’ he asked. ‘Both of them.’

      ‘Both of them?’ she repeated. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘The payments to Alina Zandecka and the payments to Brendan Door. From what we’ve uncovered it seems your husband was paying a lot of people a lot of money for a lot of different things. Why did they stop?’

      ‘He’d had enough. It was as simple as that. He’d had enough of people blackmailing him, and he’d also had enough of himself for not calling their bluffs.’

      Tomek hadn’t known what he’d been expecting to hear. So far that was all he’d heard. That Herbert Tucker had had enough of paying people for either their silence or their support, and he’d cut them off. So he didn’t know why he felt disappointed after hearing it come from Nora’s mouth.

      ‘Why was he paying money to Brendan Door?’ Anna asked cleverly.

      ‘Because of our affair. Herbert knew about it, but that didn’t mean to say he liked it. Especially when it was with someone so close to him professionally and personally. He didn’t like the idea of us being together, and on occasion, he’d tried to split us up – you know, bringing other people into our lives, trying to make our heads turn. But it never worked, and Brendan got sick of it. So Brendan threatened to convince John to let him run an article on the affairs Herbert was having and also the bastard child he had. Something like that was a lot worse if it came out for a Member of Parliament than for Brendan. Brendan wasn’t that much in the public eye, but an MP…’ She whistled through her teeth. ’That was completely different.’

      So far, this was all making sense to Tomek. Except for the part about the blackmail. A part of him thought she might be lying; that she knew exactly what it was for, and she had done nothing to stop the drugs from flooding the streets of Southend and coming into her daughter’s life. Whereas the other part of him, the part that he believed, was that she had been fed the lie by both men; that they had told her it was to stop Brendan from going to the press about their affair. And that it had nothing to do with flooding the streets of Southend with drugs.

      ‘You said that Brendan knew about the bastard child…’ Tomek began.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Who else knew?’

      ‘A handful of people. I can’t remember their names. But I know Herbert swore them all to secrecy.’

      Tomek swallowed and licked his lips for the next part of the conversation.

      ‘What can you tell us about the gentlemen’s club that your husband used to go to?’

      Before she answered, Nora waved her hand in front of her face, as though swatting the words out of her vision. ‘I don’t want to talk about that place. I hate it. I’ve forbidden mention of it in this house. I knew exactly what sort of things Herbert got up to in there. He used to tell me all about it, like he was gloating, showing off. The things they got up to… it made me sick.’

      ‘You’re aware that Brendan frequents the club as well though, right?’

      Nora inhaled deeply, slowly, stalling for time. From the expression on her face, she knew precisely what Tomek was talking about. Now she just had to admit it.

      ‘He explained it to me, yes. But he hasn’t been there since we started seeing each other.’

      Tomek made a mental note to corroborate that. And then his mind wandered to the image of his only visit. His unfortunate, and poorly timed visit. He shivered at the sight inside his head.

      ‘If you had to rate it on a scale of one to ten,’ Tomek began, ‘how much would you say you know about the inner workings of that club?’

      ‘One,’ she said without hesitation. ‘I told you. I didn’t want to know about it then and I still don’t. Why are you asking me so much about it anyway?’

      Reaching into his blazer pocket, Tomek offered her a warm, disarming, and certainly not flirtatious, smile. Then he pulled out a copy of the photo he’d found in what he’d come to call “The Room”.

      ‘Have you ever seen this picture before?’ Tomek asked as he slid it across the table, narrowly avoiding the glasses.

      Nora took the document from him and inspected it carefully, the same way so many others had done before her.

      ‘Yes, I have seen this before.’

      Interesting. This was supposed to be the only copy, and for someone as adamant about avoiding the gentlemen’s club as she was, he was curious how she had seen it.

      ‘Would you mind explaining where you’ve come across this before?’

      ‘It was delivered to us. Came through the post a few weeks back. Poor Whitney, she was the one who opened it.’

      ‘Was it addressed to her?’ Anna asked.

      ‘No. There was no name on it. Someone had hand delivered it.’

      ‘Do you know who?’

      Nora began playing with her nails again. ‘It was that Lithuanian skank. I saw her on the home surveillance system dropping it off with that boyfriend of hers.’

      ‘Terrence?’

      ‘Yeah. Him.’

      Now it added up. The original owner of the photograph had more than one copy as was believed. Tomek nodded, then turned to Anna and gave her a subtle nod. It was now time for the final stage of the visit.

      ‘Nora,’ Anna started. ‘As part of our investigation, we’ve spoken with Alina Zandecka and also his secretary, Sarah Jewell—’

      ‘Pah! She was the latest, was she? Silly little girl. Always desperate to get ahead by getting on the end of him, she was.’

      Anna ignored the comment and continued. ‘Both women have said that, after sexual intercourse, Herbert made them kiss his hand. Was this something he ever expected of you?’

      ‘Oh, that? Yeah. That’s fucking weird, isn’t it? It’s not just me who thinks that, right?’

      Tomek raised his hands in surrender. ‘People are into whatever they’re into. I’m not one to judge.’

      ‘I bet you’re not,’ Nora replied, seducing him with her smile.

      ‘Did he ever ask you to do that for him?’ Anna repeated.

      ‘Yes,’ Nora responded. ‘When we first got together, in the early stages of the relationship. He was quite open and frank about it, actually, and we were in the honeymoon period, so I didn’t have a problem with it. I did it in the early days, but after the honeymoon period left us and I realised what sort of a man he was, I quickly stopped and told him to fuck off. He could be worshipped by other women if he wanted, but not by me.’

      ‘Did he ever ask you to do it with a particular lipstick?’

      Nora surveyed the room. ‘I still have it,’ she said, then moved to a chest of drawers on the side of the living room. She began searching through the contents of each drawer, her hands lost to the detritus in there. ‘I keep some of my make-up down here, but I think it’s upstairs in my make-up dresser. Bizarrely, I’ve kept it after all these years.’

      ‘Could we have it please?’ Tomek asked. ‘And we’re going to need you to give us a DNA sample, please.’

      Nora slammed the drawer shut.

      ‘Why? You don’t think I had something to do with his murder, do you?’
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      The doorbell rang, but the noise was barely audible. It sounded as though it was coming from deep within the flat. They waited, but there was still no answer.

      Nobody home.

      ‘Maybe they’ve gone to the club,’ Rachel said.

      ‘Which one?’

      ‘Southend Seven…’

      ‘Can’t imagine they’ll be wanted back there any time soon. And I doubt they’ve got their members’ cards to hand. They’re pretty tight on that kind of stuff over there.’

      ‘I don’t want to know how you got in…’

      After collecting the DNA sample from Nora Tucker, Tomek had called Rachel and asked her to join him at Alina and Terrence’s flat, while Anna returned the sample to the forensics team. It was a little after five o’clock, the lights were off, and nobody was home. Unless they’d had to take their son to an afternoon activity, Tomek couldn’t help but wonder where they might be. Maybe they’d realised the investigation’s net was closing in on them, panicked, and decided to leave. The last thing the investigation needed was the two of them skipping town never to return.

      After all, they had the money, they had no attachments keeping them in the area. They could leave whenever they wanted, go wherever they wanted.

      ‘I have an idea,’ he said.

      ‘Not a cunning plan, Baldrick?’

      Tomek stopped on the half-turn. ‘That’s quite good from you,’ he said sarcastically. ‘You should write it down. Make sure to use it on someone else.’

      Tomek chuckled as he turned his back on her and started down the flight of stairs that led out of the building. At the bottom of the steps, Tomek made a left turn and headed into the Co-op attached to the petrol station. The forecourt was busy with drivers filling their cars while their passengers sat patiently in the front seat, scrolling on their mobiles. The inside was, much to his surprise, larger than he’d expected. It was like walking into a Tesco Express or Sainsbury’s Local. Row upon row of everything you needed. Drinks, snacks, meals, toiletries, toothpaste, pet food, frozen food. It was no wonder Alina and Terrence did their weekly food shop there.

      After a few minutes of standing impatiently in the queue, waiting while the people in front of him paid for their petrol and bought their fags, Tomek made it to the cash desk. Standing behind it was a middle-aged Asian man wearing his own clothes. Meanwhile, the rest of the staff in the store had been kitted out in uniforms.

      ‘You must be the manager,’ Tomek stated.

      ‘Yes, sir,’ the man replied politely.

      ‘Excellent. I need to ask you a few questions.’

      Tomek’s warrant card was enough to stifle the man’s immediate protestations. Tomek then asked if there was somewhere more private they could have the discussion, so the owner took them both to the office out the back. The space was small and cramped, largely occupied by a desk and office chair. On one side was a small computer, while the other showed a large bay of CCTV screens.

      ‘I haven’t done anything wrong, have I?’ the gentleman asked, shaking. ‘My family haven’t done anything wrong?’

      ‘No, sir,’ Tomek said, trying his best to put the man at ease, but his deep voice and domineering presence had little effect.

      Instead it was Rachel who calmed the man down after explaining the situation.

      ‘What’s your name?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘Rohit.’

      ‘Hi, Rohit. I’m Tomek and this is Rachel. What can you tell us about the couple that lives above you?’

      ‘Alina and Terrence?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Oh. We see them all the time. With little Francis. They’re always doing their food shop with us. Sometimes I give them discount on certain products.’

      ‘Why?’

      Rohit shrugged. ‘Because they’re nice people. They always smile and talk to us when they come in.’

      ‘Do they ever talk to you about their personal lives at all?’

      Rohit shrugged half-heartedly. ‘Not that often. Just about little Francis, mostly.’

      ‘When was the last time you saw them?’

      ‘Not that long ago.’ The shop owner turned to the bank of live CCTV footage behind him. ‘A couple of hours ago actually. Terrence popped in wearing his white hoodie.’

      ‘What did he want?’

      ‘A new toothbrush.’

      ‘Did you see where he went after that?’

      ‘No, sorry. But it’ll be on here.’ Rohit pointed to the bank of CCTV screens and before either Tomek or Rachel could say anything, he began rewinding the tape. He found what he was looking for a few moments later. ‘There he is. Just after a toothbrush.’

      Tomek observed the pixelated image of the man, with his hood pulled up, low over his eyes, baseball cap wedged in there, obstructing his face.

      ‘Does he always look like he’s about to rob the place?’

      ‘Oh, yes. We joked about it once. The first time he wore it actually.’

