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 One 
 
      
 
    Her languid stroll reminds me of a cat – aloof, unhurried, ready to pounce. 
 
    That’s why I prefer dogs. You know where you are with dogs – apart from West Highland white terriers. They’re predictably unpredictable, like Columbo. Normally, he rushes to greet visitors, whether stranger or friend, hoping for treats and some attention. Today, on a sunny Friday afternoon in September, he stands beside me, a low growl in his throat as our visitor approaches. 
 
    She coasts between the puddles and potholes in the lane, smartphone pressed to her ear. While I can’t make out the words, the hint of frustration in her voice suggests she’s used to getting what she wants. Her sly smile confirms it. 
 
    She’s a cat alright, assessing her surroundings through mirrored sunglasses. A lazy hand pushes back long blonde hair to reveal an oval face with a strong nose and defiant chin. She looks chic in a pale grey jacket with crumpled sleeves. Her matching short skirt and sensible shoes draw my attention to her tanned and toned legs. Her flat stomach and upright posture suggest hours at the gym. She could be a runner, though I’ve never seen her on the South Downs or the local streets. 
 
    I’d remember, believe me. 
 
    Her sigh carries on the wind. With a frustrated shake of the head, she thrusts the phone into a grey clutch bag. 
 
    “Do I have to do everything?” 
 
    I remove the final brass screw from between my lips, hold it in position and drive it home to secure my new sign. After a nod of satisfaction, I place the drill in its case. Aware my visitor has reached the gate, I turn, wiping my palms on the back of my shorts. 
 
    When Columbo growls, a faint smile parts her lips. “I wouldn’t trust me either.” 
 
    She removes her sunglasses to reveal intense eyes, the colour of platinum. Eyes that want to know everything but offer nothing in return. 
 
    With eyes that looked like ice on fire … 
 
    Elton John’s Nikita shuffles into my thoughts. I can’t think why as it’s a song about unrequited love. From the way her tongue traces across her lips, this cat’s thinking of her next meal not love. 
 
    “Are you all right, Mr Fisher?” 
 
    Her northern accent takes me back to my first day at school in Manchester. The teacher asked me the same question. When I answered, the children laughed at my posh southern accent. Later, when I ignored their taunts during morning break, they christened me Lord Snooty. 
 
    “You are Kent Fisher?” 
 
    I nod. “This is Columbo. He won’t bite.” 
 
    “Love the name.” 
 
    She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a marrowbone treat. He inches closer, licking his lips, stretching to sniff. He snatches the biscuit and scampers to the bushes to devour the treat. 
 
    “I had a Cairn called Cagney and a Border Terrier called Lacey,” she says, watching him demolish the biscuit. “I’ll leave you to work out my favourite TV show.” 
 
    “I liked Starsky and Hutch too,” I say, hoping she’s brought a bag of chips for me. 
 
    She seems friendly enough. Her smooth complexion and dispassionate eyes remind me of magazine cover models with airbrushed expressions that make them seem aloof and distant. Only this woman makes no attempt to mask her grey roots or the thin lines that radiate from the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “Love the sentiment.” She gestures to the sign behind me. “Not sure about the cutesy animal graphics.” 
 
    Meadow Farm Sanctuary 
 
    Where animals come first 
 
    “Nor me.” I should have rejected the cartoon dogs, horses and foxes. This is a place of peace, rest and recovery, not a children’s zoo. 
 
    “Then lose them, Mr Fisher. Or can I call you Kent?” 
 
    “That depends on who you are and what you want.” 
 
    She could be another sales person, eager to help me attract more visitors to become a viable, self-sustaining enterprise with a range of choices, optimised for my customer profile. My money’s on a solicitor, or maybe a consultant, representing one of the many locals who have objected to my plans. 
 
    When she holds up her warrant card, I offer my wrists for cuffing. 
 
    “I’ll come quietly, Detective Inspector Ashley Goodman. I bought the graphics in good faith from a man down the pub.” 
 
    “DI Briggs said you liked to play the comedian – and amateur detective.” 
 
    Her disparaging tone doesn’t bother me. Whoever heard of an environmental health officer solving murders? In my defence, I never set out to solve crimes. It started as a fatal workplace accident at Tombstone Adventure Park a year ago. My investigation to determine whether any health and safety offences had been committed uncovered a murder – along with a mess of family secrets and revelations. 
 
    “I’m not here about your sleuthing,” she says. 
 
    “I don’t sleuth anymore.” 
 
    “I guess you have your hands full.” She scans the houses along the lane. “Can’t be easy in a village like Jevington. Too many locals with too much time on their hands. You must miss the privacy you had at Downland Manor.” 
 
    “The prospects are better here.” 
 
    “It must have hurt though, being evicted from the family estate by a crook like Miles Birchill.” 
 
    She’s fishing. 
 
    Only five of us know the truth – unless someone has blabbed. 
 
    Meadow Farm’s smaller, but it’s mine. It has more barns and buildings to provide winter shelter for the horses, donkeys, goats and other animals we take in, isolation facilities and enough storage for feed, equipment and my furniture. Behind the barns, I’ve added kennels for the dogs we rescue and rehome. Though out of sight of the neighbours, it hasn’t stopped them complaining about the noise from barking. 
 
    It’s a source of great hilarity among the Pollution Control Officers in my team. They can’t wait to investigate their manager for noise nuisance. 
 
    “How can I help you, DI Goodman?” 
 
    “Call me Ash. Everyone does.” 
 
    “I prefer Ashley. It suits you.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t say that if you knew me.” 
 
    She rests her elbows on the top rail of the gate and gazes at the South Downs, rising gently behind the sanctuary. “It’s so peaceful up there, isn’t it? At least it was before we discovered a body in a shallow grave near Alfriston.” 
 
    “I’m surprised no one’s mentioned it. Say something at breakfast round here and everyone knows by tea time.” 
 
    “The body was discovered five years ago during some building works. You probably read about it in the Argus.” 
 
    “I don’t read newspapers.” 
 
    “We believe the victim was murdered about ten years ago, taken there and buried at that time. Despite DNA, medical records and our best efforts, he remains an unidentified male with his face smashed in.” 
 
    “No joy with the missing persons register?” I ask. 
 
    “Without a positive identification, we don’t know anything about him, his family, if he had a partner, who his friends were. We don’t know where he lived or worked, if he worked. We have no suspects, no motive and no idea why he was killed or where.” She gives me a wry smile. “Sounds like a case you’d relish.” 
 
    There’s no way Sussex Police would ask me to investigate. “Why are you here, Ashley?” 
 
    “Until last week we had no leads. Now we have two, and they both involve you, Mr Fisher.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
      
 
    DI Goodman buttons her jacket against the playful north wind and gestures to the flint farmhouse. “Can we talk inside? I could murder a brew.” 
 
    I grab the drill case and open the gate to let her through. Columbo rushes ahead, nose to the ground, disappearing into the undergrowth. Ashley strolls beside me along the crushed gravel path, separated from the new car park on the right by a wooden rail, painted yellow. At various points, notices warn parents to control their children, to stick to the path and to keep any dogs on a short lead. Once past the car park, she stops to look at the excavations, protected by an orange mesh fence. 
 
    “Foundation trenches for a visitor centre and cafe,” I say. “My business adviser tells me I can’t survive without them.” 
 
    “You need to attract as many people as you can and keep them here as long as possible. Let them talk about the great things you do while they eat cake and sip tea.” 
 
    If they can put down their mobile phones, of course. 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” I say. 
 
    “You’re a charity. You need money.” 
 
    “I’ll have to employ people.” 
 
    We’re talking recruitment, training, wages, work pensions, national insurance. Then there are suppliers, HMRC, trading standards and environment health officers to deal with. Not forgetting the invoices, accounts and paperwork each evening. And I mustn’t forget the companies, eager to promote my great work once I’ve bought advertising from them. 
 
    “I may not get planning permission,” I say. “Some locals have formed an action group and objected to the council. As Downland employs me, the powers that be don’t want anyone to claim they’re favouring me in any way.” 
 
    She sighs. “No one trusts us anymore. You know that better than me. Your father was a Cabinet Minister.” 
 
    I should be flattered by her research, but William Kenneth Fisher was not my biological father. I only found out a few hours before a heart attack killed him, almost a year ago to this day. My natural father turned out to be Miles Birchill, who didn’t evict me from my previous sanctuary, as she believes. 
 
    He was a crook though, of sorts. 
 
    “It was William Fisher’s remembrance service this morning,” I say, pausing as we reach the farmhouse. “His widow, Niamh, lives here with her friend and business partner, Alice. I would introduce you, but Niamh’s a little upset, as you can imagine.” 
 
    Niamh’s furious because I arrived late for the service at St Mary’s church. I was up all night, nursing a badly injured fox cub. It died this morning, upsetting me more than the anniversary of William Fisher’s death. 
 
    It sounds heartless, I know, but he lied, cheated and betrayed those who loved him. Unlike Niamh, I’m struggling to forgive him. 
 
    Ashley walks past the small front garden, bulging with flamboyant fuchsias that burst through the white picket fence. Though built in the 1980s, the flint walls, slate roof, squat chimneys and sash windows of the farmhouse reflect the centuries old originals in Jevington. The satellite dish does the house no favours, but Niamh’s taken an unexpected liking to Game of Thrones. 
 
    “We converted the garage and outhouse into a commercial kitchen for their new confectionery business,” I say, pointing to the small refrigerated van, proclaiming Fisher’s Fancies. 
 
    “Love the name.” Ashley laughs when I pull a face. “It’s fun, Kent, like Niamh. Her chocolate orange muffins are heavenly.” 
 
    “I didn’t realise you were a fan.” 
 
    “She popped into the Custody Suite last week, touting for business. We had to detain her and seize the stock as evidence.” 
 
    And she accused me of being a comedian? 
 
    We cross a concrete yard to the barns and outbuildings, where I deposit the drill. It’s a short walk around the wildflower meadow to the woodland that forms a boundary along the rear of my land. In a small clearing at the back, the mobile home I rescued from a caravan park comes into view. With its pitched roof and rendered walls, the home looks like a bungalow, perched on concrete blocks. 
 
    Columbo races ahead, hoping for a glimpse of a squirrel or the scent of a fox. He scurries into the trees, weaving between the trunks, his nose working overtime. 
 
    “It arrived on low loaders in two halves,” I say, pausing by the wooden steps. “It took longer for the lorries to negotiate the parked cars in the lane than it took to bolt this together and make it watertight.” 
 
    DI Goodman glances at the rotary washing line, filled with bras, knickers, combat trousers and camouflage tops. “Intriguing selection, Kent, but I can’t quite imagine you in combat clothes.” 
 
    “Frances will be relieved. She runs the sanctuary and this is her home. I’m only staying here until I get planning permission to convert one of the barns into a flat.” 
 
    Inside, the home makes the most of every inch of space with an open lounge, dining area and kitchen, complete with sink, cooker and cupboards. The wide screen TV looks out of place in a living area dominated by 1980s beech laminate and a rusty Calor gas fire. The faded carpet has seen better days and one or two of the windows are draught proofed with gaffer tape, but the place is clean, watertight, and cosy, even if it creaks when the wind howls past.  
 
    After a cursory glance, Ashley slides across the long seat with its worn cover and places her clutch bag on the Formica table. Once settled, she shrugs off her jacket to reveal a formal white blouse. 
 
    “We rented a place like this in the Lake District. My ex, Curtis, liked to study the wildlife, aka the site owner’s daughter.” She checks her phone as she speaks, sounding factual rather than emotional. “I left him to it and transferred to Brighton. After reading Peter James, it sounded like the place for me.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “You feel the buzz the moment you step off the train or out of a building. It’s vibrant, diverse, filled with opportunities, especially if you’re a villain like Miles Birchill.” She looks up. “As you know, he built his business on intimidation and dodgy property deals.” 
 
    It’s the second time she’s mentioned him. 
 
    “How do you like your tea?” I ask. 
 
    She pulls out a tube of sweeteners. “Strong and dark, splash of milk.” 
 
    Columbo joins us when I put out a plate of Niamh’s flapjacks. He follows me to the table and leaps up onto the seat beside DI Goodman. He watches and licks his lips as she devours a flapjack in two bites. 
 
    “That’s three miles on the treadmill.” She takes a sip of hot tea and gazes out of the window. “It’s so quiet here. Maybe I could run your visitor centre.” 
 
    “You’d miss the excitement of chasing villains.” 
 
    “Cold cases are more of a plod – until you get a lead. You must know about last week’s fire at Station Diner, run by Tariq Hossain.” 
 
    “Electrical fault, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “We’re waiting for the final report from Bob Glover, Fire Investigator. He says a faulty deep fat fryer caused the fire. Hossain bought it second hand from a man with a van.” 
 
    A hollow feeling fills my gut. “Any idea who?” 
 
    “It’s not arson, so I’ve left it to the insurance assessors. I’m interested in the manager. Leila King has a flat on the first floor, directly above the kitchen. She wasn’t at home on the night of the fire and no one’s seen her since.” DI Goodman pauses for another sip of tea. “Do you remember her from your hygiene inspections?” 
 
    Is this one of the leads she mentioned earlier? 
 
    “I’ve never inspected the place.” 
 
    “I thought you closed it down ten years ago.” 
 
    “I closed the Rosy Lee Café, a different business,” I reply, recalling the mouse infestation. “Henry Potter ran the place then. He vanished the following day. Do you think he’s your unidentified body?” 
 
    She takes another flapjack, savouring a mouthful before answering. “The victim has a connection to the Rosy Lee Café. I can’t say anymore because the details are confidential, but you may have met him during one of your inspections.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you ask me five years ago?” 
 
    “I wasn’t here then. Closing the café could be unconnected, but you’ve already told me the owner disappeared. Anything else you remember?” 
 
    “The café never reopened. Henry’s brother sold it about six months later. We didn’t get involved until a new business opened. The café became Easy Burger and then Easy Pizza. Then Tariq Hossain bought the place and turned it back into a café.” 
 
    “Are you aware that Leila King worked in every one of those businesses?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Did you meet her at the Rosy Lee Café? Would it be in your records?” 
 
    “Possibly,” I reply, wondering what DI Goodman’s not telling me. Is Leila King connected to the murder ten years ago? Is that why she’s disappeared from her flat? 
 
    “I’m interested in anyone who worked at the Rosy Lee Café at the time you closed it down, or just before.” Ashley pops the last of the flapjack into her mouth and grabs her bag and phone. “I have a good feeling about us, Kent. We’re going to work well together.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’ll tell me why Leila King’s important?” 
 
    She shoos Columbo off the seat and shuffles along. “I can only tell you what’s in the public domain, as I’m sure you know. If this leads to a prosecution, I’m not having some smartarse solicitor picking holes in my evidence or behaviour.” 
 
    “Ashley, I understand confidentiality.” 
 
    “It’s not a criticism, Kent. Trust me, it’ll be worth it.” 
 
    I don’t trust cats. They like to tease. 
 
    While we walk back to the main gate, she catches up on phone calls. Columbo trots by my side until we reach her Audi. When he doesn’t get another treat, he pees on her front wheel. She’s too busy to notice, searching her purse for a business card. 
 
    “Email me your inspection records for the past ten years,” she says. “And anything else that might be relevant.” 
 
    “It would help if I knew what you’re looking for.” 
 
    “I’m interested in names.” 
 
    “Other than Leila King?” 
 
    “The names of the owners, managers and workers, the people you dealt with.” She opens the driver’s door and pauses. “Keep this to yourself, okay?” 
 
    “That might be difficult when the scanner overheats.” 
 
    “If Leila King’s disappearance is connected to the original murder, I don’t want anyone to know we’re onto them. Nor do I want to spook her or put her in danger.” 
 
    “So, Leila’s the second lead.” 
 
    Ashley tosses her jacket onto the passenger seat. “The second lead concerns Sunshine View Caravan Park, where the victim was buried. You tried to stop it being built.” 
 
    I nod, recalling happy days when I chained myself to trees and bulldozers to disrupt developers. “We also licence caravan parks, as I’m sure you know. Do you want me to scan those records too?” 
 
    She climbs into the car and starts the engine. “I’m interested in the man who owned Sunshine View ten years ago, when the victim was buried there.” 
 
    She closes the door and lowers the window. 
 
    “Miles Birchill,” she calls speeding away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
      
 
    Niamh watches from the main gate, Columbo by her feet. She’s left her white coat and hat in the kitchen, but not the flour that dusts her black hair, snared into a loose ponytail. Tall, slender and full of energy, my stepmother’s rarely still, moving as fast as she talks, her words struggling to keep up with her thoughts. Today she looks weary, the skin around her green eyes puffy.  
 
    “About this morning,” I say. 
 
    “Forget it. What’s done is done. We wouldn’t be here now if William hadn’t passed away.” 
 
    I’ve no idea if she’s pleased or not. Having spent most of her life in Downland Manor, a three bedroom farmhouse must seem inadequate. 
 
    “Who’s taken a shine to you?” she asks. “Never seen anyone flick or stroke her hair so much.” 
 
    “I hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    “Too busy looking at her figure, not the person inside.” 
 
    “Detective Inspector Ashley Goodman was here on business,” I say. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’ve had another row with that eejit at the riding stables.” 
 
    “Ashley wants my help with a cold case. She’s interested in a café I closed down.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t she visit you at the office?” 
 
    “I’m on leave today.” 
 
    “She could have waited till Monday. A detective inspector, you say. That’s an important position. You earn that by being good at what you do, not who you know.” 
 
    “Not Gemma again, please.” 
 
    “She was engaged to another man and carrying on with you. What does that tell you about her? I know what it tells me.” 
 
    “Admit it, Niamh, you never liked Gemma.” 
 
    “I tried, but I can’t say I didn’t dance a jig when she left to join Richard.” Her sneer falters when our eyes meet. “She was using you, Kent. You did the right thing, telling her to go.” 
 
    I didn’t tell Gemma to go. She left without warning, without a word. 
 
    It was no more than I deserved. 
 
    We walk in silence until we reach the farmhouse. “How are you feeling?” I ask. “This morning must have taken its toll.” 
 
    “I wasn’t angry with you. I wasn’t angry with William, even though he put us through hell. I was angry with myself. I thought it was the job, the long hours. I even thought there was another woman.” She sniffs back a tear. “I wish William could have died in peace.” 
 
    I hug her, aware he cost her almost everything. 
 
    “I’m sorry for snapping at you,” she says. “Without you, I’d have nothing. I think we deserve one of my fancies, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’ve just eaten a flapjack.” 
 
    “Only one? You were with your detective inspector for at least half an hour.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you kept a stopwatch with your binoculars.” 
 
    She turns to look at the sanctuary. “You need someone to share this, to share your dreams, Kent. William had his faults but we shared everything.” 
 
    Apart from the secrets he kept.  
 
    Inside, the aroma of savouries and pastry fills the air. Columbo scampers down the hall, his claws clicking on the vinyl. I glance into the lounge, amazed at the cards that fill the mantelpiece, the dressers, the bookcases. People seem to have forgotten how their friend, colleague and local MP betrayed them. Even Tommy Logan was respectful in the Tollingdon Tribune, focusing on William Kenneth Fisher’s achievements. 
 
    Maybe it’s time I moved on. 
 
    The kitchen at the rear is pure 1980s with oak effect doors and worktops arranged along two walls and a vinyl floor covering that’s faded and worn over the uneven chipboard beneath. Alice brought her Aga from Belmore, where she used to live, and the pots, pans and utensils that fill the cupboards and hang from hooks on the magnolia walls. Pots of herbs squeeze together on the window sill. Baking trays fill the draining board and adjacent worktops. On the table, wire racks strain under the weight of cooling pastries. 
 
    I take a chilli beef slice and walk over to the breakfast bar that separates the kitchen from the utility area. I settle on a stool to savour the fiery taste as the pastry melts on my tongue. Columbo pesters Niamh while she makes a pot of tea. I lure him away with some pastry, surprised he hasn’t doubled in weight from all the treats we give him. Then again, he spends most of his time with Frances, my manager, following her around, chasing any squirrels brave enough to come down from the trees. Twice a day he joins the rescue dogs on their walks across the Downs. 
 
    “Would you like to join a couple of old gossips for dinner?” Niamh asks while we drink tea and watch a couple of magpies in the garden. “Alice bought some chilli sausages from the farm shop.” 
 
    “I was hoping to meet up with Mike.” 
 
    “Invite him over. He’s a sausage connoisseur. He could sell them from his mobile café. People like locally sourced food.” 
 
    I doubt if the people who stop at Mike’s Mighty Munch care where his burgers and sausages come from. They want enormous portions, along with wit and banter.  
 
    “Mike has a new woman in his life,” I say. 
 
    “You could invite Ashley and we’ll have a proper dinner party like we used to. What do you say? Let’s celebrate new beginnings.” 
 
    “I’ll ask Mike,” I say, getting to my feet, “but don’t hold your breath.” 
 
    “And Ashley?” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    On my way back, I detour to check on the dogs in the kennels. The two collie crosses will be going to new homes on Saturday, leaving a lurcher cross, a timid spaniel that’s frightened of people, and a mongrel that wants to bite everyone. We don’t take many dogs because other charities have much better facilities and systems. 
 
    And everyone wants Columbo, of course. 
 
    Back home he curls up in his favourite armchair while I ring Mike, who’s deep cleaning his griddle. It’s a euphemism for a bottle of Budweiser and a cigarette on his veranda, which overlooks the sea at Pevensey Bay. After the usual banter and insults, I ask him if he wants to meet up later. 
 
    “I’m on a promise, pal,” he says, unable to keep the excitement from his voice. “Is it my sparkling wit you seek?” 
 
    “Did you hear about the fire at Station Diner last week?” 
 
    “You want information as usual. What about the fire?” 
 
    “A few months ago Tariq Hossain wanted to buy a couple of deep fat fryers.” 
 
    “Sure, but we’d stopped trading.” 
 
    Profits from the second hand catering equipment business we ran helped to fund my previous sanctuary. Though we never supplied equipment to businesses I inspected, there was always a potential conflict of interest waiting to bite me. As soon as I moved to Meadow Farm, I closed the business, leaving Mike to scrap the outstanding equipment. 
 
    “Did you sell the fryers to Hossain?” 
 
    When Mike doesn’t answer, I know we’re in trouble. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
      
 
    On Saturday morning, I head into Tollingdon to check out Station Diner. I could park at the town hall and walk the short distance to the diner. Instead I drive past the boarded up windows and continue down the road, slowing when I approach Gemma’s flat. 
 
    The ‘Sold’ sign confirms what I already know. She’s not coming back. 
 
    She said I would never make a commitment. 
 
    Is that why she didn’t break off her engagement to Richard? 
 
    A car pulls out, allowing me to park outside the flat I visited most evenings and weekends. I never stayed overnight. The relocation of my sanctuary to Meadow Farm meant there were animals at both sites for several months. While Frances remained at Downland, I slept on a camp bed at Meadow Farm, rising at five to check the animals. Then I would drive over to Downland Manor and have breakfast with Frances before heading into work. 
 
    One night, Gemma arrived at Meadow Farm with a flask. She said she wanted to surprise me. 
 
    I wonder if she was checking on me. Maybe she thought my animals meant more to me than her. 
 
    I push the thought from my head and walk back up the road.  
 
    Though the fire started in the kitchen at the rear, the front door and window have been secured with chipboard panels, decorated with graffiti by one of the local gangs. I stroll down the lane at the side of the building to the rear yard. The smell of smoke and charred timber hasn’t faded in the week since the fire. The blackened wall above the kitchen window reveals where the fire burst out. It followed the stainless steel flue to the roof, where several slates are missing, revealing burnt roof timbers. Black stains, like dried out rivers, traverse the rear yard, converging on a drainage gully. 
 
    I stare at the glassless window on the first floor. If Leila King had been asleep in her flat ... 
 
    What if someone wanted to harm her? 
 
    What if she knew that? 
 
    The thought takes root in my mind as I ponder the link between the fire and the unsolved murder ten years ago. 
 
    The smell of smoke intensifies when I approach the kitchen window, boarded from the inside. The rear door, clad with steel for security, has warped but escaped serious damage. The letterbox offers the only view into the kitchen. 
 
    I scan the scorched room, trying to imagine what it was like, swirling with smoke and flames. The fire destroyed the false ceiling, consuming the tiles, warping the metal frame to leave charred joists and dangling electrical cables, stripped of their sheaths. Wall tiles have blown and fallen, lying shattered among the debris that covers the floor. 
 
    The stainless steel tables, cladding and toaster remain, but the deep fat fryer and cooker have gone. 
 
    The fire investigator must have removed them for testing. I’ll check on Monday. I need to know what faults he found in case Hossain claims Mike supplied faulty equipment. 
 
    Before I leave, I look inside the wooden shed at the bottom of the yard. It’s still damp, thanks to a drenching by the fire brigade. A fridge and chest freezer line one side. Rusty metal racking, containing a few boxes of dried out vegetables and sprouting onions line the other side. 
 
    With the power off, I should know better than to open the fridge. The rancid smell turns my stomach. The stench from the freezer makes my eyes water. At least Leila King’s not floating in the slurry at the bottom. 
 
    Hossain needs to clear and disinfect everything in the shed to avoid causing a nuisance or attracting vermin. 
 
    I also want to know why this fire has sparked interest in an unsolved murder. 
 
    If DI Goodman won’t tell me, I know someone who might. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
      
 
    Mike Turner settles back in the tatty armchair on his veranda. He takes another swig of Budweiser from the bottle and stares out across the garden and shingle beach. A dog scrambles over the pebbles as twilight sinks over Pevensey Bay. The hypnotic rhythm of the waves can’t still his restless hands.  
 
    “You want to know why I sold two deep fat fryers to a jerk like Hossain?” He swivels to face me, pointing the bottle at me like a gun. “He had cash. They were in good working order, pal. A bit worse for wear on the outside, but aren’t we all?” 
 
    He’s six feet tall, overweight, and a public health nightmare with his smoking and drinking. I’m not surprised after the horrors he witnessed as a Scenes of Crime Officer with Sussex Police. Then there’s the abuse he endured in the 1970s as one of the few Afro Caribbean officers in the force. Yet he dismisses it with a shrug of his broad shoulders, remaining jolly despite the challenges life throws his way. 
 
    “Why didn’t you scrap the fryers?” I ask. 
 
    “Hossain was desperate. You can’t run a diner without chips and chicken nuggets.” Mike reaches into the bucket of iced water for another Budweiser. “His fryer packed up on Friday evening. I made a thorough check of ours before I delivered them on Saturday morning. They were safe.” 
 
    “Why did he buy both fryers? He’s only got room for one.” 
 
    Mike takes several noisy gulps of beer. “He wanted a spare.” 
 
    “Did you install the fryer?” 
 
    “Hossain said he would do it.” He swipes a paw at a crane fly that’s flickered onto the veranda. “You don’t need to worry. When he was questioned, he said he’d had the fryer from new and never had a problem.” 
 
    “You’ve spoken to him?” 
 
    “Ash Goodman told me. She was here when you rang yesterday. That’s why I couldn’t say anything.” 
 
    “Do you think she suspects?” 
 
    “She’s a few steps ahead of you, pal. She said you’d pop round about the corpse at the caravan park. You’ve wasted your time. I’m not crossing Ash Goodman.” 
 
    “She seemed pleasant enough to me.” 
 
    “You want to get inside her knickers. Before you do, talk to her ex.” 
 
    “Why don’t you save me the trouble?” 
 
    Mike reaches for his cigarettes. “They were on holiday in a forest up north somewhere. Ash comes back early and finds him bouncing up and down on a chalet maid in the woods. Ash took their clothes, emptied the wardrobe and drove off with his wallet and the car.” 
 
    He pauses to light a cigarette. “When he got back home, she’d cleared her stuff from the house and gone. To show there were no hard feelings, she slashed his clothes to ribbons and emptied their joint savings account. She also reported the chalet maid for theft. The locals found cash with the maid’s clothes in bushes near the chalet.” 
 
    The sound of a car crunching to a halt on the gravel at the side of the bungalow distracts him. He’s out of the chair, flicking his cigarette into the flowerbed. 
 
    “She badly needs to get her career back on track, pal, so take care.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask, following him inside. 
 
    He furnished the bungalow with bargains from second hand stores after his wife cleaned him out. She pestered him for a new kitchen and ran off with the contractor. Mike was left with no wife, no sink and a collection of flat pack cupboards. I installed the kitchen, but I couldn’t fix his marital problems. He lost interest in work and retired from Sussex Police six months later. 
 
    While he pays for the curry, I extract a couple of plates from the packed dishwasher and wash them in the sink. He makes excited noises as he sets the carrier bag on the drop leaf table in the corner. He sniffs in the aroma for a moment and then lifts the foil trays from the bag, his fingers oblivious to the heat. By the time I’ve washed and dried the plates, he’s set out all the dishes. He hands me a carton of skimmed milk from the American style fridge that fills one corner. 
 
    “You don’t want a glass, do you?” 
 
    I shake my head and sit at the table, savouring the bouquet of tomatoes, onions and peppers from my chicken jalfrezi. 
 
    Mike grins as he tips the contents of his foil trays onto the plate. The smile never leaves his lips as he mixes his chicken tikka and rice together, blending in a generous helping of Bombay Potato. “There isn’t a problem on the planet that can’t be solved with a good curry,” he says, reaching for a samosa. 
 
    “How about obesity?” 
 
    “This is healthy compared to the Pot Noodles, burgers and cakes I used to eat as a cop. You never knew when you’d have time to eat a proper meal. It was even worse on Scenes of Crime.” 
 
    “Is that where you met Ashley?” 
 
    “Ash moved to Sussex about four years ago after some bother in Greater Manchester. She failed to disclose some text messages and a case collapsed. She transferred to Brighton to spare everyone’s blushes. I only heard whispers, but she screwed up on another case and was moved out of the Major Crimes Team to rural crime. Now she wants to crack a big case to get back.” He feeds half a samosa into his mouth. “And they don’t come much bigger than Miles Birchill.” 
 
    “So why was there nothing on the ...?” 
 
    I stop myself. Mike would never forgive me if he found out I’d read his notes on the caravan site investigation. 
 
    When he started his mobile café, I wrote a food safety management system for him. I suggested he back up the files onto a memory stick and keep it in a secure place. He gave the memory stick to me. When I checked to make sure he’d backed up all the documents, I found a folder, entitled Memoirs. It contained details about cases he’d investigated during his career. 
 
    The No Stone folder contained details about the body of a man, between 25 and 35 years old, found in a field at Sunshine View Caravan Park. While his findings were interesting, there was no reference to Miles Birchill owning the site. 
 
    Mike grabs another samosa. “There was nothing on what?” 
 
    “Nothing on the licence file to say Miles Birchill owned the caravan site,” I reply. “Until Ashley told me, I had no idea.” 
 
    “Me neither,” he says. “So, that’s why she wants your help.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you guys identify Birchill as the site owner?” 
 
    “It was November. The site was closed for winter. We couldn’t identify the body. We had no leads. The investigation stalled.” 
 
    “How did Ashley find out?” 
 
    “Perhaps she’s got more time to dig around. Perhaps she knows something we didn’t.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “How should I know?” He stares at the samosa, poised before his mouth. “She didn’t tell me anything.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    He pushes the samosa into his mouth. “Sounds like you’re made for each other.” 
 
    “She’s hardly my type.” 
 
    “Slim, long blonde hair, curves in all the right places? What’s not to like? Okay, she’s twice the age of the waitresses you like,” he says, pushing his spoon into the curry, “but she eats healthy, runs marathons and looks good for someone in her forties.” 
 
    I can’t help grinning. “Sounds like you’re besotted, Mike.” 
 
    “Not me, pal. They don’t call her the Ice Queen for nothing. But you’re no better, hiding your emotions behind an enigmatic smile.” 
 
    Gemma accused me of that. 
 
    “Actually, that’s not entirely fair,” he says after a mouthful of curry. “You have a conscience. Or you did before you took Birchill’s money.” 
 
    Mike’s not the first to challenge me about Birchill’s donation. 
 
    “The buyer for his hotel wanted my land,” I say, sticking to the script. “We did a deal. It was more tax efficient to have the proceeds as a charitable donation.” 
 
    “Since when did you use words like tax efficient?” 
 
    “Since I started to run my sanctuary as a business. I don’t want to sell catering equipment to people like Hossain to make ends meet.” 
 
    “Don’t change the subject, pal. You hate everything Birchill stands for. Now you’re taking money from him.” 
 
    “It was my money, Mike. It was business.” 
 
    I hate deceiving my best friend. I’m not thrilled about Birchill being my father, but I live in the present. I never asked for money, but his donation allows me to plan and build with confidence, to save more animals. That’s all that matters. 
 
    Mike shakes his head. “I don’t buy it. Neither does Ash.” 
 
    “When I pack in the day job, I’ll need all the money I can get.” 
 
    “You’re quitting?” 
 
    From the stunned look on his face it seems my deception’s worked. “Maybe. Not a word to anyone.” 
 
    “Tell Ash. She spotted the donation on Birchill’s Facebook page.” 
 
    “She’s more interested in the Rosy Lee Café,” I say, hoping Mike will take the bait. “Or someone connected to it. Someone called Peter Stone.” 
 
    Mike’s next spoon of curry stops short of his mouth. “She told you about Stone?” 
 
    His No Stone folder contained a photograph of a menu from the Rosy Lee Café. Someone had written Peter Stone and a mobile phone number in marker pen across the top of the menu. 
 
    “I overheard her on the phone. Who is he?” 
 
    “It’s not my investigation.” 
 
    “You attended the scene.” 
 
    He hesitates and takes a few gulps of beer. 
 
    “First, Ash Goodman turns up, assuming I’ll tell you everything about the body. Now you’re here, assuming the same.” He points to his forehead. “Does it say mug?” 
 
    “I only want to know who Peter Stone is.” 
 
    “Don’t we all?” He rises from his chair, his chest heaving. “Peter Stone’s name and mobile number were on a menu in the victim’s pocket. Why would he write his own name and number on a menu?” 
 
    “What makes you think it’s his menu?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
      
 
    My popularity soars after a long weekend. On Monday morning, my Inbox bulges with messages, often sent by people who knew I wasn’t around on Friday to answer them. Those who want to make their problems seem more urgent and important use my voicemail the same way. Daniella Frost, my manager and Head of Service, has sent the most emails despite spending three days at a Less is More seminar. 
 
    “I imagine attendance was low,” I say, wishing Danni would stop glancing at her smartphone. 
 
    It’s one of the irritating habits she’s developed since hooking up with Bernard Doolittle, Head of Human Remains. She oozes self-confidence with her short blonde hair and sassy makeup, power dressing in short skirts and fitted jackets. She also becomes flirtatious without warning. At the last Team Talk, she asked for my opinion on boob jobs. 
 
    I told her we’d had no complaints about them in last quarter. 
 
    “Mock if you wish, Kent, but a select audience ensured more quality contact time with the trainers. This helped me crystallise the critical learning points into a set of QBPs. Quality bullet points,” she says in response to my baffled expression. “You’re never going to progress in management until you talk the talk.” 
 
     I hope my silence encapsulates my quality response. 
 
    After a sip of decaffeinated skinny latte with caramel, she straightens the keyboard to line up with her mouse mat. She plucks a manila folder from the top of her letter trays, which are pale blue to match her suit. 
 
    “Let’s talk Monday Management Meetings,” she says, enclosing the words in finger quotes. “Kelly’s populating your diary as we speak. Team Talk’s moving from Fridays to Thursdays.” 
 
    “Thursday Team Talk?” I ask, making a reasonable stab at finger quotes. 
 
    “You can mock, but with the council looking for savings, you need to be at the table or you could find yourself on the menu.” 
 
    Like Peter Stone. Maybe that’s why his name was on a menu. 
 
    When Danni steeples her fingers I brace myself. She’s sending me on the two week version of the Less is More seminar. 
 
    “I can’t support your request to replace Gemma,” she says. 
 
    I’m not surprised. Gemma’s post was created by her uncle, the Chief Executive. It was bound to go when she left. 
 
    “The statistics for summer revealed a drop in complaints for two of the three months,” Danni says, reading from her monitor. “I know the drop was slight, but our new contract environmental health officer, Charlotte, has experience in food hygiene and pollution, offering synergies we didn’t have before.” 
 
    “And she’s cheaper to employ than a replacement for Gemma.” 
 
    “I know Gemma’s departure upset you, Kent, but Charlotte has more experience and gets results. We need to prosecute more offenders,” she says, cutting me off, “to raise our profile with councillors and the public. If we demonstrate the important work we do we could avoid cuts in the future.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I say, surprising my boss, “but Charlie only works three days a week. If you increase it to five, it would soften the blow when I tell the team we’re not replacing Gemma.” 
 
    Danni rises and hands me the manila folder, signalling the end of our meeting. “Charlotte’s revised contract, signed and dated this morning. She’s now working five days a week for the duration of the contract, starting today.” 
 
    I’m not used to Danni being a step ahead of me. “Thank you,” I say. 
 
    “You might not thank me when you check your Inbox. Stratford upon Avon District Council would like a reference. Gemma’s applied for a job.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Though Gemma left three months ago, I still picture her sitting opposite me, deep in concentration as she grappled with the complexities of pollution complaints. Whether it was a couple of neighbours, feuding over noisy music or the smells from paint spraying at a rural car repair workshop, her enthusiasm and charm overcame her lack of knowledge and experience. 
 
    I wish she were still sitting there. 
 
    Everything happens for a reason, my English teacher once told me. Accept it and move on. You never know what’s over the horizon. 
 
    It won’t be Ashley Goodman, if she continues to pester me. It’s only ten o’clock and she’s already sent two emails, demanding information about the Rosy Lee Café. She has access to a national database. The public have access to information under the Freedom of Information Act. To access my department’s archives, where my old inspections records are stored, I need approval from Danni, who has meetings for the rest of the morning. 
 
    At least I can interrogate the environmental health database to check inspections for the last six years. I find a mobile number for Tariq Hossain and leave a message to meet him at Station Diner on Wednesday morning. I don’t specify a time to encourage him to ring me back, otherwise he’ll pretend he never received the call and not show. 
 
    Five years ago, he transformed the failing Easy Pizza. It had dipped below minimum legal standards between routine inspections. It improved for a couple of months after our intervention, only to slump back again. Poor cleaning, failures in maintenance, the constant turnover of staff and indifferent management led to low food hygiene ratings. Yet every evening, after the pubs closed, the queues stretched down the street. 
 
    Making the display of hygiene ratings mandatory, as in Wales and Northern Ireland, would encourage the businesses to improve or lose customers. 
 
    Then again, hungry people who’ve drunk too much don’t focus on hygiene. 
 
    When Nigel comes into the office after an early morning visit, I take him downstairs to Committee Room 1. It has one of the new vending machines Downland installed to save money. It offers seven varieties of coffee, but in smaller cups than the previous machine. 
 
    “Looks like last week’s fire at Station Diner has saved you a prosecution,” I say when we’re seated at the press table with decaffeinated lattes. 
 
    Though a fraction of the size of the Council Chamber, CR1 has the same high, ornate ceilings, wall-to-wall oak panelling and a carpet emblazoned with the Downland District Council crest. The heavy oak chairs with high backs sit around a long table, polished to a mirror shine. The press have to make do with plastic chairs and a laminated table that looks like it came out of a school dining room. 
 
    Nigel casts a nervous glance at the video camera in the corner. Committee Cam allows meetings to be broadcast live on the council’s website. 
 
    “They can’t watch us, can they?” 
 
    He lowers his head, revealing how much his hair has thinned, apart from the bristles that protrude from his nostrils. I had hoped the woman he met through internet dating would smarten him up, replacing his old brown jacket with one that had an intact lining and a full set of buttons. No wonder he goes around in shirts with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. His corduroy trousers, of which he has two pairs, alternate each week, unlike his shoes, which he changes every couple of years. 
 
     “I ... I ... I thought you’d be interested in Station Diner,” he says, his stammer telling me he’s nervous. “I was going to ask you to ... to come with me on the revisit in case we needed to take legal action.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you talk to me after the initial inspection?” 
 
    “It’s always up and down, Kent. You know that.” 
 
    “But not this much,” I say, pointing to the photos I’ve printed. 
 
    “That’s why I ... I gave Mr Hossain a week to sort the place out. Charlie said I should have closed him on the spot, but he’s got problems with his manager.” 
 
    “Leila King?” 
 
    “She had her hands in the till and was badmouthing him on Facebook and Twitter, saying he couldn’t keep it up.” Nigel glances down at his groin in case there’s any doubt. “She’s a good looking woman, smartly dressed, intelligent. She knows her stuff too, unlike Mr Hossain. I don’t know why she stays there.” 
 
    I remember what Ashley told me. “Leila King’s worked for all the businesses that occupied the premises. Interesting, don’t you think?” 
 
    He considers for a moment. “Not if she owns the building.” 
 
    It’s an intriguing thought. 
 
    “Let me know when she shows up, Nigel. She’s been missing since the fire.” 
 
    He relaxes a little. “Is this another of your investigations?” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    He raises his decaffeinated latte. “You always take me somewhere private and buy me coffee.” 
 
    My phone saves me. “DI Goodman. We were just talking about you and Leila King.” 
 
    “A week before the fire, Leila rang 999,” Ashley says. “She claimed Tariq Hossain had threatened to kill her.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
      
 
    Ashley reaches for her second National Trust cheese and onion relish sandwich. Like the first, she rips out a huge chunk with her teeth, devouring the sandwich in a couple of mouthfuls. I wonder how long it would take to demolish a baguette. 
 
    “Love this place,” she says. “I come here to unwind, to think, to focus.” 
 
    We’re settled on a blanket on the eastern slope of the South Downs, overlooking Birling Gap. She sits, legs crossed, back straight, gaze focused on the Seven Sisters, their chalk faces rising vertically out of the sea to meet the gentle green slopes of the South Downs. The breeze ruffles her hair, blowing it across her face. Dressed in a charcoal grey trouser suit, with a name badge pinned to her lapel, she’s hot-footed it from a seminar at headquarters in Lewes about twelve miles away. 
 
    “I’m impetuous by nature,” she says, flicking her hair back to reveal a slim neck. “Act first and apologise later, my old DCI said. Never give the villains a chance to escape. He hesitated once and ended up on the slab. All his good work, all those collars, blown away in a second.” 
 
    I’m no good with platitudes so I remain silent, munching my sandwich, looking down at the shingle beach, bleached grey by the sunlight. A black Labrador bounds out of the sea and shakes. The spray lands on a family close by, startling a young girl, who runs wailing to her mother. 
 
    She stares out to sea. “I’d like to slow down, to focus on what matters.” 
 
    “Like climate change? Plastic in the oceans?” 
 
     “People,” she replies. “Unsocial hours, the unpredictable nature of the job, take their toll on relationships. I also like to be on the move.” 
 
    Most of the people around us are on the move, apart from those brandishing cameras with lenses the size of telescopes. While they focus on the small blue butterflies, flitting between flowers, hordes of foreign students swarm across the Downs in their t-shirts and skinny jeans, rucksacks slung over their shoulders. They capture the bigger picture on their phones and tablets, while listening to music and gabbling in loud voices. Some pause to take selfies at the cliff edge, standing with their backs to the cliffs. Some sit with their legs dangling over the edge, unaware of how fragile the chalk can be. 
 
    Ashley reads my thoughts. “I’ve seen the broken bodies, not to mention the shattered lives they leave behind.” 
 
    “How do you deal with it?” 
 
    “You see horrendous sights, rescuing injured or abused animals. How do you cope?” 
 
    “I concentrate on saving the animal, doing my best.” 
 
    “Bet you’d like to punish the people who mistreat and hurt animals.” 
 
    I drink the last of my tea, remembering how angry I used to feel, and still do at times. “My vet suggested I educate children so they didn’t grow up to abuse animals.” 
 
    “Sensible woman.” 
 
    “How do you know it was a woman?” 
 
    “We’re compassionate and sensible. You also have a link to Sarah Wheeler, local vet, on your website.” 
 
    “You checked me out?” 
 
    “Know your enemy.” She laughs and reaches into the paper bag for a flapjack. “You could use social media better. If Sussex Police can embrace Twitter and Facebook, you’ve no excuse.” 
 
    “Talking of Facebook,” I say, “one of my team said Leila was badmouthing Tariq Hossain. You might want to check her out. She might say where she is.” 
 
    “She’s long gone.” Ashley shields her eyes to watch a ferry, heading out into the English Channel. “Didn’t Lord Lucan escape on the Newhaven ferry?” 
 
    “His car was found in the town,” I say, wishing she’d stop changing the subject. “A friend could have driven it there as a decoy while Lord Lucan flew out of the country from an airfield in Kent.” 
 