      Tomek smirked then turned to Rachel. He didn’t know why, but something had started happening in his head. A thought process, a reflection.

      ‘Alina’s stalker…’ he said, more for his own benefit than anyone else’s.

      ‘What about him?’

      Tomek pointed at the screen. ‘Doesn’t that match the description she gave us?’

      Rachel paused as she leant closer to the screen, holding onto a chair for support.

      ‘You think she faked being stalked?’

      ‘Well, I’ve learnt not to trust a single thing that comes out of her mouth. And who better to describe than the man nobody was supposed to know she was with? She couldn’t think of an original description so gave us that one.’

      ‘And what if we’d found him without knowing that they were together? You think she would have thrown him under the bus like that?’

      Tomek shrugged. ‘So long as she manages to get away scot-free, I don’t think she cares what happens to anyone else.’

      Food for thought. If Alina Zandecka really did fake having a stalker, then what did she stand to gain from Herbert? She had claimed the stalker had been sent by him to deter her from going to the press. Unless she’d been the one to threaten him with that idea: that Herbert Tucker, the prominent and eminent local politician, had had a love child with a prostitute, subsequently paid her off, and threatened her with a stalker, forcing her to do as he wished.

      It would have sold headlines and made her a small fortune, no doubt.

      It wasn’t inconceivable, but neither was it totally plausible.

      But there was one thing that didn’t make sense to Tomek. The man’s attire. When Terrence had come into the station that morning, he’d walked in looking like he’d just come from the farm, and yet there he was, wearing casual clothes. Then it occurred to him that his attire during the witness statement had been fabricated, that they’d dressed him up to look like someone he wasn’t. That, perhaps, Alina had realised she’d given his description away to Tomek and Rachel, so they’d been forced to make him wear something completely different, to throw them off the scent.

      Tomek kept the idea in the back of his mind. Then faced Rohit.

      ‘Have you ever seen anything strange or suspicious going on in the flat upstairs?’

      ‘I… We don’t have that much to do with them,’ Rohit explained. ‘It’s a separate landlord to us, you see, and—’

      ‘Any strange comings and goings? Any people loitering around outside?’

      ‘Drugs?’ Rohit asked. ‘You think they’re selling drugs in there?’

      ‘You tell us,’ Rachel insisted. ‘You’re the one who’s got eyes on the place twenty-four seven. We could really use some help.’

      Rohit looked away and suddenly became very sheepish.

      ‘There was a woman,’ he began, unable to meet their hard gaze. ‘Attractive. She was very attractive. Nice hair. Nice legs. Nice clothes. Nice…’

      Rohit struggled to say the next bit. Instead, he cupped his hands and raised them to his chest, keeping one eye on Rachel.

      ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘You can say it. I beg you say it rather than act it.’

      ‘Breasts!’ Rohit said with the excitement of a teenager who’d just touched a pair for the first time. ‘She had nice breasts. Very attractive.’

      ‘When?’

      ‘A couple of weeks ago. She was waiting outside their flat for ages. Then she came in to ask if she was in the right place.’

      ‘Do you remember what she looked like?’

      Rohit stopped talking then slowly turned to the CCTV screens. ‘I have the footage saved on here.’

      ‘Saved?’ Rachel asked. ‘I thought your footage was erased after forty-eight hours?’

      Rohit chuckled awkwardly. The dirty little pervert had just been found out. ‘I saved it,’ he explained. ‘Just in case.’

      ‘Just in case you needed it when you got cold at night?’

      More awkward chuckling. ‘Would you like to see it?’

      Clearly not as much as you would.

      Within a few seconds, the shop owner had loaded a video on the screen that was irrefutably Nora Tucker. Tomek recognised her instantly. The legs, the hair, and Rohit was right, the breasts. She was wearing almost the same outfit that Tomek had seen her in only a few hours before, and she was standing in the car park, with a large bag under her arms.

      ‘What’s that?’ Tomek asked.

      There was no response. Rohit fast-forwarded the video which later showed Nora entering the flat then leaving only a few minutes later.

      ‘She didn’t stay long,’ Rachel noted.

      But Tomek wasn’t listening. Another one of those little ideas had started to form in his head.

      ‘When was this?’ he asked, then found the answer for himself. ‘November the—’

      ‘Is that not the same time the money was withdrawn from Herbert Tucker’s account?’

      It was.

      ‘It was meant for Alina,’ Tomek said, thinking aloud. ‘Nora was the mule who gave it to her on the same day. But what was it for?’

      ‘Hush money?’

      ‘Or to kill him.’

      A sudden silence fell on the room. Outside, the music in the shop could be heard. Tomek and Rachel stood still, staring into the middle distance. Meanwhile, Rohit, who hadn’t a clue what was going on, looked terrified to be in the company of two individuals who were talking about killing and money in the same sentence.

      Realising that he hadn’t said anything for a while, Tomek thanked the man for showing them and told him they would need a copy of the footage for evidence. Once the man had downloaded it onto a memory stick for them, he pressed a button and returned the footage to the live video feed. As Tomek took the USB from the man, something caught his eye.

      A man wearing a white hoodie.

      A woman wearing a black coat.

      A little boy holding onto both their hands.

      They were home.
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      ‘Evening.’

      All three of them gasped.

      ‘Detectives…’ Terrence started, caution in his tone. ‘Evening.’

      ‘Do you mind if we come in?’

      The door was half open, so they couldn’t really say no.

      ‘Of course. I’ll get the kettle on.’

      ‘That won’t be necessary,’ Tomek explained.

      Fear flashed across both adults’ faces as they led their son into the flat. Tomek was more than happy to let them stew on that thought for a while.

      Once inside the flat, Alina sent the boy into his room, where the prospect of being allowed to play on his iPad and watch the TV was more interesting than what the adults were going to discuss. As soon as the door closed behind him, Tomek ushered Alina and Terrence into the kitchen.

      ‘I like your hoodie,’ Tomek said flatly.

      ‘Wha—? Oh… this?’ Terrence looked down at his jumper with bemusement, as though he’d forgotten he’d been wearing it. ‘This old thing? Had it years.’

      ‘Looks a lot like the one you described to us the other day, Alina, wouldn’t you agree?’

      ‘The one I…?’ she repeated, playing dumb.

      ‘Yeah. You know. The stalker you told us about. Sent by Herbert before he died. Didn’t you say he was wearing a hoodie and cap exactly like that?’

      ‘I… Er…’ she muttered.

      ‘I’d say that you made it up. There was no stalker. You lied to us. Why?’

      ‘Because I… because you didn’t know what he was like. It was the sort of thing he would have done.’

      ‘But he didn’t,’ Tomek snapped, folding his arms. ‘Why did you pretend to have a stalker?’

      Alina turned to her partner and sighed so deeply Nick would have been impressed. ‘Herbert kept threatening to cut us off. He said there would be no more payments. So I decided to retaliate, told him that I would go to the press and say that he’d hired a hitman to stalk me and kill me. I even took photos of Terrence in the street as “proof”.’ She used her fingers as air quotes. ‘I was never going to go through with it.’

      ‘And Herbert called your bluff?’ Rachel asked.

      ‘I guess.’

      ‘So you lied about that,’ Tomek began. ‘What else have you lied about?’

      ‘I don’t understand. I haven’t—’

      ‘Do you recognise this?’ Tomek pulled out the picture of Herbert Tucker in the club and thrust it in their faces. ‘I’ve been reliably informed that there’s only one copy of this and it was sitting proudly in the gentlemen’s club in Southend. But that’s not the case, is it, Alina?’

      ‘I don’t know what you mean…’ Her voice broke with fear and angst.

      ‘Stop lying, please. It’s tiresome. Explain everything and explain it now.’ Tomek was disappointed there was no table for him to slap his hand on to emphasise his disgust at her.

      ‘I… Yes, I took that photo. And no, it’s not the only copy.’ She looked into Tomek’s eyes as if waiting for approval to continue. ‘I kept a couple of copies for security, collateral. Just in case.’

      ‘Why did you send it to Herbert’s wife?’

      She sighed deeply. ‘Because she had been threatening us. When Herbert stopped the money, she laughed at us, told us what despicable human beings we are. So I sent her the photo as proof of how despicable her husband was, not us. I sent it to their home address and told them I would send it to the press if I didn’t get our money. But I wasn’t talking Southend Echo. I was talking bigger – The Sun, The Daily Mail. They would have paid so much more for an exclusive on that type of thing.’

      ‘So then she brought over the final payment in person?’

      ‘How do you…?’ she started, then realised that the question was futile; that they knew everything. ‘Nora withdrew a large sum of money from Herbert’s account without him knowing and then brought it over to us. That was the last payment we’ve had.’

      ‘It wasn’t a down payment to kill her husband then?’ Rachel asked, wedging the question into the conversation like a child forcing a brick through a circular hole.

      ‘Kill him? What are you talking about?’

      ‘Herbert’s wife didn’t pay you to kill him?’ Rachel repeated.

      ‘Of course she didn’t!’ Terrence butted in, his deep voice reverberating on the crockery. ‘We had nothing to do with Herb’s murder, I promise you that.’

      ‘We’ll see,’ Tomek replied quietly, then turned to Rachel and held out his hand.

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Terrence barked. ‘What are you talking about? We had nothing to do with Herbert’s murder!’

      Tomek ignored them as he took a test tube from Rachel and began donning a pair of blue forensic gloves.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Terrence continued. ‘What’s that for?’

      ‘Alina, I’m going to need you to open your mouth for me, please.’

      Alina clamped her lips shut instinctively.

      ‘I just need to take a quick DNA sample from you.’

      Terrence stepped in front of her, his boulder of a stomach doing a good job of protecting her from Tomek.

      ‘You can’t do this! You have no right! Let me call Brendan, he’ll—’

      Tomek froze, glowering as the buffoon caught himself mid-sentence.

      ‘What will Brendan do?’ Tomek asked.

      Terrence suddenly became tight-lipped and moved aside.

      ‘Please, continue. I want to hear what you were going to say.’

      ‘Nothing. Nothing. I wasn’t going to say anything. Forget I mentioned his name.’

      ‘Did you use his influence and power to get you off any particular charges in the past?’ Rachel asked.

      No answer.

      ‘We know he can be very persuasive.’

      Still nothing.

      ‘Tell us,’ Tomek ordered. ‘Otherwise, we have a nice mattress waiting for you in the station.’

      Terrence shook his head and began apologising profusely. ‘He helped me through my addiction. He helped keep the police away from my house at the time. That was all. I owe him a great deal.’

      I’ll bet you do.

      ‘Open your mouth please, Alina,’ Tomek said as he brandished the cotton bud in front of her face. ‘It’ll be over before you know it.’

      Reluctantly, Alina opened her mouth and Tomek rubbed the bud on the inside of her cheeks, taking his time. Out of spite. When he was finished, he placed it back in the tube, handed the evidence to Rachel, then removed his gloves, placing them on the kitchen counter for the homeowners to deal with.

      ‘What do you need it for?’ Alina asked, her voice weak, as though she’d just recovered from having been beaten up.

      ‘Routine,’ Tomek lied. Then added, ‘Out of curiosity, does Claire’s Sumptuous Strawberry mean anything to you?’

      ‘It’s the name of a lipstick brand.’

      ‘Right. And does it have any other significant meaning to you?’

      ‘It’s…’ she turned to Terrence, then back to Tomek. ‘It’s the lipstick Herbert made me wear every time we had sex.’
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      Thirty minutes turned into thirty-one.

      Thirty-one into thirty-two.

      ‘Good this,’ Tomek said. ‘Don’t think she’s showing, mate.’

      He raised his hand and flagged down the owner. Morgana’s was heaving tonight. The same as every night. And day. And every hour it was open. No matter how many times Tomek visited the café, it continued to baffle him how busy it was.

      A moment later, Morgana hurried over with her pen and notebook in hand, and her textbook smile plastered across her face.

      ‘What can I get you?’

      ‘Sausage and egg roll please,’ Tomek told her.

      ‘Same for me please,’ replied Abigail, sighing.

      ‘Look at us, twinning.’

      ‘It’s almost as if we’re both human and we like the same sort of food.’

      ‘Someone’s being a bit bitter,’ Tomek replied.

      ‘And I have every right to be. This is the third time she’s bailed. I don’t know how many more opportunities I can give her.’

      Tomek shrugged, picked up the napkin from the table and began playing with it in his fingers. ‘I mean, you could always give me her name and information, and then I can send Anna round to speak with her.’

      ‘No! Are you stupid? That’s the last thing we want to do. Then she definitely won’t come.’

      Tomek didn’t think treating Woman X like she was a scared deer would bring her out of her hole any sooner, but chose not to remind her of the fact.

      As thirty-two minutes turned into thirty-five, there was still no sign of her. There was, however, food on the table. Delicious goodness, as Tomek liked to call it. A late-night snack. A starter before his main at home with Kasia. The plate in front of him was of magnificent proportions. Two eggs, two pieces of toast, and at least six strips of bacon, with a side order of beans in a small bowl that he hadn’t asked for. His mouth was salivating at the sight of it.

      He turned to Abigail, who was drooling over her food as much as he was.

      ‘Is this a date?’ he asked.

      ‘No.’

      ‘It feels like it.’

      ‘It’s not.’

      ‘But it’s got all the hallmarks of one. A restaurant. A meal. The two of us – alone.’

      ‘It doesn’t count.’

      ‘The last one did.’

      ‘Yeah, but tonight it doesn’t.’

      ‘Can I count it though?’

      ‘No. It doesn’t work if only one of us considers it a real date. That’s like you saying you flew a plane but all you did was stand in the cockpit. You have to put your hands on the joystick and fly that bad boy before you can call it a date.’

      Tomek looked at her astonished. Euphemisms aside, he still considered it a date, even if she wouldn’t.

      ‘I’m sorry we keep meeting like this,’ she said, just as he tucked into his mouthful of egg and bacon.

      ‘Meeting like what?’

      ‘At work… doing work-related things. You know, when you came into my office the other day; the last time we did this, and now we’re doing it again.’

      ‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘I don’t mind. Honest. At least it still gives me an excuse to see you. And at least I don’t feel as bad knowing that there’s a work pretence behind it.’

      Abigail played with her food thoughtfully. ‘You’re just saying what you think I want to hear.’

      Tomek waved his knife in front of her. ‘Nuh-uh. What you want to hear, is that this is a date.’

      ‘I think that’s what you want to hear,’ she replied.

      ‘What is?’

      ‘That this is a date!’

      ‘Wahey!’ Tomek cheered, morsels of food flying out of his mouth. ‘Gotcha. You admitted it. This. Is. A. Date. And a good one at that. So don’t ruin it.’

      Sighing deeply, Abigail rolled her eyes and turned her attention to her food. Nearly forty minutes had passed and there was still no sign of her. By minute forty-one, Abigail had admitted defeat.

      ‘Since this is a date under the guise of work,’ she began, ‘I won’t feel too bad about asking you how the investigation’s going.’

      Tomek smirked. ‘You know I can’t tell you everything.’

      ‘Maybe one of these days you will.’

      ‘Sadly not this time,’ he explained, then proceeded to tell her the fairly innocuous and uninteresting story of Albert Patterson, the metal detectorist who’d discovered Herbert Tucker’s wedding band on the beach.

      ‘Poor fella,’ she said. ’Sounds like he’d grown quite attached to it.’

      ‘I know. I felt bad taking it away from him. I got the impression he didn’t have very much, and it was the last possession he owned. He was very forgetful as well… bit all over the place.’

      ‘Bless.’

      A moment of silence descended on the table as they both tucked into another mouthful.

      ‘What about you then? What’s the news in Southend and the wider area?’

      ‘You haven’t heard?’

      Tomek scowled at her. ‘If I had, then I wouldn’t be asking…’

      ‘Whatever. It’s going crazy at the moment. John’s given me the green light to run with the story I’ve been working on. He’s also given some of the other girls the green light to run stories on Brendan Door, the mayor, Southend FC’s chairman, Anthony Arnold – the lot of them. Every last one of them. We’ve even been given access to the Southend Seven.’

      Tomek took a moment to digest the information. The house was falling down and John Mullen was making sure he was the only one on the outside. But why? What did he stand to gain now that Herbert Tucker was dead? Was he just trying to tarnish everyone else’s name so that he was covered in all the glory? Or was he hoping that the public mind would become so battered by the terrible news of some of their city’s most prominent figures that by the time an article broke about him they were numbed to it, its impact lessened? Tomek didn’t know. But a part of him thought it concerning. While the other part couldn’t wait to find out what sort of stories were going to come out.

      ‘You know I can’t tell you everything,’ she said, winking.

      ‘Maybe one of these days you will,’ he said.

      ‘Maybe,’ she replied. ‘Depends how well you treat me.’

      Just as Tomek was about to shove the last piece of food in his mouth, his phone began vibrating on the table. Unknown caller.

      He dragged his finger across the bottom of the screen and held it to his ear as he plunged the food into his gob.

      ‘DS Bowen,’ he said almost inaudibly.

      ‘DS Bowen?’ a male voice repeated. ‘My name’s PS Knight. I’ve been told to let you know that Richard Stafford has just been spotted in the Victoria Shopping Centre. One of our constables is waiting outside Peacocks for you now.’
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      Tomek didn’t know what was more confusing: why a rich and wealthy drug lord was shopping in a place like Peacocks, or why he’d suddenly emerged from the ether at all. Since the team had interviewed all six members of the Southend Seven, several attempts had been made to find the wanted drug trafficker, but intelligence from the drug squad in Colchester, Essex Police HQ, had indicated he had flown to Spain and, as there was no warrant for his arrest, there’d been no chance of bringing him in as soon as he’d landed.

      Tomek arrived at Victoria Shopping Centre twenty minutes after receiving the call. The complex was situated at the top of the high street, less than a hundred metres from Southend Victoria train station. Its construction was started and finished in the late sixties and had been a mainstay of the Southend area ever since. Hundreds of thousands of visitors stepped through its doors every year, and Tomek was amazed to think that Richard Stafford was one of them.

      Waiting for him at the entrance to the centre, was a young police constable, dressed in impeccable uniform, standing with his arms by his side as though he had been a member of the king’s guard or had a brief stint in the army.

      Tomek wandered up to the man and introduced himself.

      ‘PC Ryan Blackpool,’ the constable replied with a firm handshake.

      ‘You still have eyes on him?’

      Blackpool gestured with his head towards the Boots drugstore to his left.

      Apt.

      ‘He’s been in there for about ten minutes. First, he was in Peacocks for about twenty minutes, then he went into Deichmann, and now he’s here.’

      ‘Is he alone?’

      Blackpool nodded. ‘As far as I can make out, yes.’

      ‘Excellent. Leave it with me. If he sees you in your uniform, he might panic.’

      Another nod. This time the constable removed his police cap and held it under his arm.

      Tomek left the man and started towards the shop. Many an afternoon he’d spent there with Kasia, perusing the shelves, searching for the latest make-up and hair products. So much so that he knew the aisles now like the back of his hand. He knew where the branded make-up aisles were, where the sanitary towels were located, where the hair dye was kept, and most importantly, he knew where the joint pain remedies were hidden.

      As he sauntered through the shop entrance, making his way past the make-up counters, he wondered how many times Herbert Tucker had ventured through those doors. Whether he had come in and purchased the Strawberry Surprise lipstick he’d asked his sexual conquests to wear. And whether he’d bought anything else for that purpose while he’d been in there.

      Before he could think on it any further, Tomek spotted Richard Stafford down the toothpaste aisle. It was obvious he was out of place, sticking out like a spot on a teenager’s face, with his countryside look, wellington boots, and flat cap.

      The man was bending down, reaching for a packet of Sensodyne toothpaste, when Tomek accosted him.

      ‘Mr Stafford?’

      Richard glanced up at Tomek, disdain in his expression.

      ‘I might be. Depends who wants’a know.’

      ‘Detective Sergeant Tomek Bowen.’ Tomek beamed smugly as he reached out a hand to help Richard up.

      The man ignored it and rose to his feet, packet of toothpaste in hand.

      ‘I heard nine out of ten dentists recommend this one,’ he said. ‘Must be good if that’s the case.’

      Richard was unimpressed. ‘What do you want?’

      ‘I’d like to ask a few questions, if I may?’

      By now, a small cluster of people had formed at the other end of the aisle; Tomek had made no attempt to quieten his voice, and so was more than happy to have an audience.