    “Mike Turner said it’s the one mystery you’d love to solve.” 
 
    “He said you’d popped round to see him.” 
 
    “I knew you’d approach him.” 
 
    She grins and takes a lustful bite of flapjack, watching me as she chews. I’m even more convinced she’s a cat, teasing and toying with me, purring with pleasure before her paw shoots out to deliver a killer blow. 
 
    “Mike wouldn’t tell me anything,” I say. 
 
    “He referred me to the case file. He doesn’t like me. What progress have you made?” she asks, pulling wet wipes from her bag.  
 
    I take the remaining flapjack. “I’m checking the archives this afternoon.” 
 
    “Copy everything. The fire may have been an accident, but I open a cold case and everything hots up.” 
 
    “You think it was arson?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Did Hossain start a fire to kill Leila while she slept upstairs? Or did he tell her to get out so he could start a fire?” 
 
    “You think it’s a fraudulent insurance claim?” 
 
    “He bought a dodgy deep fat fryer from a guy with a van, didn’t he?” She dabs her lips with the wipe and grins. “What if Hossain started the fire to divert attention from Leila’s disappearance?” 
 
    “You think he carried out his death threat?” 
 
     “Leila withdrew her allegation the next day, said she’d drunk too much wine.” Ashley drops the wipe into the paper bag and compresses it into a ball. “He came back later with flowers and made love to her.” 
 
    “Do you believe her?” 
 
    She rams the paper ball into her empty coffee cup. “He’s married with two children. Leila could have given him plenty of grief. I’ll let you know what I think after I’ve interviewed him on Wednesday.” 
 
    “I’ve arranged to meet him then. Why don’t we ...?” 
 
    The chill in her eyes cuts me off. “This is a police investigation, Kent. It’s not your concern.” 
 
    “I need to examine the deep fat fryer,” I say, getting to my feet. “If it was faulty, there’s a health and safety issue.” 
 
    “If Hossain killed Leila, it’s a murder inquiry.”


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
      
 
    Early in the afternoon, I head for the labyrinthine basement of the town hall, where Downland District Council keeps its archives. Brian Peake, caretaker and custodian of the basement, arranges and organises the archives, along with a system for recording what’s stored. Only he understands the system, bringing him into conflict with the Head of IT, who introduced document scanning as part of the paperless office. 
 
    “The bigwigs produced a forty-page report on the paperless office,” Brian tells me, searching for a key in one of the many wall-mounted boxes in his tiny, windowless office. It’s filled with his grand desk and ornate chair, stacks of archive boxes and a shelf lined with pigeon holes. “If you want something from an electronic archive, you have to print it. How’s that saving paper?” 
 
    “I hope you sent them a memo, Brian.” 
 
    “Joke all you like, but there’s something satisfying about composing a carefully worded memo. People take notice of memos.” He plucks a key from one of the hooks. “You can’t delete memos with a click of a mouse.” 
 
    He compares the number on the key with a colour-coded list on the wall. He ticks a box on a form pinned to his clipboard and slaps it shut. He clasps the clipboard to his chest and leads me out of his office into the corridor that looks out on the waste and recycling bays at the rear. 
 
    “Environmental Health share storage with Planning, Building Control, Benefit Fraud and Licensing in the Enforcement Room,” he tells me as we walk. “You’re the last on the list for scanning. If you want anything after that, you’ll need a printer.” 
 
    He chuckles to himself and leads me through a fire door and down the brick steps to the basement. Another fire door opens into a long, cool corridor, lit by strip lights. Brian bends his head to avoid the cobwebs on the low ceiling as he strides past panelled doors with gold numbers. At the end, we turn left, walking past another fire door and staircase. At the end of this corridor, he inserts the key and opens the sturdy door. The stale, musty smell hits me moments before the flickering overhead lights reveal the layer of dust coating everything. 
 
    He points past the rows of filing cabinets and metal cupboards to some racking at the end of the narrow room. “Your files are on the furthest shelves, second level,” he says, leading me down a narrow aisle. He stops when we reach the half empty shelves. “Looks like some of your files have already gone. Why wasn’t I informed?” 
 
    I imagine Danni sent him an email, probably the day after scanning started. “Don’t you let the scanning people in to collect the boxes?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “They use the stairs we passed to avoid me. Human Resources have a master key, which they hand out willy nilly to contractors, leaving them unsupervised. There could be hundreds of illegal keys in circulation.” 
 
    “Aren’t most of the rooms empty?” 
 
    “That’s hardly the point.” He points to the photocopier in the corner. “Someone damaged the sheet feeder so you can only scan one copy at a time.” 
 
    I waste no time checking the cardboard boxes, labelled in Brain’s precise block capitals. While many files have gone for scanning, documents related to enforcement and legal action will be retained, especially witness statements, formal notices, exhibits and samples. 
 
    The Rosy Lee Café case occupies two boxes. One contains sealed polythene bags, filled with scrapings, droppings and food debris found during my initial visit in response to an anonymous complaint of a mouse infestation. The other box contains all the paperwork relating to the closure of the business and my visit to the Magistrates’ Court for a Hygiene Emergency Prohibition Order a couple of days later. 
 
    When I remove the dusty lid, something looks wrong. 
 
    Though only half full, the manila folder on top has paper protruding beyond the edges. The metal clips that keep everything in place have gone. I examine the contents, which contains correspondence and details of the actions taken after my visit to court. While everything appears to be in date order, several sheets of paper have creases as if they’ve been folded. 
 
    The next three manila folders have no displaced pages. The folder at the bottom of the box resembles the top one, with papers out of line and no fasteners.  I also find two small sheaves where the staples were removed and replaced later, but not carefully enough. This final folder contains details of my initial visit, including staff interviews, details of the problems found, notes of all actions taken and records of calls and correspondence prior to the court appearance. 
 
    It looks like someone’s interested in my investigation. 
 
    Student EHOs often want case studies for dissertations. They’re not so good at putting things back as they found them. 
 
    Neither was Gemma. 
 
    Pushing the thought to one side, I check the top page. It contains the names and contact details of the people I interviewed at the café. 
 
    Leila King’s not on the list. 
 
    Neither is Peter Stone. 
 
    I flick through the pages, wondering how much I should scan. Most of the pages contain my inspection forms and notes, which won’t be of any interest to Ashley. Then again, without reading every single page, I won’t know whether I’ve missed anything significant. 
 
    I walk over to the photocopier to scan everything, one sheet at a time. 
 
    Had the sheet feeder been working, I may never have noticed that a couple of pages were missing. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nine 
 
      
 
    Brian’s expression tells me he’s got other work to attend to. “How do you know you didn’t get the pages out of order?” 
 
    “You log everyone who visits the archive.” 
 
    “You’re the first person from Environmental Health to visit this year. Who else would want to look at your files?” 
 
    “That’s what I’d like to find out.” 
 
    “The contractor scanning your records probably.” He leans forward and jabs the spacebar with his index finger to bring his PC back to life. “Maybe you should talk to him before you accuse anyone of tampering with your files.” 
 
    “I’m not accusing anyone, Brian. I only want to know who’s visited the archives recently. I know you keep a record, so can I have a look?” 
 
    His sigh registers on the Richter Scale. Taking his time, he hauls himself from his chair and strolls across the room to retrieve an exercise book, suspended by string beside the door. He opens it and takes a long, slow look, his lips pursed in defiance. 
 
    “The Information Officers from Planning are the most frequent visitors.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
    “On 30th July, Human Resources carried out a health and safety inspection with the Fire Officer. There’s no record of your scanning contractor, but there wouldn’t be if he uses the other stairs.” 
 
    He puffs out his chest. “Perhaps you could raise this with your manager, Mr Fisher, citing the alleged disturbance to your files. You might also let her know that Human Resources issued keys to every Head of Service three months ago without consulting me.” 
 
    I thank him for his time and head upstairs, aware that anyone in the council, any of its contractors, could access the archive room at any time without anyone knowing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Back at my desk, I check through the scanned copies, emailed from the photocopier. The paperwork details my investigation from the initial anonymous complaint about mice at the Rosy Lee Café on Friday morning. I’ve also copied the notes from my inspection, my interview under caution with the owner, Henry Potter, and the Hygiene Emergency Prohibition Notice I served to close the premises. The final document covers the early morning visit I made to the café prior to the hearing at the Magistrates’ Court the following Tuesday. 
 
    The café was shut. Henry Potter didn’t come to court. 
 
    He had disappeared. 
 
    Did that make him a candidate for the body at the caravan site? 
 
    There’s no mention of Leila King in any of the documents or the witness statements taken from staff. She’s cited as the manager of Station Diner in Nigel’s inspection records for the last five years, but I need to access the inspections before that. Those records have been digitised and archived by the scanning contractor. Once Danni’s authorised my request, I can access them. 
 
    If she authorises my request. 
 
    I don’t find out until 4.15 when she summons me to her office. Her motivational pinboard, plastered with nuggets of wisdom from Facebook, Twitter and her desk calendar, has become a mess, contradicting her normal precision and neatness. Maybe she can’t find the energy to spruce it up, even though she’ll never get a second chance to make a first impression. 
 
    She’s sitting at her meeting table, a cup of coffee on her right, a manila folder on her left. Her light blue jacket lies across the back of an adjoining chair, keeping her handbag company. She’s pushed her short blonde hair behind her ears and looks relaxed and contented, the trace of a smile on her lips. When she rises to pour me a cup of filter coffee, I notice she’s kicked off her shoes. 
 
    Her relationship with Bernard Doolittle must be going well. 
 
    “I’m intrigued by your sudden interest in our archives.” She places the coffee before me, treating me to a waft of a new perfume. “I thought you preferred to look forward, not back.” 
 
    Her gentle, mocking tone tells me she’s ahead of me again. 
 
    She helps herself to a wine gum from a bowl in the centre of the table. “What’s your interest in the fire at Station Diner? This morning, you rummage around the basement, ruffling Brian’s perfectly preened feathers. Now, you want access to the scanned inspection files.” 
 
    “I can request them under the Freedom of Information Act, if you prefer.” 
 
    “Why not tell me why you’re interested in Station Diner and its predecessors?” 
 
    “The fire concerns me,” I say. “Nigel says the owner’s in financial difficulties.” 
 
    “Then talk to the police.” She slides the manila folder across the desk. “Copies of the inspection reports – two for Easy Burger and two for Easy Pizza. Nigel also discussed his concerns with me.” 
 
    That’s why she’s ahead of me. 
 
    “Your priority is the faulty fryer,” she says. “If someone’s supplying dangerous catering equipment, we need to find them. Maybe the police could help. Have you come across Detective Inspector Goodman? She transferred from Brighton after ruffling some feathers. You two should get on famously.” 
 
    I nod and head for the door. 
 
    “She might even take your mind off Gemma.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask, more sharply than intended. 
 
    Danni pops another wine gum into her mouth. “Richard moves to Chipping Campden four months ago. Then I hear you’re no longer his best man. A few weeks later, Gemma walks in on Friday afternoon and tells me she won’t be back. Naturally, she wants to join her fiancé, but the timing’s interesting.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    “If you’re pregnant it is.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
      
 
    At five thirty, I’m still at my desk, staring at the computer screen, unable to concentrate. Every few seconds, I look down at my phone, wanting to ring Gemma, but not sure what to say. Too late, I found out she’d continued her relationship with Richard. Now, if Danni’s correct, she’s expecting his child. 
 
    Or is it mine? 
 
    No, she ran to Richard. She didn’t say a word or leave a note to repay me for walking out on her without warning eight years ago. Her resentment explains some of the difficulties we had, but why claim she loved me when she didn’t? Was I no more than a distraction? 
 
    Maybe she thought I would never marry her or want children.  
 
    Kelly slides into the chair at the side of my desk, looking concerned. “What’s wrong, lover? You look stressed.” 
 
    Smart, efficient and always cheerful, Kelly organises Danni’s life and keeps the department ticking over. Kelly knows all the gossip, all the council’s plans, and much more, thanks to her flirtatious nature and popularity with senior male managers. With her short blonde hair, cheeky smile and big blue eyes, she has them revealing their innermost secrets within minutes. They preferred her when she dressed like a blousy barmaid from the rugby club, but even in a business suit, she cuts a striking figure in her red stilettoes as she breezes around the building. 
 
    I slide the phone into my pocket. “You look great. Someone new in your life?” 
 
    “You’re useless at small talk, lover. Has Danni wound you up again?” 
 
    “No, I’m struggling to write a reference for Gemma.” 
 
    “Do you want some help?” 
 
    “I’ll manage,” I reply, switch off the computer. “What about you? Looking forward to being Maid of Honour?” 
 
    She looks at me with troubled eyes. “Why did Gemma leave like that?” 
 
    “You’re asking me?” 
 
    “You were in love with her, weren’t you?” 
 
    Has Gemma confided in Kelly? Or is she fishing? 
 
    “We were close,” I reply. “When you save someone’s life, you see the real person, the one that’s kept hidden most of the time.” 
 
    “Sex has the same effect. Alcohol too. But you don’t drink.” 
 
    An uneasy silence settles between us. The computer closes down. I reach for my pen, sliding it into the inner pocket of my jacket. I brush some fluff from the sleeve and make a show of checking my watch. 
 
    “Animals to feed,” I say, rising. “Pass on my best wishes to Gemma.” 
 
    She stands. “I visited them last weekend. Not once were you mentioned. No, that’s not strictly true. Gemma told me not to say anything about you. Richard’s still furious because you won’t be his best man.” 
 
    “Did you ask her why she left suddenly?” 
 
    “I asked, but as far as she’s concerned Downland never existed.” Kelly gives me a helpless shrug. “She’s changed, Kent. She’s short with Richard, cutting sometimes, but he’s too besotted to notice. The spark’s gone from her eyes, even though she laughs and jokes like she always did. Maybe it’s wedding nerves. Richard’s family are kicking off because they’re marrying in a registry office.” 
 
    “It’s a big change, moving away, looking for a new job.” 
 
    “She seemed so happy, so full of life after you solved Mr Trimble’s murder. She told me everything was finally coming together.” 
 
    “Maybe it is. Danni thinks Gemma’s pregnant.” 
 
    “Then why did she seem so ... lost?” 
 
    Before I can answer, the phone rings. When I gesture to ignore the phone, Kelly picks it up and gives the official greeting. She nods and hands it to me. 
 
    “Bob Glover from East Sussex Fire and Rescue, returning your call.” 
 
    Bob has a deep voice with a West Country burr that makes him sound like a friendly, salt of the earth chap that would help anyone. 
 
    “I thought you guys in environmental health knocked off early,” he says, sounding disappointed. “Anyway, it’s good to talk to another maligned public sector worker, manacled to a hot desk, burning the midnight oil. I’ve no one to go home to since the wife packed in her job and me,” he says. “Are you married, Mr Fisher?” 
 
    I’m still considering the health and safety implications of fire officers burning oil at night. “No, Mr Glover.” 
 
    “Call me, Bob. Everyone does, especially when they want something.” His laugh sounds a little resentful. “You’re interested in the fire at Station Diner. Well, there’s nothing to worry about. The heat incinerated all the food poisoning bugs.” 
 
    I ferret out a pen, hoping he’s not going to crack a joke every times he speaks. “I understand a deep fat fryer’s to blame,” I say. 
 
    “Have you spoken to Lizzy Wong?” 
 
    “Who’s Lizzy Wong?” 
 
    “The most persistent insurance assessor you’ll ever meet. If she wasn’t so pretty, none of us would talk to her.” 
 
    “DI Goodman told me about the fire,” I say, making a note of Lizzy Wong’s name. 
 
    “She’s another,” he says, as if she pesters him too. “Wants everything yesterday. Must be a woman thing, trying to prove they’re better than us even though we gave them equality.” 
 
    I’m beginning to understand why Bob Glover’s wife left him. “Was the fire caused by a faulty fryer?” 
 
    “Why are you interested, Mr Fisher? It’s hardly a food hygiene issue.” 
 
    “Mr Hossain’s responsible for the health, safety and welfare of his staff. If he’s operating faulty equipment, I want to know about it.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he says. “I haven’t finalised my report, but based on my examination, the evidence suggests the fryer had a faulty thermostat.” 
 
    “You’re not sure?” 
 
    “There’s no evidence of tampering, or an accelerant being used to start the fire, so I’m as sure as I can be, given the damage caused by the heat.” 
 
    “Can I take a look?” 
 
    “You’ll need to arrange that with Mr Hossain.” 
 
    “You didn’t take the fryer away for testing?” 
 
    “I concluded my investigation on site. I’m happy to show you the photographs and walk you through my findings. It might give you a better understanding when you look at the fryer.” 
 
    “The fryer’s not at the premises, Mr Glover.” 
 
    “Lizzy Wong must have arranged her own examination. I’ll dig out her contact details.” 
 
    “Why not email them over with a copy of your report and the photographs?” 
 
    “I would, but protocol demands a formal request in triplicate.” He sighs as if it’s a burden he has to endure. “We could meet, if you like. I’m rather partial to a latte and a Snegl around ten in the morning. It’s a Danish pastry, as I’m sure you know, being an environmental health officer.” 
 
    Most people assume my job makes me an expert on everything to do with food. They soon revise their opinions when I tell them my favourite food is chips. 
 
    “It means snail,” he says, which sounds rather appropriate. “Best eaten slowly.” 
 
    We arrange to meet at Simply Danish, his favourite confectioner in Eastbourne, and I put the receiver down, keen to get home. 
 
    Another call halts me. 
 
    “Mr Fisher? It’s Tariq Hossain. Why do you want to meet me? I’m closed for business.” 
 
    “Have you spoken to Detective Inspector Goodman?” 
 
    “She also wants to meet with me on Wednesday morning. I’ve given a statement to the police. The fire started after I closed and went home. I was not there, Mr Fisher. I don’t know what happened.” 
 
    He’s protesting too much. “What time are you meeting DI Goodman?” I ask. 
 
    “Nine o’clock.” 
 
    “I’ll see you at nine thirty.” 
 
    “My business is closed, Mr Fisher. If I do not hear from the insurance company soon, it will not reopen.” 
 
    “Would that be Lizzy Wong?” 
 
    “She asks questions, always more questions. I tell her to talk to the fire officer because I wasn’t there when the fire started.” 
 
    “Did she take the deep fat fryer, Mr Hossain?” 
 
    “I got rid of it, Mr Fisher. And it’s still causing me trouble.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
      
 
    When I spot the sign for Sunshine View Caravan Park, I understand why the locals objected. Bright, a gaudy orange in colour, and tall, the sign thrusts out of the foliage, pushing aside branches to beckon holiday makers along a narrow lane that peels off the Alfriston to Seaford road. 
 
    Ashley swings her Audi into the lane, missing the flint wall by inches. Her automatic headlamps come on as she speeds through a canopy of sycamore and ash trees. A few seconds later, the lane curves left and we burst out of the trees to views across the caravan park, the Cuckmere Valley and Litlington village. We come to an abrupt halt in a small parking area, bounded by a white ranch style fence and another huge sign, in case we’ve forgotten where we are. 
 
    Below us, the regimented rows of angular mobile homes look so unnatural among the sweeping curves and undulations of the Downs. Ornamental trees, shrubs and flowerbeds filled with bright annuals, designed to break up the straight lines, look as artificial as the pristine lawns and kidney shaped pond at the centre of the site. 
 
    Ashley stares at the giant orange sun, painted on the front of the mobile home that doubles as a shop and reception. “I don’t know why the locals get so uptight. You can hardly see their houses and gardens.” 
 
    She might revise her opinion when we reach the bottom of the site. In line with Government edicts to diversify, the farm opened a caravan site after a long battle with the planners. Five years later, the site expanded into a second, lower field, which runs alongside the road. While mainly filled with static homes, laid out in a grid, the park has a small area for touring caravans and tents. They’re only a road’s width away from a cluster of substantial houses, nestled among native vegetation and trees in the hillside below. 
 
    Some of the owners continue to fight for compensation for loss of amenity and the damage caused by low loaders that squeeze along the road to deliver mobile homes. During the summer, barely a week passes without a complaint from local residents about noisy parties or the smell and smoke from barbecues. In return, the caravan site owner complains about the disturbance caused by locals mowing their vast lawns at the crack of dawn on Sundays. 
 
    A man in his twenties, dressed in frayed denim shorts and a vest top, removes his headphones and ambles over. He wipes the mop of streaked hair from his forehead with a lazy sweep of his hand and peers into the car. He looks Ashley over and gives her his best smile. She holds up her warrant card. 
 
    “You need to speak to my father,” he says, unperturbed. “It’s his site.” 
 
    “Five years ago, a body was unearthed in the bottom field. Were you here then?” 
 
    “We’d just bought the place. My father was digging a trench with the Bobcat and nearly dismembered the body. Do you want me to get him?” 
 
    “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Daniel Harper. I’m Elvis.” 
 
    She nods her approval. “He was my parents’ favourite singer too. They have all his films on DVD.” 
 
    “I didn’t know Elvis Costello made films. I’ll tell my father you’re a fan.” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” she says, embarrassment sharpening her voice. “We only want a quick look at where the body was found.” 
 
    He points to a drive heading down the slope. “When you get to the bottom, turn right. When you reach the communal bin area, you’re there.” 
 
    “You covered the area with bins?” 
 
    “Would you site a home where a body was found?” 
 
    She pulls away, complaining about the first of many speed humps. I lean back and relax, enjoying the views now they’re not flashing past in a blur. Even on foot, she’s in a rush, her stride fuelled by urgency, like her handshake.  
 
    A few minutes after six, she strode into the sanctuary, having come straight from her seminar. She had treats for Columbo, an order for cakes and savouries for Niamh and a dinner invite for me. Ashley waited for me to change, her toe tapping on the flagstones while she made phone calls. When I asked her where we were dining, she said we had to attend to a matter of grave concern first. 
 
    Her pun was only marginally better than her driving. 
 
    She slows as we approach the communal bin area. “I want to know why the killer chose this location. You can’t pass a body through the hedgerow. It’s too dense and overgrown, though it might have been more open ten years ago.” 
 
    “Would you park on a main road to dispose of a body?” I ask. “Anyone could drive past, even in the early hours.” 
 
    “And why risk disturbing the locals?” 
 
    We park beside the close boarded fence that surrounds the waste and recycling bins. It’s located near the hedgerow at the bottom of the field, well away from the parade of homogeneous homes. The access road continues into the area set aside for camper vans and tents, which cluster close to what looks like a laundry and shower block. The smell of refuse and rotting vegetables fills my nostrils as I climb out of the car, squinting against the low sun. 
 
    I try to picture a killer hauling a body across a rough, uneven field to this remote spot. 
 
    “If the killer buried the body at night, he would have needed a torch or lantern,” I say, thinking aloud. “You’d need a tractor, or a quad bike with trailer to move a body this far. You’d have to drive past the original site, disturbing the residents.” 
 
    She photographs the compound. “The site closed from November to March,”  
 
    “Did any of the local residents notice or report anything?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Five years had elapsed since the body was buried.” 
 
    “Hang on,” I say, following her around the perimeter. “How do you know the body was buried when the site was closed?” 
 
    “When did you close the Rosy Lee Café?” 
 
    “Early November. So, the victim’s connected to the café.” 
 
    She gazes across the valley. “Why bury a body here when there are thousands of acres of Downland to choose from?” 
 
    “I can think of several more accessible sites.” 
 
    “Me too, but none of them are owned by Miles Birchill.”


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
      
 
    “What if you’re wrong about Birchill?” I ask. 
 
    We’re sitting in the free car park in Alfriston village, following another white knuckle drive along the country roads. She checks her appearance in the mirror, flicking her hair into shape. 
 
    “I’m right. You’ll see.” 
 
    She drops her phone into her bag and climbs out of the car. I remain in my seat, wondering how much she’s not telling me. 
 
    What if she’s right? 
 
    What if my father was involved in murder? 
 
    In the 1970s and 80s, he thought nothing of intimidating tenants to clear the flats and houses he wanted to sell with vacant possession. He invested the proceeds into legitimate businesses like casinos and had no qualms about corrupting politicians and people of influence. When they ran up gambling debts, he demanded favours, payment in kind. 
 
    Would he stretch to murder? 
 
    A cold blast of air jerks me from my thoughts. Ashley leans into the car, her head inches from mine. “Nodding off, Kent? I’m not going too fast for you, am I?” 
 
    “Only when you’re behind the wheel.” 
 
    I drag myself out of the car, stumbling as my foot dips into a pothole. She grabs my flailing arm to steady me and ends up in a bear hug, her face pressed against mine. Her cheek is hot, her perfume subtle, her hair soft against my face. 
 
    “You need to shave,” she says, making no effort to pull away. 
 
    “So do you,” I say, enjoying the warmth of her cheek against mine. 
 
    “Might be difficult when you’re standing on my toes.” 
 
    I step back. “Now you know why I declined Strictly Come Dancing.” 
 
    She looks appalled. “You don’t watch that, do you?” 
 
    She gives me a nudge in the back to get me moving. Moments later, she grabs my arm. “I hope your mind’s quicker than your legs,” she says, pulling me forward. 
 
    “Maybe you should learn to enjoy the journey.” 
 
    “I’d rather spend more time at the destination.”  
 
    We swing left into West Street and walk towards Ye Olde Smugglers Inne, where a small group of smokers congregate around the entrance. Built in the 14th Century, the pub has a sturdy facade of weatherboarding and hanging tiles, black on the ground floor, white on the first. We turn left into the main lounge with its uneven brick floor, enormous inglenook fireplace and long polished bar. Sturdy oak posts interlock with thick black joists that support the ceiling and floors above, reinforcing the impression of strength and solidity. Conversation and laughter fill the air, while the tantalising odour of onions lightens the smell of wine and beer. 
 
    I weave through the clusters of people to a table in the corner, looking out across Waterloo Square. Ashley orders food and drinks at the bar, flicking her hair, smiling and laughing while the bartender looks her over with hungry eyes. The swing of her hips increases as she saunters back with the drinks. She’s lucky not to bowl over a romantic couple, oblivious to everything around them. 
 
    “Love this place.” She places my St Clements on the table. She sits opposite and sips from her pint of bitter, nodding in approval. “Everyone’s so friendly.” 
 
    “Especially the bar staff. You should check his ID, make sure he’s old enough to work behind a bar.” 
 
    “Says the man with a passion for young waitresses.” 
 
    “You’re well informed.” 
 
    “I’m a detective.” 
 
    “You mean Mike Turner told you.” 
 
    She raises her glass and chinks it against mine. “Touché.” 
 
    “What brought you down here?” I ask, settling back. “I thought you Northerners couldn’t stand the beer.” 
 
    “I could ask you the same. You spent your youth in Manchester.” 
 
    “Ashley, it’s going to be a boring evening if you keep avoiding questions.” 
 
    She pauses for several mouthfuls of bitter. “Have you any idea how much paper and evidence you have to process with a murder enquiry? Can you imagine working past midnight every night, chasing leads that go nowhere, desperate for the break that will get you a killer before he strikes again? Do you know how exhausting it is, running on adrenaline and coffee?” 
 
    I remain silent, hoping she’s about to tell me. 
 
    “I’ve cleared so many villains from the streets, but the moment I forgot to disclose a few texts that had no bearing on the case ...” 
 
    She drains her pint and thuds the empty glass on the table. “Now you tell me why a man who took out a restraining order against you would make a massive donation to your animal sanctuary.” 
 
    “It was my money.” 
 
    “Tommy Logan called you a morally bereft hypocrite.” 
 
    I recall the editorial in the Tollingdon Tribune. “He printed a front page apology and retraction the following week.” 
 
    “After Birchill turned his Rottweiler solicitor, William Rodgers, on Logan. The same solicitor advised you when you gave a statement to DI Briggs last year.” 
 
    She has done her homework. I’m not sure if I’m flattered or nervous. 
 
    “You could have used your own solicitor, Kent. You could have used an estate agent to sell your sanctuary.” 
 
    “I wasn’t comfortable with the idea, but financially it made sense.” 
 
    “Just business then.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I say before engaging my brain. 
 
    “Then why let Birchill organise a celebrity opening for your new sanctuary?” 
 
    My smile hides the groan. When I opened the letter with the DNA results, I knew the truth would become public one day. I hadn’t expected it to be so soon. 
 
    “Birchill likes supporting causes,” I reply. “It’s good for his image.” 
 
    “When Tommy Logan learns some stick insect glamour model with inflated boobs is opening your sanctuary, what’s he going to print?” 
 
    “Photos of her topless, I guess. Look, I know nothing about this.” 
 
    “Come on, Kent! Birchill’s been posting on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram for weeks. Selfies with glamour models, who all love animals, naturally. He’s running a poll to see which model people want for the opening.” 
 
    “It’s not going to happen. As soon as he returns from the Seychelles, I’ll put a stop to it.” 
 
    Ashley looks thoughtful. “You could invite him to your sanctuary. Invite the media. Pamper his ego. Let him think you need his input, his business acumen.” 
 
    The penny drops. “Then ask him about Sunshine View Caravan Park, right?” 
 
    She grins. “You licence caravan sites. Tell him you’ve had a complaint and discovered he once owned the place.” 
 
    “You’re running a murder inquiry and you want me to interview a suspect?” 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” she says, glaring at me. “It’s not a murder inquiry. Not yet anyway.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I no longer have the approval or authority to investigate murder.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Ashley catches up with me by the entrance to the car park. She grabs my arm and swings me round, forcing me back against the wall. She pushes in close, her eyes filled with fury. But words desert her, lost in her ragged breaths. She steps back and places her hands above her knees, bending to catch her breath. A few expletives later, she straightens, sweeping back her tousled hair. 
 
    “Don’t ever walk off like that again, Kent.” 
 
    “Then stop playing games.” 
 
    “I grabbed a sausage for you.” 
 
    She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a soggy napkin, soaked in onion gravy. The aroma reminds me I almost knocked over the waitress when I strode away from the table. 
 
    “You got any mash in the other pocket?” I ask. 
 
    “It slipped through my fingers.” She wipes her fingers with a tissue “If my guvnor finds out I’m investigating a murder, I’ll be helping old ladies across the road. If I can crack a tough case they might put me back on the Major Crimes Team.” 
 
    “You should have told me, Ashley.” 
 
    “Yeah, like you would have helped me.” 
 
    I break the sausage in two and offer her half. “I’m a sucker for lost causes.” 
 
    “Okay, no more games, no more lies.” 
 
    Apart from the two she’s just told me. Next, she’ll be telling me I’m the only person who can help her. 
 
    “You’re the only person I trust, Kent.” She stares into my eyes as she slides the sausage into her mouth. She licks the gravy from her lips before devouring the sausage. “If only sex was this good.” 
 
    The sausage tastes good, but not that good. 
 
    “I’ve always been impetuous and impossible,” she says as we walk back to her Audi. “I, I, I, my father used to say. Like me, me, me, only grander. I always had big ideas.” 
 
    I nod, getting it the first time. 
 
    She reaches into her bag for her keys. “That’s what comes of being the youngest of three sisters. I was always the last in line, making do with leftovers and hand-me-downs. I wanted to be first for a change.” 
 
    “Why join the police?” 
 
    She rips the flyer from beneath the rear windscreen wiper. “Do I look like I need slimming classes?” She screws the flyer into a ball. “Say, did you ever find out who sent you those cryptic notes?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did they stop after you solved Trimble’s murder? Only there’s no record of you receiving any more.” 
 
    “I received one more about a week later. Old sins cast long shadows.” 
 
    “Sounds like someone with an old grudge. Do you want me to check it out?” 
 
    “I’d rather find out why you joined the police.” 
 
    “I like arresting people,” she says, climbing into the car. 
 
    She maintains a sensible speed on the winding road out of Alfriston. Neither of us speaks until we pass the sale board outside the White Horse Hotel. 
 
    “Birchill owned that place,” she says. “The moment it began to struggle, he bailed out, leaving his business partner to sink. The margins are tight when you offer riding holidays for disabled kids. You need full occupancy to make a profit.” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about it.” 
 
    “I know a lot about Birchill.” 
 
    She speeds up as the road straightens, reaching the roundabout beyond Drusillas Zoo Park in a couple of minutes. She swings right onto the A27 and heads up the hill towards Tollingdon, her expression grim as we join a stream of slower moving traffic. 
 
    “Birchill was born on the Downland Manor estate,” she says. “His father was a former jockey turned stable manager. Birchill became a groom in the Fisher stables until he was thrown out for stealing from some well-heeled friends of your father. 
 
     “But you know all this,” she says, slamming on the brakes. “You know about his crimes in Brighton. You campaigned against his Wild West theme park. How you can go from hating the man to letting him fund your new sanctuary?” 
 
    “We were trapped in a burning building. We saved each other’s lives.” 
 
    “You should have let him burn.” She swings out and accelerates past three vehicles and through Wilmington crossroads. “You’re indebted to each other – is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “He offered his business experience and contacts to help with Meadow Farm.” 
 
    “What does Niamh think? She’s not exactly a fan of Birchill, is she?” 
 
    We fall silent as we pass the entrance to Downland Manor Hotel, which has a new sign. A minute later we pass the lane that leads to my former sanctuary. When we stop at the traffic lights ahead, she asks me if I want to join her for a nightcap.  
 
    “If you drink, you can’t drive me home,” I say. 
 
    “Would that be such a bad thing?” 
 
    “I have animals to check.” 
 
    She swings right and heads for Jevington. When she pulls up outside Meadow Farm, she turns to me, her eyes full of mischief. “You could always invite me in.” 
 
    I asked Gemma to move in with me. She said she didn’t want to live in a glorified portakabin. She didn’t want me to move into her flat because everyone would know she’d been unfaithful to Richard. 
 
    “You’re forgetting Frances,” I say, getting out of the car. 
 
    “Don’t you want to know how we connected Leila King to the Rosy Lee Café?” Ashley asks, not ready to give up yet. 
 
    I climb back into the car. “You told me she worked at both.” 
 
    “When we attended the fire at Station Diner, DC Susan Richards made the connection. Five years ago, she was the first uniformed officer to reach Sunshine View. She was there when your pal Mike Turner found evidence that linked the body to the Rosy Lee Café.”  
 
    “Details you can’t tell me.” 
 
    “Maybe I talk in my sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll give you points for persistence,” I say, getting out of the car. “But I have no record of Leila King working at the Rosy Lee Café. She wasn’t there when I closed the place.” 
 
    She shrugs. “Then we’ll ask her when we find her.” 
 
    “If Leila’s connected to your body, someone may not want you to find her.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t expecting you back so soon.” Frances closes To Kill a Mockingbird and places it on the table beside her empty mug. She lowers her feet from the sofa and sidles out, allowing a frenetic Columbo to leap to the floor and hurtle over to me. I scoop him in my arms, letting him smother my face with kisses. 
 
    “You look beat,” she says, filling the kettle. 
 
    I set Columbo on the floor and open the fridge. “Excellent,” I say, spotting the savouries. 
 
    “Niamh brought them over earlier. She couldn’t wait to tell me about your dinner date with your police friend.” 
 
    Niamh likes anyone who isn’t Gemma. 
 
    Without Gemma I would never have solved any of the cases that came my way. Without her, it’s going to be hard to track down Leila King. 
 
    And Peter Stone, whoever he is. 
 
    Why was his name on a Rosy Lee menu? 
 
    Who wrote it there? 
 
    Maybe Leila knows. If she didn’t work at the café, maybe she was involved in some other way. Maybe she worked as a cleaner. Maybe she designed the menu. Maybe she worked for a supplier.  
 
    Moments later, chilli slice in hand, I’m at the computer, reading through the scanned copies of the inspection reports. Columbo sits at my feet, drooling as he stares at the food. Apart from the owner, Henry Potter, who disappeared shortly after I closed his business, there’s his wife and a waitress called Melanie. No supplier details recorded in the relevant box on the inspection form. It’s the same with the previous two inspections. 
 
    When I examine the third and oldest report, Columbo’s gone. A few moments later, I hear his claws on the vinyl as he races into the bedroom ahead of Frances. She places a mug on the bedside cabinet and hands me a plate, containing two cupcakes. 
 
    “How did you know I was hungry?” I ask. 
 
    “Your stomach’s more communicative than you. I’ll check the dogs before I turn in.” 
 
    I worry about Frances. She’s in her early twenties, attractive, intelligent and practical. She has no regular friends, no partner, and no interest in either. She remains as big a mystery as she did when she arrived at my old sanctuary, dressed in Doc Marten boots, combat trousers and a camouflage jacket. Her long hair, braided into striking dreadlocks and woven with beads gives her a New Age look that some find off putting. Then again, the sanctuary hardly attracts people of her age. 
 
    After giving Columbo some cake, I return to the inspection report on the screen and find an entry for Wright Choice Foods, Arlington. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the office the following morning, I check the database for more information on Wright Choice Foods, but there’s no entry. I ask the team if anyone has come across the company. Charlotte Donavon looks up from her muesli. 
 
    She’s a harassed mother of three unruly teenagers, who inherited her ex-husband’s ‘useless gene’. It’s the one next to the ‘philandering gene’, she told me when I interviewed her. While she looks like she’s thrown on the nearest shirt, trousers and jacket, her clothes are well worn rather than creased. With contract work providing her only income, the kids come first. 
 
    “Wright Choice Foods supplied smaller hotels and restaurants in Brighton,” she says. “It was mainly dairy products, groceries, tinned and dried goods. They ceased trading years ago.” 
 
    I wish I could offer her a full-time post. Bright, bubbly and enthusiastic, she puts in more hours than she’s contracted for. She doesn’t mind the difficult jobs, relishing the complaints about filthy restaurants that Nigel prefers to avoid. She’s happy to work into the evening when necessary and believes a more formal, no nonsense approach improves efficiency, making her popular with Danni. 
 
    “Is this anything to do with Station Diner?” she asks, plucking a blueberry from her breakfast bowl. “Only Tariq Hossain owned a couple of ‘all you can eat for a tenner’ restaurants in Brighton. He bought equipment from people in pubs, employed illegals when he could, and had a fire at one of his restaurants.” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about him.” 
 
    She smiles. “People who break the rules stick in your memory.” 
 
    “Indeed. What about the fire?” 
 
    “It was an electrical fault on an old fridge, purchased from a man in a pub. A couple of employees upstairs escaped without injury. They disappeared before Border Force officers visited. The fridge vanished after the fire officer had examined it.” 
 
    “Did you meet any other staff?” 
 
    “There was a woman who worked front of house, but she wasn’t around at the time. As the place never reopened, I never met her.” 
 
    “Leila King?” 
 
    Charlie shrugs. “I can check.” 
 
    “Discreetly,” I say, wondering whether Leila King likes starting fires. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifteen 
 
      
 
    When I enter Simply Danish, a small confectioner and café near Eastbourne’s main library, I can’t help checking the refrigerated cabinet to make sure everything’s in order. I’m tempted by cream slices, custard doughnuts and apple turnovers, but each one requires a four or five mile run to burn off the calories. While I enjoy running, it’s simpler to avoid treats, no matter how enticing they look. 
 
    It’s a homely café with polished wooden floors and chunky tables with laminated menus rising from blocks of wood. Hessian wallpaper covers the walls, punctuated by potted plants, prints of plantations and a variety of uplighters. The refrigerated cabinets connect to a coffee counter with a gargantuan chrome machine that grinds and hisses. 
 
    Three women, one a barista according to her polo shirt, look smart in their brown tops and skirts. The youngest, a skinny latte with frothy, platinum blonde hair, welcomes me with a smile that tells me she knows how sexy she looks. 
 
    Unfortunately, nose rings and piercings remind me of cattle. 
 
    I spot Bob Glover, seated at a table that offers a view of the whole shop. He’s dressed in a black shirt with epaulets and East Sussex Fire and Rescue emblazoned in red letters. In his late fifties, with close cropped silver hair, he has a narrow face and a thin beak of a nose that sniffs at the Snegl in his hand. His wide mouth engulfs the Danish pastry, stashing it in the folds of his second chin like a pelican. 
 
    I weave through the tables, occupied by a mixture of young men in suits, who sound like estate agents and women with shopping bags. A mother plays with a baby on her lap, while an adult version sits opposite, looking bored and left out. 
 
    “What’ll you have?” Bob asks, crushing my fingers with his handshake.  
 
    “Decaff skinny latte.” 
 
    Bob calls my order across the room, raising a thumb in thanks. He settles back in the chair, his legs extending beyond the small table. Lean, but muscular, judging by the tightness of his shirt, he has a relaxed, confident air and a kindly smile, echoed in blue eyes that constantly survey the surroundings. 
 
    “Are you sure you won’t try one?” he asks, staring at his plate as if he’s about to lick up the crumbs. “They’re almost as heavenly as Bernice.” He winks at the young woman with frothy hair and sighs. “I could be arrested for what I’m thinking. Mind you, that’s all I can manage these days. I nod off in front of the TV most evenings.” 
 
    “Most programmes have that effect on me.” 
 
    “No one fell asleep during The Sweeney,” he says. “Well, except for my wife. Mona preferred Dallas and Dynasty. They gave her big ideas about going to America. You’ll need to do better than a barmaid if you want to go to Las Vegas, I told her.” 
 
    He straightens when the waitress arrives with my latte and another espresso for him. He waxes lyrical about the Snegl as he passes her the empty plate, telling her he’d like the crumbs in a doggy bag. She smiles and strolls away, unaware of the way he studies her legs. 
 
    “Shall I call the police?” I ask. 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “To arrest you for what you’re thinking.” 
 
    He laughs before inhaling the aroma of his espresso. “I always wanted to be a barista, you know. Would have made it too if I hadn’t failed the law exams.” 
 
    After a sip of coffee, he reaches down the side of the sofa and pulls a notebook from his leather briefcase. “The final report won’t be available for a week or two, but it looks like staff forgot to turn off the deep fat fryer at the end of the shift. The faulty thermostat meant the oil continued to heat up until it ignited.” 
 
    I scribble a couple of notes, knowing Mike always checks the thermostat before selling a fryer. 
 
    “You’re sure about the faulty thermostat?” I ask. 
 
    “There were so many knocks and dents on the unit, I’m surprised it worked at all.” 
 
    Our fryers were in good repair. “Was there only one fryer?” 
 
    “You’ve seen the kitchen. Hardly room to swing a cat – though that could account for the dents.” He chuckles at his joke and then stops. “Sorry, I forgot you run an animal sanctuary. No offence intended.” 
 
    “None taken. Do you have photographs of the fryer?” 
 
    He pulls a folder from the briefcase and extracts a print. “Even with the damage caused by the heat and flames, you can see the dents and scratches along the side.” 
 
    I focus on the model of fryer rather than its condition. It’s the same as the one Mike sold, but in a much worse condition. I’ll question Hossain about that. 
 
    “You’re satisfied the fire was an accident.” 
 
    “I couldn’t find any evidence of arson.” 
 
    “What if I told you Hossain had a fire in a restaurant he owned in Brighton?” 
 
    “Was that arson?” 
 
    “There are some interesting similarities.” 
 
    “Was it a deep fat fryer?” 
 
    “A fridge. When I have the details I’ll pass them on to you.” 
 
    “I should be able to track down the report.” He sips his espresso and leans closer. “I know Hossain buys cheap, second hand gear, so you’d expect problems.” 
 
    “You’re the expert,” I say. 
 
    “If I suspected arson, I’d tell Ash Goodman. She’s more of an expert than me, telling me what to look for as if I’d never investigated a fire before.” 
 
    “Maybe she knows about the fire in Brighton.” 
 
    “She certainly left there with a scorched arse.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He lowers his voice. “She was screwing one of the top brass. When a big case went tits up, she tried to make it look like his fault, thinking he wouldn’t make a fuss because he was married. He didn’t. He transferred her out to the sticks. Someone told me she’s after a big case to get her career back on track. Hossain’s hardly big, is he?” 
 
    “And it’s not arson,” I say. 
 
    “She’d like it to be.” He pushes the folder back into his briefcase. “Any news on Leila King? I’d like to talk to her before I finalise my report. She might know where the fryer came from.” 
 
    “I’ll ask Hossain.” 
 
    “He told me she has family in Crawley, but he doesn’t have contact details.” 
 
    “Maybe Ashley can track her down.” 
 
    “Ashley?” His look suggests I’m playing with fire. “I’d give her a wide berth if I were you. She’s only interested in what you can do for her career. Get too close, Kent, and you’ll get your fingers burned.” 
 
    If I’m going to find out what happened to Leila King, I may have no choice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
      
 
    That evening, I stroll down to the Eight Bells to meet Mike. With Alice starting a creative writing class at East Sussex College in Eastbourne, Niamh joins me, making me wait for fifteen minutes while she ‘throws something on’. 
 