      ‘This ‘bout the uvva day?’

      ‘Yep. You’re a tough man to find.’

      ‘I like it that way.’

      ‘Well, you know what they say. A private jet a day keeps the detective sergeants away. Now, shall we?’
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      They left amicably, through the front of the store, close to one another like they were good friends out on a mundane shopping trip, spending money they didn’t have on things they didn’t need. Waiting for them, resting against a wall with one hand in his pocket, was PC Blackpool.

      ‘Stop looking like you’re in a Tarantino movie and come with us,’ Tomek said as they passed him.

      The constable quickly followed behind, chasing after them. Outside, at the top of the high street, they took a left turn and headed towards the Pizza Hut on the corner. There, Tomek had parked behind Blackpool’s liveried police vehicle. As they arrived at the police car, Tomek opened the back door and gestured for Richard to climb in.

      ‘Really?’ the man asked.

      ‘It’s just a chat. Somewhere a little less embarrassing than a drug store.’

      Reluctantly, and with the attitude of a petulant teenager, Richard Stafford bowed his head and climbed into the backseat. As Tomek shut the door behind him and started to round the back of the vehicle, a voice cried out from behind them.

      ‘Blackpool, where you been, my guy?’

      Ryan, perplexed and on high alert, spun round to see a man strolling towards him. The state of the man confused Tomek. His hair was dishevelled, his beard unkempt, and his face dirty. In his arms he carried a green and grey sleeping bag, and on his shoulder was a large backpack with matching colours. Every part of his exterior suggested that he was homeless, including his missing teeth, yet it was his clothing that confused Tomek. He was dressed in an almost immaculately pressed grey suit. Expensive, tailored.

      ‘All right, Rick?’ Ryan said. ‘Ain’t seen you in a while. Where you been?’

      ‘Oh, you know. Here and there. Out and about.’

      ‘Looking sharp though, I must say. Where’d you get that from?’ Ryan surveyed the man up and down, pointing at his shoes. ‘Never seen you wearing something that clean before.’

      ‘Some geezer just dropped it off to me the other night, innit?’

      ‘You what?’

      Tomek turned and started round the back of the car again.

      ‘Yeah, it was mad, but I weren’t gonna say no. This bloke came up to me in the middle of the night. Woke me up ’n that, and asked if I wanted to swap my clothes for his mate’s suit.’

      Tomek’s hand was on the car door handle when he stopped. ‘What did you just say?’

      Rick froze, his body tensed. ‘Nothing. I ain’t say nothing.’

      ‘It’s cool, Rick,’ Ryan interjected. ‘He’s with me. You aren’t getting arrested.’

      ‘Oh. Right. In that case, then, whatchu wanna know?’

      Tomek huffed. ‘What did you just say about someone giving you that suit?’

      ‘Some guy just woke me up in the middle of the night, waving this suit in my face, asking if I wanted to swap it for my clothes.’

      ‘Did you ask why?’

      ‘He said it was for a prank. He was pranking one of his mates.’

      ‘Did you see his face?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘Not really, mate. It was dark. I was tired. And I was freezing my bollocks off so I was more interested in getting warm.’

      Fuck.

      ‘Did he give you anything else? Any money?’

      ‘Whatchu wanna know that for?’ Rick asked, his body stiffening.

      ‘Curious.’ Tomek paused as his mind processed the information. Then he looked through the rear passenger window and pointed through it. ‘Does the bloke in this car look like him?’

      Rick’s face contorted as he tilted to the side to get a better look at Richard Stafford sitting in the car.

      A moment later, he sprang back up like a dog’s tail, and said, ‘Nah, sorry, mate. Ain’t him. Defo weren’t wearing clothes like that.’

      Double fuck.

      ‘Can you remember what clothes he was wearing?’

      Rick poked a finger up his nose as he thought hard. ‘Think he was in a suit or something. Or might’ve been a tracksuit. A hoodie, maybe. Can’t remember, if I’m being a hundred per cent honest with you. It was dark, like I said. And I was tucked into my own little spot while I got changed and that.’

      Tomek nodded his understanding. ‘Is there anything else you can remember? Anything he might have said? Anything he might have done? Which way he went?’

      ‘He was with a woman, but I didn’t see her. She was round the corner somewhere. All she did was call “Come on” and then he went running off after her.’

      Triple fuck.

      The killers had been there. And they’d had a witness. Perhaps they hadn’t thought that Rick would ever come to the police, or that he would ever bump into them on the side of the street.

      ‘Have you got a mobile or something?’ Tomek asked. ‘So we can contact you if we need to for anything.’

      ‘It look like I carry a mobile to you?’

      ‘No. You’re right. Sorry.’

      Stupid fucking idiot.

      ‘How about the clothes? Would we be able to take them from you? We need to examine them for evidence.’

      ‘No way. No way you ain’t getting these. The fuck am I gonna wear? It’s all I got.’

      ‘We can find something for you in storage.’

      ‘Nah, fuck that. You can buy me something instead.’

      Tomek considered a moment. Then he had an idea. He opened the car door and pointed to the object in Richard’s hand.

      ‘Can I have that?’

      ‘My toothpaste? Absolutely fucking not.’

      ‘Come on. This bloke needs it more than you. And I’m sure you can buy another one.’

      Begrudgingly, as though Tomek had just asked him to sign away his life savings, Richard Stafford handed the tube of toothpaste across to him. Scumbag, Tomek thought as he chucked the packaging across to Rick.

      ‘Consider this a down payment,’ he said, then turned to Ryan. ‘Can I leave this with you to handle?’

      Ryan nodded, confirming that he could.

      Tomek faced Rick. ‘On behalf of Herbert Tucker’s family, thank you for your assistance.’

      A moment later, he hopped into the back of the car. The door slammed shut, encompassing them in a bubble of silence.

      ‘You get the answers you needed from him?’ Richard Stafford asked.

      ‘Sadly not, so that means I still have a few to ask you.’

      ‘You can save your breath, mate,’ Richard replied, fiddling with his cap. ‘I ain’t had nothing to do with Herbert’s murder. I told you lot that the other day.’

      ‘Then why did you run?’

      ‘I didn’t.’

      ‘Flying to another country suggests otherwise.’

      ‘I have business interests out there that required my immediate attention.’

      Tomek grunted and turned to face the front windscreen.

      ‘Never had you down as a Peacocks shopper,’ he said.

      ‘I like their underwear.’

      ‘But you didn’t buy any?’

      Tomek could smell bullshit.

      ‘They didn’t have my size.’

      ‘What sizes do they do in there? Ounces or grams?’ Tomek asked, taking a leap.

      ‘Is that what you’ve come to ask me about, detective? Or is it about the death of my dear old friend?’

      ‘Neither. It’s about the secret you’re taking to your grave with you.’

      Richard slowly turned his head towards the side window and watched passersby stroll past the vehicle, the sound of their conversations and footsteps muffled.

      ‘I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about, detective. I don’t have any secrets.’

      ‘That’s as big a lie as the nine out of ten dentists thing is, and you know it.’

      ‘My dentist would disagree with you.’ A wry smirk stretched across Richard’s face.

      ‘So you don’t know anything about Herbert’s death?’

      ‘Sadly not, detective. There were a lot of people who didn’t like my friend, including some of my other ones, as I’m sure you’re aware. They all had reasons to hurt him, but never to kill him. They’re all as culpable as everyone else for a lot of things.’
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      Tomek spent the next few hours trying to process Richard Stafford’s words.

      They all had reasons to hurt him, but never to kill him.

      They’re all as culpable as everyone else for a lot of things.

      The secret that Richard Stafford was taking to his grave, given to him in riddle form. It was just a shame that neither he nor the rest of the team were able to decipher its meaning. Something about his word choice and the way he’d said it suggested there was something else about Herbert Tucker that he and the team should have known but didn’t. That there was something else going on behind the scenes.

      ‘What other stones are there left to turn?’ Nick asked.

      In the room with them were Sean and Victoria, the four most senior members of the team. Nick had called the crisis meeting shortly after an article published by the Southend Echo had called out Nick for his professional involvement with Brendan Door. The article had called into question the chief inspector’s integrity and capability for the job. Something which he was determined to overwrite with a quick and efficient arrest for Herbert’s murder.

      ‘Nothing comes to mind, sir,’ Sean replied.

      ‘Well I’m glad you’re here, sergeant, with your fantastic insight,’ Nick hissed. ‘Fucking hell.’

      Sean dropped his head and stayed quiet for the next few minutes.

      Then Nick began pacing about the room, muttering Richard Stafford’s words to himself.

      ‘They’re all as culpable as the other… What does he mean by that? Could they have all had an involvement? Could they have planned this together? All nine of them?’

      ‘Nine, sir?’ Tomek asked.

      Nick stopped suddenly and started counting on his fingers. ‘Alina, Terrence, John, Brendan, Nora, Gregory, Anthony, James and Richard Stafford.’

      ‘Are we treating Nora as a suspect?’ Tomek asked.

      ‘Until we get her and Alina’s DNA samples back, absolutely. There’s a woman involved somewhere, and it’s one of them.’

      ‘So it’s either Brendan as an accomplice or Terrence.’

      ‘Which woman wanted him dead more?’ Victoria asked. ‘The one who’d relied so heavily on him financially and was about to have that revenue stream cut off, or the woman he’d cheated on so many times and threatened to divorce?’

      ‘They’re both the same woman,’ Tomek answered, folding his arms across his chest. ‘They both have the same motives. They both relied on him for money and in the past few months, he’d threatened to sever that income. It comes down to the men.’

      Victoria rolled her eyes and eased herself back into her chair.

      ‘What are you thinking, Tomek? Go on,’ Nick insisted.

      ‘Terrence was the up-and-comer, the second in command, destined for political greatness until Herbert introduced him to his drug habit and kicked him off the team. Whereas Brendan relied on him financially; the backhanders to keep the drugs coming into the city. But I think Herbert relied more on Brendan in that particular example. So if I had to decide, Terrence edges it for me.’

      ‘And you’re certain Richard Stafford doesn’t fit into this picture at all?’

      Tomek shook his head. ‘At first, I thought he might have had something to do with it. Given what he’s wanted for, it would make sense that he’d have the criminal contacts to arrange something like this but after what Rick said, I don’t think he is.’