    She emerges with waves in her thick black hair, a touch of colour to her cheeks, and mascara to highlight her green eyes. Her copper lipstick and nail varnish match her roll neck jumper and high-heeled shoes, which bookend cropped jeans. An emerald pendant on a fine silver chain completes the transformation from weary confectioner to elegant stepmother. 
 
    “I love the way you look at me,” she says, linking her arm through mine. “Like the time when William brought you back to Downland Manor. You were seventeen, bursting with hopes and hormones.” 
 
    “And spots.” 
 
    “You blushed so much I never noticed them.” 
 
    I blushed almost every time I saw her. Only seven years older than me, I was in love with her sophisticated beauty, the natural charm and wit that put me at ease, and the way she softened her husband’s strict, rather austere regime. 
 
    “We were like naughty children breaking the rules,” I say, guiding her past a puddle, almost invisible in the fading light. 
 
    “We were best friends, Kent. I hope we still are, in spite of the secrets I kept from you.” She looks at me with sad eyes. “I didn’t know how to tell you William wasn’t your father. I couldn’t get past the fact I was never going to have children.”  
 
    “You’ll find someone else,” I say. “You have enough admirers.” 
 
    “What about you, now Gemma’s chosen the bed she wants to lie in? It’s a figure of speech,” she says when I give her a sharp look. “You’re better off without her, Kent. Trust me.” 
 
    “Is that what you told her, Niamh?” 
 
    “I told her you were in love with a fantasy, not her.” 
 
    The scream of a barn owl pierces the air, drowning out my retort. 
 
    “You need a real woman,” she says, using the light from the houses to plot a route through the mud and puddles. “Ashley Goodman knows what she wants. How was dinner last night?” 
 
    It’s like I’m sixteen again, being interrogated by my mother. She was usually slumped in an armchair with a glass of orange, diluted with gin. Her lank, unkempt hair fell about her face, set in a brooding, resentful expression, as if she’d swallowed a wasp. 
 
    “Go out and leave me on my own,” she would say, her tone haughty and dismissive. “See if I care.” 
 
    “I will,” I always said, weary of her emotional blackmail. 
 
    “And what if something happens to me?” she would call as I stepped out of the front door. “What if I have an accident? I could lie here in agony for hours.” 
 
    “The gin will numb the pain,” I called back. 
 
    “I didn’t have dinner with Ashley,” I tell Niamh, aware of her keen interest. “We had things to do.” 
 
    “I saw her drop you back.” 
 
    “Then you’ll know I was early.” 
 
    When we reach the main road, I let Niamh take the narrow pavement. Cars fly past, their headlights cutting through the dark. Ahead, the lights from the Eight Bells spill across the pavement. The walkers and ramblers have long gone, leaving locals and regular visitors like Mike, who enjoys watching the female staff pulling pints. 
 
    A group of noisy smokers congregate at the table outside the entrance. One or two of the lads compliment Niamh, which brings an extra swing to her hips as she sashays into the pub. Inside, a few regulars stand at the bar, their dogs lying on the wooden floor. A couple I’ve never seen before occupy a corner table, their heads inches apart as they feed each other seafood. 
 
    Niamh waves to some men in suits in the adjoining lounge and joins them. I spot a half empty pint of bitter on the bar seconds before Mike bursts out of the corridor to the toilets. Dressed in old jeans and an older shirt, hidden by an ancient jacket, he gestures at his watch. I point towards Niamh. 
 
    “What I wouldn’t give for a woman like her,” he says, blushing when she waves. “But she’s well out my league and you know all my faults.” 
 
    “Of which there are many.” 
 
    “Tolerance being the main one.” 
 
    We order food and a St Clements for me before retreating to a table away from love’s young dream. I’m surprised Mike ordered a burger as he spends his days serving them from his mobile café. While he tells me about his day, he sneaks glances at Niamh, who’s now entertaining several men with her stories. From the snippets I can hear, she’s revealing some of the unusual and weird requests made to William Fisher, MP, at his constituency surgery. 
 
    “I met the fire investigator this morning,” I say as Mike polishes off the last of his beer. “He showed me a photograph of the deep fat fryer you sold to Hossain. It looked like someone took a hammer to it.” 
 
    “It was in good nick when I delivered it. Both were.” 
 
    Mike signals to Doug Leverett, who ducks under the beams to pull a half pint. Built like a bouncer, he’s broad, bearded and has a voice that shakes dust off the shelves. “Food’s on its way,” he calls. “Chef’s probing it twice to make sure all the bugs are dead.” 
 
    “I hope he’s using a thermometer,” someone calls. 
 
    I’m used to quips like these. Doug likes to boast that the environmental health officer eats here, as if it will bring in more customers. 
 
    “I also spoke to the insurance assessor,” I say. “Hossain disposed of the fryer, cooker and a couple of damaged fridges before she visited.” 
 
    Mike looks relieved. “That means no one can trace the fryer to us.”  
 
    “Hossain waited four days before ringing the insurance company. He said he was busy, clearing up the mess.” 
 
    “He’s up to no good, pal.” 
 
    Mike’s well aware that bogus insurance claims are becoming a national sport. People like Hossain claim for new equipment, having bought cheap from people like Mike. They ask him to put a higher price on the receipt. He refuses, which is why we struggled to sell the deep fat fryers. 
 
    “The fire investigator found no evidence of arson,” I say. 
 
    “You don’t sound convinced, pal.” 
 
    “It’s the link to the body at the caravan site that troubles me. If Ashley hadn’t connected the two, I wouldn’t give the fire a second thought. Now I want to know why Leila King’s missing.” 
 
    “She’s got no job and her flat’s burnt out. She’s probably staying with family or taken a last minute break to Spain.” 
 
    “Did you come across her name when you investigated the body at Sunshine View?” 
 
    “I investigated the scene. I didn’t interview witnesses.” 
 
    “But you attended briefings. You knew what was going on.” 
 
    “If only I had a photographic memory,” he says, making it clear he’s telling me nothing. 
 
    “Ashley said Leila worked at the Rosy Lee Café, but I can’t find her name on any of our inspection records.” 
 
    “Do you record the names of everyone you talk to?” 
 
    “You know I don’t. It’s usually owners, managers and the chef.” 
 
    “Then Leila King could have been a waitress. Now here’s something to get your teeth into.” He rubs his hands as our food arrives. “And if you don’t mind, I’d like to enjoy my food without talking shop.” 
 
    “How can you enjoy that? It’s more charcoal than meat.” 
 
    “You know I like it well done,” he says, becoming defensive. “It’s your fault, telling me stories about bugs. I won’t eat lettuce and salad since you told me I’m more likely to get E coli from vegetables.” 
 
    “You never ate salad in the first place, Mike.” 
 
    He stuffs a handful of chips into his mouth, making contented noises as he chews. My burger still resembles meat, thought the limp Iceberg lettuce looks like an afterthought. One day, Doug will learn that second rate ingredients don’t encourage customers to return. At least the chilli relish has a kick. 
 
    “At least I get to eat tonight,” I say, before giving Mike a summary of last night’s events.  
 
    He stares at me in disbelief. “You turned down a night of passion with Ash Goodman? You’re going to regret that, pal.” 
 
    I have a horrible feeling he’s right.


 
   
  
 

 Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Back home, I retire to my bedroom with a cup of tea. Columbo leaps onto the bed and settles beside me. I reach for the scanned inspection notes on the dresser. 
 
    “If Ashley won’t give me any information, I’ll have to uncover it myself.” 
 
    Columbo nudges my arm for some attention, sighing with pleasure when I tickle the base of his ear. If only people were as easy to please. 
 
    Reading my notes takes me back to the Rosy Lee Café, run by Henry Potter and his wife, Gladys. She was one of those proud women, small but fearsome. She wrapped a scarf around her hair, rolled her sleeves up, and stood there with her arms folded, defying you to find fault with her kitchen. 
 
    “There’s nothing you can teach me about hygiene,” she said, barring my way into the kitchen. 
 
    “How about the Latin name for mice?” I asked. 
 
    Henry, a more timid man, bundled her upstairs, apologising for her behaviour. “We’re losing money and customers,” he told me, sheepishly showing me into the small kitchen. “We’ve got rid of the staff and we still can’t pay our suppliers at the end of the month. It’ll be a blessing when you close us down.” 
 
    Why he waited for me to close the place, I’ll never know. He accepted everything with a resigned grace, apologising with each fridge I opened, each room I entered. The mouse infestation was months old. They’d invaded the cavity behind the pine cladding that lined the walls of the café and the kitchen. They had the free run of the ceiling void and the area beneath the floor, building nests in the shed, used as a dried goods store. 
 
    “I’ll have to prosecute you,” I said at the end of a tough day. “You knew you had mice and you did nothing about it.” 
 
    He never said a word. 
 
    I never saw him or his wife again. 
 
    Did they flee abroad or retire? When Ashley mentioned the unidentified corpse, I wondered if it was Henry, but Mike’s notes suggest a younger victim. 
 
    I study the details of the anonymous phone call that prompted the investigation. Some of the details could only come from someone familiar with the kitchen. 
 
    I don’t believe Henry or his wife made the call. 
 
    Maybe one of the staff they let go felt aggrieved. 
 
    Customers may have heard mice running in the ceiling, but they wouldn’t know about droppings under the sink or in the fridge. They wouldn’t know about coloured chopping boards, left standing on the floor. 
 
    I’m about to close the folder when I notice the order in which the details are recorded. They start with the accumulations of rubbish and food waste in the refuse area, followed by the holes in the floor of the shed/dried goods store, along with droppings, gnawed foods and surfaces. The lack of rodent proofing on the rear doors comes next, followed by numerous problems in the kitchen and fridges. 
 
    The complainant listed the problems in the order they were seen if you arrived and entered the premises from the rear. 
 
    “Suppliers,” I say, ruffling Columbo’s fur. “The complainant was a supplier.” 
 
    Henry Potter bought most of his food and supplies from the local cash and carry, leaving Wright Choice Foods, Units 6 & 7, Layman’s Farm, Arlington, to supply bacon, cheese, eggs and dairy products. I recall a small industrial estate on a farm near Arlington. Charlotte said Wright Choice had ceased trading, but the owner of the farm, or one of the other traders on the estate should remember the company. 
 
    There’s a chance the people who owned or worked for Wright Choice Foods are still in the catering business and local. 
 
    I only need to find one person who remembers Leila King. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighteen 
 
      
 
    At 9.30 on Wednesday morning, I walk from the Town Hall to Station Diner. There’s no sign of Ashley’s Audi as I approach Tariq Hossain. He’s leaning against his old silver Mercedes, blowing smoke rings into the air.  
 
    Short, with thick black hair and moustache, he bears an uncanny resemblance to Omar Sharif. It might explain the arrogance in Hossain’s demeanour, the look of superiority in his dark eyes, and the leering way he watches a young woman as she walks past. With a nonchalant flick, he despatches the remains of his cigarette into the gutter and smooths his shiny suit jacket. 
 
    The gold rings on his fingers leave an impression on mine during a brisk handshake. “I have a meeting with my accountant in fifteen minutes, Mr Fisher, to discuss the sale of this place.” 
 
    It’s his way of telling me I’m wasting my time. “Having trouble with the insurance company?” I ask. 
 
    “The assessor is not happy because I disposed of the equipment. I told her the local hooligans had vandalised it. I told her she should have visited sooner if she wanted to examine it. I told her the fire officer said it was an accident, but still she asks questions.” He snorts. “They are quick to take your money, but not so quick to hand it back, no?” 
 
    “Did you take the equipment to the tip?” 
 
    “I paid someone to take it away.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    He shrugs. “A man with a van.” 
 
    No doubt the equipment will appear at the side of a country lane, dumped by the contractor to avoid paying disposal charges. 
 
    “I’d like to take a look inside,” I say, heading for the rear. 
 
    “What for? It’s a mess.” 
 
    “I understand the fire started beneath Leila King’s flat.” 
 
    “She has the whole of the first floor.” 
 
    I pull a notebook from my pocket. “Where’s she staying at the moment?” 
 
    “She has family in Crawley, I think. She never told me the details. She will have found another job, for sure.” 
 
    “Hasn’t she contacted you?” 
 
    He pulls a cigarette case from his pocket. “She visited her mother on the day of the fire. She rang next day when she read about the fire on Facebook.” 
 
    “How did she seem?” 
 
    His eyebrows meet over his nose. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Had she been upstairs, she might have died.” 
 
    He sighs when he finds the cigarette case empty. “How could she die when she was in Crawley?” 
 
    I gesture to the side passage. “After you, Mr Hossain.” 
 
    “I would rather not smell like a bonfire when I speak to my accountant.” 
 
    “Then let me in and stay by the door.” 
 
    “Why you need to look inside? The place is a wreck. My business is gone.” 
 
    “If you were operating faulty equipment, you could have committed offences under the Health and Safety at Work Act. Was there a problem with the thermostat of your deep fat fryer?” 
 
    “Things go wrong.” He fishes in his pocket for the keys as he leads me to the rear. “The chef forgot to turn off the fryer.” 
 
    I follow him into the rear yard, which has been jet washed since the weekend. “I’d like to speak to your chef,” I say, strolling over to the shed. 
 
    “Asif has gone.” 
 
    I open the door, surprised to find the shed empty and swept clean. “You must have contact details for him.” 
 
    “Leila employed him. Her computer was destroyed in the fire.” Hossain shrugs as if it’s another of those irritating inconveniences he has to bear. 
 
    I can see why the insurance assessor’s reluctant to process Hossain’s claim. 
 
    “You must have trusted her a great deal,” I say. 
 
    “She understood the business, how I worked, what I wanted.” 
 
    An image of them thrashing about in her bedroom flashes through my mind. “Did she work for you in Brighton?” I ask, strolling over to the back door. 
 
    “Brighton?” His puzzled frown can’t hide the sweat on his forehead. “Why are you asking about Brighton?” 
 
    “Didn’t you have a fire at one of your restaurants in Brighton?” 
 
    He checks his chunky gold watch. “I am late for my meeting, Mr Fisher.” 
 
    “No problem. Why don’t I pop round to your house this evening and we can talk about the fire and Leila.” 
 
    “I will be out this evening,” he says quickly. “I’m busy most evenings.” 
 
    “That’s okay. Mrs Hossain might know where Leila is. Your wife knows about Leila, doesn’t she?” 
 
    The glare in his eyes tells me what he’d like to do to me, but his body language admits defeat. He drops the keys into my hand. 
 
    The reek of smoke and burnt plastic hangs in the air, clinging to the blackened walls, the charred surfaces and scorched equipment. I crunch over the debris and broken roof tiles that cover the floor. I look up through the electrical cables that dangle like ribbons, the trunking that hangs by a sliver of wire, and the twisted metal rails that once supported the suspended ceiling. I look up through Leila’s flat to the charred rafters and hole in the roof above. 
 
    The area beneath the ventilation canopy is free of debris, leaving only the bright patches of flooring where the cooker and deep fat fryer once stood. The blackened and deformed steel of the canopy took the brunt of the fire. The ventilation trunking would have funnelled the smoke and flames to the top of the building within seconds, maybe causing the damage to the roof. 
 
    As I look around the room, past the wash up and preparation areas and storage racking, it’s clear no part of the kitchen escaped. It’s difficult to believe that a fryer, no more than a couple of feet square, could cause such destruction. The clear up alone will take weeks, maybe months. How do you get rid of the smell, burnt into the fabric of the building? 
 
    “Where do you start?” I ask, thinking aloud. 
 
    Hossain joins me, his silence as striking as the tears in his eyes. “When the chef rang in sick,” he says, “Leila was going to cancel her trip to her mother to work. I am so relieved I came in to cover. If she had been upstairs ...” 
 
    “I thought you said the chef forgot to switch off the fryer.” 
 
    “I’m confused and upset,” he says, turning away. 
 
    I follow him outside, careful not to brush against any of the blackened surfaces. “You worked in the kitchen that night. Did you forget to turn off the fryer before you closed?” 
 
    Hossain looks shaken, a man drained of hope. 
 
    “Miss Wong thinks I started the fire. Why would I do that? Business was good. Life was good.” 
 
    “Where’s Leila?” 
 
    He pulls out his cigarette case, forgetting it’s empty. With a snarl, he hurls it at the wall. He grabs the keys from my hand and strides over to the door. “This is my punishment,” he says, slamming the door. His shaking hand struggles to turn the key in the lock. “If the insurance refuses to pay, I will have nothing for my wife and children.” 
 
    He brushes past me and hurries up the lane. As he turns the corner, his shoulders shudder. 
 
    He could be crying. 
 
    He could be laughing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Layman’s Farm Industrial Estate is a rather grand title for a collection of converted agricultural buildings near Abbott’s Wood, a few miles north of Wilmington. Wild hawthorn bushes obscure the sign, making it easy to miss the narrow lane, where grass and weeds are overwhelming the tarmac. The trees and bushes stretch high on either side until I reach an open, rusty gate, clinging to one hinge. The faded sign tells me six separate units make up the site – Premier Packaging, Interior Plants, Arlington Print, Pristine Pooches and two vacant. 
 
    Through the gate, the track swings into a long concrete courtyard, wedged between two sets of buildings. The ones on the right are barns and cattle sheds, infilled with concrete blocks and lined with timber cladding that’s now rotting and tumbling to the ground. The smaller, timber buildings on the opposite side look like converted stables. 
 
    I pull up outside the empty double unit, flattening the weeds that thrust through the cracks in the concrete. The faded sign above the double doors confirms that Wright Choice Foods were the last occupiers of the unit. Someone has spray painted Wrong Choice on the chipboard panels nailed over the entrance doors. The whited out windows prevent me from looking inside. 
 
    Notebook in hand, I check both ways for tumbleweed before crossing the yard to Pristine Pooches, which beckons me with the newest, brightest sign on the estate. The small van parked outside also bears the ‘wet dog in a tub with bubbles’ graphic, which makes bath time look like fun. 
 
    A few minutes bathing Columbo would soon cure anyone of that romantic notion. 
 
    The yellow door with its chunky blue handle looks more preschool than poodle parlour. It opens into a bright room, flooded by light from two large Velux windows in the roof. A yellow counter with a blue worktop directs me towards a small holding area with blue hooks and doggy toys to my left. The bathing area behind has a wall mounted stainless steel tub and a collection of towels, sprawling over a full linen basket. A large industrial-looking hairdryer is aimed at an adjustable table for grooming, where a beautiful West Highland white terrier stares at me. 
 
    A slim woman in a white t-shirt, black leggings and Nike trainers stands with her back to me. Her glossy, auburn hair’s held in place by a yellow plastic bulldog clip, which gives her a jaunty ponytail like a paintbrush. She sighs and wags a finger at the Westie, which sits every time she tries to trim its back legs. 
 
    “Molly, I’m clean out of treats,” she says in soft, but exasperated voice, “so there’s no point being awkward.” 
 
    Molly looks at me with a ‘yeah right’ expression, refuses to stand, and barks in triumph. 
 
    The woman sweeps an arm across her forehead in frustration. Hair tumbles over her face, refusing to be blown away. With a sigh, she slaps down the scissors and wrestles her hair back into the bulldog clip. As she lowers her arm, she cries out and slides a hand inside her t-shirt, pulling at her bra. After a few wiggles and arm movements she sighs in relief and massages her breast. 
 
    That’s when she senses my presence. 
 
    I shouldn’t be smiling, but I know I’m going to like her. 
 
    But not this much. 
 
    I gaze into her big, dark eyes, the attraction instant and electric. My heart hammers in my chest. I feel breathless, excited, aroused. 
 
    Nervous. 
 
    I see excitement in her eyes. Fear too. She seems lost somehow. Maybe she’s giddy on adrenaline like me. 
 
    She glances down, surprised to find her hand inside her t-shirt. She withdraws her hand and quickly moves it out of sight. But not fast enough to stop me noticing her engagement and wedding rings. 
 
    Talk about a cold shower moment. I should have known someone so lovely would be married or involved with someone else. The realisation does nothing to dispel the disappointment, but I have my rules. 
 
    Keep clear of women who are involved, engaged or married. 
 
    Gemma was an exception because she removed her ring but remained engaged to Richard. 
 
    I won’t make that mistake again. 
 
    Paralysis defeated, I draw a breath and push my emotions to one side. I have work to do, a body to identify. The woman I have to interview may be married and out of bounds, but it doesn’t mean we can’t flirt a little, does it? 
 
    She saunters up to the counter, studying my face as if she intends to paint me. She brushes away the stray strands of hair with a casual, but flamboyant flick of her fingers that dislodges the rest of her hair. It tumbles like an avalanche across her face. 
 
    Determined to remain cool and indifferent, she gathers the hair with a lazy hand and reaches up to push it back into the bulldog clip. 
 
    The bra bites once more. 
 
    Eyes shut tight. She bites her lower lip. 
 
    “You’ve heard of the Wonderbra,” she says between clenched, even white teeth. “Well, I’ve got Blunderbra. It’s the first new bra I’ve had in ages.” She groans. “Does it sound like I’ve worn the same bra for years?” 
 
    I nod, captivated by her carefree honesty. 
 
    “You probably guessed that from my clothes.” With a sigh, she clamps her hair into the bulldog clip. “Anyway, you didn’t come here to discuss bras.” 
 
    “No, I’m more of a Basque man.” 
 
    “You don’t have the figure,” she says, shaking her head. “But what do I know? I got one for my last birthday. It pushed my boobs up so high – the Basque not the birthday – I gained a treble chin. That’s just what you need when you’re battling a serious weight problem.” 
 
    Her voice is smooth and animated, like her face. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve won the battle,” I say. 
 
    “The wine gums were the first to go, followed by ten months of purgatory without alcohol, chocolate or cakes. Ten months of salad, steamed fish and smoothies to drop three dress sizes. My boobs were rattling around in my bra so I got some new ones. Bras, not boobs,” she says with a giggle. “Though I’m beginning to think I got it the wrong way round.” 
 
    “Not from where I’m standing.” 
 
    Her cheeks flush a little. “That’s enough about boobs. I make enough of them, especially where men are concerned. I’m Freya,” she says, holding out her hand. “It means Fun, Raunchy, Energetic, Youthful, and Addictive. Once you get to know me you can’t get enough of me. Or maybe not,” she adds, blushing. “I’m Freya Preston – I mean Layman, Freya Layman.” 
 
    I feel the electricity between us as I shake her soft hand. I don’t want to let go, but I force myself. 
 
    “I keep forgetting I got divorced recently,” she says. “Crazy really as it’s my third time. That’s why I’m still wearing the rings. Not to remind myself I’ve had three marriages go down the pan,” she says, pulling the rings off her finger. “They’re meant to deter unwanted attention. Some men think recently divorced women are a bit of a pushover.” 
 
    “It must be your fun, raunchy and energetic personality.” 
 
    “You forgot youthful.” She slides the rings under the counter and sighs. “You don’t believe me, do you? About the divorce, I mean, not about being youthful.” 
 
     “I don’t know anything about you, Freya.” 
 
    I like the sound of her name as I say it. It’s like a soft wind, calling to me. 
 
    “You know my name and aspirations. You know I’ve lost weight. You know I groom dogs,” she says, skipping over to the grooming table. “It might not look like it from the way Molly’s behaving, but like me she can be a bit of a bitch. Ask any of my former husbands – though I wouldn’t bother with the second. The marriage lasted less than a week.” 
 
    She saunters back to the counter, her eyes sparkling with energy. “I’m 43, currently teetotal, and in desperate need of a new wardrobe – and somewhere to store the new clothes when I buy them. I’ve moved back with my father, Tony Layman, in the farm behind the estate,” she says, pointing over her shoulder. “Commuting’s a breeze, but he’s not keen on pasta or steamed rice.” 
 
    She takes a deep breath. “I love animals, but not cats, walking and running on the South Downs, especially the coast, and fields of red poppies. Don’t ask me why, but there’s something magical about them.” 
 
    There’s something magical about Freya. 
 
    “I also have to sing along to any Abba song, even though I don’t always remember the words. I cry like a baby when I watch The Waltons and Little House on the Prairie. And talking of babies, I love them as long as they belong to someone else. So, if you’re hoping to have children, I’d leave now.” 
 
    “Would I have to watch Little House on the Prairie?” 
 
    She taps a finger against her lips. “I could grant you an exemption, once I got to know you better. And no matter how tempted I am, I don’t sleep with a man on a first date. I’ve done that three times and ... I think you can work it out.” 
 
    “Why don’t we have lunch?” 
 
    “I’d love to, but I need time to buy some new clothes and underwear. I burnt my old clothes and shoes last night in a big ceremonial bonfire. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it, Mr Fisher? Someone complained about the bonfire.” 
 
    “You know who I am?” 
 
    “I learned to read at school,” she says, pointing to the ID badge, hanging around my neck. “Kent,” she says, looking thoughtful. “Kind, Enigmatic, Naughty – yes, definitely naughty, and ... Tenacious?” 
 
    “Some people say I’m trying.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised with puns like that. Stick to environmental health. And please tell our annoying neighbour it was a one-off bonfire. Time for a fresh start,” she says. “No more men, no more wine gums, no more apologising for who I am. Now I’m wondering if I was a little hasty.” 
 
    “Wine gums are impossible to resist. And I’m not here about the bonfire. I’m interested in Wright Choice Foods.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    I’m not sure if she’s disappointed or lost. 
 
    “You need to talk to my father,” she says. “I’m the new kid on the block. He has an office around the back. I’ll ring to make sure he’s around. If I can remember where I left my phone.” 
 
     “I’ll take a chance. I’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
    Outside, once I’ve walked around the corner, I stop and lean back against the wall. I’m an excited teenager again, waiting at the bus stop for Barbara Booth. “Freya,” I say, closing my eyes. The name sounds magical, whimsical, bursting with mystery, life and spirit – like her. 
 
    She’s like no one I’ve met before. 
 
    “Easy,” I tell myself, remembering how Barbara Booth never showed up, breaking my young heart. 
 
    I set off along the muddy track, stopping at the muddy layby with deep tractor tyre ruts. I look at the South Downs through the gaps in the trees and bushes. Isn’t there a field of red poppies in Lullington Heath Nature Reserve? Would they still be in bloom in September? 
 
    I’m about to walk on when I hear a vehicle accelerating, followed by a squeal of brakes. I look back to see Freya’s van turn down the track, Molly sniffing out of the window. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like men in suits.” 
 
    From the scowl on his face to the sneer in his eyes, I doubt if Tony Layman likes anyone. Short and overweight, with unkempt grey hair and two days of stubble on his cheeks, he slumps in a filthy armchair behind an old desk that looks ready to collapse. For the last five minutes he’s been talking on the phone and munching on a cheese and pickle sandwich, made with bread the thickness of paving slabs. The conversation only stopped when the battery in his phone died. 
 
    He operates from an office the size of a bathroom, filled with shelves and cupboards that look ready to collapse or topple. They cut out most of the light from a small, north facing window, coated in cobwebs. Boxes and tea chests cover the rough concrete floor, leaving only a small passage from the door to the desk. I remain by the door, resting my elbow on a fridge that’s more rust than enamel. It’s also the only source of heat. 
 
    But I’m more interested in the shotgun, propped against the wall to side of his chair. 
 
    “Shouldn’t that be in a locked cabinet?” I ask. 
 
    He runs his fingers down the barrel and laughs. “It’s ornamental. It don’t work and I got no cartridges, so it wouldn’t be much use if it worked, would it?” 
 
    “You should still keep it locked away.” 
 
    “How would I intimidate those who might think they can get the better of me?” 
 
    I wonder who would venture in here. “Do you get many visitors?” 
 
    He lifts a cracked mug and slurps the dark brown sludge inside. “You’re here, and you didn’t come to talk about my shotgun either.” 
 
    “Your daughter said you might help me.” 
 
    He laughs, almost spilling coffee over his lap. “Why should I help you, Mr Fisher? You’re a regular Hercule Poirot, solving all those murders. Why do you need my help? Or have you come about the body in my septic tank? Has that limp-wristed cretin down the road complained? He films everyone who enters and leaves here.” 
 
    “That’s a matter for the police – like your shotgun.” 
 
    “You going to report me?” 
 
    “That depends on what you tell me about Wright Choice Foods.” 
 
    “What’s to tell?” He drains the last of his coffee and thumps the mug onto his desk. “Malcolm Wright pissed off nine years ago. Why are you interested?” 
 
    “He may have important information about a food business. I only want a contact address or phone number for him.” 
 
    “Don’t you have records? Your council seems to know everything about me.” 
 
    “Well, you will start works without planning permission.” 
 
    “True, but I ain’t lost an appeal yet. I know the law better than you. And Google’s a lot cheaper than any solicitor or consultant,” he says, patting the monitor that’s balanced on several telephone directories. “Maybe you should try it.” 
 
    “I prefer to talk to people.” 
 
    He pushes the last wedge of sandwich into his mouth, spluttering crumbs as he talks. 
 
    “Pity you weren’t around when Malcolm Wright adulterated his products. He mixed in cheap ingredients to make them go further. He bought chicken you wouldn’t give to your dog, removed all the bad bits and mixed it with the good cuts. I don’t know where he sourced his meat, but the deliveries always arrived after hours.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you report him?” 
 
    “The bloke down the road complained about the disturbance, but your guys sent him diary sheets and told me to control my site. If they’d come out here, they could have caught Malcolm red-handed – literally.” 
 
    “What if someone had suffered or died from food poisoning?” 
 
    “He was no worse than the hotels and restaurants he supplied. He used to tell me stories that put me off lots of places. I didn’t see your lot doing much about it.” 
 
    “We were waiting for people like you to report the problems so we could take action.” I sigh, wondering why the public think we’re psychic. “Did he ever mention the Rosy Lee Café in Tollingdon?” 
 
    “Malcolm Wright paid his rent at the end of every month. He kept the units clean and never gave me any grief – unlike that waste of space son of his, Jonathan.” Layman’s chair groans in protest when he drops forward, resting his elbows on the desk. “He left deliveries outside the back door while he was seeing to one of the cooks or waitresses. Malcolm lost a lot of customers. He sent Jonathan packing, but it was too little too late.” 
 
    “He went bust?” 
 
    “Malcolm fell behind with the rent. When it got to six months, I told him to stop taking the piss. When he couldn’t pay up, I changed the locks while he was out on his rounds. I figured he’d settle up to get his stock back.” 
 
    “Did he?” 
 
    “I never saw or heard from him again. So, if you find him, Mr Fisher, or his useless son, let me know.” 
 
    “How much does he owe you?” 
 
    “I sold his stock and more than covered my costs, thank you.” 
 
    “So why are you still interested in them?” 
 
    “I’m interested in Jonathan Wright.” 
 
    I wait for him to elaborate, but he seems more interested in picking his teeth with the tip of some nail scissors. When he finishes and looks up, he says, “You should talk to Freya. She married the useless lump.” 
 
    “Was he the one who didn’t hang around long?” 
 
    “Long enough to break her heart,” he says, scowling. “My daughter’s the first to admit she’s made some bad choices, but Jonathan Wright takes the crown. He buggered off to America, leaving her to pay off his gambling debts. First she knew was when the casino sent two blokes round to collect.” 
 
    “Do you remember which casino?” 
 
    “The Ace of Hearts in Brighton, owned by that flash git, Miles Birchill. His goons frightened the life out of Freya. So if you find Jonathan Wright, Mr Fisher, you let me know. I have a score to settle with him.” 
 
    I nod, wondering if someone has beaten him to it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    If Jonathan Wright’s the unidentified corpse, I’ve solved a mystery that’s baffled Sussex Police for five years. 
 
    It can’t be that simple, can it? 
 
    It sounds like he went to America, but did he? What if someone caught up with him before he could escape? 
 
    His parents should confirm the identity of the corpse. 
 
    Which makes me wonder why the police didn’t track down Wright Choice Foods five years ago? Maybe they did and ruled out Jonathan Wright. No, they would have spoken to Freya and asked her to identify the body. 
 
    She would have pointed them at Miles Birchill. 
 
    That might explain why Ashley’s interested in my father. 
 
    I’m not sure it explains why Freya drove off in such a hurry. When she tried to ring her father, he was already on the phone. Why didn’t she come to his office? 
 
    I ring Pristine Pooches and leave a brief message, hoping she’ll contact me. 
 
    My phone rings a few minutes later as I drive south towards Wilmington, but it’s not Freya. 
 
    “I’m moving house tomorrow,” Ashley says, skipping the formalities. “Why don’t you join me for a pizza, help me settle in?” 
 
    I hesitate, wondering if she’s interested in more than pizza. 
 
    “When Frances goes out on Friday night, I’m on call for emergencies,” I say. 
 
    “Bring your phone. If you get a shout, I’ll come with you. I’d love to rescue an injured animal.” 
 
    “I’ll check with Frances and let you know in the morning.” 
 
    “Have you made any progress?” 
 
    I should update her about Jonathan Wright, but I’m sure Freya has more to tell. “Progress?” 
 
    “We both know you’re not going to sit back and twiddle your thumbs, Kent. I want to know the second you find anything useful.” 
 
    “You’ll be the first to know.” 
 
    “I hope so,” she says and ends the call. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Back at my desk, while eating my lunch, I look up Freya’s Facebook page. She uses Molly as her profile image, and most of her posts feature the dogs she’s trimmed and groomed. Eventually, I find a photograph of her, taken a month ago in the garden at Bateman’s, Rudyard Kipling’s old home. She looks happy, her smile wide, her eyes full of excitement as they look into the camera. With her head tilted to one side, she clasps either side of her long cardigan to pull it tight over her blouse and black jeans, accentuating her slim figure. Her engagement and wedding rings sparkle in the sunlight. 
 
    The comments below, many from men, tell her how beautiful she looks. 
 
    Her replies suggest she’s either too modest, or suffering from a poor self-image.  
 
    “Lost your appetite?” Kelly asks, pausing on her way back from a trip to the shops. “You took your lunch out of the fridge before I left.” 
 
    I glance down at the bowl of pasta, barely touched, the breadstick with one bite missing. 
 
    She places her bags on the floor, unzips her anorak and sits in the chair at the side of my desk. “Freya,” she says, studying the photo on the screen. “She’s pretty. Naturally pretty, like Gemma.” 
 
    “She’s nothing like Gemma,” I say. 
 
    “No, she’s older and married. She looks like a fun person though, if a little self-conscious. From the way she does her hair and makeup, I’d say she doesn’t realise how pretty she is. Gemma always knew the effect she had on men, especially you.” 
 
    It sounds like a reprimand. Then the penny drops. “She told you, didn’t she?” 
 
    “She didn’t need to, lover. When you returned to work after your last case, we could feel the sparks between you. We noticed the little glances, the secret looks, the way you pretended you weren’t interested in each other.” 
 
    It doesn’t look like Hollywood’s going to beat down my door any time soon. 
 
    “Does Danni know?” I ask. 
 
    “She was the first to suspect.” 
 
    “She didn’t approve, did she?” 
 
    “She’s not a fan of relationships at work.” 
 
    “Ironic, considering she’s shacked up with Bernard Doolittle.” 
 
    “It’s platonic, Kent. She wants a mentor, he enjoys spending time with someone half his age. They were both relieved when Gemma left.” 
 
    “Did she tell you why she left?”  
 
    Kelly rises. “Freya looks lovely – nothing at all like Gemma.” 
 
    I waste another few minutes, comparing and contrasting Freya with Gemma. Apart from the obvious age difference, they share the same colour hair and eyes. They both have slim faces and figures, long necks, strong noses and smooth white teeth. Apart from those few similarities, they’re worlds apart. 
 
    I close Facebook and bin my pasta, annoyed that everyone knew about Gemma and me. We were so careful, leaving the office at separate times, never arriving together. I never parked near her flat, stayed away during the day, due to its proximity to the town hall, and at her request didn’t accompany her on visits. 
 
    We weren’t careful enough. 
 
    No doubt the rest of the team enjoyed a good laugh at our feeble efforts to keep the affair secret. 
 
    Well, there’s nothing to laugh at now. Gemma’s made her choice. 
 
    I’ve gone through what I did, what I didn’t do and what I could have done so many times, it’s become a festering sore. No more, I decide, picking up my phone. 
 
    Pristine Pooches goes straight to voicemail. 
 
    “Freya, I’ll be at Birling Gap with my Westie, Columbo, from half twelve tomorrow lunchtime. Why not bring Molly and we can go for a walk, have a bite to eat. Don’t let Jonathan Wright come between us.” 
 
    I pause, wondering whether I should have said the last bit. 
 
    I block out two hours in my diary for tomorrow in case she calls back. 
 
    The afternoon drags along with more management briefings to read, an almost endless supply of emails, and the usual phone calls from companies offering me training, consultancy and the latest noise monitoring equipment at an introductory discount. Each time the phone rings, I hope it’s Freya. It’s the reason I return to my desk as I leave for home at five thirty. 
 
    Insurance assessor, Lizzy Wong, has a succinct and professional manner. She talks fast, delivering sentences like bullet points. 
 
    “I’m still waiting for Mr Hossain. I’ve asked him to provide a receipt for the purchase of the deep fat fryer. I want to talk to Ms King too. Do you have contact details?” 
 
    “Hossain said she’d gone to stay with her mother.” 
 
    “Do you have the address?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know if I find out. Will you do the same?” 
 
    “Of course,” she says, before ending the call. Like Ashley, she’s not one for sharing, I suspect. 
 
    At least Charlie’s on my side. She phones to tell me she’s safe and well and about to go home. She also has details about the blaze at Hossain’s restaurant in Brighton. 
 
    “Fire away,” I say, picking up a pen. 
 
    “It was an accident, caused by an old upright refrigerator in the storeroom. I don’t have a copy of the report, but the summary looks pretty conclusive. The insurers appointed their own assessor, as you would expect with the amount of damage.” 
 
    “Maybe Hossain has a track record, Charlie. Two food businesses, two fires?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” she says. “But he likes to buy second rate equipment from men in vans.” 
 
    “Any mention of Leila King?” I ask, keen to move the subject away from second hand catering equipment. 
 
    “She ran the restaurant. Knowledgeable and competent, according to the last inspection report. She also disposed of the fridge before EHOs visited.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Back at Meadow Farm, I help Frances with a few chores around the sanctuary, checking my phone like a lovesick adolescent. When frustration gets the better of me, I pull on my shorts, hi-vis running jacket and Nike trainers. Armed with my head torch and phone, I stroll towards the main gate, waving to Niamh and Alice as I pass. Since moving to Jevington, I’ve only managed a couple of runs a week, half of what I usually do. With Birchill not due back from the Seychelles until the weekend, and Ashley moving home, there’s nothing to stop me adding an extra run this evening. 
 
    Apart from the obvious health benefits, running gives me time to mull over problems, get my head in order. Many of the runs since Gemma left became personal bests, powered by anger, aggression and frustration. I don’t know if I felt any better, or wiser, but exhaustion made sleeping easier. 
 
    Tonight, with thoughts of Freya to keep me going, I activate my Garmin watch and run down into the village. I hesitate at the Eight Bells, not sure whether to head east and take the steep climb to Butts Brow at the northern end of Eastbourne, or go west past St Andrew’s Church and up onto the South Downs Way. Undecided, I stick to the road and head down the slope to the former Hungry Monk restaurant. Still undecided, I race past Willingdon Lane, my muscles relaxing into the brisk pace. Before I know it, I’ve passed the tea rooms and missed the next turning on the left. 
 
    A few yards down the road I swing right along the lane that leads to a small car park. From here, I can run up the hill onto the South Downs and follow the edge of the forest south towards Friston as I’ve done many times before. It looks like someone’s moved into the flint cottage on the corner, which has been empty for months. Light bursts out of the windows and conservatory, illuminating a familiar Audi on the hardstanding at the end of the garden. The gaping hatch reveals several cardboard boxes crammed inside. 
 
    When Ashley strolls out of the conservatory, dressed in jeans and sweatshirt, her thick hair bundled into a ponytail, I duck behind the wheeled bins in the car park. Dousing my head torch, I watch her carry boxes back to the cottage until she’s emptied the car. 
 
    Why has she moved to Jevington? 
 
    She slams the hatch shut and turns to face the car park. “Love the hi-vis trainers, Kent, but like the jacket, they don’t blend into the shadows.” 
 
    I step out and walk over to her, feeling foolish. “How did you know it was me?” 
 
    “I saw you run past. Why didn’t you stop?” 
 
    “Why have you moved to Jevington?” 
 
    “I came across this place last Friday on my way to see you. I needed somewhere urgently. A phone call, a couple of references and some haggling, and here I am. It’s only for six months while I look for somewhere more permanent. I’d show you round, but the agent said you’d already viewed the place.” 
 
    “I’m hedging my bets in case I don’t get planning permission to convert a barn into a flat.” 
 
    “It’s good to know we have the same taste in property,” she says. “And handy too, now we’re a team.” 
 
    I glance at my Garmin. “I need to get going.” 
 
    “Then why hide behind the bins?” 
 
    It’s a fair point and one I’m struggling to answer. “I was curious, I guess.” 
 
    “About my nick knacks, what?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I’ll see you tomorrow evening.” 
 
    “Can I look forward to a progress report on Miles Birchill?” 
 
    “He’s not back from holiday till the weekend.” 
 
    “He flew into Heathrow yesterday, looking tanned and rather pleased with himself.” 
 
    “Is he under surveillance?” 
 
    “No, a little bird told me.” 
 
    “Tommy Logan at the Tollingdon Tribune?” 
 
    “No, Twitter, of course. You’d be surprised what people reveal in their tweets.” 
 
    At least I know where Tommy Logan gets his catchphrase. But that’s all I know. As usual, Ashley’s a few steps ahead of me. Then again, she has a police network to help her. I have to mooch around remote industrial estates. 
 
    “Does Leila King use Twitter?” I ask. 
 
    “No one’s reported her missing, so we’re not looking. Hossain claims he doesn’t know where she is, but I don’t believe him.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t. He had a fire at a restaurant he ran in Brighton.” 
 
    “Six or seven years ago, wasn’t it? Faulty refrigerator, wasn’t it?” 
 
     “Leila King removed it before EHOs could examine it. Sound familiar?” 
 
    “I’d turn up the heat on Birchill, if I were you, not Leila King.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I jog back to Meadow Farm, unhappy about Ashley’s move to Jevington. I don’t want her looking over my shoulder, checking on me while I do her bidding. 
 
    Once I’ve fussed Columbo and explained my early return to Frances, I shower while she reheats the leftovers from yesterday’s chilli sans carne. While we’re eating, Columbo drooling by my feet, I tell her about Ashley. 
 
    “She’s taken the cottage you were interested in? Don’t you think it’s creepy?” 
 
    “It only needs a lick of paint to brighten it up,” I reply. 
 
    “No, Ashley moving to Jevington.” Frances throws a chunk of garlic bread at me when she realises I’m teasing. It bounces off me and lands on the floor, before disappearing into Columbo’s mouth. “She could have rented for less in Eastbourne or Tollingdon.” 
 
    “Maybe she likes old buildings.” 
 
    Frances chuckles. “What if she’s a bunny boiler?” 
 
    “Not funny. Anyway, she’s not my type.” 
 
    “Niamh thinks you’re a good match.” 
 
    “Niamh thinks anyone who isn’t Gemma is a good match.” 
 
    Frances sighs. “I miss Gemma. She loved it here. She wanted to be part of this place, part of your life.” 
 
    “So why wouldn’t she move in with me?” I ask, unable to control my frustration. 
 
    Columbo growls at my outburst. 
 
    Frances glances in the direction of the farmhouse. I cringe, realising I offered it to Niamh without any discussion or thought for how Gemma would feel. Maybe she wanted us to live there. 
 
    Before I can become lost in my stupidity, the phone rings. I snatch up the mobile, hoping Freya’s returning my call, but it’s my father. He sounds full of energy after four weeks of sun and sand in the Seychelles. 
 
    “I thought you were back at the weekend,” I say, after he’s told me why I should see the world before the oceans rise and swallow everything. 
 
    “Can you make lunch tomorrow?”  
 
    “I’d prefer dinner.” 
 
    “We have to be somewhere in the evening.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “The future Mrs Birchill and me,” he replies. “She can’t wait to meet you, Kent. I’ve booked a table at the Hydro Hotel for one o’clock. We can push the boat out at the weekend. What do you think?” 
 
    I’m thinking mail order bride at least half his age. But there’s a more immediate problem. “Have you told her we’re related?” 
 
    “The truth will come out sooner or later, Kent. Would you rather wait until everyone wonders why you’re best man at my wedding?” 
 
    I’m wondering what his fiancée will think when I ask him about an unidentified corpse on his land. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Ashley’s waiting in the lane when I exit Meadow Farm on Friday morning. Dressed in a different grey suit and sensible shoes, she’s leaning against her Audi, head bent, checking her phone. 
 
    I hope she doesn’t turn into Philippa, the girl who used to walk to school with me. She was passing the flat one day and struck up a conversation. From that day on, no matter what time I left, she was outside, waiting for me. Sometimes we shared sweets, most times we simply talked. She never said or did anything to make me uncomfortable, but she was always there. 
 
    I also realised, instinctively, I guess, that any attempt to deal with this would make things worse. 
 
    “Have you spoken to Birchill?” Ashley doesn’t look up from her phone as I pull up alongside. 
 
    “He’s invited me to lunch. To discuss the celebrity opening,” I add quickly. 
 
    Now she looks up. “Today? With his girlfriend?” 
 
    “You know about her?” 
 
    She sighs. “He’s been leaving cryptic comments on Twitter all week. You really should embrace social media, Kent. When you pop over tonight, I’ll show you some of the conversations villains have on Facebook. You won’t believe how much useful information and intelligence they give us.” 
 
    “I’ll look forward to it.” 
 
    “Where are you dining?” 
 
    “The Hydro.” 
 
    “That’s a relief. I thought I’d have to buy an expensive frock.” Before I can say anything, she’s on her way round to the passenger seat. “What time are we dining?” 
 
    “You’re not invited.” 
 
    “I’ll be your significant other,” she says. “We’ll need a convincing backstory, of course, but that should be straightforward. It’s not like he knows you, is it?” 
 
    “You can’t come, Ashley. He’ll never fall for it.” 
 
    “If you don’t bring me along, I’ll gate crash. Then you’ll have to explain who I am and why you didn’t invite me when we’re sooooo in love.” She laughs, enjoying my discomfort. “Come on, it’ll be fun. He wants to show off his new woman and impress her. We encourage him to brag and who knows what he’ll let slip.” 
 
    “Like he’s going to admit he murdered someone.” 
 
    She frowns at me. “I’ll say my mother and I stayed at Sunshine View Caravan Park when they found a body.” 
 
    “You don’t think he’ll be suspicious?” 
 
    “Finding a body’s exciting. I’ll act like a dumb blonde, pretending it was one of the highlights of my life. Was it an ancient burial site or was it a murder?” she says, trying to sound like one of those enthusiastic American reporters. “Was the killer staying on the site?” 
 
    “You think he’s that gullible?” 
 
    “He’s vain, Kent. He’s had facelifts. No one has hair that black, not even you.” 
 
    She’ll be surprised to discover he no longer dyes out the grey. 
 
    “Don’t you want to solve the murder?” she asks. “Don’t you think the family deserve closure?” 
 
    “Of course I do, but this isn’t the way to do it.” 
 
    “Don’t go all frosty on me, Kent. You’re the only person with the imagination and balls to help me crack this case.” 
 
    When I asked Philippa if she had any friends, she said, “You’re the only friend I need.” 
 
    That’s when I knew there was no escape. 
 
    “What happens if you need to formally interview Birchill at a later date?” I ask. “How’s it going to look when he discovers we misled him?” 
 
    “If he committed murder, who cares?” 
 
    “What happened to innocent until proven guilty?” 
 
    “I never said he pulled the trigger. But if he ordered the killing then –” 
 
    “The victim was executed? I thought ...” I stop, realising she can’t know I’ve read Mike’s notes. “If Birchill ordered the killing, why would he bury the body on his own land?” 
 
    “You know nothing about him, Kent.” Ashley stares ahead, fingers tapping on her thighs. “You’ve never sat in an interview room, staring into the eyes of a cold blooded killer while he concocts a fairy tale Hans Christian Anderson would die for.” 
 
    I remain silent, not sure what she’s trying to tell me. 
 
    “It’s a classic double bluff, Kent. Birchill wants us to think he buried the victim on his own land so we’ll haul him in. He gives us an unbreakable alibi and walks free, making us look stupid. We then go searching for someone else when all the time it’s him, hiding in plain sight.” 
 
    Her fingers ball into fists. “DI Briggs screwed up. He didn’t even identify who owned the land, for God’s sake. But I’ve got you to help me, Kent.” 
 
    Each year I received a Valentine card, always in the same handwriting. When I asked Philippa if she’d sent them, she became upset and angry, demanding to know who’d sent them, demanding to know why I kept them. 
 
    To pacify her, I offered to destroy every card. 
 
    The following morning, she brought a pair of scissors.


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    When Danni heads off to a meeting at eleven, I borrow her office. I need to escape the phones and stream of emails that seem so trivial compared to my father arranging a murder. 
 
    I don’t want to believe it, but I need to be sure. 
 
    Whatever my misgivings about his past, he was a legitimate businessman when we entered the new millennium. Ten years ago, he owned a run of the mill caravan site where a body was discovered. It looks like the murder is linked to the Rosy Lee café. Was the proprietor, Henry Potter, laundering money for Birchill? Did my action bring this to a halt, resulting in murder? 
 
    Ashley’s right. I know nothing about Birchill’s activities. Now she’s handed me a loaded gun and wants me to use it against him. 
 
    If she’s wrong, the damage will be impossible to repair. 
 
    If she’s right, I don’t want to consider the consequences. 
 
    But I need to know the truth. 
 
    After a mouthful of cold tea, I settle back and call Birchill. He picks up on the second ring, sounding more excited and enthusiastic than yesterday. 
 
     “Do you mind if I bring someone?” I ask when the conversation moves onto lunch. “A woman.” 
 
    He laughs. “I didn’t think you meant a tax inspector – unless you’d found a gorgeous one to raise your personal allowance.” 
 
    I do my best to laugh. 
 
    “Okay, not one of my best,” he says. “Of course you can bring a guest. Tell me about her.” 
 
    “She works for PETA,” I reply, adopting Ashley’s suggestion.  “They campaign against animal testing, real fur in fashion, that kind of thing.” 
 
    “The People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals,” he says. “They contacted me at Tombstone, concerned about the way I’d be keeping and using animals. Someone claimed I was going to hold stampedes and have a circus.” 
 
    I have a feeling I started the rumour. “Ashley campaigns against the use of fur in fashion. She used to be a model.” 
 
    “A fashion model?” His interest picks up, as she predicted. 
 
    “Ashley was more glamour than fashion,” I say.  
 
    “I’ve dated more than my fair share of glamour models,” he says with typical modesty. “I may have come across her.” 
 
    “I’m not sure she was known outside Manchester. It was a long time ago.” 
 
    “I look forward to meeting her. I’m guessing you haven’t told her about us.” 
 
    “No, and I’d like to keep it that way.” The thought of how Ashley will react to the news makes me shudder. “We’re celebrating your news. Let’s not spoil it for your fiancée.” 
 
    “Gina won’t mind. She can’t wait to meet you.” 
 
    Gina doesn’t sound like a mail order bride from the Seychelles. 
 
    “I’ll tell Gina you’re still getting used to being my son,” he says. “Have you told Ashley why we’re having lunch?” 
 
    “I told her you were organising a celebrity opening at Meadow Farm. That’s why she’s interested. She’s hoping you’ll support PETA.” 
 
    “Does this mean you’re in favour of a celebrity opening?” 
 
    “Ashley has a few ideas. She’s opened a few supermarkets in her time.” 
 
    I can’t believe I let Ashley talk me into this. She created a character and past for herself like an actor slipping into a role. Undercover work, she said, promising to reveal more this evening. 
 
    “I’m always open to ideas,” he says. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    I consider tackling Sunshine View Caravan Park now to avoid any subterfuge later. But if Ashley’s right I could tip him off about our interest. 
 
    “See you later,” I say, spotting a shadow by the door. 
 
    Nigel knocks and bursts through the door. “Charlie’s found a cockroach infestation at a restaurant. Do you mind if I come with you?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    When she steps into the reception area at Hammonds Drive Police Station in Eastbourne, Ashley has the swagger and look of a successful businesswoman. She’s achieved the effect with high heels, a silk blouse beneath her grey suit and the subtle use of makeup to highlight her eyes, lips and cheeks. Aware of the effect she has on the young lads in ripped jeans and t-shirts nearby, she strolls over. 
 
    “You can arrest me anytime,” I say, looking her over.  
 
    “I keep some spare cuffs at home.” She grins and links my arm, guiding me towards the exit. “When you rang, I thought you were going to cancel.” 
 
    I should have gone to assist Charlie. As a contractor, she’s not authorised to serve notices or close food businesses. Danni won’t be pleased I sent Nigel. 
 
    Neither was Nigel. 
 
    The lad with a shaven head and tattoos on his muscular arms and shoulders winks at Ashley. “If you’d rather have someone young and athletic, darling, I’m available.” 
 
    “I’m tempted,” she says, “but I need someone with stamina, not a sprinter.” 
 
    Outside the sunshine takes the edge off the easterly wind. It does nothing to ease my doubts about Nigel. He’s a competent officer with plenty of experience, but the prospect of legal action makes him nervous, doubting his abilities.  
 
    “Charlie knows what to do,” I told him, handing over the Grab Bag we use for emergencies. “She’ll help you, but you sign the notices and do the legal stuff.” 
 
    “Like going to court,” he said, looking glum. 
 
    “Imagine how impressed Charlie will be when you take control.” 
 
    If only I felt in control. 
 
    While Ashley runs through the cover story of how and where we met, I’m wondering how to broach the real reason for lunch with Birchill. 
 
    “Then you ripped off my clothes and made passionate love to me all night,” she says in a loud, frustrated voice. 
 
    “I don’t remember that,” I say, joining the slow-moving traffic, heading for the seafront. “Are you confusing me with someone else?” 
 
    “I’m trying to get your attention. We need to be pitch perfect.” 
 
    “As in singing from the same hymn sheet?” 
 
    “Don’t go cliché on me, Kent. We can’t afford a cock up. Don’t you dare,” she says, glaring at me. “I know nothing about the new girlfriend, which isn’t helping.” 
 
    “She’s bound to be young,” I say. “Probably a model, actress or some minor celebrity. I imagine he wants her to open Meadow Farm.” 
 
    “That’s okay. We can get him talking about ideas, see where it goes. If you charm her, I’ll work my magic on him.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t bother,” I say. 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence. I spent hours in front of the mirror.” 
 
    “Birchill intends to marry this woman. That’s what I meant.” 
 
    “What’s that got to do with anything?” Ashley asks, her tone dismissive. “He’s not planning to marry her at your sanctuary, is he? Say, you’re not going to offer weddings, are you? Say your vows among the cute llamas and donkeys.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I reply, irritated by her sarcasm. 
 
    “Then why’s he celebrating with you?” 
 
    The traffic begins to edge along. I wish my brain would move faster. Knowing I need to fill the silence before it condemns me, I say, “He wants his bride to open the sanctuary.” 
 
    “You mean he can’t wait to show off some leggy bimbo with inflated tits. Niamh will go mental if this bimbo opens your sanctuary.” 
 
    The traffic crawls along the seafront, past the hotels and houses that overlook the shingle beaches, divided by wooden groynes. Apart from the occasional modern block of flats, there’s little to distract from the elegance of the Victorian terraces. Unlike Brighton and Hastings, Eastbourne has resisted the amusement arcades and slot machines on its seafront. 
 
    As we grind to a halt once more, I watch waves crash against the shingle, throwing up plumes of spray that catch on the wind. The pebbles, flung around by the sea, are all that protect the town from flooding. At high tide, with the wind blowing onshore, that protection looks so fragile. 
 
    “Talking of weddings,” Ashley says, “I heard your sidekick’s getting married soon. Gemma, isn’t it?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “And you’re best man.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” I say, braking as the traffic comes to a halt. 
 
    Ashley swivels to face me, her eyes wide with curiosity. “Why, what happened?” 
 
    When she said I was best man, why didn’t I agree with her? She’s hardly going to check it out, is she? Even if she does, I can make up something about it being too painful to talk about. 
 
    No, I don’t do self-pity. I move on and play the hand I’m dealt. 
 
    But isn’t that an excuse, playing the hand I’m dealt? It’s saying someone else is dealing the cards. It’s saying someone else is in control of my life, my destiny. 
 
    Kent Fisher, who doesn’t believe in anything he can’t hold in his hands, lets fate decide. 
 
    We stop by the pier. Sheikh’s Pier, as the new owner calls it. He’s given the Victorian buildings a facelift by painting the grey roofs gold, which has divided opinion. Gemma loved it. She thought it gave the pier a more modern, brighter look. I said nothing, not sure it was worth arguing about. 
 
    No wonder Gemma left me. 
 
    “Gemma and I were having an affair,” I say, aware I haven’t replied to Ashley’s question. “We finished work one Friday, planning to go somewhere over the weekend. I can’t remember where,” I say, inching forward with the traffic. “When I called to collect her on Saturday morning, her flat was empty. She’d gone. No warning, no explanation, nothing.” 
 
    Ashley whistles. “Wow, you must have pissed her off.” 
 
    “It was payback.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    I shift in the seat, not sure I should have started this. 
 
    “Eight years ago, I came across Gemma in a restaurant. She was working there and the moment I saw her, I wanted her. We spent an amazing week together. On the Sunday,” I say, running my finger under my collar, “I left her without saying goodbye, without leaving a note. She didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    “Why did you walk out?” 
 
    “I panicked, I guess. She was younger than me. Not my finest moment.” 
 
    “Was she taking it too seriously?” 
 
    The sound of a horn behind prompts me to drive forward. Within seconds we’ve stopped again. 
 
    “I’ve always regretted what I did,” I say, still not sure why I panicked. “Sometimes I think how different life could have been, but that’s a mug’s game, isn’t it? You can’t go back.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like you’ve moved on either. Eight years is a long time, Kent.” 
 
    Maybe I should have talked to someone years ago instead of pushing the pain into that dark corner of my mind reserved for regrets. 
 
    “If you loved her, you wouldn’t have run.” The certainty in Ashley’s voice, and the unexpected warmth in her eyes, makes me feel better. “People don’t run when they want to be with someone, Kent.” 
 
    She gives my forearm an encouraging squeeze. 
 
    “To be young and carefree,” she says, shaking her head at the swirl of foreign students that spills off the pavement beside the Carpet Gardens. The students push, shove and jostle before finally crushing together for selfies. They’re young and too wrapped up in themselves to worry about traffic, or queuing for buses or service at the many kiosks and cafes. That’s why many locals think these young people lack manners. 
 
    I never complained about the female Swedish students, who bathed topless in the sea. Then again, I rarely complained about anything when I was seventeen. 
 
    Once past the crossings, we make good progress along the seafront, passing the bandstand and Wish Tower, a historic Martello Tower built to defend the coast against Napoleon. The occasional concrete monstrosity spoils the elegance and grandeur of the Victorian hotels, but we’re soon on our way up South Cliff, leaving the seafront behind. 
 
    “If we’re confessing to shortcomings,” Ashley says, “I shouldn’t have doubted you about Birchill. When you spend your time investigating murder, listening to the lies killers tell you, it’s easy to become cynical and suspicious. You give people the benefit of the doubt, Kent. You don’t assume guilt. That’s why I admire you. That’s why I’m glad you’re on my team.” 
 
    While her words sound genuine, I sense a warning. 
 
    I remain silent, pulling into an empty parking space opposite to the entrance of the Hydro Hotel. 
 
    The four-storey building, coated with white render, dominates the slope. Long lawns, often used for croquet, stretch out towards an open air pool and views across the seafront and out to sea. I’m more interested in the Art Deco styling of the entrance porch with its flat roof, curved windows and rotating entrance door. Inside, the big and bright foyer has walls divided by Art Deco columns and panels that stretch up to a high ceiling. The antique chairs and furniture suggest tradition, good taste, a place of comfort and quality. 
 
    And it’s pet friendly. 
 
    While I admire the décor, Ashley hurries up the stairs to the lounge. I follow her through one of the two pointed arches, which look like they belong in a church. From the high, panelled ceiling, chandeliers dangle like diamond earrings, casting an even, cosy light over the sturdy tables and chairs that fill the centre of the room. One or two older men, dressed in smart suits and ties, read broadsheet newspapers. A young waiter collects the empty cups and coffee pots left behind when the residents migrated to the dining room. 
 
    The sound of polite chatter greets us as we approach. The Maître D’, a young man in striped trousers and waistcoat, steps forward. With short, black hair, gelled to his scalp, a prominent nose and grey eyes, he looks East European, but his accent is barely noticeable. 
 
    “Good day, Mr Fisher. Mr Birchill awaits you both in the conservatory.” 
 
    I nod, though I don’t remember him. 
 
    Ashley looks impressed. “Are you a regular?” 
 
    “I gave a talk about my experiences as an environmental health sleuth.” 
 
    “I’d like to hear that.” 
 
    I’m not sure if she’s serious or sarcastic. While police officers want help from the public, they don’t want people like me investigating crimes. 
 
    We walk through another arch into the busy bar area. The hum of conversation rises as we step into the bright conservatory with its Terrazzo tiled floor and views across the lawns to the sea. Though most of the windows are open, and the ceiling fans spinning, there’s no escaping the heat. 
 
    Birchill rises from his wicker chair at the corner table to wave us over. His deep, even tan makes him look more Mediterranean than English, especially now he’s dyed his hair black once more. Unfortunately, like many men who dress and style their hair to look half their age, his efforts only accentuate his age and vanity. But there’s no mistaking the quality of his tailored, coffee-coloured Italian suit, cream silk shirt and tan loafers. 
 
    “We’re underdressed,” Ashley whispers. 
 
    His fiancée sits with her back to us. Her white sleeveless dress highlights the depth of her even tan and her toned arms. A delicate gold chain adorns her long, slim neck, skimmed by platinum blonde hair, cut to a sharp bob. She stands and turns. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce you to Gina,” he says, his voice filled with pride. 
 
    Lady Georgina Rhys-Jones grins as our eyes meet. 
 
    “It’s been a long time, Kent,” she says in her cultured voice. “This must be the first time I’m not looking down at that handsome face of yours.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Birchill rubs his hands in delight. “Excellent. You know each other.” 
 
    “Barely,” she replies, anatomically accurate if nothing else. “Kent and his saboteurs harassed our hunt meetings with monotonous regularity. I used to look down at him from my horse, wondering how much damage I could inflict with my crop.” 
 
    She didn’t show such restraint when she rode me to an energetic climax that could have woken the nearest neighbours, a quarter of a mile away. She used her crop once or twice, as she did on many of my fellow protestors, I discovered later. 
 
    “You must be Ashley,” she says, holding out an elegant hand. “I understand you once modelled. So did I until Lord Justice Rhys-Jones whisked me off the catwalk for a life of luxury and decadence.” 
 
    “It suits you,” Ashley says. “You look sensational.” 
 
    “Let’s give credit to a strong gene pool and a first class plastic surgeon. If you ever feel the need to enhance those gorgeous eyes of yours, give me a call.” 
 
    Her smile barely leaves a crease in her smooth skin, stretched tight around her oval face with its high cheekbones and full lips. Her deep blue eyes sparkle with wit, intelligence and the kind of self-confidence that beauty and money bring. Yet in the six months before she tired of me, I learned more about her horses than her. 
 
    “Let’s order,” Birchill says, signalling to a waiter. 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t choose the Mirabelle,” Ashley remarks once we have drinks. Like me, she’s sticking to mineral water. 
 
    “My fault,” he says. “The Grand Hotel didn’t like me turning Downland Manor into a luxury hotel. And like Kent, I prefer simple, honest food.” 
 
    “I love everything you’re not supposed to eat,” Georgina says. “Like burgers, served with fries, onion rings and thick, creamy mayonnaise.” 
 
    “Chunky fries,” he says, watching her in awe. 
 
    I don’t blame him. She’s in her early sixties, but she looks twenty years younger, with a spirit, vitality and metabolism to match. Apart from riding, she played a lot of tennis, I recall, and had a gym, complete with a personal trainer, sauna, and indoor swimming pool. 
 
    She looks at ease in Birchill’s company, though there’s no closeness, none of the looks and touches of people in love. From the way he watches her, hanging on her words, he’s clearly besotted. She’s definitely in control, probably enjoying her power over him the way she enjoyed screwing me into submission. 
 
    Not that I ever complained. 
 
    The conversation moves onto their holiday in the Seychelles and lasts throughout the starter and main courses. She goes to the islands every year and seems to be treated like royalty. She has friends there, who are tirelessly mundane and trivial, constantly complaining about the heat. Miles, it seems, was a breath of fresh air with his theme park and casino. 
 
    “Not that I frequent casinos.” She pauses to glug more red wine, as if it’s going out of season. “Teddy, my late husband, left me well-provided for, but I’m as hopeless with money as I am with relationships. A couple of bad marriages and some frankly ridiculous investments left me in need of a white knight.” 
 
    She casts him a dazzling smile and pats his hand the way you reward a loyal spaniel. He must know he’s entering a business arrangement. Then again, with her energy and appetite, he’ll be well rewarded. 
 
    She settles back in her chair. “Tell me, Ashley, was it your love of animals that drew you to Kent?” 
 
    Ashley launches into the story of how we met. She embellishes the version we threw together earlier, making it sound like she’s in awe of me and my work. She invites me to chip in here and there, mainly to confirm what she says. This allows me to observe Georgina and my father. She listens with a casual, almost detached interest, but picks up on every detail. He watches Ashley closely, saying nothing, taking in her words and gestures, the looks she throws my way. 
 
    When finally she lets go of my hand, I realise how much she’s perspiring. 
 
    “You make a gorgeous couple,” Georgina says, rising. “Perhaps you could order coffee, Miles. We’ll retire to the lounge before my filler melts in the heat.” 
 
    On our way to the lounge, Ashley takes my arm and presses up closer. “He hasn’t mentioned the opening yet. Do you think he wants Gina to do the honours? She’s not a celebrity, but she’s a Lady and she looks amazing. I want to look that good when I’m her age. Even her tits look natural.” 
 
    “You need to marry a plastic surgeon.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she says, looking genuinely hurt. “You’re supposed to say I won’t need plastic surgery. Quick, kiss me,” she says, sliding an arm around my neck. “We need to convince Birchill we’re in love.” 
 
    Her lips press against mine before I can protest. Her kiss is forceful, energetic and short. “Make an effort,” she says. “He’s watching.” 
 
    “You’re overdoing it,” I say, aware people are watching. I take her hand and guide her to the table where Georgina’s settled into a sumptuous armchair. She tucks one leg under the other. Her dress parts to reveal a smooth, tanned thigh. 
 
    “What made you desert the north, Ashley?” she asks when we’re settled on the sofa opposite. “I thought Northerners hated the south.”  
 
    “I came here on holiday and fell in love with the place. Have you always lived in Sussex?” 
 
    “Born and bred, like Miles. He made his money from property and casinos, I married mine. That makes us both gamblers.” 
 
    He sits in the armchair next to hers and slides his phone into his jacket pocket. “Don’t be modest, Gina. Your family were wealthy landowners.” 
 
    “And like the Fishers, we couldn’t afford the upkeep. We needed your business acumen, Miles.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’ve known each other for some time,” Ashley remarks. “I thought you met on holiday.” 
 
    “Teddy was a regular at the Ace of Hearts,” Georgina replies. “Miles always looked after us, made sure we were treated well, even though I was a total bitch. Teddy always lost,” she says with a wry smile, “but I’ll get it all back when I marry Miles.” 
 
    Though she laughs, she’s deadly serious. 
 
    We pause while the waiter serves coffee. 
 
    Ashley turns to Birchill. “It’s fascinating, listening to the connection you have with Gina. We have a connection too, though it’s more chance than casino.” 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    “My mother and I stayed at a caravan site near Alfriston about five years ago. Sunshine View Caravan Park,” she says, as if she’s suddenly remembered. “I’m sure someone told me you own it?” 
 
    Georgina shudders. “You wouldn’t catch me in a small metal box, trudging across a field to share the showers and toilets.” 
 
    “These were luxury homes with all mod cons,” Ashley says. “Kent inspects and licences them, don’t you?” 
 
    Georgina laughs. “You must see some sights.” 
 
    “Don’t get him talking about hygiene,” Birchill says, rising. He gestures towards the restrooms with his eyes. “He’ll put you off eating for life.” 
 
    I take a sip of coffee and glance at my watch. “I need to call the office,” I say, pulling my phone from my pocket. “We have a serious problem brewing.” 
 
    I take a circuitous route to the restrooms. Inside, an elderly man washes his hands at one of the basins in the centre of the room. He goes through a ritual with each hand, washing the front, the back and then between the fingers. He’s still drying his hands on a small white towel when I finish at the urinal. He places the towel in the linen basket and shuffles out, pausing only to adjust his flies. 
 
    A few moments later, my father emerges from a cubicle. He strides across to a basin and skims his hands through the water, barely wetting them. He grabs a towel, dries his hands and then hurls it into the basket. 
 
    “Only a handful of people know about Sunshine View Caravan Park,” he says, unable to keep the tension from his voice. “Your girlfriend isn’t one of them.” 
 
    I play dumb. “Then how does she know?” 
 
    “She’s a cop, trying to frame me for murder.”


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    I’m caught in the middle. Do I believe my father, who wasn’t averse to breaking the law in his younger days? Or do I believe a detective inspector who’s not averse to breaking the rules? 
 
    I have to choose or indecision will put me at the mercy of both sides. 
 
    I could try to play both sides. That might work. It might give me enough time to investigate the murder so I can make an informed choice. Ashley already believes I’m on her side, even though she tells me next to nothing. My father won’t be so easy to convince. If I don’t dump Ashley, he’ll think I believe her. 
 
    “I know she’s a cop,” I say. “She asked me to help her with her investigation. Today’s subterfuge was her idea.” 
 
    He laughs. “You didn’t look happy when she kissed you. Why are you going along with her?” 
 
    “To find out what she knows.” 
 
    He nods with pleasure. “What have you learned?” 
 
    This is where it gets tricky. “I know she thinks you did it.” 
 
    “Because I owned the caravan site where this man was found? You think I’d kill a bloke and be stupid enough to bury him on my land?” 
 
    “No, I don’t. That doesn’t mean you didn’t though.” 
 
    “No,” he says, pacing. “I suppose not. Does that mean you’ll continue working with DI Goodman?” 
 
    “How else will I find out what she’s got against you?” 
 
    “Good man,” he says, rubbing his hands together. “Keep her close, Kent, so we can discover what she plans to do.” 
 
    I’m pleased he thinks I’m on his side. I thought he’d take some convincing. 
 
    “If you’ll forgive the choice of words, she must wonder why you and I have buried our differences. You gave her the line we agreed, I take it.” 
 
    I nod. “She’s not convinced, but she can’t prove different.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell her you’re not happy about me pressuring you, trying to take over the sanctuary, using your good work to improve my public image? If she thinks there’s friction between us, she might reveal more.” 
 
    “You need to tell me about the caravan park.” 
 
    “I sold the land a couple of months before the body was discovered. I’ve no idea who dumped it there or when. I’ve made enemies over the years, but it seems like a strange way to get back at me.” 
 
    “How could anyone know you’d expand the site?” 
 
    He nods and glances at his watch. “We’ll talk about this tomorrow or the girls will think we’re conspiring?” 
 
    “One of them already does.” 
 
    “We’ll meet at Downland Manor. They haven’t started work on your old place yet.” 
 
    Back at the table, Ashley and Georgina seem to be chatting like old friends. Ashley regards me with suspicion before laughing when Georgina delivers the punchline. My father pours himself a cup of coffee and laughs along. 
 
    “Were you two conspiring?” Georgina asks him. 
 
    “Comparing notes about you two,” he replies. “We should get together for dinner one evening. What do you think?” 
 
    “You know I can’t tell one side of a chopping board from the other.” She turns to me. “You know the best places to eat, Kent. Where do you suggest?” 
 
    “I’m busy at Meadow Farm most evenings.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” my father says. “With all that money I’ve invested, you should employ a builder to take over the work.” 
 
    “I need to get back to the office. We have a problem with one of our food businesses. Can we get the bill?” 
 
    My father shakes his head. “My treat.” 
 
    I make it look like I’m going to object and then accept. We shake hands before I bend to kiss Georgina on the cheek. “Must be the first time I’ve looked down on you,” I whisper in her ear. 
 
    She grins and pats my bottom. Ashley shakes Birchill’s hand, followed by some first rate air kissing with Georgina, who insists they go shopping and meet for lunch. I head through the hotel at a fair pace, bursting out into the fresh air. 
 
    “I wish Birchill would stop trying to run my sanctuary,” I say, staring across to the sea. “He makes a big donation and thinks he owns the place.” 
 
    “It makes him look good, supporting abandoned animals.” 
 
    “He wants to come over with Georgina to go through the official opening. I told him I didn’t want one. He ignored me and we argued. That’s why we were gone so long.” 
 
    Ashley links my arm as we descend the steps. “When you came back, you were chatting like old friends, not enemies.” 
 
    “I gave in because you want me to find out what happened at Sunshine View.” 
 
    “I do, but I don’t trust Birchill.” 
 
    “Sounds like you don’t trust me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Charlie and Nigel return after three. Both look tired and hungry as they unload their bags onto their desks. Nigel walks over and places a copy of the Emergency Prohibition Order he’s served, closing the premises. 
 
    “We’ve collected scrapings and some dead cockroaches from the cellar. We’ve left traps there, in the kitchen and in the storeroom to determine the extent of the infestation. A pest control contractor will be round this evening to treat.” 
 
    He pauses to catch his breath, smiling when Charlie stands beside him. “Charlie took some great photographs. We’ve interviewed the owner under caution and he’s held his hands up.” 
 
    She hands me the Food Hygiene Rating Scheme sticker she’s recovered from the window of the restaurant. “I’ve seen this before. A business brings in a chef who sorts out the systems and hygiene. Once they get a top rating, they get rid of the chef to save money. Standards drop and you know the rest.” 
 
    The date on the sticker is eighteen months old. “Any idea how long they’ve had cockroaches?” 
 
    “Weeks, maybe months,” she replies. 
 
    “Luckily there are no other food businesses nearby,” Nigel says. “I think we should check the flats above though. I’ll get onto the managing agents once we’ve logged in all the evidence.” 
 
    “Well done, both of you. Thank you for showing Nigel the ropes,” I tell Charlie, once he’s returned to his evidence bags. 
 
    “He was good,” she says, watching him. “Firm but fair.” 
 
    “All the same, he couldn’t have done it without you. When you’ve finished here, why don’t you go home? I’m guessing you missed lunch.” 
 
    She nods and returns to help Nigel. 
 
    Danni’s delighted to learn we’ve shut down a restaurant. Apart from boosting the department’s standing with councillors, it confirms her policy of using contractors to carry out essential work while reducing costs. 
 
    “I told you Charlotte would be an asset,” she says, already composing her report to councillors. 
 
    “Nigel took the lead. He’ll be in court next week, applying for the order to confirm the closure.” 
 
    “Along with Charlotte,” she says. “She discovered the infestation. Without her, it could have been months before we inspected the restaurant. I’m surprised you didn’t go out there, Kent. Nigel doesn’t have your experience or presence.” 
 
    “He does now,” I say, getting to my feet. 
 
    “With Charlotte’s support.” 
 
    When Danni’s report reaches the councillors, it won’t mention names. She’ll accept the credit for a job well done. I’ll post a summary on our intranet, the appropriately named, DownNet, reporting the good work carried out by Nigel and Charlie. Mutton Geoff, our Communications Officer, will create a press release, praising Downland’s efforts to repel an invasion of cockroaches. Everyone will thank the Chief Executive. The Leader of the Council will comment on how Downland is providing excellent service in spite of austerity measures and public spending cuts. 
 
    Then he’ll delete Gemma’s frozen post. 
 
    “Now you know why I’m a contractor,” Charlie says when I finish my rant. She hands me a Post It note. “I found this mobile number in the files from Brighton.” 
 
    “Do you have a name to go with it?” 
 
    “Let me think,” she says. “Derek and the Dominos tribute to a sovereign.” 
 
    It takes me a blink to decipher the clue. “Would you mind if I kissed you?” 
 
    “Nigel might. We’re going out for a drink tonight. See you on Monday.”  
 
    A few minutes later I’m in Committee Room 1, dialling the number, hoping Leila King will answer. The woman who answers sounds uncertain and suspicious. 
 
    “Could I speak to Leila King?” I ask in my friendliest, most relaxed voice. “I’m Kent Fisher from Environmental Health at Downland District Council.” 
 
    “My daughter is dead.” 
 
    So is the line. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    When I ring back, the phone goes straight to voicemail. 
 
    “This is Kent Fisher, Environmental Health. I’d like to talk to you about Station Diner. It’s nothing to worry about, so can you please ring me back?” 
 
    I leave my number and ring off. 
 
    If Leila King’s dead, I don’t need to worry about her ringing back. 
 
    Did I speak to her mother? She didn’t sound old, upset or grieving. Why did she answer the phone? My number’s withheld, so she wouldn’t know who was calling or why. 
 
    If it was Leila, maybe she was waiting for a call. Not Hossain though. She would know his number. 
 
    Then who? 
 
    Why say she was dead? Why not say I had a wrong number? By saying she was dead she’s confirmed I’ve rung the right number. 
 
    She’s also confirmed she’s not dead. 
 
    Maybe she panicked. Maybe she’s hiding after the fire. 
 
    With deductive skills like this, I’m halfway to my private eye badge. Only the modules on chain smoking, world-weary cynicism, and falling in love with female clients stand in my way. 
 
    I settle back in the velvet upholstered chair, thinking of Freya. Though not a client, or a femme fatale in the traditional sense, I can’t stop thinking about her. She has the nervous energy of a puppy, scampering around, not sure which scents to follow. 
 
    What about those lovely eyes – offering a glimpse of her soul, her fears and vulnerabilities? 
 
    Could she see into my soul? 
 
    I hope not. 
 
    Jerked out of my daydream, I ring Mike Turner. He should have returned home to clean his burger van by now. His deep, weary voice confirms another busy day ‘feeding the masses on Uckfield’s bypasses’, as his latest slogan proclaims. 
 
    Apparently rhyming soundbites boost street cred. But as Uckfield has only one bypass, he can only feed one mass. He couldn’t find anything to rhyme with ‘feeding the hungry’, having rejected my suggestion of ‘with devilish foodmongery’. 
 
    “Is this social or antisocial?” he asks. “Only the van looks like someone let off a grease bomb. Why can’t someone invent non-stick wall finishes?” 
 
    “Like Teflon Tiles?” 
 
    “Exactly. They’d make a fortune. Or non-stick cooking oil.” 
 
    “Until they do, you’ll have to settle for cleaning more often.” 
 
    “Are you volunteering to help, pal, or are you after a favour?” 
 
    In the background, I can hear water sloshing. “Quid pro quo?” I suggest. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you know the Latin for sod off? Not that it’s in your vocabulary. Does this favour involve bending or breaking rules?” 
 
    “You’d be assisting an enforcement officer with his enquiries.” 
 
    “You want me to break the rules.” He lets out a long sigh. The sound of water stops and I can hear him climbing down the steps to the ground. “What do you want?” 
 
    “An address to go with a mobile number. It’s linked to the fire at Station Diner.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you asking Ash Goodman? No, don’t answer that,” he says. “The less I know the better my chances of hanging onto my private parts. You’re a law enforcement officer, pal, why don’t you do the necessary?” 
 
    “Apart from not knowing where to start, I imagine I’ll need a warrant or written authorisation.” 
 
    “Ash Goodman can do it with an email. What happened to the dream team?” 
 
    “She’s not interested in the fire.” 
 
    “Then why are you?” He laughs when I don’t reply. “She won’t be pleased if you go off investigating on your own.” 
 
    She won’t be too happy if she finds out I’m working for both sides. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I should cancel pizza with Ashley in her new home. The meal at the Hydro has left me bloated. I also need time to work out how I can investigate her. 
 
    If only it didn’t involve getting closer to her. 
 
    You can’t get much closer than sex, I guess. 
 
    “It’s a dirty job but someone has to do it,” I tell Columbo, wondering what other sacrifices I’ll need to make in the interests of justice. 
 
    He barks and wags his tail, nudging my hand for more attention. 
 
    “I could plant a bug on you and loan you to Ashley,” I say, gently rubbing his ears. “She might talk to you the way I do, discuss her problems. If I’d spoken to you before Gemma walked out, maybe I could have stopped her. You liked Gemma, didn’t you?” 
 
    He barks once more, sidling up closer. 
 
    “I miss her too, little mate. I could really do with her now. I’m stuck between Ashley and my father with no one to help me. Mike’s scared of Ashley. And while you’re the best, you can’t come up with ideas like Gemma.” 
 
    I make the call I’ve been putting off and persuade Ashley to meet me in the Eight Bells for a drink. It gives me an hour to complete some jobs in the kennels, freshen up, and wander down to the pub, where she’s already settled at a table in the main bar. 
 
    She rises to greet me, looking great in high heels, skinny jeans and a simple, but elegant knitted top. While her makeup is as minimal as her jewellery, her eyes sparkle like the large Prosecco in her hand.  
 
     Her leg rests against mine while she tells me about the boxes she’s unpacked. Her animated hands touch as much of me as possible, while her gaze roams around the busy bar, diverting to the entrance when someone walks in. Some of the locals nod to her. A few smile and call across, asking how she’s settling in. Most say nothing, which may have more to do with me and the way I’ve divided the village. 
 
    With a second Prosecco before her, she focuses on me, studying me with those piercing, but impenetrable eyes. 
 
    “What does Gina see in Birchill?” she asks. “She’s not short of a few bob, whatever she says. She wasn’t exactly all over him, considering they had a whirlwind holiday romance. You got a kiss and a pat on the bum.” 
 
    “Ah, you’re jealous.” 
 
    “I’m not constructed from silicone and Botox,” she says, running her fingers along my thigh. 
 
    Her fingers stop close to my groin. A cold rush of air distracts her. Olivia Haynes, who runs the riding stables next to Meadow Farm, strides into the pub, her boots thudding on the floorboards. In a worn tweed suit, she needs only a shooting stick to complete the Horse and Hound look. 
 
    “I hear you two are having a spat,” Ashley remarks. “Did you know she has a caution for assault?” 
 
    “You checked up on her?” 
 
    “Knowledge is power, Kent.” 
 
    “Is that why you don’t tell me anything?” 
 
    She grins. “Maybe you need to probe a little deeper. If you do, you’ll discover that Miss Haynes rode her horse at someone who complained about the droppings. She also whipped him with her crop. If she gets in your face, jog her memory.” 
 
    “I will if you’re there to arrest her when she blows a fuse.” 
 
    “If only I didn’t have a backlog of bicycle thefts, damage to farm buildings and a dangerous quad bike, loose on the public footpaths of the South Downs.” 
 
    “If you solve the cold case, will it get you back into the Major Crime Team?” 
 
    She shuffles closer. “I’ve had an idea. Gina’s taken a shine to you. If you encourage her, she might reveal some of Birchill’s secrets.” 
 
    “I hope you’re not suggesting I seduce her.” 
 
    “Cultivate her friendship. Pop round when he’s out. Tell her you called to talk about the grand opening of your sanctuary. You’ll be surprised how much she knows about Birchill. Then you can ask her what she knows about the murder.” 
 
    “If she knows.” 
 
    “She will after you ask her.” Ashley face is inches from mine. Her musky perfume fills my nostrils. “She’ll want to know why Birchill never told her.” 
 
    She brushes her lips along my cheek. Her breath purrs in my ear. While her lips make their way towards mine, her fingers resume their journey along my thigh  
 
    That’s when the draft hits my ankles. I look up and spot Freya, wrapped in a duffle coat, staring at me. Then she pushes back through the door. 
 
    I pull away from Ashley, ignoring her protests. I slide out from my chair and crash my way between tables, ignoring the complaints from customers. As I reach the entrance, the door swings open, forcing me to wait while four people stride in. 
 
    Outside, in the cool evening air, I take the steps in two bounds. I scan the car park, looking for Freya’s van. When I don’t see it, I trot to the road and round the flint wall, crashing into her. 
 
    It takes her a few seconds to regain her balance and push me away. 
 
    It takes her a moment to slap my face. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty 
 
      
 
    “That’s for making me feel like the fool I am.” 
 
    Freya’s breathing hard, her hands trembling. Shadows mask her face, but I can hear the tears in her voice. “This useless bra doesn’t help.” She groans and reaches under her arm as if she intends to rip the bra off. “When I get home, it’s going straight in the bin.” 
 
    I grab her hand as she spins away. “Let me explain.” 
 
    “I should never have come here.” 
 
    “Why did you?” 
 
    She stops pulling. “I came to tell you about Jonathan Wright, but what’s the point? If your girlfriend doesn’t come between us, he will.” 
 
    “What do you mean, he’ll come between us?” 
 
    “Wrong answer, Kent. You’re supposed to be interested in me, not him.” 
 
    She hurries to her van, her heels thudding on the pavement. The headlights flash when she clicks the remote, briefly illuminating her skinny jeans and duffle coat. She tugs open the door, flings her bag inside and ducks into the van without a glance back. 
 
    I notice Ashley walk up beside me, her expression as emotionless as her voice. “You have some explaining to do.” 
 
    “Not to you I don’t.” 
 
    “Pristine Pooches,” she says, watching the van drive past. “Rather ironic, considering she looked like she tumbled out of bed. Is that where you left her?” 
 
    “Had we been in bed, I wouldn’t have left her.” 
 
    I walk away, letting the darkness swallow me. I should never have agreed to meet Ashley. Had I stayed at home, Freya would have found me when she called. Instead, Niamh or Frances directed her to the Eight Bells, where Ashley was trying to slide her hand inside my trousers. 
 
    I look back, but Ashley’s gone, rejected for an impetuous woman with a lethal forehand and the saddest eyes. 
 
    I’ve always kept a tight hold over my emotions, afraid my feelings would make me vulnerable. Even though I loved Gemma, I was afraid I would do something stupid and lose her. As our relationship intensified, the fear grew, fuelled by arguments about whether we should ‘go public’, where we should live, or more accurately, where we couldn’t live. Finally, when I thought I might be losing her, I told her how much I loved her, how I’d loved her from the moment I first saw her, eight years earlier. 
 
    Two days later she was gone. 
 
    I groan, realising my stupid mistake. 
 
    That’s what happens when I let emotion take control. I need to give myself a good kick up the arse and make my peace with Ashley. We have a murder to solve. 
 
    Trouble is, I’ve lost my only lead. 
 
    At the turning for Meadow Farm, I hear a car approaching from behind, going too fast as usual, headlamps on full beam. When the driver jams on the brakes and veers towards me, I dart around the corner. The squeal of rubber on tarmac chases me, the headlamp beams bouncing into the sky. 
 
    My foot strays into a pothole. I veer towards the centre of the lane. Somehow, I keep my balance, brushed by the car as it swerves to a halt, lurches and stalls. 
 
    Only it’s not a car. 
 
    Freya swears, tangled in the seatbelt as she tumbles out. Once free, she rushes over and throws her arms around me, almost knocking me to the ground. She cups my face in her hands and looks into my eyes. 
 
    “Are you hurt? Are you okay? Of course you’re not okay. I almost killed you.” 
 
    She bites her lower lip, looking so guilty, so scared. I pull her close. “I’m okay,” I say, stroking her hair. “You?” 
 
    “I’ve wet myself.” She pulls back and covers her mouth. “TMI.” 
 
    “TMI?” 
 
    “Too much information. When I’m nervous I open my mouth and the wrong words come out.” 
 
    “Maybe you should stop talking,” I say, my breathing ragged, my heart still thumping. “Or drive slowly.” 
 
    “I was angry.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve got the imprint of your hand on my face.” 
 
    “I felt humiliated. Everything that’s wrong with my life seemed to converge when you walked into me.” She looks up at me. “Does your face hurt?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    Her gentle fingers stroke my cheek, making me tingle with pleasure. “Is that better?” she asks, gazing into my eyes. 
 
    “A little,” I reply, my voice almost hoarse. 
 
    I slide my hands around her waist. Her breathing deepens. Her eyes widen, inviting me to kiss her, to explore her. Not that I need an invitation. I want her so much, it hurts. 
 
    When she slides her arms around my neck, she cries out in pain. 
 
    “Damn this bloody bra!” 
 
    She pulls away and tears at the toggles of her duffle coat. “No,” she cries when I offer to help. Once undone, she wriggles out of the coat and hurls it onto the roof of the van, prompting more anguished cries. 
 
    She reaches under her baggy sweater, covered with white dog fur. She seems to take forever to unhook her bra, grimacing and cursing almost non-stop. When she does, she relaxes with a huge sigh, closing her eyes in relief. 
 