      ‘You really think we can believe the witness statement of a homeless person?’ Victoria started. ‘How do we know he’s not one of Richard’s users? How do we know he’s not just covering for him?’

      ‘Because one of our own has vouched for Rick. He’s not a user. He doesn’t do drugs. He’s just had a lot of bad luck, from what I hear.’

      ‘Still doesn’t absolve him of—’

      ‘You try living on the streets,’ Tomek interrupted. ‘Then see how quickly you’ll take up the opportunity of new clothes.’

      ‘Enough!’ Nick barked, his voice echoing as far as the corridor. ‘Enough, the both of you. We still have a murder to solve.’ He sighed deeply. ‘What about the ring? Anything come back on that yet?’

      Sean shook his head. ‘Nothing, guv. No DNA, nothing. It’s been cleaned so much the guys almost mistook it for brand new.’

      ‘Shit. What about—?’

      Before Nick could finish, the door flew open and in rushed Oscar, breathing rapidly as he clung onto the door handle to prevent his momentum from carrying him into the room.

      ‘Sorry to interrupt, guv,’ he said, panting, ‘but this is important.’

      Another sigh. Lighter this time, filled with a sense of optimism. ‘What is it?’

      ‘Digital forensics. They’ve just sent through the report for Herbert Tucker’s phone and laptop.’ Oscar brandished a set of documents in the air.

      ‘And? What did they find?’

      Oscar shut the door behind him and hurried into the centre of the room. His eyes were wild with excitement and his movements were frantic.

      ’They found dozens of text messages and emails that prove Herbert Tucker and his little band of politicians and influential people in the Southend Seven were operating a sex trafficking ring.’

      Silence.

      Nobody said anything as they processed the information.

      Sean was the first to speak. ‘Who was involved?’

      ‘All of them. The PFCC, the mayor, James Colehill, John Mullen, Terrence Toffolo, all of them. They were bringing in girls from Eastern Europe, bedding them in – literally – in that club, and then forcing them to do whatever they wanted.’

      Tomek’s mind felt like it was working over a thousand miles an hour.

      The suspects’ names popped into his head rapidly, then disappeared almost as quickly.

      Then Nora’s words: He had a thing for Eastern Europeans. There was always some foreign name popping up on his phone.

      It was all beginning to make sense. Alina Zandecka had lied. She had been brought into the country by the traffickers and kept in the system until she got pregnant. From there the tables had turned and her power within the group had risen. She had a hold over Herbert, and she’d been able to exploit that for the past four years, while she’d been responsible for bringing in other women from overseas. Tomek didn’t want to think how many lives she’d altered, all for a monthly retainer.

      ‘That’s why John Mullen is throwing everyone under the bus,’ Nick said softly, as if explaining it to himself. ‘That’s why he’s releasing all this information about the others. He knew it was only a matter of time until this news came out, so he tried to deflect as much as possible.’

      ‘What about Richard Stafford?’ Tomek asked, gradually coming to. ‘You didn’t mention his name.’

      ‘That’s because he doesn’t appear to be involved in any of the emails or correspondence.’

      Tomek’s gaze fell away from Oscar’s and landed on the table in the middle of the room. ‘He was just responsible for supplying the drugs for their parties; the rest of them were in charge of bringing in the girls.’

      ‘Actually, that particular responsibility largely fell to Keith Ferguson.’

      ‘The bloke who killed himself?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Christ.’

      That explained his suicide.

      Keith Ferguson hadn’t been worried about what might have come out about him regarding his drug and prostitute habit. He had been more worried about the police uncovering his involvement in trafficking women across the continent for sex.

      And then the thoughts stopped, brought to an abrupt halt by a gentle cough.

      All four men turned to Victoria.

      ‘I don’t wish to play devil’s advocate,’ she said softly, ‘but none of this explains who killed Herbert Tucker.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Victoria had been right. None of the sex trafficking allegations had anything to do with Herbert Tucker’s murder. But that didn’t stop them from pursuing the individuals responsible.

      Over the next few days, Tomek and the team arrested everyone linked with the emails and text messages, meticulously going through the evidence that had been gathered by the digital forensics teams: emails from Herbert and John Mullen containing instructions to Keith Ferguson and Terrence Toffolo on what time to fly out to Romania and Lithuania, where they were to go, who to speak with, and when they were to bring them back. The team had even checked the men’s flight history with several of the airlines and corroborated their movements. In addition, Rachel and Anna had been sent to look for several of the women they suspected of being trafficked. Mercifully, they’d found them. And even more fortunately, the women had been more than happy to talk. Full witness statements, all but hammering the final nails in the coffins for several members of the Southend Seven.

      Except two: Richard Stafford and Anthony Arnold, the CPS’s prosecution barrister.

      Both men had been excluded from the emails, and there was no indication that either had had any involvement in the crimes. Which Tomek didn’t think was a coincidence, considering that the individual with the most legal knowledge of any of them had managed to avoid prosecution for both himself and the one he had the most pertinent business relations with. Nor, to Tomek’s surprise, had any of the other members of the Southend Seven grassed on either man. But, as there was no evidence against either of them, Tomek couldn’t arrest or charge them with anything. The one ace Tomek had up his sleeve, however, was the notice he’d sent to Essex HQ in Colchester, detailing his suspicion that Richard Stafford was operating the large bulk of his drugs operation from within the Peacocks clothing store in Victoria Shopping Centre. Tomek suspected that Richard Stafford went in, dealt with the staff who were all on his payroll, and shipped out tonnes of the drugs that made their way onto the streets from there. It was just a hunch, but a hunch, nonetheless. And over the years his intuition had failed him only a handful of times. It was now up to the drug team to find the link and connect the dots.

      By the end of the week, the team had successfully charged Terrence Toffolo, John Mullen, Brendan Door, James Colehill, and Gregory Chaplin for a litany of offences.

      The last on their list was Alina Zandecka.

      Based on the information that the digital forensics team had put together, and the witness statements Martin and Oscar had managed to collate, Alina Zandecka had played a pivotal role in trafficking the unsuspecting women. She had acted as their friend, pretended to house them and settle them under the guise that they were being offered a good life. She had groomed them and readied them for the work they were expected to do, all for her five thousand pound monthly retainer.

      They had a multitude of evidence against her for the offence. The only thing they didn’t have against her, was evidence suggesting she had killed Herbert Tucker.

      Tomek had been sitting across from her and her solicitor for the past hour, trying to break her. But she wasn’t talking. The words ‘no comment’ were all that had come out of her mouth. She was a closed book, and no matter what tactics he tried, she wouldn’t break.

      The problem was, there was very little evidence to suggest that she’d done it.

      The only thing they had on her was motive.

      And, of course, the DNA results of the lipstick, which they were still waiting for.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Tomek returned to the office, feeling defeated. He found Nick and the rest of the team in the major incident room.

      ‘And?’ Nick asked, hope abundant in his voice.

      Tomek offered the chief inspector a shake of the head.

      ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘I tried, but all she offered was “no comment”.’

      ‘Fuck!’

      In one furious swing, Nick launched a biro across to the other side of the room. Those in its path were forced to duck and swerve out of the way unless they wanted to get hit.

      ‘We’re so fucking close, I can feel it.’

      ‘It’s not the end of the world,’ Sean offered. ‘We’ve still got the DNA results to—’

      And then there was a knock on the door. Faint, almost inaudible.

      Liam Porter, the crime scene manager, popped his head through the gap in the door. ‘Not interrupting anything, am I?’

      ‘Yes,’ Nick hissed. ‘What do you want?’

      Porter brandished a purple folder in his hands, then took a tentative step through the door, crossing the threshold into the icy atmosphere. He walked deftly towards Nick at the head of the room, then handed the chief inspector the folder.

      ‘I don’t have time to read this,’ Nick said.

      ‘Would you like the summary notes instead?’

      ‘Yes. Out with it. Please.’ The stress Nick placed on the last word was as obvious as the impatience on his face.

      Before addressing the room, Liam cleared his throat. ‘It’s your DNA results. The mouth sample you sent across.’

      ‘Sample?’ Tomek repeated, taking a step forward inadvertently.

      ‘Yes,’ Liam replied, sheepish. ‘We only sent one sample for examination.’

      ‘No, no, no. There should have been two.’

      Tomek glanced down at Rachel and Anna, expecting them to hear his internal thoughts.

      ‘I sent the sample off, I swear,’ Rachel answered first.

      ‘Same here,’ Anna added. ‘As soon as I got back.’

      ‘So how the fuck has only one sample been sent off?’ Tomek yelled. Then the answer slapped him across the face, and he lifted his gaze until he met Nick’s.

      ‘Brendan…’ they both said in unison.

      ‘Chey, I want you to check the server,’ Nick began. ‘I want you to find out who accessed the files and who removed the exhibits from when they were submitted to when they were shipped off.’

      Chey nodded, climbed out of his chair, and hurried out of the room.

      All eyes fell on the folder in Nick’s hand.

      Tentatively, the chief inspector held it in front of him, opened it…

      Tomek held his breath as he waited to hear the answer they’d all been waiting for.

      ‘The DNA sample submitted belonged to a Miss Alina Zandecka,’ he said, ‘and it’s come back negative. Her DNA does not match either profile found on Herbert Tucker’s hand.’
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        * * *

      

      Which left one person.

      Nora Tucker. Herbert’s deceitful and adulterous wife, the one who had flown under the radar for much of the investigation.

      A quick check on the system confirmed Tomek’s and Nick’s suspicions that Brendan Door had accessed Nora’s DNA sample and removed it from evidence. The two of them had been working together, but while they had Brendan sitting in custody, they were missing the final piece of the puzzle.

      The only problem that remained now, was finding her.

      Just as Tomek left the station for the Tucker household, he was accosted in the car park by Abigail. She was dressed in a thick winter coat, and her cheeks were flustered.

      ‘Now’s not a good time, Abi,’ he told her.

      ‘There’s someone you need to see.’

      ‘Woman X is here?’

      ‘No. But her parents are. And they’ve got something they need to tell you.’

      Tomek checked his watch before agreeing to the meeting. The family of three – mother, father, and a sister – were waiting for him in Morgana’s. The drive was brief, mercifully, as the roads had cleared for February half term, and to avoid the rain that had started to fall heavily.

      As they entered, Tomek spotted the family instantly. They looked the most out of place, as though they were awkward being there, uncomfortable in the filth and grease, discomfited by the people around them. The people that, in their mind, were from social classes a few leagues below them.