    “That’s almost orgasmic,” she says. 
 
    She reaches inside the baggy sleeve of her sweater. With a few wriggles she eases the shoulder strap down her arm. She repeats the process with the other arm, maintaining eye contact throughout. Then, with a flourish, she reaches under her sweater and pulls out a black, lacy bra. 
 
    “Farewell, Blunderbra!” She hurls it over the adjacent hedge. Luckily, the strap snags, saving me an excursion into Miss Trotter’s front garden. 
 
    “I’d better retrieve it before anyone gets the wrong idea,” I say. 
 
    “Keep it,” she says, rotating her arm. “I have enough reminders of what’s wrong with my life.” 
 
    “Let’s go inside. You can freshen up while I make a cup of tea. I’ve got ibuprofen somewhere, if you need it.” 
 
    “I’d best get home,” she says. 
 
    “Columbo would love to meet you,” I say, hearing his bark in the distance. 
 
    “What about your girlfriend? Won’t she be wondering where you are?” 
 
    “She’s not my girlfriend.” 
 
    “You always snuggle up to strangers, do you?” 
 
    “I chased after you, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Why? Look at me, Kent. Three husbands and a bra that doesn’t fit. Not much of a recommendation, is it?” 
 
    “A moment ago you wanted to kiss me.” 
 
    “I wanted to kiss you the moment I set eyes on you, but it’s complicated. Not the kissing,” she says, brushing a tear from her cheek. “That’s lips and tongues. But if I kiss you I’ll want to spend the night with you. Then it gets complicated.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She pulls a crumpled tissue from her pocket. “I want what I can’t have and get what I don’t want. That’s the story of my life.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I came over to tell you about Jonathan Wright. When your stepmother said you’d gone to meet someone at the pub, I knew you’d be with a beautiful woman, making her laugh, seducing her with your dreamy eyes.” She gives me a wistful smile. “That’s why I couldn’t go home.” 
 
    “You’re not making any sense.” 
 
    “I had to see you with someone slim, attractive and sophisticated to remind me how foolish I was to think you’d be interested in me. Look at me,” she says, holding her arms out and wincing. “My clothes are as weary and clapped out as my boobs. No,” she says, cutting off my protest, “let me tell you what I came to tell you. You owe me that.” 
 
    I perch on the bonnet and nod. 
 
    “What did Dad say to you about Wright Choice Foods?” 
 
    I look back, distracted by Columbo’s barking, which sounds close. “Your father said Malcolm Wright went off one morning and never returned.”  
 
    “Did Dad say anything about Jonathan?” 
 
    “Bit of a ladies man, liked gambling.” 
 
    “Did he tell you that Jonathan and I married – that the marriage only lasted five days?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

   
 
    Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Columbo saves the day, or evening to be precise. He ducks under the gate and hurtles down the lane to greet me. After a brief fuss, he turns to Freya, tilting his head as he looks at her. She drops to one knee and he rushes over, tail creating enough draft to power a wind turbine. 
 
    “You’re gorgeous,” she says, letting him leap onto her leg and smother her face in kisses. She slides an arm under his tail to stop him falling and ruffles his fur. When I spot Frances running towards the gate, I walk over. 
 
    “He must have heard you,” she says, regaining her breath. “He’s never run off before. Columbo, here!” 
 
    He ignores her. He ignores me too, enjoying the attention from Freya. She scoops him up and brings him over, unable to stop him licking her face. 
 
    “Freya, meet Frances, who runs the sanctuary.” 
 
    Freya passes a reluctant Columbo over. “Your dreadlocks look amazing. How long did it take to grow them? And I love your beads. Do you get them online?” 
 
    “There’s a shop in Brighton.” Frances attaches Columbo’s lead and he darts behind Freya’s legs, tail wagging as if he senses a new game. “I think you’d better bring him.” 
 
    Freya declines the lead. “I need to get going.” 
 
    “I don’t think Columbo’s going to let you off that easily.” 
 
    He looks up at her and barks before pawing her leg. 
 
    “You haven’t finished telling me about Jonathan Wright,” I say, taking the lead. “You can freshen up while the kettle’s on. We don’t bite.”  
 
     Freya gives us a puzzled look. “Am I missing something? Not that it’s any of my business,” she adds, fishing for her keys. “I’d better move the van in case someone wants to get past.” 
 
    Columbo strains, eager to follow her. 
 
    “I’ll put the kettle on,” Frances says. “Give me five minutes to tidy up.” 
 
    I nod and wait for Freya. When she drives up to the gate and turns, I wonder if she’s going to drive off. She stops and reverses up. “I don’t want to intrude,” she says, lowering the window. “I really should be getting back.” 
 
    “Frances and I share a place. I’m a temporary guest while I wait for permission to convert one of the barns into a flat.” 
 
    Gemma gave me a similar look when I told her. “Why didn’t you get two homes?” she asked. 
 
    Freya checks her watch. “I need to get back. He’ll be wondering where I am. Dad, I mean. I moved in while the divorce was going through. Rick, my husband moved back one afternoon while I was at work. He was lounging on the sofa as if he’d never left. It’s my own fault. I should have changed the stupid lock, I should have made him leave his key.” 
 
    “You didn’t know he’d come back to bother you. You should have told him to go, to walk out the door.” 
 
    “You can’t be a Gloria Gaynor fan.” 
 
    “It was my mother’s favourite song. She used to play it when she got drunk and maudlin.” I stop, realising I’ve never told anyone before. 
 
    “Did she survive?” Freya asks. 
 
    My mother survived on lies, deceit and hatred, fuelled by gin. I haven’t seen or spoken to her for 25 years and she hasn’t contacted me. “Phone your father and let him know you’re okay.” 
 
    She switches off the engine and climbs out of the van, much to Columbo’s delight. “You glance left before you fib,” she says. “Did you know that?” 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    “That’s what you say at weddings.” She gives me a helpless shrug. “Sorry, it’s not that funny when you’ve said it as many times as I have. Rick also looks left before he lies. That’s why he was rubbish at poker. You looked left when I asked you if your mother survived. When you’re thinking, you often give your earlobe a gentle tug. Then there’s the enigmatic smile when you’re lost for words.” 
 
    I give her my best enigmatic smile. 
 
    “I have a degree in Psychology,” she says. “It’s difficult to believe, I know. It didn’t help me sort out my inadequacies either, but I enjoy watching others.” 
 
    “I can imagine what you thought when you saw me with Ashley. She’s a detective inspector with Sussex Police. We’re working on a case. Whatever you saw .... forget her. I’m here with you. And you,” I add when Columbo barks. “Would you like the guided tour?”  
 
    “There’s not much to see in the dark.” 
 
    “Then you’d better stay close.” I grab the Maglite I keep by the gate and aim the beam at the path. “And use your imagination.” 
 
    A cool breeze slides off the South Downs, hidden in darkness. The only other light comes from Niamh’s house and the mobile home in the distance. Columbo trots beside Freya, diverting into the bushes from time to time. He’s heard the plans for a café and visitor centre so many times. 
 
    “You should sell only Fairtrade products, organic fruit and vegetables,” Freya says, staring into the dark. “Cut out single use plastics ... Sorry, you’re way ahead of me already, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I have an environmentally aware stepmother, who lives there.” 
 
    “She didn’t look pleased when I asked for you.” 
 
    “You probably interrupted her baking, that’s all.” I go on to explain about Fisher’s Fancies. “Frances and I are chief testers and tasters.” 
 
    “I go up a dress size if I look at a cake.” 
 
    “No problem. It means more tiffin for me.” 
 
    “Tiffin? Proper tiffin?” 
 
    “Niamh’s own family recipe, handed down the generations.” 
 
    “I suppose I could go to spin class in the morning.” 
 
    We walk on and I explain about the barns, the isolation facilities we’ve installed, the new kennels. Freya wants to see the dogs. She fusses each one, a seemingly endless supply of treats in her coat pocket. 
 
    “How can anyone abandon and mistreat such lovely dogs?” she asks, tears in her eyes. “What’s wrong with people?” 
 
    I slide an arm around her shoulder. “Don’t go there. Why waste all that emotion on anger and hate when you can use it to love and care for the animals?” 
 
    She looks into my eyes, taking my breath away. I can feel my pulse racing, my heart thudding in my chest. I pull her close, sliding my hands around her waist. She wants me too. I can see it in her eyes, battling the hesitation and fear. 
 
    “No,” she says, pushing me away with gentle hands. “You don’t know anything about me.” 
 
    “Then let me find out.” 
 
    “Don’t three failed marriages tell you all you need to know?” 
 
    “I’m interested in now, not the past.” 
 
    “You’ve released Jonathan Wright from the past. He was dead and buried – not literally. I meant I’d forgotten about him until you walked into my salon. Is he linked to this case you’re working on?” 
 
    “Until I speak to him, I won’t know.” 
 
    “He’s in America, gambling away everything he has, I imagine. He and Rick are like peas in a proverbial. They’re full of bull, consummate liars, living on the turn of a card or the roll of a dice, betting on anything that moves. Jonathan will have a woman, who believes she can cure him, as I did. He’ll bleed her dry and then find another, blinded by his charming smile, flash clothes and that edgy sense of danger which makes him irresistible.” 
 
    She rests her face against the wire, smiling at the lurcher cross. “Jonathan took me to Las Vegas. He treated me to new clothes, a makeover, the works. Then, while I slept, he spent the night at the slot machines, sliding into bed in the morning, sleeping till noon.” 
 
    “Did he lose?” 
 
    “He maxed out his cards. I paid for almost everything as the days went by, but he always had money to play the slots. Then, on our last day, he said he’d had a big win the night before. We went out, ate too much, drank too much and found ourselves at a drive thru wedding chapel.” 
 
    She strokes Columbo, who’s sitting at her feet. “Dad went crazy when we got back. Though he had cash in his pocket, Jonathan wanted one of the units for free as he was family. Dad refused. Two days later, Jonathan went to the bookies after breakfast and never came back. A few weeks later, two goons in suits turned up, demanding I settle his debts.” 
 
    “Who did he owe money to?” 
 
    “The Ace of Hearts in Brighton. Have you heard of it?” 
 
    A man owes money to Miles Birchill. A body’s discovered on land he owns. 
 
    No wonder Ashley’s after my father. 
 
    “How much did he owe?” I ask. 
 
    “I sold my house – the one Dad bought and renovated for me. I didn’t tell him why because Mum was dying from cancer at the time.” She reaches into the back pocket of her jeans. A shimmy and a wriggle later, she produces a crumpled sheet of notepaper. 
 
    “Jonathan’s mother, Connie, lives in Herstmonceux. I’ll ask her if she’ll talk to you. I don’t know whether she’ll agree. She may not answer the door on the day.” 
 
    I nod, not recognising the address. 
 
    “Can you walk me back to my van?” Freya asks. 
 
    “I’d rather give you tiffin.” 
 
    “So would I, but I daren’t.” 
 
    She exits the kennels, Columbo at her heels. Neither of us speaks on the walk back to the main gate. A curtain twitches in the farmhouse when we pass, but it could be my imagination. It’s already overworked, wondering why Jonathan Wright still has a hold over Freya after all these years. 
 
    “I’ll text you when I’ve spoken to Connie,” Freya says, opening the driver’s door. She bends to hand Columbo one final treat. “I’ll miss you,” she says. “You and Molly would get on so well, but we don’t always get what we want.” 
 
    “Or deserve,” I say. 
 
    She climbs into the van. “You have this amazing sanctuary, an exciting life, people who care about you, this gorgeous little dog who loves you to bits. What else do you need?” 
 
    “Take me to Connie,” I call as she closes the door.  
 
    She lowers the window. “What about your police friend?” 
 
    “She’s got bigger fish to fry.” 
 
    “You’re not going to tell her, are you?”  
 
    “Did I glance to the left?” When she nods, I raise my hands in apology. “Okay, no more lies.” 
 
    “That’s the first one,” she says, starting the van. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    A little over three months have passed since I left Downland Manor, but my old animal sanctuary looks overgrown and neglected. The hedges need trimming. Grass and weeds have overrun the verges and weaved through the fences and gate that lead to the yard. The old entrance sign has faded, squeaking on its hinges with a half-hearted sway. Only the heavy duty padlock and chain look untarnished.   
 
    For almost six years, this was my home, my escape, my dream. William Kenneth Fisher gave it to me when he sold Downland Manor. Only it wasn’t his land to give. He didn’t sell Downland Manor either, having used it as security against the gambling debts he’d accumulated. It seems crazy, risking the ancestral home on the turn of a card, but he didn’t care for the place. He was the last in a long line of Fishers and sterile. As he was unable to produce an heir, the house and its history simply crystallised his failures as a man and a Fisher. 
 
    I should feel sorry for him, but almost everything about him was false or a lie. 
 
    That pretty much sums up my childhood. I was stuck with a mother who told me my father was dead while pocketing the alimony he sent her each month. I’ve no idea what she did with the money, other than spend it on gin. She used poverty and alcoholism to bind me to her. Though I considered running away many times, I never mustered the courage. 
 
    “What was my mother like?” I ask, resting my elbows on the gate. 
 
    Birchill stares at the clutter of barns and outbuildings. “Demanding, frightened, selfish, vulnerable. She was lonely, an outsider overwhelmed by the manor and the heritage. She thought everyone was watching her, waiting for her to make a mistake. She said she couldn’t breathe in the house. That’s why she came out here to the stables.” 
 
    “I thought the stables were on the other side of the manor.” 
 
    “The hunt stables were. The stables here were for the family. William hated riding, but Ingrid wanted to learn. I found her a pony and we kept it here, out of sight of the main house and grounds.” 
 
    He smiles, a faraway look in his eyes. “Ingrid was beguiling, especially when she wanted something. If you denied her, she became ugly. I was seventeen, a groom at the stables, destined to muck out and wipe the boots of the rich. The moment she kissed me, I knew I would do anything she asked.” 
 
    He points to the old stable next to the barn. “We met in there. As the weeks went by, she became more demanding, wanting to meet me when I was working. When I couldn’t, she threatened to tell William I’d raped her. It was about the time the hunt leader and his cronies started to make my life a misery. When I was sacked, it was a relief,” he says, straightening. “I was free.”  
 
    “Did you ever suspect you were my father?” 
 
    “No. When I heard she’d left William, I knew she wanted to hurt him by taking his heir away. She never loved him. She wanted the status, the lifestyle, the attention, but he was obsessed with politics.” 
 
    “Is that why you wanted to meet here?” I ask. “To reminisce?” 
 
    “I’ve gone over the past many times, Kent, wondering what I could have done differently. Coming back here today, I don’t feel any loss or sadness for what might have been. We are who we are. We’re a product of our experiences and decisions. If we change the past, we become different people. You’re part of my life now. That’s all the matters.” 
 
    “And Georgina?” 
 
    He shakes the gate to test its strength. “She makes me feel reckless.” 
 
    I’m not sure his tight faded jeans will withstand the strain as he scrambles up and straddles the gate. He surveys the area before swinging his leg over and leaping to the concrete below. His Seychelles hoodie, like his multi-coloured trainers, looks comical. He must know he’s too old for the fashion. Maybe he wants to impress Georgina. Maybe she wants to see how much he’ll bend to her wishes. That’s the trouble with love – it makes you behave irrationally. 
 
    “Come on,” he says, hands on hips. 
 
    My father has neither the face nor demeanour for casual. He’s Mr Intense, full of restless energy. He’s worried he’ll lose or miss out if he stops or relaxes. He never puts down his mobile phone, tweeting and texting beneath the table in restaurants, using the gap between courses for emailing. He eats even faster than me, which takes some doing, always declining dessert. 
 
    I join him a few moments later and follow him into the main yard. 
 
    “The new owners have sold this place to the developers who want to build houses next door.” He stops outside the caravan Frances used to live in. “All the talk about a corporate outdoor activity centre was an attempt to devalue the land.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you sell it to the developers and make more money?” 
 
    “You’d never have forgiven me.” 
 
    “We could have put more money into Meadow Farm.” 
 
    “You have enough, Kent. Enjoy it, appreciate it. Make friends not enemies.” 
 
    “Are you referring to Ashley?” 
 
    “DI Goodman intends to hang a murder charge around my neck.” He wrenches the caravan door open, releasing a musty smell of decay. “She wants you to tighten the noose.” 
 
    The caravan creaks and sways as we climb the steps and go inside. Mould has taken root in the corners and ceiling junctions. The rubber seals around the windows and the roof vent are smeared green with algae. Frances squeezed her possessions into two large holdalls when she moved out, leaving a few mugs, plates, cutlery and her Green Day poster, now peeling away from the wall. 
 
    “You make it sound like Ashley already has a case against you.” 
 
    “I owned the land so I must have killed the guy. Has he been identified yet?” 
 
    “No, he’s still unidentified, as far as I know.” 
 
    I could mention Jonathan Wright, if only to see if the name means anything to him. While thousands of people have passed through his casino, not all of them would have racked up debts that needed a house sale to repay them. I want to know if he authorised the heavies who frightened Freya. 
 
    But I can wait. 
 
    “How much has DI Goodman told you?” he asks. 
 
    “Only the details released to the media.” 
 
    “Did she tell you she was a police officer when she approached you?” 
 
    “She said I was a lead that pointed to you. She read about your donation on Facebook and became curious because of our past animosities.” 
 
    “The woman’s less trusting than me.” He grins and places his phone on the table. “She thinks I killed the man, but does she have any evidence?” 
 
    I shrug, reminding myself he could be a cold-blooded killer, out to undermine the case against him. Not that I’m happy about the way Ashley’s misled me. 
 
    I won’t know who to trust until I’ve spoken to Connie Wright. 
 
    I pause to watch several pigs fly past the window. 
 
    “Do you think I killed this man?” he asks. 
 
    “If you did, why bury him on land you planned to develop?” 
 
    “William would have been proud of your diplomacy, Kent. Okay,” he says, checking his phone, “do you want to know about Sunshine View?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Then take a seat because you’re making my neck ache.” 
 
    I do as he asks and wait for him to continue. 
 
    “I acquired Sunshine Farm from Geoff Rawlings about twelve years ago. His son, Pete, worked for me and was worried his father would go bankrupt and lose everything. I took a few soundings and realised the site had potential as a caravan park. Lots of farmers had diversified to bring in money. Geoff applied for planning permission and was turned down because of local objections, poor access and whatever else the council could think of. We appealed and won.” 
 
    “Thanks to William Fisher, no doubt.” 
 
    “Never judge a man till you’ve walked in his shoes, Kent. Whatever his faults, William was a loyal and trusted friend, no matter what Niamh thinks. He begged me to take Downland Manor off his hands. It was crushing him.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to get him fixing planning permission for you.” 
 
    “That was his idea, his middle digit to the system. He wanted to kick back, to do something positive with his life like you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “He admired your conviction, your energy. He loved the way you protested against hunting and developers, even if you cost me a fortune in the process. You inspired him to break free.” 
 
    I’m struggling to accommodate this alternative character of a man who lied and betrayed everything he believed in. He made Niamh homeless, gave up centuries of tradition and broke the precious laws he always banged on about in Parliament. 
 
    Maybe he revelled in the irony of it all. 
 
    My father glances at his watch and rises. “I’m moving in with Gina so I’d best get going.” 
 
    “It’s the real thing then,” I remark as we head outside. 
 
    “She’s broke, Kent. She’s not madly in love with me, though there’s no lack of passion. She’s exciting, pleasing on the eye and well-connected. It’s a fair trade.” 
 
    “Sounds like another of your business deals.” 
 
    “She was married to a High Court judge. She knows the Chief Constable, the Crime Commissioner.” 
 
    “Is that how you know about Ashley?” 
 
    “Gina has influence, not a pipeline to the incident room. DI Goodman wants me to know she’s on my case. She wants to intimidate and frighten me, thinking I’ll make mistakes. That only works when you have the right person in your sights.” 
 
    I scan the horizon, not sure I like the idea of being in the crosshair. 
 
    He explains how he used one of his many companies to buy and develop Sunshine Farm. He put in Daniel and Jacqui Harper and their son, Elvis, to run the place. It was so successful, my father submitted plans to expand the site into neighbouring fields and improve the facilities. 
 
    “Tombstone Adventure Park and Downland Manor devoured so much money I couldn’t go ahead with Sunshine View. I leased it to Daniel and gave him a low interest loan to develop the second phase. Being a builder, he did the work himself to save money. That’s how he discovered the body.” 
 
    I follow him over the gate. “How come the police didn’t work out you owned the site?”  
 
    “Is that what DI Goodman told you?” 
 
    “She said she only found out when she reviewed the case.” 
 
    “Then either she mislaid my interview with DI Briggs or she lied to you.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say. 
 
    “William Rodgers has a transcript. Why would DI Goodman pretend it never happened?” 
 
    I consider the possibilities as we walk over to his Mercedes. If I confront Ashley, she’ll know I’ve spoken to Birchill. She might draw the wrong conclusion, especially if she finds out he’s my father. 
 
    Maybe she withheld the information to test me out, to make sure she could trust me. If I don’t tell her what I’ve discovered, she’ll think I’m withholding information. 
 
    What if she already knows he’s my father? 
 
    He and I were enemies for years. The restraining order he took out against me is a public record. Police files will show I emptied the contents of a slurry tanker into his Mercedes Convertible, along with numerous misdemeanours to stop him building Tombstone Adventure Park. 
 
    Now we’re having lunch together like old friends. 
 
    “Do you think she knows you’re my father?” I ask. “She’s curious about the sale of this place, your donation to Meadow Farm.” 
 
    “She’s fishing,” he replies, as if it’s no big deal. “Tommy Logan’s the same, desperate to print a speculative piece about us in that rag of his.” 
 
    “Your posts on Facebook don’t help. All this speculation about a celebrity opening only fans the flames.” 
 
    He leans against the car, folding his arms as he thinks. “Okay, I’ll stop posting.” 
 
    “You can’t suddenly stop. If you say Georgina’s doing the official opening then there’s no need to post as much.” 
 
    “Why do you call her Georgina? She prefers Gina?” 
 
    She insisted on Lady Georgina. “Ashley prefers Ash, but I prefer her full name.” 
 
    “Can you refer to her as DI Goodman? Ashley makes it sound like you’re friends when in reality she’s using you.” He shakes his head and kicks at a tuft of grass. “Cynics would say I made a donation to Meadow Farm to boost my public image.” 
 
    I can’t help a sly smile, certain that contributed to his actions. 
 
    “Am I missing something?” he asks. 
 
    Should I tell him about the Rosy Lee Café? My actions and the recent fire are hardly confidential – unlike the menu found on the victim. 
 
    “Your donation isn’t the only reason Ash ... DI Goodman approached me. I closed down the Rosy Lee Café, which is now Station Diner in Tollingdon.” 
 
    “The one that had the fire? How’s it connected to the murder?” 
 
    “DI Goodman doesn’t go into details.” 
 
    “Police officers never do. What do you suspect?” 
 
    I shrug, not sure I should reveal any more. “She thinks someone connects the two cafés.” 
 
    “The guy who was murdered,” he says, fishing the keys from his pocket. “You could have met him, Kent. Has she shown you a photo?” 
 
    I shake my head, wondering why she hasn’t. 
 
    “I have no connection to either café,” he says, climbing into his car, “but you do. You connect to me, which makes you a legitimate target.” 
 
    I can’t helping feeling he’s right. 
 
    Then again, if he’s involved in the killing he’d want to deflect attention away from himself. 
 
    Who do I believe? 
 
    Who do I trust? 
 
    As I reach my car, a text from Ashley arrives. 
 
    Who’s a silly boy? 
 
    I turn full circle, scanning the fields and hills, wondering where she’s hiding.


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    At seven that evening, clutching pizza, wedges and garlic bread, I wait outside the front door of Ashley’s cottage. Bees scramble over the purple lavender heads, eager to drain the last drops of nectar before dusk. More bees explore the long arms of flowers on a giant fuchsia that reaches out from its sheltered spot beside the flint wall of the house. Another fuchsia sprays out from the picket fence along the boundary. A few swallows, maybe swifts, dart between roofs, cheered on by a chorus of cooing wood pigeons. Soon, everything will settle down, allowing the night shift to take over. 
 
    I wish I could settle. 
 
    The door opens to reveal Ashley, looking sexy in a grey blouse, unbuttoned to reveal a hint of cleavage. Black leggings and heels complete the effect. She’s swept her thick hair to one side, holding it in place with a large silver clasp. She’s even painted her nails and wrapped a chunky silver bracelet around her wrist.  
 
    “Divine aroma,” she says, her eyes sparkling. “Pizza smells good too.” 
 
    She brushes her lips against my cheek, treating me to a subtle perfume that smells expensive. Unfortunately, it can’t mask the musty odour of a house left empty for too long. She leads me past the stairs, along a narrow hall with faded magnolia walls and a flat brown carpet which was probably cream-coloured twenty years ago. She’s hung framed prints of the Terminator and Back to the Future films to break up the monotony of the bare walls. 
 
    Maybe she’s hiding the cracks. 
 
    Inside the compact, well-organised kitchen, she removes the pizza from its box. Once on the baking tray, she slides the pizza into the oven of an electric cooker, yellowing with age. Determined not to slip into food hygiene mode, I ignore the greasy smears that run down the sides of the cooker and the stained grouting between the wall tiles. 
 
    “Why didn’t you get the pizza delivered?” she asks, opening a small fridge. “Cranberry’s the only non-alcoholic drink I have, apart from milk, of course. You’ll prefer coloured water to full fat, won’t you?” 
 
    “Cranberry’s fine.” 
 
    She passes me the carton. “I sometimes sneak a measure of vodka into my cranberry. That’s my naughty secret. What’s yours?” 
 
    Her smug, almost arrogant confidence has killed any doubts I had about her text. What she saw at Downland Manor confirmed her suspicions. She will also believe I’m on Birchill’s side. 
 
    “It’s not the woman from the poodle parlour, is it? Your naughty secret?” 
 
    Ashley’s enjoying herself now. 
 
    “No, chips,” I reply. “Hardly naughty, but a little risqué for someone who promotes healthy eating.” 
 
    “Do as I say not as I do,” she says, passing me a glass. “Does Mike know? He said you’ve scared him off most of the foods he used to enjoy.” 
 
    “I didn’t realise you were checking on me.” 
 
    “Did you know him in his Scenes of Crime days?” 
 
    I fill the glass with cranberry, wondering whether to cut the crap and confront her about my father. 
 
    “I was investigating a fatal accident,” I say. “A young child was crushed when some timber sheets toppled on him at a local DIY store. Mike was shopping there at the time and witnessed the accident. He helped me preserve the scene, collect and bag the evidence, interview witnesses. All bread and butter stuff to him.” 
 
    “In return, you helped him set up his mobile café business. You wrote his systems, didn’t you?” 
 
    Has Mike remembered that his memoirs are on the same memory stick as his management systems? Without his memoirs I wouldn’t know about the menu found on the body. 
 
    Who is Peter Stone? Where does he fit in? 
 
    All I know for sure is that Peter means rock. Stone is a hard place. 
 
    Is this someone’s idea of a joke? 
 
    Ashley takes her large glass of wine to the conservatory, still warm from the recent sunshine. She’s covered a small table with a plastic tablecloth, smothered in poppy flowers. Matching coasters and mats, arranged symmetrically, await our takeaway. She pauses by the window sill, which bristles with cacti from large upright ones to those that spread like a spiny carpet. 
 
    “Like me, they’re low maintenance,” she says, running the tip of her finger across a spine. “I travel light, have few expectations and know exactly what I want.” 
 
    I want to be somewhere else. I want to stop feeling like a suspect. I don’t want to spend the evening wondering what she knows. I want to be with Freya, enjoying her nervous energy and honesty. 
 
    “Love the view,” Ashley says, staring at the grassy slopes of the Downs, now in shadow. The silhouetted trees, stark against the moody sky, call to me, urging me to put on my running gear and make the steep ascent. 
 
    The oven timer pings, drawing her back to the kitchen. I stare at the Downs, desperate to escape, to run till my muscles burn, till the anxiety clears. She soon returns with the food, laid out on plates. Steam rises from the cut pizza, dispersing the heavenly aromas of pepperoni, garlic and tomato. I pinch a potato wedge and sit at the table. 
 
    “Love spicy wedges.” She makes pleasurable sounds as she feeds pizza into her mouth, ignoring the trail of oil that runs down the groove in her chin. She licks the tomato sauce from her fingers and smiles at me. “Is it spicy enough for you, Kent?” 
 
    I nod and eat in silence as she gives me a resume of her efforts to clean the house and make it habitable. 
 
    She helps herself to another slice of pizza. “Environmental health officers are like coppers. They never switch off. You spotted the mould along the back of the sink, the sticky black patch in the corner. I tried a scraper, scouring pad and degreaser, but it looks like I’ll need a controlled explosion to shift it.” 
 
    “White spirit,” I say. I use it to clean tar spots off the car, but never as a conversation killer. 
 
    We eat in silence, taking no time at all to polish off the food. She’s still chewing the last mouthful of pizza when she collects the plates, stacks them and takes them to the kitchen. “No dishwasher,” she says, as if it’s the end of civilisation. 
 
    “Why don’t I wash and you dry?” 
 
    “There should be enough hot water,” she says, searching for a tea towel. 
 
    While the sink fills with soapy water, she waits, tea towel poised. “What have you been up to today? Anything exciting?” 
 
    “There’s plenty to do at Meadow Farm.” 
 
    “I don’t remember seeing your car when I drove past this morning.” 
 
    I pass her a plate. “Were you going anywhere interesting?”  
 
    “More interesting than I was expecting.” 
 
    “Really?” I ask, focusing hard on washing another plate.  
 
    “You’re making a fool of yourself, Kent. Worse than that, you could compromise the investigation.” 
 
    So, she tailed me to Downland Manor, tucking herself out of sight to spy on me. She must have enjoyed watching me and my father, her suspicions confirmed. Now, all she needs is a confession from me to turn them into evidence. I could argue that I was getting close to my father to glean information, but I doubt if she’d believe me. 
 
    “Do you get a thrill, spying on me?” I ask, handing her another plate. 
 
    “I’d rather you didn’t mess around with Freya Preston.” 
 
    “Is that why you called me a silly boy?” 
 
    Ashley sighs. “She’s a married woman with a lousy choice in husbands. Richard Preston has cautions for shoplifting, handling stolen goods, selling illegal substances and theft. He’s a small time villain with connections to some unsavoury characters.” 
 
    “Good job Freya’s divorced him.” 
 
    “Kent, she hasn’t divorced him. They share a flat above a betting shop. I can give you the address, if you want to check.” 
 
    I shake my head, surprised by how betrayed I feel. 
 
    I should have known when we first met, when Freya tried to hide her wedding ring. 
 
    Ashley places a hand on my arm. “I didn’t want you to make a fool of yourself.” 
 
    I throw the sponge into the water. “Your nose is out of joint because I chased after Freya the other evening.” 
 
     “I don’t want you caught in the crossfire.” 
 
    “What crossfire? What’s a petty crook got to do with your investigation?” 
 
    Her smile sends a chill through me. “Anyone who frequents Birchill’s casino is of interest to me, Kent.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    On Sunday morning I drive to Herstmonceux. I park on the opposite side of the road to Connie Wright’s bungalow to give me a clear view in both directions. It’s a little after nine forty-five and I can’t stop going over the questions I want to ask Freya. 
 
    She rang while I was at Ashley’s. I ignored the call, picking up the voicemail at home. Armed with the address, I considered visiting Connie alone this morning, but I want to confront Freya, to hear what she has to say. 
 
    Innocent until proven guilty, I remind myself. 
 
    The small estate was built during the 1960s or 70s when windows reached all the way to the floor to increase heat loss. Most of the owners have enclosed the recessed front doorways with patio doors to create a porch. Most have well-tended gardens, many filled with bright annuals. Connie prefers crazy paving and a few plants in pots. There’s a concrete ramp and handrail to the front door and no car in the drive. 
 
    Maybe she’s popped into the village for a Sunday newspaper. 
 
    William Fisher surrounded himself with Sunday newspapers and their glossy supplements. He remained at the breakfast table, long after his mug of tea went cold, reading the Times, Telegraph and Observer in turn. As a young child, I sat next to him. He pointed out the photographs, but I was always fascinated by the words, especially the big headlines. I wanted to know what they said, what they meant. Little by little, he taught me to read. 
 
    When I started school, my reading seemed to antagonise the teachers for reasons I’ve never understood. 
 
    Freya’s arrival brings me back to the present. Her van swings around the corner and pulls into the bungalow’s drive. She remains in the van, staring at a chocolate bar in her hand. She reaches to open the wrapper several times, always stopping and shaking her head. 
 
    I know how she feels. I want to undress her, to make love to her, in spite of my reservations. Why can’t I get her out of my thoughts? Why am I angry with Ashley when Freya lied to me?  
 
    At least Ashley didn’t follow me when I met my father yesterday. 
 
    Or did she? We were only five minutes from Jevington. 
 
    I need certainty, clarity. I hope Connie Wright can provide that. 
 
    Then I’ll confront Freya. 
 
    Setting my emotions aside, I walk over to her van. “I admire your willpower,” I say, gesturing at the chocolate bar. 
 
    She gasps and puts her hand to her chest. “Don’t sneak up like that! Where are you parked?” 
 
    I open the door for her. “I didn’t want to wait outside in case it worried Connie. Is there anything I need to know?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About Connie.” 
 
    Freya pushes the hair out of her eyes and adjusts the bulldog clip. A combination of eyeliner and mascara highlight her eyes, accentuating the lost soul look I find so endearing. A generous coating of lip gloss highlights the whiteness of her teeth and the curve of her mouth. Her skin may not be as smooth and flawless as Georgina’s, but Freya looks human and flawed, her features etched with life. 
 
    “New suit?” I ask, admiring the navy blue jacket and skirt. “New shoes?” 
 
    She stretches out her arms. “New bra, new blouse, new knickers, new me.” 
 
    “New you?” 
 
    “Tell you later,” she says, distracted by the front door opening. 
 
    A small lady with a kindly face and white permed hair, steps forward, leaning on a walking stick. She has rounded shoulders, a nervous smile and a slight twitch, which makes it look like she’s nodding. Her pastel blue cardigan fits snugly over a white blouse with a frilly collar that seems too large for her neck. Her sharply creased trousers stop short of Bugs Bunny slippers, which dwarf her feet. 
 
    Though she looks frail, there’s a keen look in her eyes. “I saw you in the newspaper,” she says, pushing her frameless glasses up her twisted nose. “You found a missing woman last year.” 
 
    “Thank you for agreeing to talk to me, Mrs Wright.” 
 
    “I haven’t agreed to anything,” she says, looking me over. “I find a suit brings out the best in a man.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to appear officious. It unsettles some people.” 
 
    “You could stand in front of me naked, Mr Fisher and you wouldn’t unsettle me. I might find you more interesting to look at though.” 
 
    Freya scuttles over from the back of the van with a carrier bag. “I’ve brought the brie you wanted.” 
 
    “English?” she asks, as if foreign cheese is inferior. “Good, good. Thank you, Freya. I can always rely on you.” 
 
    “You can trust Mr Fisher too.” 
 
    Connie looks me over once more, her expression not filling me with optimism. “Can you find my son?” 
 
    “We’re not here to find Jonathan,” Freya says, encouraging Connie inside. “We’re here to talk about him.” 
 
    She refuses to budge. “You can tell Mr Fisher everything he needs to know. I want to know if you can find him, Mr Fisher. Yes or no?” 
 
    “I thought he was in America.” 
 
    “I thought he’d keep in touch with his mother.” She sighs as if her son’s always been a source of grief and beckons me to follow her inside. 
 
    Freya helps her along the narrow hall, decorated in pastel blues and creams. Though spotless, ceramic horses line every window sill, the mantelpiece above the electric fire, and almost every surface and shelf of her antique furniture. Horse brasses hang from the walls, charting the many English towns and villages she’s visited over the years. 
 
    It must take days to dust the place. 
 
    I settle on the two-seater sofa opposite Connie’s mechanised armchair, which looks like it tilts, tips and reclines, all at once probably. My gaze drifts past the lace-trimmed cushions and curtains to the sideboard, where a collection of family photographs stand proud in silver frames.  
 
    Her husband, Malcolm, looks like one of those men who blend into the background. Average height, average build, no scars or blemishes, short neat hair and an ordinary face and eyes make him difficult to describe. He only smiles when he’s sitting at the wheel of his delivery vans. 
 
    Jonathan, on the other hand, wants to be noticed, pushing himself to the front of most photographs. He has dark messy hair that reaches his shoulders, a big smile that connects his ears, and eyes that seem to stare through you. He’s handsome, athletic and a bit of a clown, by the looks of things. 
 
    It all seems a bit posed and calculated. 
 
    Connie and I sit like strangers in a waiting room until Freya returns with a tray bearing a stout teapot and three china cups and saucers. Once tea is poured and everyone’s settled, I open my notebook and write in the date. Freya, sitting beside me, watches me scribble. 
 
    “Tell me about Jonathan,” I say. 
 
    Connie speaks slowly and clearly, like a headmistress reciting the rules. 
 
    “He’s my son and I love him. He was an idle, arrogant little sod, who spent his life lying, cheating, sponging and gambling. He used everyone he met. He promised them the earth, took their money and gave them nothing but heartache and misery.” 
 
    She pauses and stares at me with steely eyes. 
 
    “I suppose you think that’s harsh, Mr Fisher.” 
 
    I smile. “I’m sure my mother says the same about me.” 
 
    “Why, did you disappoint her?” 
 
    “No, I never liked her.” 
 
    Connie laughs. “I’m not sure Jonathan liked us much. We had him late, you see. We were always too busy with the business to keep an eye on him. We let him down badly,” she says, her eyes filled with regret. “That’s why he ran away.” 
 
    “Do you think he was running from someone?” I ask. 
 
    She glances at Freya and gives her a resigned smile. “He was always running, always chasing, always arriving late. He called himself a catering maintenance engineer when he drove the delivery van. He liked to talk big. According to Facebook, he’s responsible for security at a casino in Las Vegas. It probably means he locks the doors after he’s cleaned the rooms.” 
 
    “Do you know which casino?” 
 
    “He’s not allowed to say,” Freya replies. “Hotel rules. That’s why he can’t post his photograph on Facebook or any images of the hotel.” 
 
    Connie snorts. “He doesn’t want anyone to know where he is, more like.” 
 
    “Then why post on Facebook?” I ask. 
 
    “He sends a message on my birthday and at Christmas.” Connie rises slowly and walks over to the bureau. She retrieves a tablet computer and returns to her armchair. “Everything else is jokes, cute animal videos.” 
 
    “Do you have a photo of him on his own?” I ask. 
 
    She shakes her head. “Shortly after he left, someone broke into the house and ransacked his room. They took his TV and hi fi, his laptop and personal things like photographs.” 
 
    “He didn’t take his laptop?” 
 
    Connie shakes her head. “He took the clothes on his back and my savings.” 
 
    “They took my phone and some personal things too,” Freya says. 
 
    “You lived here when you came back from Vegas?” 
 
    “We had a detached house in Cross in Hand at the time,” Connie replies. “I moved here a few years ago when the stairs became too much for me. We knew Freya, of course, but we never expected them to marry. Malcolm was furious. He and Jonathan almost came to blows.” 
 
    “He was going to throw Jonathan out,” Freya says. 
 
    Connie nods. “That’s why he ran. He always ran from trouble, leaving others to sort out the mess.” 
 
    “Why do you think he went back to America?” 
 
    “Las Vegas.” Connie looks up from her tablet. “He was a gambler. Nothing else mattered, only the next bet, the next chance to win. It was three months before he contacted us to say he was safe.” 
 
    “You’ve no idea what happened between him vanishing and getting in touch?” 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    “He deleted his original Facebook page the day after he left,” Freya says. “His phone was out of service.” 
 
    Connie gives her daughter-in-law a sympathetic smile. “You tried everything to get in touch with him. We all did.” 
 
    “Did you report him missing?” 
 
    “Malcolm said Jonathon would return as soon as he needed money. Then, about a week later, we had a visit from someone at the casino, saying Jonathan had missed the deadline to repay his debts.” 
 
    “Which casino?” 
 
    “The Ace of Hearts in Brighton. Or No Hearts, as Malcolm called them. He said everything would be alright, but he was shaking when they left. He kept telling me he’d sort everything out, but he didn’t sleep that night. In the morning he flew out of the door, saying the casino would pay for what they’d done.” 
 
    Connie glances at the photo of him on her tablet and sighs.  
 
    “I never saw him again.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    In the space of a week, Connie’s son and husband vanished. Her son got in touch from Las Vegas, but she hasn’t said anything about her husband. His disappearance ties in with what Tony Layman told me at the farm. 
 
    Did Malcolm confront Birchill or his security staff? 
 
    “Have you any idea what happened?” I ask. 
 
    Connie reaches for her walking stick and rises. “I’d like you to leave now.” 
 
    Freya’s about to speak, but I shake my head. “I know someone at the Ace of Hearts. I may be able to find out.” 
 
    She shuffles to the door. “If the police couldn’t find Malcolm, how can you?” 
 
    “One more thing,” I say, grabbing my notebook. “You supplied the Rosy Lee Café on Station Road in Tollingdon. It was run by Henry Potter and his wife.” 
 
    “We supplied a lot of businesses.” 
 
    “I closed it down on the 11th November ten years ago, Mrs Wright. When did Jonathan go missing?” 
 
    “Second of December.” 
 
    “What about your husband? When did he disappear?” 
 
    “On the 10th December. Do you know something, Mr Fisher?” 
 
    “A lot of people disappeared about that time. Henry Potter and his wife dropped out of sight. They never reopened the business and I never saw or heard from them again.” 
 
    She shuffles into the hall. “I don’t remember them,”  
 
    “Maybe you have some records.” 
 
    “We supplied hundreds of businesses over the years. What’s so special about this business?” 
 
    “I think your husband made the anonymous complaint that led to me closing the café.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “He would never bite the hand that feeds him.” 
 
    “Does the name Leila King mean anything to you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How about Peter Stone?” 
 
    She lets out a frustrated sigh. “What do you want, Mr Fisher?” 
 
    “I want to find out what happened to your husband, Mrs Wright.” 
 
    “You think I don’t?” 
 
    For a short while the only sound comes from the ticking of a grandfather clock. 
 
    “I made the anonymous complaint about the Rosy Lee,” Connie says. “I thought if you closed it down, it would stop him visiting Gladys Potter. I was wrong.” 
 
    “How do you know he was seeing Mrs Potter?” 
 
    “She told me,” Connie replies. “That’s why I reported the place.” 
 
    She walks into the kitchen and slams the door behind her, leaving me with more questions than when I entered the bungalow. 
 
    Freya gives me a helpless shrug. 
 
    “Were you around when Malcolm left?” I ask. “Did you see the guys from the casino?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Jonathan told me his old man was playing around. When he took over some of the deliveries, one or two women seemed upset.” 
 
    I close my notebook. “Malcolm Wright could be shacked up with another woman somewhere.” 
 
    “Do you want a look at Jonathan’s Facebook page? He calls himself Foxy Jon,” Freya says, her voice heavy with sarcasm. 
 
    Foxy Jon uses a debonair cartoon fox in an evening suit as his image. It sits in front of a photo of Caesar’s Palace at night. There are no personal details, no mutual friends. Most of his sporadic posts are standard scenic shots of America and videos of cute dogs and cats. We soon scroll through to the last birthday and Christmas messages he left. 
 
    “Anything else you want to tell me about Jonathan?” I ask once we’re outside. 
 
    “You want to know why I married him, don’t you?” 
 
    I say nothing, waiting for her to tell me. 
 
    “We messed around together for months. He was fun, exciting, daring, living for the moment. I was usually drunk, desperate and head over heels in love with him. I didn’t care when he disappeared for days, playing cards. When he won, he took me out shopping, bought me new clothes, jewellery, champagne.” 
 
    “And when he lost?” 
 
    “He blamed everything and everyone, as if the world was against him. He took money from my purse, withdrew cash on my credit cards. He spent a fortune on scratch cards, always certain he would win. Nothing ever shook that belief.”  
 
    She unlocks the door to her van. “I could never stay angry with him for more than a few hours. He’d give me this little boy lost look and make love to me. I owed him everything,” she says, reacting to my look of disbelief. “He rescued me from an abusive relationship. I was lost too,” she says, looking into my eyes. “Like you.” 
 
    “I’m not lost.” 
 
    She pats her chest. “I feel it in here,”  
 
    “Are you sure it’s not your bra playing up?” 
 
    Without warning, she wraps her arms around my neck. “There’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    Her soft lips press against mine, urgent, demanding, sweeping aside my resistance. I hold her close, enjoying the familiar tingle of anticipation, the desire building inside me, pushing away all reason. 
 
    “Shit, that was good,” she says, her breath hot on my face. 
 
    I’m not sure Connie shares the sentiment, judging by the look of disgust she gives me as she watches through the window. 
 
    She’s right. This is hardly professional, is it? 
 
    I turn my head as Freya tries to kiss me again. “We need to talk,” I say. 
 
    “Later,” she says, her eyes intense and determined. “There’s a hotel only ten minutes from here.” 
 
    “What about your husband, Rick?” 
 
    She stops. She steps back, her arms falling to her sides. “I told you, I’ve divorced the jerk. Do you want to check the paperwork?” 
 
    “Does that mean you’re not living with him?” 
 
    She shoots back. “Who told you that – your girlfriend?” 
 
    “You said he let himself into your flat.” 
 
    “Weeks ago, yeah.” 
 
    “Has he left? Have you thrown him out?” 
 
    She stares at me, shaking her head as if I’ve let her down, not the other way. “Follow me,” she says, leading me to the back of her van. 
 
    She wrenches open the doors to reveal three suitcases, standing to attention between two canvas holdalls that have seen better days. Further back, a couple of boxes, filled with books, CDs and DVDs, are visible beneath an array of shopping bags, filled with clothes, dog coats and leads and some squeaky toys. 
 
    “Molly’s already with Dad,” she says, a bitter edge to her voice. “I’m on my way to join them. I posted the keys to my flat through the managing agent’s letterbox before I came here. That’s why I was late.” 
 
    “You’ve thrown Rick out?” 
 
    “When he returns from his card game, which could be today, tomorrow or next week, he’ll discover his key no longer fits the lock. And,” she says, slamming first one door, then the next, “you can tell your girlfriend she’s a lousy copper. I spotted her straight away when she followed me home on Friday.” 
 
    “She wanted you to notice her. She wants to make you nervous.” 
 
    “She can’t compete with you on that score.” 
 
    “Why do I make you nervous?” 
 
    Freya smiles. “Nice nervous. Anticipating what I want to do to you nervous.” 
 
    The prospect makes me nervous. It’s not anticipation though. 
 
    I’m not sure how she’ll react if Jonathan Wright turns out to be the body at Sunshine View. Will she think I used her to identify him? Then there’s my father, the man who forced her to sell her house to pay off Jonathan’s gambling debts. 
 
    How’s she going to react to Birchill? 
 
    And Ashley makes us both feel nervous. 
 
    “You haven’t asked me what I want to do to you,” Freya says. 
 
    “I thought you said you didn’t sleep with a man on a first date.” 
 
    “I’ve no intention of sleeping” she says. “And that’s not what I said.”  
 
    Ten minutes later, as we pull into the car park for the Boship Travelodge, north of Hailsham, I remember what she said. 
 
    She only slept with three men on a first date ... and married each one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    We run up the stairs to the first floor room. The moment the door closes, she pins me against it, pressing her lips to mine, tearing at my clothes. It takes a crunch of noses, followed by peals of laughter, to make us slow down and explore each other without needing first aid.  
 
    Freya leads me on a slow journey of exploration and surprise beyond anything I’ve experienced before. At times, she seems to read my mind, knowing instinctively what I want. When she doesn’t, she asks me what I like, adding her own flourishes to leave me breathless. I do my best to reciprocate, teasing her, getting her to show me what she likes, until we become lost to everything but each other. 
 
    Now, as she slumps over me, her head nestled against mine, her cheeks as hot as her breath, I know I’ve found someone special. I tell myself to remain calm and rational. After all, what do I know about this gentle but passionate woman with her careless honesty and nervous energy? She’s no stranger to marriage, or divorce. Yet lying with my arms around her, I know all I need to know – and I’m not talking about the cute dimple under her left breast or the small birthmark at the base of her spine. 
 
    I’m happy to lie here, losing myself in thoughts of her. She has other ideas. 
 
    “I could eat a horse,” she says, raising her head. She looks down at me through tangled hair. “First, I need to ring Dad, let him know I’ll be late.” 
 
    “Very late,” I say, running my finger down her spine. 
 
    “You can take a shower. A cold one.” 
 
    She kisses me as I head to the bathroom. Then her father picks up the phone. While she tells him she’s not sure when she’ll be back, I kiss her neck and shoulders. 
 
    “I’m with Kent Fisher,” she says, shooing me away. “Yes, the environmental health officer from Downland. Of course I know what I’m doing. I’ve had enough practice.” She rolls her eyes as he talks. “Well, maybe I’ve got it right this time. Yes, it’s a bit sudden. I’m always careful,” she says as I close the bathroom door. “Love you, Dad.” 
 
    When I pass the mirror, I can’t help noticing the huge grin that connects my ears. Under the shower, the water invigorates me, washing away my doubts. If we talk and discuss the details, there’s no reason why Jonathan Wright or Miles Birchill should come between Freya and me. 
 
    If Jonathan is the victim, Ashley will focus on the gambling debts, gathering more circumstantial evidence against my father. With her sights set on the Major Crimes Team, she might even forget about me. 
 
    If the body isn’t Jonathan Wright, then who could it be? 
 
    Before I can consider this, Freya slides back the curtain and steps in beside me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “She’s in the car park.” Freya tightens the towel she’s wrapped around her and steps back from the window. “That’s her car, isn’t it?” 
 
    I peer through the rain that’s lashing the window and bouncing off the tarmac “That’s her Audi,” I say, watching Ashley eat a pastry she purchased at Greggs or the petrol station opposite. “I’ll have a word with her.” 
 
    Freya pulls me close. “Ignore her. We have the room till the morning. Let her wait while we order pizza and watch TV, unless you have something better in mind.” 
 
    Though Freya sounds calm and confident, she keeps sneaking glances out of the window while she dries her hair. “She must know what we’re doing. Why doesn’t she move on?” 
 
    I take my phone out into the corridor. “What’s your game, Ashley? Why are you following us?” 
 
    “What on earth are you talking about?” 
 
    “You’re parked a couple of spaces from Freya’s van.” 
 
    “I didn’t realise you were with her. I thought she was with her husband, Rick. I told you he’s an associate of Miles Birchill, didn’t I?” 
 
    “She’s with me so please back off.” 
 
    “I’m on surveillance, Kent. You may have no qualms about sleeping with the enemy, but she’s a person of interest in a murder enquiry.” 
 
    “You think Rick Preston’s involved in murder?”  
 
    “Sounds like you have other ideas, Kent. Why don’t you give the poor woman a break? There’s a spare sausage roll we can share while you bring me up to speed.” 
 
    “Go home, Ashley. We’re going to be here all night.” 
 
    She smirks. “I like a modest man. Still, you’ll have plenty of time to ask her about her husband. But can you believe what she tells you after the lies she’s told you?” 
 
    She chuckles and ends the call. By the time I’m back in the room, she’s leaving the car park. “Thank you,” Freya says, wrapping her arms around me. “I could get used to you looking after me. What did you say?” 
 
    I slide my arms around her waist. “I told her there’s only one woman for me.” 
 
    “And who would that be?” 
 
    “In the absence of Gwyneth Paltrow and Nicole Kidman, I guess it’s you.” 
 
    “You mean they didn’t like the idea of a night in a Travelodge?” 
 
    “No, they said they couldn’t compete with you.” 
 
    After a long, slow kiss, she tugs at my polo shirt. 
 
    “Let’s grab something to eat. I’ll also need to ring Frances to make sure everything’s okay at home.” 
 
    Freya reaches for her jacket. “When are you going to ask me about Jonathan?” 
 
    I turn at the door. “Where did that come from?” 
 
    “You came to my salon for information about Wright Choice Foods, not a trim for Columbo. Was Jonathan murdered and buried at that caravan site?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I reply, not sure how much to tell her. “Maybe you should tell me more about his gambling debts. They seem to be at the heart of things.” 
 
    She walks over to the window and peers out. “His gambling problems started with a Maserati.” 
 
    “As in the Italian sports car?” 
 
    “I put the idea in his head. He asked me if I could have anything in the world, what would it be?” 
 
    “You asked for a Maserati.” 
 
    “I couldn’t understand why he was interested in me. I had a degree in Psychology, but I was working as a waitress in a cocktail bar. Please, no Human League jokes,” she says. “He was drinking champagne with three young women when he noticed me. I knew he was interested, but he already had company. Ten minutes later, they left. He said I was more of a woman than the three of them put together.” 
 
    “I thought you met through his parents’ business on the farm.” 
 
    She settles on the bed. “I didn’t know he was their son till he turned up at the farm one day. We’d gone out on a couple of dates, but he had a habit of cancelling at the last minute. Nothing comes between a gambler and a chance to win.” 
 
    Another woman might. 
 
    “How did you go from there to a Maserati?” I ask. 
 
    “He popped over one day and told me about his amazing run of good luck since he met me. He took me to a fancy hotel in London for a meal, champagne and all the trimmings. In the morning, he asked me if I could have anything in the world, what would it be.”  
 
    “Why a Maserati?” 
 
    “I couldn’t think of anything. Then I remembered how my first husband always dreamed of owning one.” She sighs, looking into space. “I thought no more about it until Jonathan arrived at my door a few weeks later in a red Maserati. We went out for the day and I never saw it again.” 
 
    “He rented it for the day?” 
 
    “I only found out the truth after he’d gone back to America.” She crosses her arms, gripping her shoulders. “The guys from the casino told me he used the car as security for a private loan with the casino. Once he got the loan, he stopped paying for the car and the dealer repossessed it. He couldn’t repay his debts, so he left me to sort them out.” 
 
    Freya looks at me, blinking back tears. “He planned everything – right down to marrying me so I’d be liable for his debts. And I fell for it.” 
 
    “You weren’t to know.” 
 
    “Spare me the platitudes, Kent. I knew he played around, but he asked me to marry him – not some skinny bimbo with boobs bigger than her head. I screwed up,” she says with a helpless shrug, “but they didn’t have to treat me like a criminal.” 
 
    “The guys from the casino?” 
 
    “They thought I was part of the scam. The ugly one grabbed me by the hair and threatened to slash my face when I said I knew nothing about it. Luckily, his mate pulled him off. He said we could come to an understanding. Though he was rather dishy, I said I’d rather pay than have sex with either of them. For a moment, I thought the ugly one was going to rape me. His name was Syd Collins,” she says with a smile. “You investigated his murder last year. I read about it in the Tollingdon Tribune.” 
 
    “Do you know his sidekick’s name?” 
 
    “Peter Stone.”


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    “Did he kill Jonathan? Did Peter Stone kill Jonathan?” 
 
    Freya’s on her feet, in my face, demanding answers to questions I’m only starting to ask. Peter Stone’s a name on a menu that adds another link to my father, another piece of evidence that Ashley will use against him. 
 
    “I never said Jonathan was dead,” I say. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me, Kent. I saw the look on your face, the shock in your eyes when I said Peter Stone. There,” she cries, becoming animated. “I saw it again. Don’t I have a right to know who killed my husband?” 
 
    I should tell her I can’t reveal confidential information, but it won’t stop the questions. She’ll keep asking, wanting to know what I can tell her, prising snippets of information here and there that will only lead to more questions. 
 
    Then she’ll confront Ashley, who will want to know how I found out about Peter Stone. She’ll assume Mike told me. If I tell her about Mike’s memoirs, she’ll have a go at him for being sloppy. 
 
    I don’t blame Freya for wanting to know what happened, but until Jonathan’s positively identified, I can’t assume he was murdered. If he turns up, larger than life in Las Vegas, I’m going to look stupid. Worse than that, I’ll have caused Connie Wright untold grief for nothing. 
 
    “Freya,” I say, taking her hands in mine, “I know nothing about Peter Stone. From what you showed me on Connie’s tablet, Jonathan’s in America.” 
 
    She wrenches her hands free. “Don’t lie, Kent. Not now. Not after what we shared.” She swallows, struggling for words. “I told you about Jonathan, about how naïve and foolish I was, because I didn’t want him to come between us.” Her hand reaches out to stroke my cheek. “I want no secrets, Kent. I want you to show me that not all men are selfish bastards. I want you to trust me. Do you trust me, Kent?” 
 
    How can trust compete with the confidentiality needed to successfully prosecute a killer and ensure the public has faith in the justice system? Even if I somehow scramble over this hurdle, sooner or later I’ll have to tell her Miles Birchill, the man who sent Collins and Stone to threaten her, is my father. 
 
    I dread to think how she’ll react to that. 
 
    Will she think I’m protecting my father? Will she think I used her? 
 
    Once again, emotion’s getting in the way of evidence and facts. I have to choose between Freya and my investigation. 
 
    I have to find out if my father’s a cold-blooded killer or another victim. 
 
    “There’s so much I can’t tell you,” I say, gazing into Freya’s lovely eyes. “The only way I can be with you is to give up my investigation and I can’t do that. Later, when we find out who killed who, maybe you’ll understand why I have to keep going to uncover the truth.” 
 
    A solitary tear runs down her cheek. 
 
    “I knew Jonathan would come between us. That first morning in my salon, when I thought you were the one for me ... No,” she says, putting a finger to my lips, “let me finish. There’s someone special for each and every one of us. Most people never find that person. I’ve tried to find mine on three occasions, but when our eyes met, I knew.” 
 
    She kisses me so softly, so tenderly, I don’t want to let her go. When the kiss ends, she gives me an encouraging smile. “If it is Jonathan, I want you to find his killer.” 
 
    She pulls on her jacket, picks up her phone and pauses to straighten the crumpled duvet, smiling as she runs her hand over the fabric. She takes a pillow and holds it to her face, sniffing its fragrance. 
 
    “Peter Stone came back a few days later. He brought a bottle of champagne, said he could make things easier for me. Though I quite fancied him, I refused, ready to put up a fight.” 
 
    She smiles to herself. “He was fine about it. He asked me why I’d married a loser like Jonathan. Did I know he’d run off with one of the bar staff, leaving me to deal with his shit? She was older than him, less attractive than me and married, yet they’d been having an affair for months. He didn’t tell me her name and I didn’t ask,” Freya says, opening the door. “She didn’t show up for work the day Jonathan vanished.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, wondering how many more people went missing during November ten years ago. 
 
    “When you’ve solved the case, come and find me.” 
 
    She hurries out of the door and down the corridor, her footsteps fading when she reaches the stairwell. 
 
    I slump down on the bed. The duvet feels warm, imprinted with our scent. The fragrance of her perfume lingers on the pillow the way she remains in my thoughts. Did she mean what she said about everyone having someone special? I want to believe her, but it sounds like something out of romantic fiction. 
 
    Yet I can’t deny the effect she had on me when I first saw her. 
 
    She didn’t hate me when I chose the investigation over her either. 
 
    I head over to the window, wondering if I’ve made a stupid mistake. 
 
    Freya rushes across the car park, head bent against the wind and torrential rain. Soaked and bedraggled, she wrestles with the door of her van. Then she looks up at me and blows a kiss. 
 
    I’m across the room in a few strides. I yank open the door and hurtle down the corridor, taking the stairs two at a time before barging through the doors and out of reception. I almost crash into the bucket filled with sand and cigarette stubs, blinded by the wind and rain. 
 
    I run to the spot where Freya’s van stood a minute ago. I scan the car park. 
 
    That’s when I spot Ashley, drinking a Starbucks coffee in her Audi, parked out of sight of the bedroom window. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    With the heaters on full blast to dry off my sodden clothes, I drive to Georgina’s country house, situated off a single track road that runs from Alciston village to the South Downs near Firle Beacon. While the rain has stopped, the gloom remains, pressing down on the damp trees and flattened grass on the verges. I take it slow, dodging the torrents of surface water that stream across the narrow road and gush along the verges, pulling into the drive around five thirty. The brick built house, sandwiched between two stately chimneys, reminds me of crazy days when Georgina and I thrashed about on cushions in one of the vast Inglenook fireplaces, Burning Love by Elvis blasting out of the hi fi. 
 
    Over twenty years have elapsed since my last visit. In that time, the clipped yew hedges that bounded and shaped the ornamental gardens have grown wild. Devoid of shape and topiary, the bushes spill over the lawns and suffocate the herbaceous borders. A few tall yellow flowers thrust through to reach the sun, but it’s a chaotic mess. Weeds and grass inch across the gravel drive, which sprawls along the front of the house like it was washed in on the tide. 
 
    I swing around the stone statue, now denuded and green with algae, and stop next to my father’s black Mercedes. It’s parked next to Georgina’s white, but older Mercedes convertible. My Ford Fusion looks like it belongs to the cleaner. Georgina once employed a discreet housekeeper cum personal assistant to run the place. He was always there during my visits, though I never saw or heard him. 
 
    Sometimes I wondered if her husband was home, reading in his study. 
 
    I stroll across to the large porch with its pointed roof, smothered by honeysuckle that murmurs with bees, foraging once more. The oak door, complete with brass knocker, wouldn’t look amiss on a castle. I resist the temptation to shatter the silence and press the bell instead, hoping my father read the text telling him I was on my way. 
 
    My jacket and trousers have dried a little, but not much. 
 
    Georgina, dressed in a pale blue sports top and matching leggings, opens the door. She looks at my bedraggled appearance and smiles. “Would you like me to help you out of those?” 
 
    “Like you used to?” 
 
    Her tanned feet, with toenails painted to match her leggings, pad across the parquet flooring as she leads me through the reception hall, complete with grandfather clock, sideboard, landscape paintings on the walls, and a hat stand, erect beside the door to the cloakroom. 
 
    Like many of these old houses, it has high ceilings, oak panelling and wooden floors, polished to a shine. They’re grand and stately with their wide staircases, often sweeping down from a gallery on the first floor. The windows are large, like the drapes, the furniture’s old and grand, a mixture of mahogany, oak and intricate carved legs. Antiques reveal the wealth of the owners. The richest and most influential have portraits of themselves and their ancestors, often on horses. 
 
    “Didn’t we do it on the stairs?” She points to the half landing where we performed to Led Zeppelin’s Stairway to Heaven. A portrait of her husband looked down on us. It’s gone now. 
 
    “Do you remember doing it in a wheelbarrow in the greenhouse?” 
 
    “Belinda Carlisle, Heaven is a Place on Earth.” She laughs and places a playful hand on my arm. “Miles isn’t fond of anything outdoors unless it’s a swimming pool or one of those ghastly hot tubs. Are you stopping for tea? It’s only sandwiches, but I can make more.” 
 
    I nod, realising I haven’t eaten since breakfast. 
 
    Memories and tunes bombard as I follow her through a reception room. The faded walls and chipped coving to the ceiling betray the same decay as the faded drapes and patches of mould in the corners of the windows. 
 
    “Remember the chaise longue?” she asks, gesturing to where it used to sit below the window. 
 
    “I don’t remember a chaise longue.” 
 
    “Oops, must have been someone else.” 
 
    Georgina enhanced my knowledge and understanding of furniture, décor, gardening and music. She also taught me humility by screwing most of my fellow hunt saboteurs. 
 
    My father’s sitting in the orangery, reading the Sunday Times, a bottle of Budweiser on the table in front of him. He rises from the wicker sofa to greet me, asking me if I want anything to drink. 
 
    “You were about to make coffee.” Georgina’s smile stops well short of her eyes. I suspect she has no intention of playing housewife for any longer than necessary. “You prefer yours neutered, don’t you, Kent?” 
 
    I remove the cushion and sit opposite my father, taking a moment to look at the garden, which stretches out in a jumble of bushes and flowers to the woodland at the bottom. Somewhere in the mess of foliage lies a large pond, which was a magnet for frogs, toads, newts and Georgina’s loopy Labrador, Warhol. 
 
     “Needs clearing,” my father says, jamming the folded newspaper down the side of the sofa. “You can’t see anything out there.” 
 
    “Especially the pond.” 
 
    He screws his eyes as he searches for it. “What pond?” 
 
    “The one that must be attracting the lacewings and dragonflies,” I reply, recovering from my slip. 
 
    “I should take more interest in nature,” he says, checking his phone. “Gina wants me to embrace the rural way of life.” 
 
    She probably means cleaners, gardeners, a chef and a chauffeur. 
 
    “I’ve only been here a day, but it feels like I belong here. You must come over for the day. Gina will give you the guided tour. Some of the bedrooms are fantastic.” 
 
    The bedrooms I never saw. Maybe we couldn’t think of any appropriate songs. 
 
    “Do you mind if we talk about a certain body?” I ask, keeping my voice low. 
 
    “No need to whisper, Kent. I’ve nothing to hide from Gina. Four weeks ago she was walking on a sandy beach, wondering what she had left to look forward to. Now look at her,” he says, rising as she enters with a tray, bearing two mugs, a cream jug and one for milk. “She’s got the looks and energy of a woman half her age.” 
 
    “Only half?” She tuts as she places the tray on the table. “You must come over with Ashley sometime. I’m sure she’d enjoy the local wildlife.” 
 
    “Aren’t you joining us?” he asks her, looking disappointed. 
 
    “Sandwiches don’t make themselves, darling.” 
 
    “Let’s order a Chinese and save on the washing up.” 
 
    “You want me to look like a bloated whale?” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen with all the workouts you do. She has a gym at the back of the garage, Kent, complete with a sound system and big screen TV. I’ve suggested a hot tub to relax in after a good workout.” 
 
    “Boys and bikinis,” Georgina says, padding back into the house. 
 
    “You should see her in a bikini,” he says, watching her hips sway. “She looks even better without one.” He chuckles as he pours cream into one of the coffees. “Sorry, too much information. What do you want to ask me about?” 
 
    “The Ace of Hearts,” I reply, taking the coffee. “Do you remember Jonathan Wright? He put up a Maserati as security on a loan.” 
 
    My father thinks for a moment. “That must be seven, eight years ago.” 
 
    “Try ten.” 
 
    He whistles in disbelief. “I never met the man, but I think he liked the ladies.” 
 
    “Anyone in particular?” 
 
    “Terry will know. He works in security. Ex-cop, doesn’t miss a thing. As for the Maserati, I’m pretty sure this guy Wright didn’t own it. As soon as we found out, I would have sent Syd to pay him a visit.” 
 
    “You did, with another guy.” 
 
    He takes a sip of coffee. “Is Jonathan Wright the body in the field?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Come on, Kent, I’m not naïve. A member of my casino defaults on a debt, gets a visit from Syd Collins and winds up in a grave on my land. DI Goodman will be rubbing her hands with glee when she finds out. Are you going to tell her?” 
 
    “If it is Jonathan Wright I’ll have no choice.” 
 
    “How did you work it out?” 
 
    “Jonathan’s wife told me Syd and a sidekick visited her to recover the money after her husband legged it to Las Vegas.” 
 
    “I thought you said he was the body.” 
 
    “No, you assumed he was.” 
 
    “Well, is he or isn’t he?” 
 
     “Let’s say I don’t think he made it to Las Vegas.” 
 
    “You think Syd topped him?” He laughs, spilling coffee into the saucer. “I know he had a short fuse but he was no killer.” 
 
    “It’s not what I think that matters.” 
 
    “Then don’t tell DI Goodman.” 
 
    “And pervert the course of justice?” 
 
    He picks up his phone and speaks to someone called Linda at the Ace of Hearts. “Can you check back about ten years? Guy called Jonathan Wright,” he says, spelling out the name. “I need to know if Syd and Peter went to see him or his wife. Can you check right now and ring me back.” 
 
    “Who’s Peter?” I ask. 
 
    “Peter Stone was an ex-marine, in charge of security and debt recovery. He had a win on the lottery and took off to Australia. He’d only been out there a couple of months when some drunken slob on a jet ski struck him while he was swimming. That was that.” My father sighs and shakes his head. “I hope he visited Wright before he went to Australia.” 
 
    I want to tell him Stone did, but I don’t let on. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Syd was illiterate, remember? DI Goodman will know he had a short fuse and draw the wrong conclusions. Peter had class and imagination.” 
 
    “Could they have killed Jonathan Wright without your knowledge?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “No way.” 
 
    Georgina walks in with a tray of sandwiches, cut into small triangles. I can see cheese, ham and what looks like cold turkey, smothered with lettuce and tomatoes between slices of granary bread. On a separate plate, a mound of crisps looks ready to tumble to the floor. 
 
    “Is something wrong, darling?” 
 
    “Nothing for you to worry about,” he says. “Those look good enough to eat.” 
 
    If it’s a joke, it falls as flat at his effort to reassure her. Though he tries to keep the conversation upbeat as we devour the sandwiches, there’s a hollow ring to his words and manner, which I’m sure she notices. 
 
    When his phone rings, he rises to his feet and steps outside through the French doors. He says little, nodding and sighing, his shoulders stiff and tense. When he ends the call, he turns to face us, looking pale and shaken. 
 
    “There’s a record of Peter and Syd visiting Freya Wright. Is she the wife?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “We have a bank receipt to say she settled the debt in full a few months later.” His grip on the phone tightens. “Only there’s no record of Jonathan Wright being a member. There’s nothing at all about him on the database, though we’ve had to tidy it up to comply with new rules. Linda remembers the guy because he was shagging Gill Kaine, who worked in accounts. She left without handing in her notice. When we tried to contact her, she’d given a false name and address. Her records have gone too.” 
 
    He sits beside Georgina on the sofa and sighs. “I’m screwed.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” she says, glancing at me for support. “Find out who deleted the records.” 
 
    “That’s the problem. It appears I deleted them ten years ago.”


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Back at Meadow Farm, in fresh clothes, I settle on the bed to review what my father told me. I’ve never seen him so shaken or uncertain. It looks like the killer’s set him up with the help of someone who works for the casino – the fictitious Gill Kaine. 
 
     That’s as far as I get. Freya soon jumps into my thoughts, distracting me, making me doubt my resolve, urging me to ring her and to hell with the consequences. 
 
     “The timing’s wrong,” I tell Columbo, who’s now awake and staring at me. He shuffles up for some attention. “I wish I could stop thinking about her.” 
 
    He barks as if it’s good to think about her. 
 
    “It’s not good,” I say, ruffling his fur. “You know I’m useless once I let my emotions out of the box. Look what happened with Gemma. I made a complete mess of that.” 
 
    He tilts his head from side to side as I talk, making me wonder if he understands, even though I know he can’t. These are the silly thoughts I have when my emotions get the better of me. Georgina taught me self-control, the art of pleasure without commitment, passion without pain. 
 
    It still hurt when she dumped me though. 
 
    My thoughts return to the Ace of Hearts. Though no expert on computers, I know from an internal case at Downland how you can use another person’s username and password to access their files and records. At the casino, the power to delete records rested with Miles Birchill, his Head of Admin, Linda, and the Head of Security, which used to be Peter Stone. 
 
    “He could have deleted Jonathan Wright’s records before he left for Australia,” I tell Columbo, who’s eyes are slowly closing. “But why do it six weeks before you leave and risk being discovered? Why not wait till the day before you go?” 
 
    That leaves Gill Kaine, who works in accounts. She would be good with computers. She could also access personal data, allowing her to hack into the system and hijack Miles Birchill’s account. 
 
    Could she have made adjustments to Jonathan’s account, reducing the amount he owed or removing it in full? If they were defrauding the casino, that would be grounds enough to kill them, wouldn’t it? 
 
    “Except we only have one body,” I say, thinking aloud once more. 
 
    Columbo opens one eye, decides there’s nothing of interest and closes it again. 
 
    That leaves one other possibility. My father was adamant he hadn’t deleted the records relating to Jonathan Wright and Gill Kaine. My father claimed someone must have hacked into his account. Yet he and his heads of department purged and tidied up records at the end of each year. 
 
    I shake my head, certain the deletions were no accident. 
 
    What if my father’s playing a game of double bluff as Ashley believes? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ashley rings my office early on Monday morning, coming through the switchboard in preference to my mobile. 
 
    “Did you enjoy your weekend?” she asks, combining smug with annoyed.  
 
    “Exhausting,” I reply, just smug. “How was your weekend?” 
 
    “Busy. You won’t believe what happened at the Boship Travelodge. Meet me there at midday.” 
 
    She ends the call, leaving me to wonder what happened. I have no idea, but I’m sure it won’t be good. 
 
    Before I can think about it, Kelly calls me into Danni’s office. 
 
    “You look tired,” she says, as fresh and bubbly as usual. “Anything to do with a certain dog groomer?” 
 
    She closes the door behind us and wafts her hand in front of her nose to disperse the cloying smell of lavender. “It’s supposed to repel flies and wasps,” she says, walking over to the window to open it. She remains there, looking down at the street below, her shoulders tense, her fingers toying with the cord that operates the vertical blinds. 
 
    She’s about to tell me something I won’t like. 
 
    She’s leaving. 
 
    She looks at me and clears her throat. “Gemma told Richard about her affair with you.” 
 
    I always thought Richard would find out. 
 
    “When did Gemma tell you?” I ask. 
 
    “Richard rang me yesterday, telling me about the aggro he was having with the florists and the caterers. Then he came straight out with it. He asked me if I knew about you and Gemma, as if I was keeping secrets from him.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “I acted surprised, of course. Not that he took any notice.” She strides over to the table and overfills her cup with water. “He asked me why I hadn’t stopped Gemma. I was her Maid of Honour, her best friend. Why did I let you take advantage of her?” 
 
    I give her a sympathetic smile. “Richard was never going to blame Gemma.” 
 
    She dabs at the spilt water with a tissue. “He ranted about how you portrayed yourself as a man of honour and principle, while secretly seducing his fiancée the moment his back was turned. Then he started to blub,” she says with a disapproving frown. “You know I can’t abide men who blub.” 
 
    “He feels embarrassed, humiliated,” I say. “He’s a decent bloke, Kelly. You know that. It must have hurt when Gemma told him. Why did she tell him?” 
 
    “Richard still wanted you to be his best man. He kept going on about what a wonderful chap you were, what a dear friend you’d become. He said he was going to visit and talk to you man to man. Gemma was so wound up, she blurted it out.” 
 
    “Ouch!” 
 
    Kelly nods. “She said he stared at her as if she’d drowned a puppy. Then he stood up and walked out of the restaurant.” 
 
    “Restaurant? How embarrassing.” 
 
    “She found him in the study when she got home, scrolling through photographs. He wanted to know every detail. When she refused to tell him, he gave her a weird smile, like he suddenly had power over her. He forgave her and went to bed.” 
 
    It doesn’t sound like he has forgiven her, but it’s none of my business. “Is the wedding still going ahead on Saturday?” 
 
    “As far as I know.” Kelly drinks the water from the cup and lobs it into the bin as she walks to the door. “Gemma told me to tell you she wants no secrets, no lies, no distractions.” 
 
    “Does she think I’m going to drive up there or something?” 
 
    “Please tell me you’re not.” 
 
    “Of course not. It’s over.” 
 
    “Good, because if you ask me, you’re better off without her.” 
 
    The door slams behind her. I stroll over to the window, feeling relieved. For a moment, I thought Gemma was on her way back to Tollingdon. 
 
    A knock on the door brings me back to the table. Charlie enters with two vending machine coffees on a tray. She closes the door with a swing of her hips and wrinkles her nose. 
 
    “You need to change your body spray, Kent. Lavender’s so 1970s.” 
 
    “New suit?” I ask, admiring the creases in her trousers. “New haircut,” I add with a smile. “You’re not going for an interview, I hope.” 
 
    “I made time to do some ironing while the kids were out last night.” 
 
    I take the tray and we sit at the table. She hands me her time and mileage sheets for signature, updating me on her inspection work and her workload. While she says everything is fine, I sense there’s something she wants to tell me. 
 
    I hope she hasn’t had a better offer from another council. 
 
    I sip my coffee. “So, what did you really want to talk about?” 
 
    “I did a little digging to find out more about Leila King. I hope that’s okay because I popped over to Brighton. I haven’t claimed it as work time.” 
 
    “You’re a star,” I say, relieved and pleased. 
 
    “Nigel’s the star. He suggested I poke around and check the database to see if I could find anything useful. I think he wants to be your sidekick.” 
 
    “I think he wants to work more closely with you, Charlie.” 
 
    She smiles. “He’s quite cute when you get to know him, but so shy. Anyway, you want to know what I’ve found out about Leila King.” 
 
    I take a drink of coffee and settle back. 
 
    “We got a match for Leila King on Brighton’s database.” 
 
    “Hossain’s restaurant?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “She was manager of a nail bar. Officers found problems with the Vietnamese workers. There were rumours of illegal immigrants and slavery so the police and Border Force organised a raid, but never got the chance.” 
 
    “They disappeared?” 
 
    Charlie’s smile suggests I’m going to like what she tells me. “The place burned down. Not literally. The IT recruitment business above was badly damaged, as were a café and jewellers on either side, but the nail bar was a wreck, losing its computer, files and records.” 
 
    “How convenient,” I say. 
 
    She passes me a folded printout of the database record. I scan the summary information. The contact details for Leila King are the business address and phone number, which won’t help me locate her. Then I notice the date of the fire – three days before Christmas – five weeks after I closed the Rosy Lee Café. 
 
    I’m still thinking insurance fraud. 
 
    I’m sure Ashley Goodman knows about this, but she’s taken no action. 
 
    I’ll ask her when we meet at the Boship Travelodge. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When I pull into the car park, I spot a patrol car next to her Audi. She’s leaning through the driver’s window, chatting and laughing with the uniformed officers inside. When I walk up, she beckons me to follow. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask, striding after her. 
 
    I follow her through reception and up the stairs to the first floor corridor. I know I’m in trouble when I spot the crime scene tape across the door of the room Freya and I occupied yesterday.


 
   
  
 

 Forty 
 
      
 
    “Was this the room you and Freya Preston used?” Ashley asks. “Mr and Mrs Jones, I think you called yourselves.” 
 
    “She was Bridget Jones, as in the diary. I was Mark Darcy Jones.” 
 
    She laughs and unlocks the door. “Yeah, but you’re no Colin Firth.” 
 
    She steps aside to let me see the trashed TV, ripped duvet, slashed pillows and a broken chair. The words ‘slut’ and ‘whore’ adorn the walls and window blinds in lurid red. 
 
    “Does Freya know?” 
 
    “I’ve just come from Pristine Pooches.” 
 
    “How did she take it?” 
 
    “Remarkably well, considering her husband’s on the loose. He won’t get far,” Ashley says, checking her watch. “We know Rick Preston’s haunts and contacts.” 
 
    “What if he goes to Layman’s Farm?” 
 
    She pulls the door closed. “He won’t mess with her father.” 
 
    “When did he do this?” I ask as we walk back along the corridor. 
 
    “Shortly after you and I left.” She falls silent as a man in a suit exits a room ahead of us. Once he enters the stairwell, she continues. “He pretended to be you, saying he’d left his mobile phone in the room. We have him on CCTV. He didn’t even try to disguise his identity.” 
 
    “You mean he wanted Freya to know?” 
 
    “Or you, Kent. Maybe he thinks you’ve stolen his wife.” 
 
    “Ex-wife,” I say, following her down the stairs. “She locked him out of the flat so he couldn’t pester her.” 
 
    Ashley shakes her head. “The door wasn’t locked when we arrived. We found aerosol paints in a holdall, along with soap and towels from the bathroom. We also found the knife he used to slash the duvet and pillows, the remains of a pizza and two empty bottles of vodka.” 
 
    Yet again, I’m not sure what or who to believe. 
 
    We walk through reception in silence and out into the brisk September air. The patrol car has gone. 
 
    “You were still here when I left,” I say. “You must have clocked Preston.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I left shortly after you.” 
 
    “You followed us here, didn’t you? He must have done the same,” I say when she doesn’t reply, “because no one knew we were coming here. It was a spur of the moment thing. Unless someone told him we were here.” 
 
    She laughs. “You think I summoned him in a jealous rage, hoping he’d beat the crap out of you? Honestly, Kent, you’re hardly worth it.” 
 
    “He didn’t trash the room until after we’d left,” I say. “Why did he wait? Why not crash in and catch us in the act?” 
 
    “He was scared you might beat the crap out of him.” 
 
    Or he arrived after Freya and I left. 
 
    I keep the thought to myself, convinced Ashley’s determined to come between Freya and me.  
 
    Ashley stops at her car. “You need to give a statement, Kent. I suggest you stick to the facts – when you arrived, who with, when you left. Anything beyond that might give Preston something he could use to muddy the waters.” 
 
    “You want me to keep you out of it, right?” 
 
    “Freya Preston’s married to a scumbag. He’s been inside twice and she’s waited for him on both occasions.” 
 
    “He had a key to her flat.” 
 
    “She’s lying to you, Kent. Or don’t you care who you jump into bed with?” 
 
    “I haven’t jumped into bed with you.” 
 
    Her slap almost knocks me sideways. Any doubts I had about her feelings have gone. 
 
    “It ends now,” I say, rubbing my cheek. “Stay away from Freya and me or I’ll report you for stalking us.” 
 
    “You’re assisting me with a murder investigation, Kent. You throw your toys out of the pram and I’ll charge you with obstruction.” 
 
     From the look in her eyes, I’ve no doubt she will. 
 
    “In that case, you can have my final report.” I retrieve my notebook from my car. “Your victim could be Jonathan Wright, who was married to Freya ten years ago. You can get a DNA match with his mother to confirm he’s your victim.” I scribble Connie’s address and tear the page from my notebook. “Go easy as she’s not in the best of health.” 
 
    Ashley pockets the page without looking at it. 
 
    “Jonathan Wright’s in America,” she says. “The person who helped him escape was killed and buried at Sunshine View.” 
 
    I hesitate, wondering what I’ve missed, what she hasn’t told me. 
 
    “You want me to tell you who it is, Kent, but let’s find out how good a sleuth you are. First clue,” she says, tapping her finger against her chin. “The person in question had an affair with Freya Wright at the time her husband escaped to America.” 
 
    I say nothing, not wanting to play her game, but keen to know who the victim is. 
 
    “Second clue. He worked for Miles Birchill at the Ace of Hearts.” 
 
    I glance at my watch. “Why don’t you just tell me?” 
 
    “The final clue’s mainly speculation, but still valid. While our corpse was rotting in the ground at Sunshine View, he won the lottery and went to Australia, conveniently dying a few months later. His body was never found.” 
 
    “Peter Stone?” 
 
    She points an accusing finger at my face. “I knew you knew. Wait till I haul Mike in.” 
 
    “He never said a word, Ashley. I found out all by myself.” 
 
    She steps close, her face in mine. “If there’s a leak in my team, Kent, I’ll find it. I’ll discipline whoever’s responsible. Then I’ll come for you.” 
 
    “Didn’t you tell me you were acting alone, without authority or authorisation?” 
 
    “You’re smart, Kent, I’ll give you that. I gave you nothing, but you found Jonathan Wright and his wife. Then again, you could hardly fail when Wright Choice Foods was directly opposite Pristine Pooches.” 
 
    “If you know it’s Peter Stone, why involve me? Why the interest in the Rosy Lee Café and Station Diner? Where does that fit in?” 
 
    “Lines of enquiry, evidence, loose ends. Stone was an only child, orphaned as a baby. Without family or DNA to confirm his identity, I need hard evidence to confirm my suspicions.” She looks at me and grins. “A confession from Birchill would help.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what if you’re wrong? What if it’s Jonathan Wright?” 
 
    “What if I’m right?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-One 
 
      
 
    I miss Gemma. Sitting at my desk, staring at the seat she used to occupy opposite me, I miss her smile, her wit, the way she would challenge my assumptions. Without her, I couldn’t have solved the three murders I investigated in the last year. The first was a workplace accident, which I had to investigate, unaware that a murder awaited me. This led to a family friend approaching me to find his missing wife – also murdered. Then there was Tony Trimble, who told me he was about to be murdered.  
 
    Gemma saved my life during that case. 
 
    She was always willing to help, never questioning my unusual side line. Like me, she found the process exciting. Like me, she never questioned what we were doing, or why. We never worried about the risks or the trouble we could find ourselves in. And when the going got tough, she was always there to motivate me, coming up with ideas and new lines of investigation. Okay, she went off on her own sometimes without telling me, but I admired that. 
 
    I admired everything about her. 
 
    I loved her though I was too scared to admit it. I loved her from the moment I saw her in the restaurant, standing on a chair, stretching to change a light bulb. 
 
    Or did I? 
 
    I slap my pen down on the desk, recalling how I felt when I looked into Freya’s eyes. Ashley was right – if I loved Gemma I would never have run away from her. 
 
    Am I now running from Freya? 
 
    Have I allowed Ashley to fill my head with doubts? She’s hardly been honest with me, has she, telling me she’s working alone and unauthorised when she’s heading a murder team? 
 
    How many lies has she told me? 
 
    There’s only one way to find out. 
 
    I have to solve the murder. 
 
    I have to go back to the beginning and work out where I went wrong. 
 
    I thought it was too easy, identifying Jonathan Wright as the victim. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Back home, after tea and helping Frances with a few jobs around Meadow Farm, I settle in front of the PC. Columbo lies on the bed, associating the PC with treats. I don’t know how he helps me to focus, to make connections I couldn’t make before, but I love having him by my side. 
 
    “Shall we start with the fire at Station Diner and work out how it fits in with the Ace of Hearts?” I ask. 
 
    Columbo barks and paws at the manila folder containing my precis of Mike’s notes and the food hygiene inspection details. 
 
    “You think I should I look at Mike’s memoirs before DI Goodman seizes them?” 
 
    He barks once more, wagging his tail this time. I slip him a treat. 
 
    Gemma was never this easy to please. 
 
    I open Mike’s notes on the PC and place the printed summary I made beside the keyboard. His records reveal the problem of investigating a site where the land has been churned and contaminated by diggers, excavations for building works and ramblers hiking across the land. His report deals with the site layout, location, access, soil type, weather conditions and how the scene was preserved. Days of painstaking work followed, checking the land, the soil, the tracks left by vehicles, access to the site, including possible incursion through the hedgerow. 
 
    Mike’s memory for detail is excellent, but I’m interested in the menu found in the victim’s jacket. When I read the notes last time, the name Peter Stone and the mobile number scribbled on the menu caught my eye. 
 
    Had I not been so pleased at my discovery, I would have wondered why the menu was laminated. 
 
    I close my eyes and think back to my inspection of the Rosy Lee Café ten years ago. Were the menus laminated, made from glossy plastic or card? 
 
    I open the file with the scanned details I sent Ashley, scrolling through the pdf until I find the photographs. As I suspected, I didn’t take photographs in the dining area of the café. The infestation was rife in the kitchens and stores. I scroll through photographs of droppings on the floor and in the base of cupboards, the filth and rotting food behind and under refrigerators, the poor levels of cleanliness and repair, the unsliced loaf I pulled out of the freezer. The loaf had a hole at one end where a mouse had burrowed inside. Someone had slid the loaf into a polythene bag and placed it in the freezer, either ignoring or oblivious to the rodent damage. 
 
    Then I spot some menus on the counter where I placed the loaf to photograph it. I zoom in. The image pixelates. Zooming out a shade, I move closer to the monitor, counting ten menus. 
 
    No, there are five menus, folded in half. 
 
    I sit back, the familiar tingle of excitement urging me on. 
 
    You can’t fold a laminated menu, can you? 
 
    Not easily. Not flat like the menus in the photograph. 
 
    So why was the menu in the victim’s pocket laminated? 
 
    “To preserve it,” I say, interlocking my fingers behind my head. 
 
    The killer wrote the name of Peter Stone, along with a mobile number, on the menu and then laminated it for anyone to see when the body was found. The killer wanted the body to be found. 
 
    He knew Peter Stone worked for Miles Birchill. 
 
    Is it another nail in my father’s coffin – or someone setting him up for murder? 
 
    I go back to Mike’s notes. He found a single thumbprint, located in the top left-hand corner of the menu, and a fingerprint on the other side. 
 
    Neither fingerprint was identified. 
 
    The rest of the notes relate to more mundane matters. Mike’s frustration at the contamination of the scene and a lack of evidence on the body or at the scene become apparent as the days pass by. There’s no hope of identifying where the murder took place. He can’t work out how the body was transported to the site. He speculates that the body was wrapped in plastic until it was deposited in the ground. The grave was dug by hand, not by mechanical digger. 
 
    Decomposition and trauma made facial recognition impossible, but fingerprint and DNA analysis would assist with future identification. The victim was male, late 20s to early 40s, 5ft 10ins in height, no distinguishing marks or scars on his body. He had excellent teeth with no evidence of dental work. Dental checks drew a blank.  
 
    The remaining bullet points relate to the investigation carried out by DI Briggs. He visited the café, which had long since changed hands. He learned little about the Rosy Lee Café or the previous owners, despite door to door enquiries and searches through old telephone directories. 
 