      ‘Tomek, this is Stephanie, Alan, and their daughter, Felicity. They have something they think you should know about Herbert Tucker.’
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      Tomek slid the car to a halt as the tyres skidded on the slippery block paving. He shut off the engine and rolled out of the car, then sprinted towards Nora Tucker’s front door. Rain thundered against the concrete and battered him from all angles. Overhead, the wind bullied the trees into submission, forcing them to shiver and sway under the pressure. As he reached the front door, he pounded it with his fist.

      He stopped after the third pummel.

      The door had been left unlocked and was now swinging gently into the house. Tomek stepped forward, tentative, cautious, shutting the door behind him.

      Silence. The well-manufactured and expensive door cut out the sound of the rain and wind perfectly.

      He waited, held his breath, listened.

      Nothing. No sign of movement. No sign of life.

      ‘Hello?’ he called, but to no answer.

      Even more cautiously now, his body on high alert for the faintest of sounds, Tomek moved deeper into the house, starting with the living room. The space was empty, almost perfectly clean, and looked as though it hadn’t been touched in weeks. The same applied to the rest of the ground floor of the house. The interesting parts, however, were upstairs. Tomek had never ventured that far before. The top floor consisted of five bedrooms, an office, two bathrooms and an en suite in the master bedroom.

      At the top of the staircase, he stopped and listened, squeezing the bannister with two hands. The house was still, silent.

      His first stop was Nora and Herbert’s bedroom. A large king bed occupied much of the space and was surrounded by thick, gunmetal grey carpet. Pink fluffy cushions rested neatly in front of the pillows, and a thin maroon throw had been folded across the foot of the bed. The windows looked out onto the garden below. Tomek shuffled towards them and stared out at the view. Below, the swimming pool bubbled as thousands of raindrops plummeted into it, and the furniture – chairs, a table, and a BBQ – had become victim to the wind.

      Tomek spun around to head towards the other rooms, but as he did so, he caught sight of a figure out of the corner of his eye.

      ‘Fuck!’ he screamed, jumping.

      Then he realised it was his reflection in a massive floor-to-ceiling mirror that he’d missed upon entering.

      ‘Stupid fucking thing,’ he said, cursing the inanimate object that couldn’t defend itself.

      Opposite the end of the bed was a make-up table, replete with row upon row of an assortment of small black sticks of varying degrees of thickness, protruding from a series of Perspex containers. Tomek had never seen as much make-up before in his life, not even in the supermarkets. There were four Perspex holders in total. One for eyeliner. One for mascara. One for brushes. And another that held what he had come to learn was called foundation. Or something. He didn’t know what it was; all he knew was that it was an important part of the caking process.

      Tomek moved closer to the table and began searching through the contents. He found nothing in any of the boxes, but when he stumbled on a hidden drawer at the bottom, he immediately found what he was looking for.

      The lipstick.

      Strawberry Surprise, in all its glory.

      Tomek reached for it and held it almost as delicately as Albert Patterson had the wedding band he’d found on the seafront. It was smaller, more childlike than he’d been expecting. Before he felt the temptation to put some on his lips to taste it for himself, he clenched the lipstick in his hands and shut the drawer. As he made his way out of the room, he came to a stop by a bedside table. The little light bulbs of intuition were sparking, and something in his brain told him to inspect it.

      Slowly, as though doing so might cause an explosion of some sort, he opened the only drawer in the bedside table. There, sitting at the top, folded into four, was a photocopy of the indecent image taken of Herbert Tucker in the gentlemen’s club. Tomek lifted it out and began unravelling it until the man was staring back at him, his mouth covered in red lipstick, his face and flesh dirtied with filth and mud.

      Tomek felt sick looking at it. At the man who had promised so much to those he was mocking. At the man who epitomised everything that was wrong with politics.

      He turned away as he pocketed it, starting out of the room and into the next one. The rest of the house was as the master bedroom: completely clean, and completely empty. Either the house cleaner had done an exceptional job, or something else had happened.

      Tomek reached into his pocket and called Anna.

      The detective constable answered on the second ring.

      ‘Everything all right, sarge?’

      ‘She’s not here,’ he said, staring at a metal sculpture of a deer on the landing that looked as out of place as Tomek felt. ‘Do you know where she might be? Did she say anything to you about taking the girls anywhere?’

      ‘I think she might have said something about her and the girls going away when Eleanor was out of school.’

      ‘Do you know where?’

      Tomek could almost hear her shaking her head. ‘I didn’t think to ask…’

      But that was okay.

      Because Tomek had an idea.

      Another light bulb was flashing furiously in his head.
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      Of all the places for Herbert Tucker to buy a house in Essex for one of his daughters, the bastard had to purchase one in Danbury, a forty-minute drive away. Made five minutes longer by the weather and traffic.

      The house that Herbert had bought in Whitney’s name wasn’t a house at all. Rather it, along with the fifteen-acre plot of land that came with it, was a mansion. Slightly smaller than the family home, but still more than a twenty-five-year-old who still lived at home needed. Tomek would have killed to be able to afford a place like that for himself, let alone Kasia.

      He rolled the car to a gradual halt as he turned off the busy A-road and onto the driveway. The front lawn was almost as perfectly manicured as the family home, and Tomek wondered whether they had a separate company or gardener to prune it for them every week.

      After the car had stopped, he engaged the handbrake and peered through the windshield. There, on the driveway, was Nora Tucker’s Range Rover, blocking the other entry point.

      Tomek noted it, then pulled out his phone and held it to his ear. The phone rang and rang. Until Anna answered.

      ‘I think I’ve found them.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Whitney’s house. Danbury.’

      ‘Christ. All right. I’ll come meet you there now.’

      Tomek hung up and pocketed his phone. He had no intention of waiting. There was a killer to catch, and time was of the essence.

      Unclipping his seatbelt, Tomek opened the car door and slid out of the vehicle into the rain. As he made his way towards the front door, his body began to tense. Shoulders, arms, back. Even his arse tightened a little.

      He knocked on the door. Nothing. Silence, save the sound of rain bouncing off the car behind him.

      Another knock. Still nothing.

      Beside the door was a small window pane. Tomek cupped his face with his hands and peered through. The interior of the house was almost as opulent as the usual residence with a grand entrance hall, almost Victorian.

      But that wasn’t what he was interested in. It was the head he’d noticed pop from behind a wall on the other side of the glass that caught his eye.

      Bending down, he popped open the letterbox and began shouting through. ‘I know you’re in there. Is it all right if I come in? I’ve got a few more questions I need to ask you about your relationship with Brendan.’

      Just as he was about to continue, a figure hurried towards the door and thrust it open. The metal letterbox was yanked away from his hand, almost cutting it.

      Standing there was Whitney Tucker, Herbert’s eldest daughter, and now the proud homeowner of a property that was at least five times out of Tomek’s price range.

      ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I wanted to speak with your mum.’

      ‘Why would she be here?’

      Tomek pointed to the car. ‘That was a big giveaway.’

      ‘She’s not here,’ she said, panic in her voice. ‘It’s my boyfriend and me. We… we’ve come away for the half term.’

      ‘I know you have, Whitney. Now if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to come in, please.’

      She had no say in the matter. Tomek forced his way through, crossing into the house. Once he had passed the threshold, he knew he was safe.

      Or at least as safe as anyone can be in the company of a killer.

      ‘Where is she?’ Tomek asked, shutting the door behind him. ‘I’m worried for her safety.’

      He locked the door with the deadbolt. The sound echoed around the house.

      ‘Why would she be in any trouble?’ Whitney asked, slowly retreating farther and farther into her home.

      ‘You know why, Whitney.’

      ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

      But Tomek wasn’t listening. Ignoring her, he stormed past and began charging into the rooms, searching for Nora. But she was nowhere to be found downstairs. And as he made his way up the spiral staircase, Whitney chased after him, pulling on his arm.

      ‘You can’t go up there!’

      Similar to the family dwelling, the top floor was home to five bedrooms and three bathrooms, the only exception being an office space. But fortunately, he didn’t have to look very far to find what he wanted.

      The crime scene was in the master bedroom.

      Eleanor, Whitney’s sister, the young woman he had only met twice. And Charlie, Whitney’s boyfriend, the man he’d had the pleasure of only meeting once. Both of them, standing over Nora Tucker’s lifeless body, bound and tied to the corners of the bed. Tomek stepped into the room slowly, opening the crime scene to further view with each hesitant step.

      The first things he noticed were the smell and the red marks around her mouth. Consistent with ammonia poisoning.

      ‘I think you’re all under arrest,’ Tomek said.

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Whitney replied, behind him, blocking off the stairs.

      ‘What, you’re going to kill me as well as your parents?’

      ‘How did you know it was us?’

      Tomek spun his neck from left to right as he tried to look at them all, but it pained him. ‘My neck’s gonna give out in a minute, can we all just move around so I’m looking at all three of you at once?’

      Tomek had come up against a lot of killers in his time. Serial killers, evil masterminds, nasty bastards. But these three were nothing like that. They were kids. Harmless idiots who had killed their parents and who had no intention of harming him. Perhaps foolishly, he felt surprisingly safe.

      That being said, he also knew what it was like to back a wild dog into a corner.

      ‘We’re going to stay right here, thank you very much,’ Whitney answered.

      Tomek sighed and dropped his gaze to the floor. ‘Fine, but if I get whiplash then I’m blaming you.’

      In the back of his mind, the mental clock was ticking down for Anna and the rest of the team to arrive. He estimated that by now he had thirty-five minutes left. Thirty-five minutes to get them talking, to distract them until the cavalry arrived.

      ‘Whose idea was it?’ Tomek asked as he reached into his pocket and removed his phone.

      ‘Hey, hey, hey!’ Charlie screamed at him. ‘The fuck are you doing with that? You’re not calling the police!’

      ‘I know I’m not,’ Tomek said, as he unlocked his device and found the recording app with one eye. ‘That’s because I am the police.’

      ‘Shut the fuck up and give me the phone!’ Charlie screamed, his voice shaky.

      Tomek pressed record and concealed the screen with his palm. ‘Is that the same way you spoke to Rick on the night you murdered Herbert?’

      ‘Rick? Rick? Who the fuck is Rick?’