    No mention of an interview with Miles Birchill. 
 
    No reference to his ownership of Sunshine View Caravan Park. 
 
    No mention of the Ace of Hearts. 
 
    No reference to Peter Stone working for the Ace of Hearts. 
 
    Maybe they came later – months or years later. 
 
    I stretch my arms and turn to Columbo, who’s resting but keeping a watchful eye on me. I ruffle his fur and slip him another treat, wondering what Gemma would make of it all. 
 
    She’d ask about the suspects and their motives. 
 
    On a piece of scrap paper I write down a list of names – Jonathan Wright, Freya Wright, Peter Stone, Syd Collins and Miles Birchill. Then I remember Gill Kaine, who worked in accounts and left without warning. 
 
    Hopefully, I’ll learn more about her over the next couple of days. 
 
    That leaves the fire at Station Diner, which looks like an insurance fraud, perpetrated by Leila King in several different businesses over the years. Ashley connected it on the basis the Rosy Lee Café once occupied the same building. 
 
    Talk about tenuous. 
 
    Then I see the connection. 
 
    I write Leila King next to Gill Kaine. 
 
    One is an anagram of the other.


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Two 
 
      
 
    When I stroll into the office on Tuesday morning, I’m determined to track down Leila King. It’s not that I believe she’s Gill Kaine, but regardless of how tenuous and laughable my anagram connection sounds, I need to check it out. If Leila’s defrauding insurance companies, she needs to be stopped.  
 
    If Gill Kaine hacked into my father’s computer to make it look like he’s involved in murder, I need to find out. 
 
    If they turn out to be the same woman, I’ll offer thanks to Inspector Morse and his cryptic crosswords for the anagram connection. 
 
    I may even solve the murder, which felt about as likely as Ashley giving me information after our last encounter. Or telling the truth, whatever it is. She’s not only made me doubt my father, but driven a wedge between Freya and me.  
 
    “Easy, lover,” Kelly says, as the pencil snaps in my fingers. “I’ve got a stress doll you can rip apart. Or you could buy me a Macchiato and tell me all about it. But you’ll have to be quick. Tomorrow’s my last day before I go to Chipping ... oh, FIG!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “FIG. Foot in gob. I was trying not to mention the wedding.” 
 
    “No worries. I emailed Gemma, wishing her and Richard all the best.” 
 
    I wrote the email, but I won’t send it. 
 
    “How’s Freya?” Kelly asks, showing no sign of moving on. 
 
    Charlie pretends not to notice. Nigel appears to be interested too. 
 
    “Kelly, what have you been telling everyone?” 
 
    “I said she groomed dogs. I said you were looking at her Facebook profile.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I showed them her Facebook page.” 
 
    “She’s pretty,” Charlie says. 
 
    “Very pretty,” Nigel says. 
 
    “Naturally pretty,” Kelly says. “I hope you’re going to introduce us to her.” 
 
    “Why, are you after a discount for your Afghan?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t say no,” she says, heading back to her desk. 
 
    “Me neither,” Nigel says, louder than intended. A sharp look from Charlie makes him blush. “I meant she looks lovely.” 
 
    I push Freya from my thoughts and deal with the mundane and the unnecessary. The first are mainly reports, the latter mainly meetings. If I could eliminate both, I’d have time to manage my team, do some inspections on the district, and meet all my targets. 
 
    Instead, I have to rely on contractors like Charlie to plug the gaps and fight fires. 
 
    That reminds me to contact Lizzy Wong. I ring once officers have gone out on district. She picks up on the first ring. Her clipped greeting suggests she’s busy. She hasn’t spoken to Leila King and would like contact details when I have them. 
 
    Bob Glover, who’s still not produced the fire investigation report for Station Diner, tells me how the public sector cuts are destroying the service. He lists the people who are on sick leave, suffering from stress. It’s caused by unreasonable demands and staff shortages caused by officers taking early retirement. 
 
    “Why don’t you go early?” I ask when he finally pauses. 
 
    “Can’t afford to,” he replies, as if it’s an incurable disease. “I’ll still be here when I’m 70, holding the fort while these young managers destroy everything. They want to put risk inspections on tablets now. Moses had tablets, I said, and look what happened to them.” 
 
    “About Mr Hossain’s Brighton fire,” I say. “Have you tracked down the report?” 
 
    “I’ve been busy fire-fighting.” He laughs, enjoying a joke he must have used many times. “The thin red line’s stretched to breaking at the moment, but I’ll do my best. Want to remind me why you’re interested?” 
 
    “I want to talk to Leila King.” 
 
    “Of course. She works for Hossain, doesn’t she? Do you really think they’re up to no good? Hossain’s not the sharpest pencil in the box, if you ask me.” 
 
    “What about Leila King?” 
 
    “She can’t be that bright if she’s working for Hossain. Maybe we could ask her when we find her. Any joy there?” 
 
    “No. I’m thinking of visiting Hossain again. He must be in contact with her.” 
 
    “Keep me in the loop, as my manager likes to say. You’ve got a female boss, haven’t you? Does yours tell you how to do the job? Mine’s got a degree and thinks she knows it all. Don’t get me wrong, she’s pleasant enough, but you have to live and breathe the job to understand how it works. You can’t simply push out reports to make the statistics look better, can you? I wouldn’t tell her how to have a baby.” 
 
    “Let me know if Leila contacts you,” I say. 
 
    I put down the phone, reminding myself he’s a good investigator, struggling to move with the times. 
 
    I grab my annual leave form and join Danni for my monthly one to one meeting, which we have every six weeks or so. She’s delighted with the team’s performance, singling out Charlie for special praise as a shining example of how public bodies can work with private contractors to save money and improve performance. 
 
    “Anything else?” she asks, leaning back in her chair. 
 
    I hand her my request for leave tomorrow afternoon. “It’s short notice, I know, but I need to go to Brighton.” 
 
    She signs my form with a flourish. “I’m taking Friday. The Chief Executive persuaded me to attend Gemma’s wedding. You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
    “Why ask me after you’ve decided to go?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, that was insensitive of me. I meant to talk to you, but I wasn’t sure how you’d react. I saw how hurt you were when Gemma left, but ...” She stops. “I’m not going. It’s not like I’m family.” 
 
    “What were you going to say, Danni?” 
 
    She shifts, curling and uncurling her fingers. “Gemma told me why she couldn’t stay.” 
 
    “Did she tell you in confidence?” 
 
    Danni shakes her head. “You had a woman who loved you more than you’ll ever know, Kent. All you had to do was find somewhere to live away from your mother-in-law and your animal sanctuary.” 
 
    “Is that what she told you?” 
 
    “Gemma never said a bad word about you. She never complained, though it was breaking her heart. She kept hoping you’d ... No,” she says, grabbing my hand, “don’t you dare mess it up for her!” 
 
    “If I meant so much to her, why did she go back to Richard?” 
 
    Danni shrugs. “Kids? Someone who’s got time to spend with her? I don’t know. You never stop, Kent. You can’t work, run your animal sanctuary, investigate crimes and expect your wife to wait for five minutes of your time at the end of your day.” 
 
    “I guess not,” I say, getting to my feet. “Look, you and Bernard enjoy the wedding. I really don’t mind.” 
 
    “I’m the Chief Executive’s plus one.” She looks awkward for a moment and then shrugs. “Bernard’s a lovely man, but he’s obsessed with opera. He likens me to characters I’ve never heard of. When I told him I preferred Take That, he whisked me off to Glyndebourne, telling me to absorb the atmosphere and drama, to let it flow through my arteries like oxygen, enriching my mind.” She sighs as if she had no choice. “I had to tell him the fat lady was singing.” 
 
    I try hard not to chuckle, but I can’t stop myself. 
 
    Danni giggles. I’ve only heard her false laughs before. I’ve only seen her in manager mode. Now, looking across the desk, I see a smart, intelligent, self-conscious woman, desperate to do a good job. Maybe she’s become a management robot, holding meetings, drawing up strategies and procedures that achieve little, if anything. It’s what managers do. And as for the textbooks and mantras she quotes, maybe they’re a crutch, propping up her lack of experience. 
 
    “Can I make a suggestion?” I ask.  
 
    She reaches into a drawer and pulls out a copy of Opera for Dummies. “I tried, Kent, but I’d rather bop to Abba any day.” 
 
    I walk over to her Motivational Pinboard, which looks neglected and untidy. “You don’t need this, Danni. Listen to your heart not a management CD. Be you.” 
 
    “Is that what you do – listen to your heart?” 
 
    “Of course not or this would be my office.” 
 
    “It should be,” she says, joining me. She removes the post about one door closing and another one opening. “Your team respects you. I know they moan and complain, but they follow you. They won’t follow me.” 
 
    “Good job I’m following you then.” I kiss her on the cheek and make a speedy exit, almost colliding with Kelly. 
 
    “What’s your hurry?” she asks, blocking my escape. 
 
    “I kissed Danni.” 
 
    “You kissed Danni,” she mouths. “OMG.” 
 
    “It’s over with Bernard,” I say, pleased to know the latest gossip before her. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Kelly strides up to my desk. “Danni’s asked Brian to remove her pinboard. What did you say to her? She’s done with aspirational goals like the ones in our service plans. She said they were drier than stale crackers. She wants something that connects with people on an emotional level.” 
 
    “Which didn’t happen with Bernard Doolittle,” I say. “Danni’s in a better place now.” 
 
    “Shit, you need to be somewhere too.” Kelly looks horrified as she glances at the clock. “While you were with Danni, Leila King rang. She apologised for not contacting you sooner. She wants to meet you at Station Diner in ...” Kelly winces. “Ten minutes ago.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Three 
 
      
 
    I grab my notebook and phone and head for the stairs. Outside, the clouds smother the sky with a monotonous grey veneer. With no wind to hurry them along, it looks like another drab day in Tollingdon. At least it’s warmer than yesterday. Maybe it’s my brisk pace that’s making me feel hot. Or maybe my brain’s overheating with all the questions I want to ask. 
 
    At the junction with Station Road, I spot Hossain’s silver Mercedes in front of Station Diner. Maybe I should stop at a bench, jot down my questions. Then again, as Leila King asked to meet me, she can talk. 
 
    As I approach, he exits the car, exhaling a stream of cigarette smoke. “I’m so pleased you could make it, Mr Fisher. My apologies for the short notice, but we are busy, looking for new premises.” 
 
    “You’ve resolved your insurance claim.” 
 
    “I’m losing customers while these people push paper around. I’m selling this place. When I find somewhere new, perhaps you will come and give me your expert advice.” 
 
    I nod. “Has Leila’s mother recovered?” 
 
    “Leila’s mother?” 
 
    “When I spoke to her recently she said her daughter was dead.” 
 
    “Leila’s alive and well as you will see,” he says, gesturing to the car. “I persuaded her to speak with you, Mr Fisher, if only to put your mind at rest. She’s nervous. She remembers you from the Rosy Lee Café, when you closed it down.” 
 
    I only remember Henry Potter and his wife. 
 
    “Shall we talk in the car?” he asks, gesturing. 
 
    “No offence, Mr Hossain, but I’d prefer not to breathe in your cigarette smoke.” 
 
    He raises his hands in apology and flicks the cigarette into the gutter. “We could go inside my diner.” 
 
    I point to the junction. “There are some benches.” 
 
    While he opens the door for Leila, I open the camera on my phone. 
 
    Leila tosses the remains of her cigarette to the ground. A scarlet headscarf appears first. It wraps around her head and drapes down over a white sweater, enclosed by a stylish denim jacket with embroidered cuffs. Black leggings emphasise her slim build as she stands and looks about her. With a rhythmic twist of her foot, she extinguishes the cigarette with her flat black shoe. 
 
    She looks younger than I expected, sporting the lazy, insolent sneer of a teenager. The headscarf frames a smooth, pleasant face with a complexion so pale it almost washes out her Middle Eastern origins. Her pouting, aggressive lips, also tinted scarlet, seem determined to distract me from her prominent, but sleek nose. Her eyes, as black as anthracite, are shaded by the bristles of false lashes. 
 
    As Mike often remarks, ‘You could shelter from the rain under those.’ 
 
    She thrusts her hands into her jacket pockets. Her self-satisfied sneer betrays an arrogance that comes from being the centre of attention – though what she sees in a married man like Hossain escapes me. 
 
    I pretend to check my phone, managing three photos before she gets too close. 
 
    “Why do you disapprove?” she asks, stepping into my personal space. 
 
    It’s a tactic I sometimes use to intimidate people. 
 
    “Why do you make snap judgements?” I reply, admiring the delicate diamond stud in the side of her nose. She might be full of herself, but she has taste.  
 
    “For a man who rescues animals I expected more compassion.”  
 
    I hold her steady gaze. “You’re not a helpless animal.” 
 
    “You think I’m a predator?” Her smile, followed by soft laughter, seems more natural. “Maybe you should treat me with more respect, Mr Fisher.” 
 
    “I will when you earn it.” 
 
    She strolls beside me on the pavement, forcing Hossain to follow. She reminds me of Ashley, when she first sauntered up to Meadow Farm. Only this one has no inclination to talk. 
 
    When we reach the benches Hossain breaks the silence. “We cannot stay long,” he says, sitting next to Leila. “Please, tell us what you want.” 
 
    “You asked to meet me.” 
 
    “You wanted to speak to me,” she says, treating me to her unblinking gaze. 
 
    As the benches are in a line, I settle on the railway sleeper wall of a raised flower bed opposite. I pull out my notebook, taking my time to write the date, time and location of the meeting and those present. 
 
    “Mr Hossain told me you worked at the Rosy Lee Café.” 
 
    She folds her arms. “Work experience. Mr and Mrs Potter offered me a Saturday job. I had to give it up to go to Brighton University. I have a degree in hospitality management. I travelled around the world, worked in London for a year and came back here. I rang Mr Potter and he welcomed me back. Then you came along and closed the place.” 
 
    She talks like most young people – her voice rising at the end of every phrase and sentence. It’s staccato and rhythmic, devoid of emotion. No wonder young people use acronyms like LOL and OMG. 
 
    “You remember me?” I ask. 
 
    “Had she known about the rats, Mr Fisher, she would never have taken the job,” Hossain says, looking at her for confirmation. 
 
    “It was mice,” I say. “I don’t remember seeing you, Leila. I’m sure I would have noticed.” 
 
    “When you arrived, Mrs Potter ushered me out of the building. I don’t think she wanted me to know how bad it was. Like I couldn’t see mice poo everywhere? She said Henry spilt chocolate drops and hadn’t found time to clean them up.” 
 
    “What did you do after the place closed?” I ask. 
 
    “Henry and his wife went to Spain, where his brother runs a bar. He sold the café and it opened as an Easy Burger the following summer.” 
 
    “Did you work there?” 
 
    “I needed a change from bar work and waitressing in hotels. No prospects.” 
 
    “What were the prospects at Easy Burger?” 
 
    Hossain glances at his watch. “I thought you wanted to know about the fire.”  
 
    “I think Mr Fisher would like to know more about me.” She gives him a killer smile before turning it on me. “To answer your question, Mr Fisher, I was cheap, the right colour, and a hard worker. I wanted the flat above the shop. Tariq was happy to continue the arrangement.” 
 
    “Did you work for him at his Brighton restaurant?” 
 
    She casts him a worried glance. 
 
    “I only owned the restaurant for a short time,” he says. 
 
    “Was that because of the fire?” 
 
    “Old buildings,” he replies, not looking at me. 
 
    “Once, I can understand. Twice seems a little careless, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    He looks at Leila. “It was a difficult time for all of us.” 
 
    “I wasn’t there,” she tells him in a cold voice. 
 
    “Of course,” he says, sweat glistening on his forehead. “The thought of the fire still makes me nervous. I have no wish to relive the experience. I don’t understand why you ask me questions about Brighton. It is not your area.” 
 
    “I was asking Leila.” 
 
    She rises and looks down at me. “I had nothing to do with a restaurant in Brighton. I had nothing to do with the fire here because I was in Crawley with my sick mother. I am so lucky,” she says, her voice wavering. “I’m a heavy sleeper, you see, especially after a few glasses of wine.” 
 
    He stands. “Sometimes when I arrive in the morning, she still sleeps. Sometimes the delivery drivers ring me to tell me no one’s opening the doors.” 
 
    They’re back on script. I caught them out with the Brighton fire, but I’m not sure it helps. I close my notebook and rise. “Thank you for your time, Miss King.” 
 
    She nods and smiles. “I’ve told Tariq not to buy cheap, second hand equipment. You never know where it’s come from, if it’s faulty or not. As an environmental health officer, you’d only recommend buying new equipment, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    She knows the fryer came from Mike. That’s why she wanted to meet me. She’s telling me to back off or she’ll report Mike. 
 
    “I could have died, Mr Fisher. That’s why you must investigate and find out who sold us a dangerous fryer. I want him exposed and made to pay.”


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Four 
 
      
 
    Back in the office, I study the photographs of Leila King, not sure what troubles me. She’s a consummate liar, far more accomplished than Hossain, and ready to fight dirty. If they are defrauding insurance companies, I have no evidence to pass to Lizzy Wong or Bob Glover. All the suspect equipment has long gone. 
 
    Apart from the second deep fat fryer Hossain bought. He could tamper with the thermostat and produce the fryer to show we sold him faulty equipment. That’s why he bought two fryers. He wanted one as insurance. 
 
    The irony isn’t lost on me, but there’s nothing I can do about it. 
 
    Neither can I see how Leila or Hossain are involved in murder. I doubt whether she worked at the Rosy Lee Café. Even if she had a Saturday job, how does that link her to a body found buried on the South Downs? 
 
    I find a quiet spot in the corridor and ring Ashley. 
 
    “Kent, I’m busy. Why don’t you call round later? I was a little short with you yesterday. I’d like to make it up to you.” 
 
    “I have one question. Are you sure Leila King worked at the Rosy Lee Café?” 
 
    “That’s what Mr Hossain told me.” 
 
    “So, you never checked it out?” 
 
    “That’s two questions, Kent. Do you have something to tell me?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “It sounds like you have issues, Kent. Let me cook dinner. You can choose dessert.” 
 
    I end the call, annoyed that she didn’t check what Hossain told her. Then again, why would she when she’s only interested in nicking my father for murder? 
 
    But I can check. If Leila King worked at Easy Burger and Easy Pizza, someone will know. It takes minutes to identify the owner of the businesses from our databases. It takes seconds to find Easy Kebab and Pizza in Eastbourne on Google, but there are no details of its owner. 
 
    “Nigel, do you know what happened to Kambiz Kazemi after he closed Easy Pizza in Station Road?” 
 
    “No idea,” he replies, walking over. “I think he owns a place in Eastbourne though. Yeah, that’s the one,” he says, looking at the screen. 
 
    It takes several wasted phone calls and almost half an hour before I speak to Kazemi. He’s playing snooker in a club two streets from the town hall. He invites me to join him. 
 
    “How will I recognise you?” I ask. 
 
    “You’ll have no trouble,” he says with a laugh. 
 
    Tollingdon Snooker Club occupies the first floor of an old Victorian workhouse, tucked away down a side street that once led to a slaughterhouse. It’s dark and quiet, the crack and click of snooker balls making more noise than the players. I stop at the bar and introduce myself to the woman drying beer glasses. She points to the man in a red suit and shoes. He’s playing on the furthest of six tables, his gold rings and bracelets glinting under the table lights. 
 
    He nods as I approach and chalks the tip of his cue. He walks down the table, crouches to bring his eyes in line with the table and nods. A few seconds later, he pots a long black with ease. His opponent nods and walks away, unscrewing his two piece cue. 
 
    “Do you play, Mr Fisher?” 
 
    I glance at the scoreboard. “I’m no match for you, Mr Kamezi.” 
 
    “Call me Kambiz, Mr Fisher.” 
 
    “Call me Kent,” I say, shaking his hand. 
 
    Kambiz has a big smile, large teeth, a rounded face and a shiny bald head. His lack of hair, dark bushy eyebrows excepted, makes him difficult to age. There’s a glint in his eyes, a swagger in his stride and a lack of modesty in his flamboyant suit, complete with waistcoat, both dusted with green chalk. 
 
    “We can talk at the bar or here,” he says, nodding to the stools on either side of the small round table. He picks up his red watch and slides it onto his wrist. “Would you like a drink?” he asks, picking up his empty glass. 
 
    “Mineral water.” 
 
    He waves his glass and holds up two fingers. The lady behind the bar gives him the thumbs up. “Stella will bring them over.” 
 
    “The service is good,” I say, brushing chalk dust from the stool. 
 
    “It should be – I own the place.” 
 
    “Why isn’t it called Easy Snooker then?” 
 
    “Snooker’s a game of skill and concentration.” He laughs and sits, loosening his waistcoat, which struggles to contain his muscular frame. “You want to talk about Leila King.” 
 
    “I believe she worked for you.” 
 
    “Sure. She was good for business. Slim, attractive, sexy eyes, flirting with the punters. She belonged in a trendy nightclub or high class cocktail bar, playing games with the men. And the women,” he adds with a wink. “She likes attention.” 
 
    I nod. “Yes, I got that impression.” 
 
    “You’ve met her? Tell me, how did you find her?” 
 
    “Attractive and playful, as you say, but I imagine she could be ruthless.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he says, nodding. “When she set her mind on something, you couldn’t stop her. She persuaded me to spend a lot of money, converting the empty rooms above the shop into a flat. She said I should let her live there rent free because she would keep an eye on the premises.” 
 
    “You must have been keen to keep her,” I say. 
 
    “Like I said, she was good for business. Now, can I interest you in lunch, Kent? Stella makes the best steak sandwich in town.” 
 
    She smiles at the compliment and puts the tray with our drinks on the table. 
 
    “I’ve already eaten.” 
 
    “Then you must come to my restaurant in Eastbourne,” he says, dismissing Stella with a flick of his hand. “Bring your wife and family. I will treat you to the best kebab you have ever eaten.” 
 
    That wouldn’t be difficult as I don’t eat them. 
 
    I take a sip of mineral water from the bottle. “What happened to Leila after you sold the business?” 
 
    “She let me down long before I sold the business.” He lowers his voice. “It was my own fault. I was busy setting up my restaurant in Eastbourne. We had trouble with the planning inspectors, the building inspectors, the health inspectors. So many rules and regulations.” 
 
    “What about Leila?” I asking, trying to avoid a list of grievances about disabled toilets, odour filters, ventilation stacks, late night opening.  
 
    “I left her in charge. I thought it would be good for her. But she changed suppliers. She bought cheaper meat and vegetables. She changed the man who collected the waste cooking oil, the people who emptied the bins. When my workers complained, I thought they didn’t like working for a woman. Money was tight, so I understood what Leila was trying to do, you know? Kambiz Kamezi can’t be in two places at the same time, can he?” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    He wipes his hand over his face, replacing the smile with a tight-lipped grimace. “We had trouble with a fryer. Instead of calling Mikey, the engineer, who’s a friend of mine, she bought a cheap one from a man in Brighton. She paid cash, which made me angry. You have no comeback with cash.” 
 
    He sighs and shakes his head. “But you can’t stay angry with Leila. When she starts crying, you want to protect her. She said she wanted to prove herself, to make me proud of her. Her father had always made her feel useless and stupid.” He gives me a helpless shrug. “What could I do? I needed to be in Eastbourne.” 
 
    “Did something go wrong?” I ask, certain I know what’s coming. 
 
    “Sure. One night – I think it was Monday – I was feeling good. The works in Eastbourne had finished ahead of schedule. I wanted to celebrate. I was feeling good, man, so good. I thought I would surprise Leila. When I got there, the restaurant was closed. Mondays are quiet night, sure, but it was only half past nine. Where was everybody? Why were there no lights upstairs?” 
 
    He drinks most of his mineral water before continuing. “As soon as I was inside I could smell something was wrong. The oil in the deep fat fryer was so hot. I knew it could catch fire any second. I turned off the power. I soaked towels and placed them over the top. I stayed there for over an hour,” he says, rubbing his chin, “wanting to know why no one had turned the fryer off. 
 
    “The next morning, I found out Leila closed the restaurant early and sent everyone home. She told them she’d cleared it with me. Like I would turn away business, you know? She said she went to Crawley because her mother had fallen over and broken her leg. What could I do?” 
 
    “Did you ask your engineer to check the fryer?” 
 
    “Sure. It had a faulty thermostat. It should have cut the power to prevent the oil overheating. Mikey said it was an accident waiting to happen. He didn’t understand why I bought it.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I say. 
 
    “Not as interesting as Leila’s mother. I rang to see how she was, send her some flowers, you know. She was fit and well and living in Birmingham, not Crawley.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Five 
 
      
 
    Back in the office, I ring Bob Glover. His world weary tone and attitude soon changes when I relate Kamezi’s story. 
 
    “I’ll talk to him tomorrow,” Bob says. “Good job, tracking down Leila King and Mr Kamezi. What was she like?” 
 
    “All smiles before she scratches your eyes out.” 
 
    “Not likely to confess to anything,” he says. 
 
    “Can’t you review your report? Kamezi’s evidence casts doubt, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s not like the good old days when we stood up in a witness box and no one challenged us. People respected who we were, what we did. Unless the police prove arson, there’s not much I can do.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to Ashley.” 
 
    He treats me to one of his cynical sighs. “She’s far too busy with her body.” 
 
    I’m not sure if he intended to be ambiguous, but I thank him and put the phone down. 
 
    Kelly strides over. “Rick Preston has been arrested. The police want a statement from you.” She hands me a slip of paper with the contact details. “Anything to do with the files you scanned?” 
 
    “Haven’t you got a wedding to go to?” 
 
    “I’m not setting off till tomorrow. Who’s Rick Preston?” 
 
    “I’m deputising for Danni at a meeting in Eastbourne this afternoon.” I rise and pull on my jacket. “I won’t see you till next week. I’m looking forward to the photographs, especially you in your Maid of Honour dress.” 
 
    “Gemma’s dress is divine.” 
 
    “But you’re an angel,” I say, heading for the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The meeting finishes earlier than expected, so Columbo’s out walking with Frances and the other dogs when I reach home. I make a cup of tea, take one of Niamh’s Millionaire’s Slices, and head for my room. Thirty minutes later, the scamper of claws on vinyl signals Columbo’s return. He barges open the bedroom door, leaps up on the bed and scatters my notes in a flurry of paws, tail wagging and kisses. 
 
    If only people could muster such a welcome. 
 
    In the time it takes me to gather up and sort my notes, he’s drifted off to sleep, exhausted by his stroll on the Downs. A run might clear my head. I could even stop by Ashley’s cottage on the way back. 
 
    No, I’d rather be with Freya. 
 
    I can’t stop thinking about Sunday, about her, about what I could lose. Whether she lied to me or not about her divorce, or the lack of one, I don’t care. No, of course I care, but it’s nothing that can’t be fixed. 
 
    Identifying the murder victim and killer might prove more difficult to fix. While I can’t believe she had anything to do with the murder, I can’t afford to discount the possibility. That’s the trouble with investigations with little tangible evidence. It’s all lies and half-truths. 
 
    I’m hardly Sherlock Holmes, the way I stumble along, often down blind alleys, trying not to lose sight of all possibilities. 
 
    I could really do with my Watson to help me. 
 
    Maybe that’s why I want to be with Freya. I want her here beside me. Now I have my sanctuary on a sound financial footing, I want someone to share it with. 
 
    Did I have to lose Gemma to discover that? 
 
    Pushing her from my thoughts, I return to my notes. A few moments later, my phone rings. I take a deep breath, paste a smile on my lips and greet Ashley. 
 
    She’s ringing from the car. “Do you fancy something hot and spicy?” 
 
    “Have you got Geri Halliwell with you?” 
 
    “I’m talking Mexicana or Pepperoni. My treat.” 
 
    “Are we celebrating Rick Preston’s arrest?” 
 
    “No, it’s a local collar. Don’t forget you need to give a statement.” 
 
    “Why don’t I pop into Hammonds Drive tomorrow?” I ask, sensing a way out of this evening’s pizza. “We could have lunch.” 
 
    “DNA results for Jonathan Wright tomorrow – not that I’m expecting a positive identification. But as Senior Investigating Officer I need to prepare for all eventualities. So, tell me about Leila King.” 
 
    “You’ve spoken to Bob Glover.” 
 
    “He had the courtesy to keep me in the loop.” 
 
    “I was going to discuss it with you this evening.” 
 
    “You should have informed me right away. I could have spoken to her this afternoon. Text me her phone number and I’ll do it now.” 
 
    I shift, realising my omission. “I only have her mother’s number.” 
 
    “Didn’t you take Leila’s details when you interviewed her?” 
 
    “It wasn’t an interview. She asked to meet me.” 
 
    “Was she wearing a red rose in her lapel?” 
 
    “You can reach her through Hossain.” 
 
    “Her partner in crime? Jeez, Kent! This is basic interview technique. Please tell me you cautioned her.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a formal interview.” 
 
    “You’ve got interview rooms at the town hall. You’ve got portable recording equipment.” 
 
    “We didn’t meet in the office.” 
 
    Her voice hits another octave. “Don’t tell me you met in the park to feed the ducks?” 
 
    “I didn’t think you were interested in Leila King.” 
 
    “I put you onto her in the first place. Look, Kent, I can’t have you undermining my investigation like this. Stay away from Leila King, Freya Preston and anyone else involved, or you’ll be in my interview room, learning how to do things properly.” 
 
    “I’ll cancel pizza then.” 
 
    “You don’t get off that easy, Kent. I want every note, phone number, scrap of paper you’ve accumulated since I asked for your assistance. I need to know what else you’ve screwed up.” 
 
    I put the phone down and turn to Columbo, who looks worried. I ruffle his fur and reassure him, relieved I didn’t submit my application for a private investigator’s licence. 
 
    “It’s one less Christmas card to send,” I say, though there’s nothing to laugh about. “I screwed up – and not for the first or last time, I fear.” 
 
    He licks me and then rolls onto his back so I can rub his chest. Somehow, I can’t see that working with Ashley. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    My anger increases with every step as I head through Jevington, my notes in a cardboard box. Ashley’s deceived me, pretending to go out on a limb when she’s running the investigation to identify the body at Sunshine View. It’s hardly ethical, but nowhere near as bad as my schoolboy error. 
 
    Why didn’t I request contact details, even if Leila King refused to give them? 
 
    She would never have agreed to an interview at the office. Not that I could have interviewed her. I deal with food hygiene and health and safety at work offences, not arson. 
 
    Ashley knows that. She wants to kick me into the long grass where I can’t challenge her. 
 
    I bang on her front door and step back. 
 
    She opens it a few minutes later, her blouse hanging over her skirt, her feet bare. She studies me for a moment, giving nothing away as usual and then steps back to let me in. 
 
    “The notes you wanted,” I say, pushing the box at her. 
 
    She grabs it with both hands before it drops to the floor. “You let yourself down, Kent.” 
 
    I have a brief riposte prepared, but what’s the point? DI Ashley Goodman isn’t interested. My anger’s wasted, eating up valuable time and emotion, important space in my head, pushing up my blood pressure for a woman who doesn’t give a shit. 
 
    “I don’t know why you need all this,” I say, nodding at the box. “You decided who was guilty before you asked me to help.” 
 
    “If that’s true, why did I submit a DNA swab to see if Jonathan Wright’s the victim?” 
 
    “To rule him out?” 
 
    “You suggested him, Kent. Now I’m suggesting you consider Miles Birchill as a murder suspect. I know you don’t believe it, blood being thicker than water, but is blood thicker than murder?” 
 
    She knows he’s my father. I’d already guessed, but it still hurts. No, it’s the subterfuge that hurts. She knew the day she visited me at Meadow Farm. She sat there in the Hydro Hotel, spinning her lies, gloating as she sat within touching distance of the man she intends to arrest. 
 
    I wrench the box from her hands and march away. 
 
    Maybe she’s done me a favour. 
 
    I’m free to conduct my own enquiries and she’s not going to like what I have planned for tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Six 
 
      
 
    After a club sandwich lunch at Downland Manor Hotel, my father drives us to the Ace of Hearts in Brighton. He spends most of the journey talking about Gina. It’s clear he’s besotted with her and reaping the benefits of being engaged to a woman who’s on first name terms with politicians, high-ranking police officers and the judiciary. 
 
    “That’s why DI Goodman’s nose is out of joint,” he says as we drive past the impressive Amex Stadium, home to Brighton and Hove Albion Football Club. “I have a corporate box here if you ever fancy watching a game.” 
 
    I like football almost as much as I like TV soap operas. 
 
    “Ashley knows you’re my father,” I say as we peel off left toward Brighton city centre. “Either someone told her or she worked it out.” 
 
    “Gina wouldn’t say anything. She seems quite fond of you, even though you used to disrupt the fox hunts. I imagine DI Goodman spoke to Tommy Logan, looked at the money I donated and made an informed guess. Did you deny it?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Good lad. Never forget, today’s news is tomorrow’s fish and chip paper.” 
 
    I wonder if Niamh will see it that way. 
 
    “I imagine you haven’t told DI Goodman what we’re doing this afternoon,” he says, easing into the outside lane as the traffic begins to bunch. 
 
    “I’m no longer part of her investigation. I’m free to follow my instincts.” 
 
    “What do they tell you?” 
 
    “Someone wants you to go down for murder.” 
 
    “Yeah, whoever hacked into my account and deleted records, making it look like I have something to hide.” 
 
    “The hacker isn’t automatically the person who committed the murder.” 
 
    Anger creeps into his voice. “We’re looking for two people with a reason to fit me up.” 
 
    “Only one of them had to work for you.” 
 
    “The hacker.” 
 
    I nod. “When we find that person, we’re close to the killer.” 
 
    “And if we don’t?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Apart from occasional countywide meetings of the Food Liaison and Health and Safety Groups, I rarely venture into Brighton, even though I like the buzz. It’s the energy created by crowds of people milling around to shop, eat and drink. It’s the queues of traffic stopping and starting, weaving between buses and dodging cyclists. It’s the variety of big and small shops, doors open, tempting consumers and browsers. 
 
    I’d be pining for the countryside within a day. 
 
    We head down the seafront from the Palace Pier and exit near the i360 Tower. Its circular platform reaches the top of its climb, offering panoramic views over Brighton, Hove and the English Channel. We drive uphill between tall Victorian buildings and take a couple of turns into narrower side streets before he swings his Mercedes into a private car park, protected by a card-operated barrier. 
 
    I’ve no idea where we are, but the building in front of me rises majestically towards the sky, its fire escapes silver against the brickwork and render. He pulls into the large space in the corner, marked MGB. 
 
    “Graeme,” he says, reading my mind. “My dad thought it would be fun to give me the initials of his favourite sports car. I helped him restore an original in the barn at Downland Manor.” 
 
    “Good job he wasn’t fond of the Audi TT.” 
 
    He rarely talks about his family or his time as a groom in the manor’s stables. They weren’t the happiest of times. He never mentions his mother, who may have died or left while he was young. 
 
    Maybe one day, he’ll tell me. 
 
    On the swipe of his card the security door opens into a small, dimly lit area in the basement. Beyond the second security door, a corridor runs towards the front of the building. To our right, a staircase winds around the lift shaft. Somewhere nearby, I hear a low frequency sound like a boiler. 
 
    “Air conditioning,” he says, climbing the stairs. On the first floor landing he stops. “Would you like to see the casino?” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, he leads me along a short corridor and out through a security door onto the main casino floor. The noise from people talking, shouting, laughing, and cheering, strikes me first. People huddle around tables to play cards and roulette, their hopes pinned on the turn of a card or number on a wheel. They’re young, old, smart and casual, but predominantly male, all watched over by security staff, who don’t seem to be enjoying themselves.  
 
    “It’s busier than I expected for a weekday afternoon,” I remark. 
 
    It’s also darker, courtesy of subdued background lighting and shaded windows. The lighting focuses on the tables, manned by male and female croupiers, dressed in white shirts or blouses, red trousers and matching ties or scarfs. A stylised heart outline is picked out in red on the blouses and shirts. This outline is on every table, as far as I can tell, and part of the Ace of Hearts signage. If I’m not mistaken, there’s even a heart etched into the beer and wine glasses. 
 
    “You wait until the evening,” my father says, looking proudly around his empire. “Friday and Saturday are best. We get a lot of stag and hen parties on those evenings, so it gets quite boisterous.” 
 
    I notice a bar in the far corner of the huge room, which looks about the size of a concert hall. It has a large seating area, where people can relax between credit card withdrawals. The thick red carpet, festooned with white heart motifs, cushions my footsteps as we walk past the tables. The cards and coloured chips mean nothing to me, but the players have an intensity that turns their faces rigid with concentration. 
 
    A few collective gasps and groans carry across the room as someone comes close to winning on the roulette wheel. A man staggers backwards, colliding with my father. A security officer in a red uniform steps forward, but my father shakes his head. He points the man back at the table and continues walking towards the bar, which is elevated above the main floor and reached by three steps, bulging with carpet. 
 
    He attracts the barman’s attention. “Two decaffeinated lattes, Scottie. Have them sent to the Conference Suite, will you?” 
 
    Scottie nods and picks up a phone to relay the instructions. 
 
    “We have a five star kitchen that provides everything from snacks to breakfast to a dinner menu in our restaurant upstairs,” my father says, pointing. “We have a café and fast food area through the doors over there. That’s where we keep the slot machines. They’re similar to the ones you used to find on the pier, only electronic and computer controlled.” 
 
    “To regulate the pay outs?” 
 
    “To monitor behaviour and gambling patterns,” he replies, leading back down to the floor. “It helps us detect the early signs and patterns of addiction. We can then regulate betting, offer guidance.” 
 
    “Or work out which machines and tables are the most popular?” 
 
    “The computers give us data that helps us to provide the best experience possible for our members.” 
 
    “It didn’t stop Jonathan Wright racking up debts.” 
 
    “People have to take responsibility for their behaviour,” he says, leading me away from the bar. “Would you like to see the kitchens or the restaurant? Or shall we find Linda and see what she’s unearthed?” 
 
    “Let’s get to work,” I reply, noticing a young-looking croupier with ash blonde hair and the bluest eyes. There are no empty seats at her card table, and no women playing. With her coy smile, I imagine every one of the middle-aged men at the table hopes he can impress her with a big win. 
 
    “We have an online presence too,” my father explains as we leave the casino. 
 
    The noise and temperature drop immediately. We head down the bare corridor, following the pipework that runs beneath the ceiling. At regular intervals, and on landings, CCTV cameras keep a discreet watch. 
 
    On the third floor, the offices are no different from any others I’ve visited – filled with partitions, industrial carpets and desks with computers. My father’s spacious office has a conference room, studio flat and an en-suite shower room. We go into the conference room, where a tray with lattes and biscuits waits for us on the large, oval table that dominates the room. A smart whiteboard also acts as a monitor for the computer. 
 
    “We had one of these at Downland,” I say, checking out the whiteboard. “But only our IT technicians knew how to use them, which meant we never did.” 
 
    A tall woman with short black hair, huge purple glasses and long legs strides into the room. Aged somewhere in her forties or fifties and dressed in an immaculate suit that gives her an air of purpose and efficiency. She’s the kind of person you leave in control when you’re not there. She gives my father a warm smile as she places a bottle of mineral water and a bundle of files and papers on the table. 
 
    “Do you mind if I activate the air conditioning?” she asks, already halfway to the control panel. She also switches on the computer and whiteboard. 
 
    “Linda,” he says, beckoning her over, “this is Kent. He has some ideas about the hacker.” 
 
    “You have an IT background?” she asks in a soft Scottish accent. 
 
    She knows what I do. She’s telling me not to interfere. 
 
    “I’m interested in the person who hacked into the system, not your IT.” 
 
    She turns to the computer, which is taking its time to boot. “As we know, someone hacked into the system and deleted files, using your username and password, Miles. I’ve now discovered they were only active while you were here and logged in.” 
 
    “You mean they were here, in the building, watching me?” 
 
    “They waited for you to log onto the system. There’s no activity after you log out.”  
 
    “Making it look like you deleted those files,” I say. 
 
    “But I can log in remotely,” he says, looking worried. 
 
    “All the actions involving data about Jonathan Wright were taken while you were in the building and logged in to your terminal, Miles.” 
 
    “Meaning it looks like I carried out the actions.” 
 
    He takes his latte and walks over to the window. He stares down at the streets below, his fingers tapping on the windowsill. “Are you saying we can’t prove I didn’t delete those files?” 
 
    “We could bring in experts, but the logs are ten years old. The computers and systems that produced them were replaced years ago.” 
 
    “Someone’s stitched me up good and proper,” he says, returning to the table. 
 
    “They monitored your movements, knew when you logged in and out, and took control of your account.” 
 
    “You think more than one person did this?” 
 
    “Jonathan Wright and the person who helped him,” I say. “Any ideas who that might be, Linda?” 
 
    “Sorry. We’ve deleted a lot of the personal data to comply with new laws. We have a couple of people with IT qualifications, but they can’t access our main database.” 
 
    “That leaves Gill Kaine,” he says. “Jonathan Wright took a shine to her.” 
 
    Linda sighs, not sounding so confident. “We have no records for her. We’re relying on the recollections of a couple of employees.” 
 
    “Would a photo help?” I pull out my phone and bring up the photos of Leila King. Linda and my father take a close look, but it’s clear from their expressions they don’t recognise her. 
 
    It looks like Gill Kaine and Leila King are different people, sharing the same letters in their names. 
 
    “Email me copies,” Linda says. “I’ll show the guys.” 
 
    “Do you know where we can find her?” he asks, his voice rising. “I want to talk to her.” 
 
    I shake my head. “You can’t do that.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what I can’t do,” he says, almost knocking over the latte glasses. “Someone’s framing me for murder and I want to know why.” 
 
    “You need to keep a clear head,” Linda says, as if she’s used to his outbursts. She turns to me. “Who is she? Why did you show us her photo?”  
 
    “I thought she might be Gill Kaine. It looks like I was wrong. Can we check out the real Gill Kaine? It would help if we had a bit more information about your systems. Could the person who hacked into the account do it remotely?” 
 
    “Sure,” she replies. “We can all work from home, but I think this person was in the building. He or she may even have accessed the security system to track your movements, Miles.” 
 
    He lets out a frustrated sigh. “How come no one spotted this?” 
 
    “Miles, it happened ten years ago. If you hadn’t kept the log files on your computer we’d never have known.” 
 
    “I didn’t keep them.” 
 
    “You keep everything, Miles. You have more drives and memory sticks than Microsoft. I’ve never known anyone back up records like you.” 
 
    “I don’t create log files. The system does that, doesn’t it? And it wouldn’t store them on my computer.” 
 
    “That’s true,” she says, looking hopeful. 
 
    “Meaning someone put them there,” I say. “Someone who wanted them to be found so it looks like you had something to hide.” 
 
    The colour drains from his face. “What’s going on? The body was found five years ago, for Christ’s sake. Why wait till now?” 
 
    Linda glances at me and shrugs. “Do you want me to delete the log files?” 
 
    “If we delete them,” he says, striding towards the door, “I can’t prove someone put them there.” 
 
    “If you don’t delete them the police will think you’re a murderer.” 
 
    He pulls open the door and stops, backtracking to reveal DI Ashley Goodman. 
 
    “Interesting dilemma,” she says with a smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Seven 
 
      
 
    My father looks ready to combust. “How the hell did you get in here?” 
 
    “One of your security officers kindly escorted us here.” Ashley hands him a document. “This is a warrant to enter and search your premises, Mr Birchill. That includes your IT systems and CCTV. A team of officers downstairs will begin as soon you’re escorted off the premises.” 
 
    “You’re arresting me?” 
 
    “Only if you refuse to accompany me to the station at Hammonds Drive, Eastbourne, for interview. To avoid any misunderstandings, I must caution you that you do not have to say anything. But, it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence. Do you understand the caution, Mr Birchill?” 
 
    “This is outrageous,” he says, but there’s little defiance in his voice. “I’m going to ring my solicitor and make a formal complaint.” 
 
    “You can ring him from the station. You clearly understand your right to legal representation, so my colleague, DS Castle, will escort you from the premises.” 
 
    A tall, black shaven-headed officer steps into the conference room. Built like a boxer, but without the broken nose and gnarled ears, he fills his shiny blue suit to bursting. “This way, Mr Birchill,” he says in a firm but neutral tone. 
 
    “Can we use the rear exit?” he asks. 
 
    “The car is waiting at the front,” DS Castle replies. 
 
    My father resists. “You intend to parade me in front of everyone?”  
 
    “I’m only doing my job. Let’s keep things civil.” 
 