      Tomek dropped his phone into his pocket surreptitiously, hoping they were all too distracted to pay attention to what he was doing.

      ‘Rick’s the homeless guy you traded the clothes with.’

      ‘How was I supposed to know his fucking name?’

      ‘You weren’t. I just wondered if that was how you spoke to him. Did you treat him like shit too?’

      Charlie’s face contorted into a frown. ‘What the fuck are you talking about, mate? You need to shut up and—’

      ‘I have a few questions I need to ask first.’

      ‘Oh yeah, like what?’ Whitney said, taking control of the conversation.

      ‘Like whether your mum is really dead or not.’

      Whitney scoffed. ‘Yeah, she’s dead. You just can’t tell beneath all the plastic shit she’s got in her chest.’

      Tomek’s eyes inadvertently flew towards Nora’s breasts, then he said, ‘I’m going to need to check that for myself. I can’t leave here knowing she might be alive.’

      As soon as Tomek began rolling up his sleeves, Charlie protested and made an advance at him, but he held the young man back with a raised hand and a stern stare. Not heeding the silent protestations, Tomek shuffled towards the edge of the bed, and reached for Nora’s neck, placing two fingers on her skin. He waited, counting. Nothing. There was no pulse, and her body had started to turn cold.

      Nora Tucker was dead.

      As he pulled himself away, lowering his sleeve, his gaze fell on Eleanor.

      ‘I’m sorry…’ he said to her gently. She was Kasia’s age, and the sight of her formed a knot in his stomach.

      The young girl was standing with her arms folded, hugging her body tightly. ‘What are you… What are you sorry for?’ she asked.

      ‘I’m sorry about what happened to you. I’m sorry about what your father did to you and your friend. He should never have been able to get away with it for as long as he did.’

      ‘I…’ Eleanor’s voice broke as her eyes flitted to Whitney repeatedly. ‘I don’t know what… I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

      ‘It’s fine,’ Tomek said. ‘There’s no need to hide from it anymore. I know the truth. I know he molested you both.’

      ‘How?’ Whitney hissed. ‘How could you possibly know that? The only people who knew were Charlie, and—’

      ‘And your mother…’ Tomek paused, taking a step back so the angle between all three of them was less strenuous on his neck. ‘She knew about it when it happened to you Whitney, didn’t she?’

      Whitney’s eyes faltered.

      ‘She knew about the night she’d gone out with her mates. During the storm. The sleepover with Stacey. The night you spent in his bed. The hand he made you both kiss. She knew all about it and she didn’t do anything.’

      A thin line of tears began to form at the lower lid of Whitney’s eyes, and she sniffed away the tears that were waiting to burst through.

      ‘She never cared about me. She never cared about Eleanor. She never cared about us. Neither of them did. It was always us against the two of them. Nora was never home, never there to look after us, so I had to do it. She was always preoccupied with her girls’ nights out, her social calendar and the way she looked. She couldn’t have given less of a shit about us if she’d tried. And when she found out about what he’d done to Stacey and me, she sat us down and told us that we mustn’t say anything. That we couldn’t tell anyone about how he’d made us suck his dick to calm us down. We were both petrified of the storm and the thunder. We went into his room looking for some comfort. And we left it even more scared than we’d gone in. For a long time, I used to be scared of the thunder, but not anymore.’

      Tomek pursed his lips and lowered his tone. ‘I get it,’ he said gently. ‘And when he did the same to Eleanor and her friend, you decided enough was enough.’

      And then the tears came. Heavy, brutal. Streaming down her face. In between sniffing and wiping away the tears, she said, ‘I tried to protect her for so long, but he found a way. He found a way then, and he found a way now.’

      ‘How do you know about what happened to me and Felicity?’ Eleanor asked, taking Tomek by surprise.

      ‘Her parents,’ Tomek explained. ‘I sat with them not that long ago. They came forward to explain to me what had happened to Felicity. It was brave, what your friend did.’

      ‘Was Stacey there? Stacey should have been there,’ Whitney asked, hopeful.

      Tomek hesitated as he braced himself. ‘She wasn’t there, no,’ he told her. ‘She wanted to be, trust me. The other week she spoke with someone I know, a journalist. She came forward to say that your dad had raped her, but every time we tried to arrange a meeting, she didn’t show. I found out this morning that her parents had discovered her dead in her bedroom the night before. She’d overdosed on paracetamol. I guess she couldn’t face it anymore.’

      After hearing the news that her friend, the one with whom she had shared that trauma, had killed herself, Whitney’s immediate reaction was to fall to the floor, her back pressed against the bannisters, her knees brought into her chest. And then she became inconsolable, sobbing into her hands. Charlie and Eleanor wasted no time in hurrying over to her.

      Tomek felt a lump grow in his throat as he watched the three of them embrace one another, huddled together like a sports team ready for kick-off.

      What had happened to those girls was beyond unacceptable, incomprehensible. That their trust and faith in the world had been ruined and destroyed by their father. The thought of it made him feel sick. He opened his mouth to speak as soon as images of Kasia appeared in his mind.

      ‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ he said. ‘And I am sorry for what happened to you. Truly, I am. But I will have to arrest you. You’ve killed two people.’

      ‘But they deserved it!’ Whitney screamed.

      ‘I know. I know. But you broke the law. You took two lives.’

      ‘Please…’

      Tomek wanted to. Deep down. If he could have opened the door to let them out, he would. But he couldn’t. It was his duty to arrest them, to take them off the streets. Between the three of them, they had killed two individuals.

      ‘On the night of your dad’s death,’ Tomek began again. ‘What happened?’ How did you escape?’

      ‘We…’ Whitney started, then stopped, her mouth closing gently.

      ‘I told Whit to come round mine earlier in the day,’ Charlie said, his voice deeper than Tomek remembered. ‘We decided that that night was going to be the one. We don’t know why. We just chose it. So we waited outside his work for hours, sitting, talking, psyching ourselves up.’

      ‘But obviously, he was too busy fucking that whore up in his office!’ Whitney screamed, hysterical.

      ‘By the time he finished, we had started to fall asleep. As soon as I saw him, I got out of the car and headbutted him. I swear the lump on my head hasn’t gone down since.’

      Tomek hadn’t noticed it the first time he’d met the man, but then he realised he hadn’t been looking for it.

      ‘We got to him while he was on the phone,’ Charlie continued. ‘He was just about to say Whit’s name when we got him in the car.’

      Tomek replayed the audio of the phone conversation in his mind.

      Hey, What – What are you doing here?

      All this time, Tomek had mistaken Whit for what.

      Hey, Whit – what are you doing here?

      And then he’d been attacked.

      ‘I got him in the car with the ammonia, then we took him to the beach. The ammonia did all the work after that.’

      ‘Whose idea?’ he asked. ‘Where did you get it from?’

      ‘I’m a self-employed gardener,’ Charlie explained, ‘but I work with a mate of mine on some of the bigger jobs.’

      Tomek inhaled sharply. ‘I don’t fucking believe it. Aaron Howell-Jones?’

      ‘How… how do you know him?’

      ‘That’s not important. What was his involvement in all this?’

      ‘None at all. Honest. He had nothing to do with it. I promise.’

      Tomek wasn’t sure how much he wanted to take that at face value.

      ‘And then…’ He lifted his gaze to the bedroom. ‘What happened here?’

      Tomek sniffed hard, struggling to hide the expression of disgust on his face.

      ‘She got what she deserved,’ Eleanor muttered.

      Her tone was monotonous, dry, cold. She sounded as though she’d lost a part of her soul.

      ‘Did you kill her, Eleanor?’

      ‘Ye—’

      ‘No!’ Whitney interrupted. ‘It was me. I did it. I told you, Eleanor had nothing to do with any of this.’

      Tomek was dubious. ‘What happened?’

      ‘Nothing. We just brought her here, and…’

      ‘Recreated the photo again.’

      Whitney’s eyes widened. ‘How do you know about the photograph?’

      ‘I found the original,’ Tomek answered. ‘I assume it was your idea to make it look as though someone your father had slept with in the past had done it?’

      ‘After he did what he did to me, I realised he’d made my mum kiss his hand as well. And then I found out that he’d made that bitch he had the kid with do it too, so I knew it would work. Besides, it was one final “fuck you” to that cunt who never loved anything more than he loved himself.’

      ‘The kid isn’t his, by the way,’ Tomek told her.

      ‘What?’

      ‘It was someone else’s.’

      ‘Even so. She was still a fucking whore, like the lot of them that went there to that—’

      Before Whitney could finish, the sound of tyres squealing on tarmac cut the conversation short. At once, the three killers leapt into action. There were too many of them. Charlie was fastest to react and was already sprinting down the stairs before Tomek had a chance to notice what was going on. Meanwhile, Whitney and Eleanor were cowering together at the top of the stairs, hugging each other as though for one final time.

      Tomek chased after Charlie. The young man was much fitter and stronger than he was, and by the time Tomek had reached the foot of the stairs, Charlie had opened the front door and was sprinting across the tarmac.

      As Tomek made it to the door, he spotted the two liveried police cars and an unmarked vehicle parked up on the entrance to the right side. Thanks to his car parked in the middle of the driveway, there was little room for them behind him, and one of the vehicles had been left hanging out into the busy A-road.

      Meanwhile, Charlie had headed left and was sprinting to freedom – headed straight for the Range Rover and the vast field on the other side of the road.

      ‘Stop him!’ one of the uniformed constables shouted as they leapt out of the nearest vehicle.

      But it was pointless.

      The chase was over as soon as it had started.

      Just as Tomek was about to follow the constable’s lead, Charlie sprinted onto the road and failed to see, or hear, the Tesla hurtling towards him at fifty miles an hour. As a result, his body bounced onto the bonnet, rolled over the windscreen and collapsed onto the ground. He lay limp, perfectly still, almost lifeless on the tarmac.

      But Tomek couldn’t pay it any heed. There were still two killers in the house.

      Immediately, he turned his back on the crash scene and rocketed back up the stairs.

      Mercifully, he found the sisters where he’d left them, curled into a ball, locked in one another’s arms. Big sister protecting little sister one last time.

      ‘Please…’ Whitney said between hyperventilated breaths as she looked up at him. ‘Please, don’t do this.’
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      Albert Patterson lived at Sandy Bay Caravan Park on Canvey Island. The area was home to over four hundred static homes and was sold exclusively to over fifties and retirees. It was situated right against the coastline, protected by the rising water levels only by a concrete sea wall, and if none of the residents were brave enough to venture into the Thames Estuary, then there was always the option of a quick dip in the swimming pool near the estate’s entrance.

      Tomek had never been there before; he had only read about it online or overheard discussions, and his first impression of it was that it was as confusing as a sudoku puzzle. There were row upon row of homes, each stretching as far back as the eye could see. Beyond the myriad white caravans were the looming barrels of the Oikos liquid storage facility, protruding from the skyline like the bobbles on a Lego brick. The facility had existed since the 1930s and had become one of the most technologically advanced storage facilities in Europe which, sadly for the residents of Canvey, meant the eyesore wasn’t going away any time soon. As Tomek parked awkwardly outside Albert Patterson’s home, he was surprised to learn that it was deathly silent. He had been expecting the facility to groan and murmur, like a terrifying and ominous monster in the shadows, yet there was nothing. Just the sound of the wind whipping through the caravans.

      Albert Patterson’s was on the lesser side of things, in every sense of the word. It was the smallest, if only by a few inches. It was the most decrepit and dirty and was in dire need of a facelift. And, it was also the lowest on the ground, with several of the supports crumbling under the weight of the home. A metal beach chair, rusted and broken at the hinges, had melted onto the raised platform and looked as though it had been there since the park’s inception. The small metal table that accompanied it, however, was worse off with one leg missing and the glass panel shattered and broken in several places.

      Poor bastard, Tomek thought as he climbed up the step and knocked on the weatherboard cladding.

      A few moments later, a figure arrived, shuffling towards him. This morning, Albert was dressed in a pair of dirty jeans, a thick black jumper, and a pair of woolly gloves. They were coming to the end of winter, yet there was still a chill in the air, and Tomek could only imagine how cold it must have been inside the caravan.

      He found out a moment later when Albert gestured for him to enter. Somehow, if it were possible, it felt colder inside than it did out, and Tomek’s breath fogged in his face and his fingertips instantly became numb.

      ‘Nice… nice little place you got here,’ Tomek said politely.

      ‘No it’s not,’ Albert muttered as he shuffled his feet towards the sofa. ‘It’s a shithole, but I’m stuck here for the rest of my life.’ He flopped onto the sofa, his body sinking into the cushion with ease from where he’d sat in the same spot for years. ‘Would you like to take a seat?’

      Tomek searched for a safe space to sit that wasn’t covered in old magazines and newspapers and thick layers of dust. ‘I’m all right, thanks. I won’t be long.’

      ‘Don’t blame you.’

      The man in front of him was completely different to the man he had seen in the interview room. He was broken, more fragile, his face crestfallen, almost depressed.

      ‘Did you find out who done it in the end?’ Albert asked, taking Tomek by surprise.

      ‘We did, yes.’

      ‘Did the wedding ring help at all?’

      Tomek placed his hand in his coat pocket and ran the metal band through his fingers.

      ‘It did actually,’ Tomek lied. ‘We were able to find some DNA on it that helped prove the killer was there at the time of the murder.’

      Elation flashed across Albert’s face for a brief moment, before quickly dwindling. ‘That’s great to hear. Though I mustn’t have cleaned it very well.’

      ‘That’s the thing with DNA, it always finds a way of sticking around. The things our forensics teams can do with it nowadays is scary.’

      ‘Remind me to never murder someone then.’

      Tomek smirked. ‘I’ll try my best.’

      A moment of awkward silence fell between them. Tomek shifted his weight from one foot to the other as he observed the lack of home comforts and personal effects in the caravan. The man had little to his name, and what he did have were the bare bones of existence, enough to see him through a day at a time.

      ‘I suppose you’ll be wanting to keep my treasure then, like filthy pirates.’

      Tomek chuckled, clenching the wedding band in his fist. ‘Actually…’ he started, pulling his hand free. ‘That’s why I’m here.’ He opened his fist, revealing the wedding band in the palm of his hand. ‘I was given permission to pass it back to—’

      But Tomek was unable to finish his sentence. At the sight of it, Albert had leapt out of his chair like he had a firework up his arse and hurried over to Tomek. The elderly man snatched it and cupped it in his hands like it was his precious.

      ‘You’ve given it back!’ he squealed.

      ‘I guess that makes me the opposite of a pirate?’

      ‘You’re the best pirate.’

      Before Tomek could respond, the man jumped onto him, wrapping his arms around him. The smell of body odour, piss and damp floated into his nostrils, but he paid it little heed. As Tomek wrapped his arms around the man, he felt his thin, malnourished frame. Beneath the thick jumper, Albert trembled. Whether from excitement or the cold, Tomek couldn’t tell. But he hoped it was the former. That he had given the man something to be excited about, something to live for.

      ‘Thank you so much,’ Albert said as he pulled himself away. ‘You have no idea what this means to me.’

      Tomek tilted his head to the side. ‘It’s not a problem at all.’

      Albert then dropped the ring into a small wooden box on a shelf above his television. As he turned back to face Tomek, his eyes were wild with excitement. ‘Would you like to see my metal detector?’

      ‘Erm…’

      ‘Please. I won’t let you leave until you see my pride and joy.’

      Tomek checked his watch. They were due by now.

      ‘All right, then,’ he said. ‘I don’t see why not.’

      Then, just as Albert scurried towards the other end of the caravan, a car pulled up outside. The sounds of doors slamming and the footsteps that followed were as clear as if Tomek had been standing outside to greet them. A moment later, the visitors knocked on the window.

      ‘Who’s that?’ Albert asked, suddenly defensive and protective. Before opening the door, he removed the wooden box from the shelf and hid it in one of the kitchen cabinets above the sink.

      Then he made his way to the door.

      On the other side were a man and woman, smartly dressed beneath their raincoats, smiling pleasantly up at him.

      ‘Good morning, Mr Patterson,’ the woman said.

      ‘What’s this? Who are you?’

      ‘I called them,’ Tomek said. ‘She’s a doctor. She’s come to talk to you about getting some help, and maybe the possibility of going into a home.’

      ‘A home?’ Fury played out on Albert’s expression.

      ‘Yes. Somewhere a little warmer, with nicer conditions.’

      ‘But… but how will I pay for it?’

      ‘I’ve spoken with the man there.’ Tomek pointed to the figure behind the doctor. ‘And because of the help you provided in the murder investigation, he’s agreed to let you stay free of charge.’

      Albert’s head moved from side to side. It was a lot to take in all at once, so they allowed him some time to process it.

      ‘What about my metal detecting? How will I be able to do that if I’m in a home?’

      ‘That won’t be a problem, Mr Patterson,’ the figure called from behind. ‘You’ll be able to stay with us and still do as much metal detecting as you like.’
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      Tomek had slept very little in the hotel the night before. Tossing, turning, sweating, picturing the young man’s face, now thirty years older, on the ceiling wall.

      Playing the events over and over in his mind until it had almost become a nightmare.

      In fact, it was a nightmare.

      Because today was the day.

      Today was the day he would see his brother’s killer’s face for the first time in thirty years.

      Tomek had spent the past few days trying to mentally prepare himself for this moment, but nothing was able to. Nothing could silence the screaming inside his head, or the pain swirling inside his stomach.

      He shut the bathroom door behind him and sauntered towards the sink. His third nervous poo in almost three hours. He washed his hands with soap, then made his way back to the waiting room. He had been to prisons before, several times in fact, but this was different – different entirely.

      Before, they had been professional visits, there to discuss corruption, suicides, and other inmates that were related to murder inquiries. Now, however, this was personal.

      Inside the waiting room at HMP Wakefield, he found himself a seat and cast his gaze across the plethora of faces in there. Elderly parents, wives, girlfriends, brothers, sisters, all coming to visit the monsters within those walls. The ones they continued to love despite all that they had done.

      Tomek wondered whether Nathan received any visitors, whether his family still loved him, cared for him. He hoped not. He hoped the man was rotting alone behind bars.

      But before he could devote any more thought to it, a member of the prison service appeared and began relaying instructions to them, talking to them as though they were children. Once they had been reminded of the rules, they were then let into the hall.

      Tomek hung back, allowing everyone else to go ahead of him. Not out of chivalry or the kindness of his heart, but because he was panicking, his thighs trembling, his breath faltering.

      And then he realised that there was no point in going last. That they would have to sit and wait until the inmates arrived regardless. That he would have to sit there for a few minutes, bouncing his leg up and down, picking at his nails nervously.

      He found a table in the back of the room and pulled out the chair. As he lowered himself into it, his body felt weak, in desperate need of some food or sugar, some electrolytes to replace the fluids that had flowed out of him three times already.

      A minute passed of nothing, of sharing awkward glances with the other visitors, of being unable to hide the shame in his eyes.

      A minute turned into two.

      Two into three.

      Tomek was unable to bring himself to look at the door which Nathan would come through. He couldn’t bring himself to see the man step into the room.

      Then he heard the sound of shouting and fighting breaking out on the other side of the door. The disturbance prolonged the wait.

      Three minutes into four.

      Four into five.

      Then, as the second hand ticked past the twelve, the door opened, and the group of men marched through. Most knew where they were going, heading straight to see their visitors, while others loitered at the back, either too afraid to speak with their loved ones, or keen to delay the process as much as possible.

      And then Tomek saw him.

      Nathan Burrows.

      The last man to enter.

      Walking in as though he owned the place.

      Tomek recognised him instantly.

      The features of the fifteen-year-old boy he had seen on that night remained, aged only slightly in the thirty years since. The only evidence to suggest that he had grown up was the thick beard on his chin.

      Aside from that, he still had the face Tomek saw in his nightmares.

      He still had the same build as the figure he saw in his nightmares.

      He was still the same teenager who had killed his brother.

      Thirty years older.

      Once all the other inmates had found their visitors and seated themselves opposite, Nathan locked eyes with Tomek. Those dark, piercing eyes, filled with malevolence and evil, were unrelenting as he sauntered towards him.

      Still walking as though he owned the place.

      Still walking as though he was the most powerful man in the room.

      Then he pulled the chair from beneath the table and sat, then he cockily pulled himself right up to the table and placed both hands on the surface. Tomek hadn’t seen the man blink once.

      As a wry smile crept onto the man’s face, he said, ‘Hello, Tomek. I wondered if we’d be seeing each other again.’
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