    “This is intolerable. Linda, ring William.” 
 
    My father casts me a forlorn look as he leaves, his shoulders bowed. 
 
    Linda glares at Ashley. “You could have taken the back stairs.” 
 
    Ashley strolls across to the window and looks out. “It’s funny, isn’t it? Most people go out of their way to avoid talking to us. Park two patrol cars outside a casino and half the population of Brighton wants to watch. Intriguing, don’t you think?” 
 
    She turns back and points at Linda. “Go and organise his solicitor, Miss Bates. No, leave the folder on the table.” 
 
    Linda straightens her jacket and gives Ashley a look that would floor an elephant. But Ashley’s a cat, strolling around the room with a calm confidence that worries me. She closes the door after Linda leaves. “You chose the wrong bed to lie in, Kent.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on sleeping.” 
 
    “You’re certainly in bed with Miles Birchill.” She flicks through the papers on the table. “Give me a reason why I shouldn’t detain you for questioning.” 
 
    “Hang on,” I say. “You didn’t pop in on your way past. You’ve identified the body, right?” 
 
    She sighs as if I’m the most annoying child in the class. “It’s Jonathan Wright, as you suspected. Do you have any further information that may be helpful to my enquiries?” 
 
    “As you never told me anything, I don’t know anything about your enquiries.” 
 
    “It didn’t stop you rummaging around,” she says, flicking through the papers. “Who’s Gill Kaine?” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    “Your father’s a suspect for the murder of Jonathan Wright. You were found with him when we called to execute a warrant. How do you think a court will view that? Or the newspapers when they find out?” 
 
    “Who told you he was my father?” 
 
    “You told me, Kent. With your principles and history, you’d never take money from a lowlife like Birchill. But you did. Then you’re having lunch with him and his fiancée. You don’t need to be Einstein to work it out. But to be on the safe side, I did some digging around and uncovered your DNA paternity tests.” 
 
    “Those are confidential.” 
 
    “Not when your father’s a suspect in a murder enquiry.” She gathers the papers together and raps them on the table to straighten them out. “You sold your soul to the devil, Kent.” 
 
    “But I’m not pursuing the wrong person while the killer roams free.” 
 
    “I asked you for your evidence.” 
 
    “How would it look if you arrested the wrong person?” 
 
    “If you have information, Kent, let me have it. I could arrest you for obstruction, if you prefer.” 
 
    “You can’t arrest me for a hunch, Ashley. If you want evidence, I’ll have to find it first.” 
 
    She looks at me the way a cat looks at a mouse. “What if I find all I need here?” 
 
    “You’ll find what you’re supposed to find. That won’t tell you who put it there.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I don’t know who she is.” 
 
    “But it’s a woman. You’re suggesting a woman murdered Jonathan Wright?” 
 
    “I’m saying a woman hacked into the computer system to set up my father. I intend to find her, with or without your help.” 
 
    She runs her tongue along her lips, studying me with unblinking eyes. “I’ll be busy interviewing Birchill tonight and tomorrow, so we’ll talk Friday morning, first thing.” 
 
    “You’re giving me one day?” 
 
    “I could take you in for questioning, seize your computer and records right now, Kent. Had I known you were here, I would have asked for a second warrant. Now get lost before I change my mind. Report to me on Friday. Don’t make me come looking for you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Linda slips me the spare keys to my father’s Mercedes and wishes me luck. I have a day and a half to solve a murder where the only suspect is my father. If I can identify the person who has a reason to kill Jonathan Wright and a grudge against my father, I might have a chance. 
 
    That’s the key to unlocking this puzzle. 
 
    Jonathan Wright links to his father, Malcolm, who disappeared a week later, Freya, Gill Kaine, and the Potters at the Rosy Lee Café, which links to the Station Diner through Leila King, who may or may not be Gill Kaine. 
 
    Simple really. 
 
    If Leila’s guilty of anything, it’s insurance fraud with Hossain. Then again, if she worked at the Rosy Lee Café as she claimed, she may have met Jonathan Wright, offering another connection. 
 
    A double connection if she’s Gill Kaine. Maybe he persuaded her to get a job at the Ace of Hearts and delete his debts. 
 
    When I pull into the car park at Downland Manor Hotel, I ring Linda. “Can you find out as much as you can about Gill Kaine?” 
 
    “Already on it,” she says. “The police are all over the office, so I’ve moved to the staff canteen in the basement. Terry, who’s been a security officer here since we opened, remembers Jonathan Wright. He always had a flashy cocktail in his hand, but rarely paid for them, thanks to a small circle of older women who enjoyed his attention.” 
 
    “What about younger women?” I ask, opening my notebook. 
 
    “I’ll ask,” Linda says, placing her hand over the phone. 
 
    A few moments later Terry comes on the phone, his voice clear and precise. “There was a young woman with bleached blonde hair and dark eyebrows. I don’t know why they do that, do you? It’s almost as bad as those piercings. Thin as a rake she was. Mediterranean complexion too – Greek, Turkish maybe.” 
 
    “You have a good memory,” I say, wondering if he’s identified Leila King. 
 
    “Ex-police,” he says with pride. “I can spot trouble as it walks through the door. Take Jonathan Wright. He was a flash so and so, always with a woman or two, always on the prowl. Women fell over themselves, trying to get his attention. But Miss Bleach Blonde had no time for him. Not that it stopped him trying, of course. In the end, she asked me to have a word with him.” 
 
    “Do you remember her name?” 
 
    He pauses. “No, I was too dazzled by her smile, if you must know. Smart, well-spoken, intelligent, despite the bleached hair.” 
 
    “Was it Gill Kaine?” 
 
    “Linda’s already asked me.” 
 
    “Can you remember any other women in Jonathan’s busy love life?” 
 
    “I caught him once, trousers round his ankles, with a waitress in the stores. She must have been twice his age, but attractive, looked after herself. She had long dark hair, woven into a plait, olive complexion. The hot water boiler broke down on a Saturday afternoon and the kitchen was closed all evening.” 
 
    “What made you check the stores?” 
 
    He has a wheezing laugh, typical of a seasoned smoker. “I was on my way back from a cigarette break when I heard noises. I found Jonathan Wright with his trousers round his ankles and sent him packing. Members aren’t allowed back of house.” 
 
     “What about the waitress?” 
 
    “She burst into tears and begged me not to report her. Said her husband had a foul temper and would go mad if she lost her job. The weekend was her only chance to get a break from him, I think she said. I can’t abide men who frighten their wives, can you?” 
 
    “No. Can you remember her name?” 
 
    “She was gone within a minute. I meant to look her up on the records, keep an eye on her in case her husband hit her, but I had trouble with my back and missed a few weeks. When I got back, she’d gone and so had Jonathan Wright. Got married, I think. That broke a few hearts.”  
 
    “Thanks, Terry. If you remember anything else, tell Linda.” 
 
    “I’ll write it down like a statement.” He clears his throat. “I know Mr Birchill’s had a bit of a past, but he’s been good to me. When I did my back, he sent a card and offered to pay for the taxi to go the chiropractor, got someone to shop for me. I thought you should know.” 
 
    “It’s noted, Terry. Thanks for your help.” 
 
    I put the phone down and settle back, going over what Terry told me. It sounds like Jonathan took advantage of vulnerable women, taking money from the wealthy while screwing the not so wealthy. He took a special interest in Freya though. 
 
    She must have seen him flirting and charming other women. 
 
    I ring her mobile, not sure if she’ll answer, not sure what I’ll say if she does. When her voicemail kicks in, I end the call and dial Pristine Pooches. The phone rings and rings. I only hold on because I want to hear her voice, even if it only tells me to leave a message. 
 
    Then again, she could be up to her elbows in wet Labrador. 
 
    Finally, she picks up the phone. She doesn’t speak, as if she knows it’s me. Then we speak together, apologise and repeat the process, asking the other to go first. 
 
    “Freya, the police have positively identified –”  
 
    “Jonathan,” she says, her voice hollow. “They came by at lunchtime.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “It was a bit of a shock. I don’t know how Connie’s taken the news as she’s not answering her phone.” 
 
    “Do you want to go over and make sure she’s all right? I can be with you in fifteen minutes,” I add when she doesn’t answer. 
 
    “Okay,” she says and puts down the phone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mark Layman’s guarding the entrance to the yard when I arrive. Dressed in loose jeans and a jacket that’s seen better days, he stands, feet apart, arms folded, his face brandishing a scowl that’s darker than the clouds. 
 
    “Freya’s had enough trouble,” he says, “what with the police stopping by. Still, good riddance to bad blood, that’s what I say.” 
 
    “I’m here to help her.” 
 
    “Take advantage, more like. You’re no better than the Wright boy, taking advantage. He gave Tessa Burnett a good seeing to on a regular basis. Twice his age she was and four times as stupid, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Who’s Tessa Burnett?” 
 
    “She ran Pristine Pooches for almost ten years. She taught Freya. If I’d known he was taking advantage of Freya, I would have sorted him out. But she went off and married the cheat without telling me, didn’t she?” 
 
    “We need to check on Connie Wright. She’s not answering the phone.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t go interfering in people’s grief.” 
 
    “What if she’s had an accident?” 
 
    “What’s it to you? Why are you so interested in the Wright boy? Police have arrested someone, haven’t they? It was on the news not ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “I was there when it happened.” 
 
    “What, you solved the case?” His scowl becomes a grin. “I knew you were on the case when you asked about Malcolm Wright. So he killed his boy. Can’t say I blame him. I knew something was wrong when he went missing the week after his boy. Is that how you solved the case?” he asks, shuffling closer. “Or was it something I told you?” 
 
    “I can’t say anything, Mr Layman.” 
 
    “Mark, please. You’re family now. You wait till I tell the lads I helped you solve the murder.” 
 
    “Don’t say anything, Mr Layman. You wouldn’t want to make it more difficult for the police, would you?” 
 
    “Good point,” he says, nodding. “Freya won’t be long. Can I tell her I helped you solve a murder?”  
 
    “Why don’t you surprise her when it’s all over? You can tell her exactly how you helped me, right? Not a word, okay?” 
 
    He grins and half skips his way back to his office, pausing only to give Freya a wave and an emphatic nod of approval. 
 
    She stops a couple of feet from me, nibbling her lower lip. I can’t believe the urge to protect her that sweeps through me. I gaze into her eyes, seeing pain, confusion, doubt and sadness. I’ve missed her more than I thought possible, but her dead husband’s come between us. 
 
    “What did you say to Dad? He was going to sort you out, he said.” 
 
    “He cares about you, Freya. We all do.” 
 
    I’m not sure what prompted the admission, but she rushes into my arms, kissing me, running her hands through my hair, kissing me again until I’m gasping for oxygen. In these moments, nothing else matters. No one else matters. Not Jonathan, his father, my father, Leila King. 
 
    They belong to another world. 
 
    “I’ve missed you,” she says, gazing into my eyes. “I can’t concentrate, thinking about you, about us, wondering whether Jonathan –” 
 
    I place a finger on her lips. “I know it’s not easy, finding out he’s dead, but he can’t come between us now.” 
 
    “That’s what you think,” she says, tears running down her face. “It’s my fault he’s dead.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Nine 
 
      
 
    “Your fault? What do you mean?” 
 
    Freya sniffs back the tears, staring at the farm buildings as if they hold the answer. In the silence, all kinds of thoughts race through my head. Farmers have quad bikes, tractors and trailers. They have tarpaulins to cover bodies. 
 
    I slip an arm around Freya’s shoulder and lead her to my car. Once inside, I ferret in the glove box for the travel pack of tissues Gemma kept there. 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” I say. 
 
    She pulls out a tissue and dabs at her cheek. She takes a deep breath, staring ahead, twisting the tissue in her fingers as she speaks. 
 
    “We’d just got off the plane from Vegas when he rang her. I was at the luggage carousel, waiting for our cases. I didn’t realise he’d walked off until I turned to talk to him. I spotted him in the corner, smiling and joking on his phone. I knew it was her.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    The tissue rips in her fingers. “I never knew her name. She was always texting him. He spent half his life texting. So many women waved and smiled at him when he took me to the casino. I lost count of the women who hugged him, kissed him. He was like a celebrity. Even though he swore I was the only woman he loved, he craved the attention they gave him. I believed all his excuses, of course, until we got home.” 
 
    She smiles and takes my hand. 
 
    “Half an hour after we got home, he went out again. He said he had business to settle, debts to clear so we could start our life together with a clean slate. I might have believed him if he’d taken the money.” 
 
    “What money?” 
 
    “He had a secret stash. When he won, he always put some money aside. I’d only ever seen him lose, so I was surprised to find so much money. He’d borrowed from me, maxing out my credit cards when he had thousands in a box. I wanted to take it all, to throw it in his face, but I had to pretend I didn’t know. 
 
    “The casino rang to make sure he hadn’t forgotten a meeting the next day. I asked them to confirm it by email, so he wouldn’t forget. When he came home I said nothing and ran him a bath. That’s when I checked his phone and found an email from the casino.” 
 
    She takes another tissue before continuing. 
 
    “I couldn’t believe how much he owed. How could they let him lose so much?  I confronted him when he came out of the bath. We argued. He slapped me and I stumbled, banging my head against the bed. I lay there in shock, too scared to move, to speak. He shouted at me, accusing me of spying on him, trying to control his life. 
 
    “When he went out again, I rang the casino. I spoke to a nice woman, telling her Jonathan had bought a single plane ticket to South America. When he didn’t return in the morning, I knew he’d spent the night with another woman. When he still hadn’t showed or contacted me by the evening, I wondered if the casino had beaten him up or something. I rang Connie the next day, thinking she’d know where he was, but she didn’t even know we’d gone to Vegas.” 
 
    “You think someone from the casino killed him, don’t you?” 
 
    “If I hadn’t rung the casino, he’d be alive. When I saw his posts on Facebook I convinced myself he was in America, but he was lying in a grave, wasn’t he?” 
 
    I pull her close, telling her it wasn’t her fault. Yet I can’t help wondering if my father, or Peter Stone and Syd Collins, had decided to teach Jonathan a lesson. After all, he’d conned them about the Maserati. Maybe the beating went too far. They didn’t mean to kill him and suddenly they had a corpse. Did they stop for a cigarette, discussing how and where to dispose of the body? Did they go through the possibilities, try to cover all eventualities? 
 
    If so, why did they bury the body on their boss’s land? 
 
    Maybe they didn’t know it was his land. 
 
    No, the body was buried there for a purpose. 
 
    Freya raises her head. “What if Jonathan was going to pay them with his secret stash? I never gave him a chance.” 
 
    “The casino didn’t do it,” I say, wondering how to tell her about my father. 
 
    “There’s a video on Facebook, showing the police escorting Miles Birchill from the Ace of Hearts.” She reaches into her bag and pulls out her phone. “I should tell the police about my phone call and the money, shouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Let’s check on Connie first,” I say, reaching for my seatbelt. 
 
    “Of course,” Freya says, looking guilty. “She must be in a terrible state. I wish she’d rung me. I hate the idea of her being alone in that bungalow. She doesn’t even know the neighbours.” 
 
    Freya talks about Connie as I head across country and north of Hailsham to Herstmonceux. Though I’m listening to Freya, I’m trying to work out what to tell her, how to tell her about my father. She won’t be pleased to learn I’ve held out on her. Then again, if Ashley’s right, Freya lied about her divorce. 
 
    She could still be married to Rick Preston. 
 
    I wait till we stop at the roundabout at the bottom of Battle Road. “You know Rick trashed the hotel room we stayed in.” 
 
    She nods. “DI Goodman said he followed us there.” 
 
    “She said you were still married to him.” 
 
    Freya closes her eyes. “I knew you didn’t believe me when I took off my rings.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me the truth?” 
 
    The sound of a car horn from behind forces me to drive on. As soon as we clear the rise on the other side of the roundabout, I pull into the entrance of the old council yard at Amberstone, stopping in front of the gates. 
 
    “Do you believe in karma, fate, love at first sight, Kent?” She’s looking into my eyes, regret etched into her face. “I’m one of those hopeless romantics who fall for the wrong guy every time, but I keep trying, always believing I’ll get it right next time.” 
 
    She shifts and turns to face me, a smile easing away the anxiety. “Then one day, out of the blue, in walks Kent Fisher, environmental health officer and super sleuth, as the papers call him. He’s taller and more handsome than I ever imagined. He’s got the dreamiest eyes, watching me fondle my boob. When our eyes meet, it’s ... it’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. This is the real thing at last.” 
 
    She takes my hands. “You felt it too. I could see it in your eyes. And then I remembered the rings. Too late. You’d seen them. Oh, the disappointment in your eyes. Most men wouldn’t have cared the way I was coming on, but it troubled you. I improvised.” 
 
    I don’t blame her for lying. I’ve hardly been honest, have I? 
 
    I’m struggling with love at first sight though. It’s for lonely people with vivid imaginations, seeking comfort, wanting to feel worthwhile. 
 
    The attraction to Freya was nuclear, I’ll admit, but love? 
 
    I don’t think so. 
 
    It took me eight years to realise I was in love with Gemma. Even then I doubted myself, afraid to express my feelings in case they weren’t reciprocated. And when I finally said those three words, I expected her to laugh, to call me sentimental and soppy. 
 
    “By improvising, you mean you drove off when I went to talk to your father?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “When you mentioned Wright Choice Foods, I knew Jonathan would come between us. For the first time in years, I wondered whether he was dead after all.” 
 
    “Yet you came to the Eight Bells?” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to let you go without a fight. When I saw whatshername with her tongue in your ear I couldn’t handle it. I saw how you looked at me and yet you were cosying up to her.” 
 
    “Are you going to divorce Rick?” 
 
    “I was divorcing him. I had the first decree. It brought him back, begging me to try again. He tried to make things work, but then you walked through the door.” She smiles to herself. “When I got home, I rang a locksmith. Then I filled out the form for the final decree and put it in the post. It should come through any day.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me Miles Birchill was your father?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty 
 
      
 
    It serves me right. “Did Ashley tell you?” 
 
    Freya nods. “When she came to tell me Rick had trashed the hotel room. I didn’t believe her – about you and Miles Birchill, not the room. She was trying to force us apart and I was having none of it. Did she tell you I was still married?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “I knew it. Talk about devious. Anyway, I didn’t believe her ... until a couple of minutes ago. When I offered to show you the video of the arrest, you flinched.” 
 
    “Did I?” 
 
    She nods. “You should have seen the anxiety in your eyes when I said I was going to talk to the police about what I’d done. So, how do you feel about your father being arrested?” 
 
    “I don’t think he did it.” 
 
    “Because he’s your father or because you know different?” 
 
    I consider for a moment. “Small details that don’t make sense. I’m working on it. How do you feel, Freya? It affects you too.” 
 
    “I’m hoping you can put in a word so I can get my money back. Sorry,” she says, “that’s not funny under the circumstances.” 
 
    “What if my father instructed his people to get rid of your husband?” 
 
    “You didn’t ask him to do it, did you?” 
 
    I look into her eyes, not sure what I’ve done to deserve her. “You’re amazing,” I say, looking into her eyes. 
 
    “And don’t you forget it.” She kisses me so softly, so gently, I feel my doubts melt away. “But if I tell DI Goodman about my phone call to the casino it’ll make things worse.” 
 
    “No worse than they already are. You have to do what’s right, Freya.” 
 
    “Was it right to take Jonathan’s secret stash of cash?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Freya rings Connie’s bell. When there’s no answer, she uses her key and lets us into the bungalow. An ominous silence fills the place, heightening my senses and concern. There’s a half-eaten sandwich and a full glass of milk on the table. The copy of Dead Simple by Peter James lies face down on the sofa. 
 
    Freya calls out again as we head into the kitchen, where a chopping board and knife lie on the worktop. An empty plastic milk bottle stands in the sink. Freya calls again and leads me to the bedroom. As she’s about to enter, there’s a thud within, like something heavy falling to the floor. 
 
    I ease her out of the way and push open the door, ready for anything. Freya flicks on the light to reveal Connie, dressed in a loose nightgown, standing over a broken ceramic horse on the floor. Tears roll down her face. 
 
    Freya goes over and eases her away from the broken shards of pottery. She leads her out of the bedroom. I gather up the pieces of horse and drop them into a pedal bin. A quick glance around the room reveals a cup of cold tea on the bedside cabinet. When I straighten the pillows I spot the tablet computer, peeping out from under the duvet. 
 
    She’s been looking at photographs of her son. 
 
    Connie hasn’t eaten since the police visit. We walk her into the living room and switch on the electric fire to warm her. Though unsteady on her feet, there’s anger in her eyes. She sits with her back straight and agrees to a fresh cup of tea. She doesn’t look at me when she speaks in a clear, but flat tone. 
 
    “My boy died when he stole money from my purse, desperate to impress a girl at school. He took her out for a meal, paid for everything and took her home. When she didn’t invite him in, he went around the school next day, saying how cheap and easy she was, telling everyone she’d been all over him. He was sixteen. 
 
    “The girl’s brother beat him to a pulp and left him in an alley. When he came home, he said, ‘You should see the other guy’. That was his trouble, Mr Fisher. He lived in a fantasy world. He never took responsibility for his actions. We tried, but it only made him go out of his way to antagonise us.” 
 
    She pauses when Freya returns with a tray, setting it on the table. 
 
    “He was a miracle,” Connie says. “We’d given up on having children when ... I’m sure you can imagine our joy at the news. But from that point I was scared that something would happen to him. He was so precious to me, I spoilt him. He knew how scared I was of losing him, so he did whatever he wanted with impunity. Mum would always come to the rescue.” 
 
    “Is there anything you can tell us about the time before he died, Mrs Wright? Anything unusual or different in his routines.” 
 
    “Apart from marrying Freya?” She clasps Freya’s hand and gives her an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry I created a monster, love. I know you tried your best.” 
 
    “Was there anyone who wanted to hurt Jonathan?” Freya asks. 
 
    Connie shrugs. “We hardly saw him from one week to the next.” 
 
    “Did anyone come round to the warehouse, looking for him?” I ask. 
 
    She shakes her head. “We had deliveries. Freya and her father popped round sometimes. There were the occasional sales people with their shiny brochures.” 
 
    “Last time you mentioned a fire officer,” Freya says. “Trading Standards too. I had the impression you thought they were picking on you.” 
 
    “Someone with a grudge?” I ask. 
 
    “Well, they came around so close together, if that’s what you mean. The chap from the fire brigade was a right misery guts, complaining about the way his bosses treated him, sending him out on boring jobs to places in the back of beyond. It didn’t stop him checking every corner, every nook and cranny, mind. He was determined to find as much wrong as possible. I didn’t think he was going to leave until Jonathan returned.” 
 
    “What about Trading Standards?” I ask. 
 
    “Someone said we were selling out of date food, which was rubbish. She had a quick look round, checked our invoices and delivery notes and left, apologising for troubling us. Your inspectors were the only regular visitors, Mr Fisher. That’s why the others stick in my mind. I never saw them before or after.” 
 
    “Is there anything we can do for you, Connie?” I ask. 
 
    She shakes her head and reaches for Peter James. “Jonathan could have written books with all the stories and lies he told. I hope he wasn’t buried alive like the character in this book,” she says with a shudder. 
 
    We drink tea and chat a little more about Jonathan before leaving. Back in the car, I ask Freya what she thinks. 
 
    “It looks like someone had a grudge against Wright Choice Foods.” 
 
    “Or Jonathan,” I say. 
 
    “But why send fire officers and trading standards?” she asks, buckling her seatbelt. “Why not take him down a dark alley?” 
 
    It’s a good point. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-One 
 
      
 
    We stop at Pasta Paradise in Tollingdon for a bite to eat and a summary of my investigation. Freya listens while enjoying her pasta with extra chilli. When I finish telling her, she puts down her fork and wipes the sauce from the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “If DI Goodman thinks the murder and the fire at Station Diner are connected, why isn’t she investigating both?” 
 
    “She might be,” I reply. “That’s the trouble. I’ve no idea what she’s doing. She used me to get to my father though.” 
 
    Freya doesn’t look convinced. “What about the woman at the Ace of Hearts?” 
 
    “Gill Kaine?” 
 
    “Why do you think she might be Leila King? She sounds like she’s in cahoots with Hossain to defraud the insurance company.” 
 
    I chew on my pizza, not sure I want to mention the anagram connection. It makes me look like I’m desperate. 
 
    Freya leans over and pinches a piece of chilli. “What if DI Goodman wants you to think there’s a connection? Just because Station Diner’s in the same building as the Rosy Lee Café, doesn’t mean they’re connected.” 
 
    “What if ...” I pause, not sure what flashed through my brain. “Sorry, it’s gone. That’s the trouble. I’m missing something.” 
 
    She takes my hand. “Then let’s go through everything you’ve got and see if anything jumps out.” 
 
    “It could take some time.” 
 
    “We should spend more time together.” 
 
    I look into her eyes and thank my lucky stars. Of all the businesses that supplied the Rosy Lee Café I found the one that occupied the unit opposite hers. Was it luck or fate? No, Wright Choice Foods was the only local supplier. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I drive straight through Jevington to the other end of the village. Ashley’s cottage is dark and her Audi’s not there or in the Eight Bells’ car park. If she’s interviewing my father she can’t drop into Meadow Farm. 
 
    “That’s where she lives,” I say. “She moved in a week ago.” 
 
    Freya stares at the cottage. “She’s not going to give up, Kent. I don’t want to think about how she’ll react if you prove she’s wrong about your father.” 
 
    I’m well aware of the threat Ashley poses, but it does nothing to lift the feeling of unease in my stomach. She’s given me a day and a half’s grace because she thinks I’ll make a fool of myself. 
 
    What if she’s right? What if she has compelling evidence she’s kept to herself? 
 
    When I pull up outside Meadow Farm, I wonder how Freya’s coping. It can’t be easy, talking about the murder of her second husband. She shared a life and a bed with Jonathan Wright, albeit briefly. She loved him and someone snuffed out his life. 
 
    “Are you okay, investigating the death of your husband? It’s not like he’s a stranger, a name in a newspaper.” 
 
    “Jonathan was a stranger,” she says. “A charming, funny and totally captivating stranger.” 
 
    “What if my father is responsible?” 
 
    “You’ll do what’s right. It’s in your DNA.” 
 
    Guided by my torch, we walk along the path, my arm around her waist, her head resting on my shoulder. One or two of the dogs are barking in the kennels, disturbed by a fox or rabbit. Columbo soon joins in, scratching at the door to go out. Frances lets him out and he stops, sniffing the air before scurrying towards the kennels. Then he spots us and bullets across the grass to greet us. 
 
    Freya scoops him up, letting him plaster her face with kisses. She carries him to the mobile home, where Frances takes him and sets him down. His claws click on the vinyl as he jumps about, eager for more attention. Frances gathers up her plate and utensils from the table and places them in the sink. 
 
    “Vegetable curry slice?” I ask, enjoying the spicy aroma. 
 
    “Niamh brought loads. I put most of them in the freezer.” 
 
    “Freya’s here to help with the murder at the caravan park.”  
 
    “It was on the news earlier. I recorded it for you.” 
 
    I gesture to the sofa. “Shall we?” 
 
    Freya settles down beside me, Columbo on her lap. I soon find the recording on the Freesat box and settle back. A male presenter, whose name I can never remember, looks straight into the camera, his expression sombre. 
 
    “South East News has received reports that entrepreneur and multimillionaire, Miles Birchill, has been taken in for questioning by Sussex Police, investigating the murder of Jonathan Wright, whose body lay undisturbed in a grave on land Mr Birchill once owned. Police raided his casino, the Ace of Hearts, in Brighton earlier this afternoon. Staff and members watched while he was escorted from the premises into a waiting police car. A spokesperson for Sussex Police informed us that Mr Birchill is helping them with their enquiries. 
 
    “We can now go live to our reporter in Brighton.” 
 
    The local reporter repeats everything the presenter said for those with short attention spans. She then pauses to show mobile phone footage of my father being escorted out of the front entrance of the casino, flanked by two officers. He looks lost, his confidence and swagger replaced by disbelief and uncertainty. There’s a brief interchange between the presenter and reporter before a promise of more details during the late bulletin. 
 
    “No sign of DI Goodman,” Freya remarks. 
 
    “She was putting me in my place at the time.” 
 
    I switch off the TV, surprised by how shaken I feel. Suddenly, the enormity of the task ahead hits me. I’m not battling Ashley, I’m up against the Major Incident Team of Sussex Police. 
 
    I’m out of my depth. 
 
    Freya frowns. “Are you all right, Kent?” 
 
    I look into her dark eyes, seeing a resolve I haven’t noticed before. Despite her marital failures and troubles, she’s still standing, as Elton John would say, still hopeful for the future. Like Gemma, and most women, I suspect, Freya has a core of steel. 
 
    “We’ve got a case to review,” I say, rising. 
 
    Columbo jumps to the floor, ready for action. I take Freya’s hand and help her to her feet. “Do you want to join us, Frances?” 
 
    “I’m no Gemma,” she says. “Niamh’s showing me how to make naan bread.” 
 
    Frances pulls on her camouflage jacket and leaves, making sure Columbo doesn’t follow. I slip him a treat and make tea. Armed with our mugs, we head for my bedroom and the computer. 
 
    “It’s small, but cosy,” I say as she settles on the bed. Columbo lies next to her, panting as she strokes his fur and tickles his ears. 
 
    While the PC boots, I pull the papers and folders from their cardboard box. I’m already structuring the review in my thoughts, identifying the key points. 
 
    “Won’t be long,” I say, sitting beside her. 
 
    I slide my arm around her waist and nuzzle her neck, enjoying the scent of her. My lips trace along her jaw and chin until they find her mouth. Her kiss is intense, promising pleasures for later. 
 
    “Tell me about Gemma,” Freya says. “She helped you, didn’t she?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have solved the cases without her. She saved my life too.” 
 
    “Big shoes to fill. Why isn’t she helping you?” 
 
    “She’s getting married on Saturday in Stratford upon Avon.” 
 
    “We’d better get a move on then. Can’t have you missing her big day.” 
 
    “I need to support my father,” I say, wondering why I mentioned the wedding.  
 
    “A lot could change in the next couple of days.” 
 
    A lot could change if Freya discovers my relationship with Gemma. 
 
    No more lies, I said. 
 
    I return to my seat and log into the computer. “Gemma and I were together for a few months,” I say, watching Freya’s reaction. “But I couldn’t compete with Richard. He’s a great bloke – loyal, considerate, eager to please and besotted with her.” 
 
    “You make him sound like a spaniel.” 
 
    It’s not a bad description. 
 
    “So why did she choose him? You took her out solving murders. How cool is that? Shit,” she says, casting me a nervous glance. “We’re looking for someone who kills people. This is real, isn’t it?” 
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    We start with the archives from the town hall basement. The paperwork lies in neat bundles on the bed, surrounding Columbo. 
 
    “You’re sure someone went through the records for the Rosy Lee Café?” Freya asks, looking up. “Why would someone rifle through your records?” 
 
    Suddenly, I feel uneasy. My investigation started with those archived inspection records, but someone was already ahead of me. 
 
    “They wanted information about my visit,” I reply.  
 
    “You interviewed Henry Potter and his wife, Gladys. Anyone else? Waiting staff, cleaners?” 
 
    “Leila King claimed she worked there. She said Gladys sent her home when I arrived.” 
 
    Freya ruffles Columbo’s fur. “Maybe someone wanted to see if her name was on your records. Do you know when they did it?” 
 
    “People can come and go without attracting attention.” 
 
    “So it could have been months, even years?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “So it was recent. Do you think someone knew you were about to investigate?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Unless Ashley told someone.” 
 
    “She’d have to report to her bosses, right?” 
 
    “She told me she was working unofficially.” 
 
    “Yet she’s running the show,” Freya says. “I’ve been thinking about this. We know she followed us to the Travelodge. What if she told Rick we were there, hoping he’d beat you up? She moved into the same village as you, Kent. Either she’s stalking you ...” 
 
    “Or I’m being watched.” 
 
    Columbo tilts his head and looks at me as if I should have worked this out some time ago. 
 
    I kiss Freya on the cheek. “I like working with you, Miss Layman.” 
 
    “Concentrate,” she says, pushing me away. “Who knows you keep archives in the basement?” 
 
    “Everyone at the council, public bodies like Trading Standards, the police and the county council.” 
 
    “Do you use private contractors?” 
 
    “I know, it could be anybody,” I say, unable to staunch my frustration. 
 
    She shakes her head. “Anybody could have snuck into the basement, but who would know you kept your old inspection files there? If you snuck in, you wouldn’t want to spend hours looking for the right file in case someone disturbed you.” 
 
    “I’ll add my team to the list of suspects,” I say.  
 
    “You don’t think someone going through a file is important?” 
 
    “No, it’s the number of people it could be. I’ve already checked with Brian, who manages the archives, and it could be anyone with access to a key.” 
 
    “Or someone we’ve overlooked. What about Leila King? What’s her link to the murder?” 
 
    “No link unless she’s Gill Kaine.” 
 
    “She’s the accountant at the Ace of Hearts.” 
 
    “Someone deleted Jonathan and Gill Kaine’s records from the Ace of Hearts database and made it look like my father did it. I think it’s her.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Once again, I’m forced to confront my lack of evidence. “Would you believe her name’s an anagram of Leila King?” 
 
    “Who you discounted after you met her.” 
 
    “Someone at the Ace of Hearts hacked into my father’s account to do the necessary. Gill Kaine didn’t show up for work one day, shortly after Jonathan vanished. His debt was deleted from the system. But someone else knew about you and chased the debt. If no one had come after you, if you hadn’t paid, there would have been no record of Jonathan’s debt.” 
 
    Freya whistles. “Are you saying Jonathan may never have been identified if I hadn’t paid his debts?” 
 
    “You only knew about his debts because Collins and Peter Stone came to see you.” 
 
    “Someone went to a lot of trouble to hide his murder, didn’t they?” 
 
    “And put the blame on my father.” 
 
    She bundles up some of my notes. “Are we discounting Leila King or not? Sounds like you only took an interest because DI Goodman told you to.” 
 
    I scroll through the notes on the computer. “Leila managed a restaurant in Brighton that had a fire. And a fire at a nail bar.” 
 
    “How does that help with the murder?” 
 
    I remember Gemma shooting holes through my theories. That’s how we homed in on the truth, eliminating the lies and misconceptions, the unlikely and some of my more creative ideas. 
 
    “We need a break,” I say. 
 
    “I’ll make us a cup of tea.” 
 
    “No, a lucky break.” 
 
    “Will I do?” 
 
    Freya sits on my lap. She kisses me, running her fingers through my hair. With the passion she’s arousing, I could easily forget about Jonathan’s murder for a while. Only I daren’t forget. Ashley Goodman’s homing in on my father. If I don’t uncover the truth, he could go to prison. 
 
    “There must be something here,” I say, gesturing to the scanned files and notes. 
 
    “Or here,” she says, stretching for the mouse. She scrolls over my notes about the fires in Brighton and at Station Diner, her eyebrows furrowed as she concentrates. Then with a frustrated sigh, she gets to her feet and goes across to the files on the bed. She flicks through the pages, looking irritated, and then she grins. 
 
    “What have you found?” I ask, joining her. 
 
    “I remembered seeing something that happened about a month before you started checking, but it’s only a health and safety inspection of the basement.” 
 
    “With a fire officer,” I say, feeling a familiar tingle of anticipation. “Didn’t Connie say a fire officer and Jonathan took an instant dislike to each other?” 
 
    I can hear the pieces falling into place. “We demand a fire safety inspection before we issue a licence for caravan sites. The details for Sunshine View are here somewhere.” 
 
    With renewed energy we begin searching, waking Columbo, who barks and wags his tail.  
 
    “Here we are,” she says, waving a small sheaf of papers at me. “The site was inspected in October, ten years ago, ahead of a new licence for a change of ownership. Was it before you closed the Rosy Lee Café?” 
 
    “A month before. There should be another inspection before the site was extended.” 
 
    She turns the page and nods. “It says there was a visit when the site wanted to extend its opening times. How would that affect fire safety?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t. Let me have a look.” I take the notes, which give no details of who carried out the inspections. “I’ll ring Bob Glover in the morning, see if he can check his archives and tell me who did the inspections.” 
 
    As we bundle the papers together, Columbo barks and leaps off the bed, racing down the hall. I glance through the window, wondering if it’s Frances returning. It’s a man, using the torch on his mobile phone to make his way to our door. 
 
    “William Rodgers, my father’s solicitor,” I say, heading for the lounge. “Quiet, Columbo!” 
 
    He ignores me as usual, pushing out of the door the moment I open it. He flies past William, who looks tired and drawn, his immaculate hair limp against his forehead. Once inside, he unbuttons the jacket of his expensive suit, nodding to Freya when she approaches. He takes a seat on the sofa, stretching out his legs, and places his leather briefcase on the table. 
 
    Freya picks up the kettle. “Tea? I’m Freya, by the way.” 
 
    “William Rodgers,” he says in his smooth, Roger Moore voice. “Do you have any biscuits, Kent? I haven’t eaten since lunch, if you discount the rather bland sandwich we had at the station.” 
 
    “How’s it going?” I ask. 
 
    “They’re holding Miles overnight for further questioning tomorrow. DI Goodman’s case relies heavily on the circumstantial, as I’m sure you realise. I thought we’d dismiss it before midnight. Then she dropped the bombshell.” 
 
    He rubs his eyes with his knuckles. “You probably don’t know, but the victim had a menu in his pocket when they found him.” 
 
    “It was laminated.” 
 
    He stops rubbing his eyes. “How do you know? The detail was never released into the public domain. Did DI Goodman tell you?” 
 
    I can see where he’s heading. “No, she didn’t.” 
 
    “Then how do you know?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s perfectly legal,” I say. “I also know the name Peter Stone, along with a mobile phone number, was written on the menu.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he says, sitting upright. “But we weren’t expecting Miles to leave a thumb and a fingerprint on the laminate.” 
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    William dips into his briefcase and pulls out a sheet of paper. He holds it between thumb and forefinger to demonstrate. “Thumb and forefinger print on opposite sides,” he says. “DI Goodman asked him if he held it like that while he wiped off the rest of his prints.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    He scrunches the paper into a ball. “Miles told me there are computer records from the casino that show he deleted files relating to the victim and his debts.” 
 
    “I saw them earlier,” I say. “He believes someone hacked into his account.” 
 
    “Either way, when Goodman’s techies recover the details, we’re in trouble.” He shakes his head and sighs. “Do you have anything to cheer him up, Kent?” 
 
    “Ideas, no more.” 
 
    He declines tea and rises. “DI Goodman plans to interview you on Friday, Kent. We’ll need to prepare.” 
 
    We shake hands and he leaves. Columbo trots back inside. He leaps onto the sofa and settles on my lap, sensing my anxiety. He looks up and licks my face. 
 
    “Someone planned the murder in minute detail,” I say. “Before committing the murder, someone handed my father a laminate sheet to get his fingerprints. It had to be someone he worked with.” 
 
    Freya looks thoughtful. “He might have a laminator at home.” 
 
    Georgina answers on the second ring. She sounds anxious. “Are they charging Miles with murder?” 
 
    “Who told you that?” 
 
    “One of Teddy’s old pals suggested I might want to distance myself from Miles. What’s going on, Kent?” 
 
    “They’re keeping him in overnight.” 
 
    “He’s in trouble then.” 
 
    “Do you know if he has or ever had a laminator?” 
 
    “A what?” she asks. 
 
    “You place a piece of paper between clear plastic sheets and feed it through a machine that seals the sides together.” 
 
    “Is it important? Of course it is. It must be or you wouldn’t ask. Well, we have a room filled with unopened boxes.” 
 
    “I’ll come over and help,” I say, glancing at my watch. “Take care. When the media find out he’s moved in with you, they’ll be outside your door.” 
 
    My phone rings as soon as I end the call. It’s Tommy Logan from the Tollingdon Tribune. “A little bird tells me one of your more generous benefactors is in grave trouble, Kent.” 
 
     “I have many generous benefactors, Tommy. But you’re not one of them.” 
 
    “None are as generous as Miles Birchill. A little bird tells me you were with him at his casino when his luck ran out.” 
 
    “I’m going to block your phone number, Tommy.” 
 
    I end the call and turn to Freya. “It won’t be long before the world knows that Miles Birchill is my father.” 
 
    Freya slides a hand around my waist and rests her head on my shoulder. “It’s hardly news compared to murder, is it?” 
 
    I kiss her forehead. “Thanks for keeping my feet on the ground. I’d better warn Niamh.” 
 
    Freya pulls me back. “Leave it till the morning,”  
 
    Columbo barks once more and heads for the door. Moments later, Frances walks in with a couple of boxes of cakes. “Did you see the late news? Miles is being held in custody overnight.” 
 
    “I know,” I say, checking the boxes. “It’s going to be a challenge to squeeze a nail file into one of these cupcakes.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” she asks. 
 
    “Old joke,” I say, feeling anything but humorous. “How’s Niamh?” 
 
    “She insists you return his donations. She’s not having a murderer on the sanctuary’s books.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Four 
 
      
 
    I’m awake when Freya brings me cup of tea at five on Thursday morning. I hadn’t planned to stay the night at her flat, but as she said, there was nothing I could do to help my father until morning. 
 
    She slips into bed and snuggles up close. When we kiss her breath tastes menthol fresh. “Have you been up long?” I ask. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep with you tossing and turning.” 
 
    I stretch my arms and yawn. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to keep you awake.” 
 
    “No probs. I caught up on a few episodes of Dallas. It’s so far-fetched with all those impossibly glamorous women and shoulder pads, but totally addictive.” 
 
    “What did you say?” I ask, feeling another tingle in the back of my mind. 
 
    “I was saying how far-fetched Dallas was. I watched it with my mother in the 1980s.” She stops and studies me. “What is it?” 
 
    “For a moment I thought I’d made a connection.” I sigh and shake my head, wishing I didn’t feel so lethargic. “It’s like putting a name to a song you remember. When you said far-fetched, I ...” 
 
    She kisses me and snuggles up closer. “Maybe you need a little stimulation,” she says, sliding her hand under the duvet. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I reach my desk by eight, surprised to find Nigel and Charlie already in the office and working at their computers. Their electricity bridges the gap between the desks, giving them both contented, smiling faces. 
 
    With a determined effort, I push aside thoughts of Freya. I ring the Ace of Hearts, knowing Linda will be at her desk, if she left it at all last night. 
 
    “William asked me about a laminator,” she says, sounding as weary as I feel, “but I can’t find one. The basement’s a junk store. I’ve never seen so many broken chairs, old slot machines, telephones, microwave ovens. Everything but a laminator.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I say, wondering how bad it would look if my father’s fingerprints were found on a laminator. 
 
    “I came across some old laptops though. Terry’s going to remove the hard drives and connect them to his computer at home.” She yawns loudly and apologises. “He’s probably working on them as we speak, bless him. Then, a few minutes ago, while I was getting some coffee, I noticed a small sticker on the machine.” 
 
    Charlie waves at me and mouths the word, ‘Tea’, forming the letter with her fingers. I nod and pass her my mug. 
 
    “Every piece of equipment has a unique serial number for insurance purposes,” Linda’s saying. “I rang Terry for the numbers and one of the laptops was used to produce identity cards. You take a digital photo, load it onto the laptop and the software produces a card image. We had a special printer to produce the ID cards in house. I’ve no idea what happened to it, but –” 
 
    “You have a collection of staff photos.” 
 
    “And names,” she says, sounding excited. “The laptop dates back twelve years, so I’ve asked Terry to look for Gill Kaine. Is there anyone else?” 
 
    “Terry caught Jonathan Wright with one of your waitresses? If he recognises the woman among the photos, I’d appreciate a name.” 
 
    “Don’t get too excited,” she says. “He didn’t sound too hopeful he could recover anything when I spoke to him. He won’t give up though.” 
 
    “Like you,” I say, admiring her dedication. “You need to get some sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll sleep when they release Miles. Good luck, Kent. We’re banking on you.” 
 
    No pressure then. 
 
    I settle back, wondering what to do if Terry can’t lift the images. 
 
    “Are things going well?” I ask Charlie when she places a mug of tea before me. I gesture towards Nigel, who’s looking smarter than usual. 
 
    “Brilliant, thanks. We have so much in common. How about you? You look shattered if you don’t mind me saying.” 
 
    “It’s this list of instructions Danni’s given me. She’s only away tomorrow for a long weekend.” 
 
    “It’s the wedding, isn’t it? Nigel told me about you and Gemma. I’m sorry it didn’t work out.” 
 
    “The best man won. Or in this case he didn’t.” 
 
    She frowns for a moment and then smiles. “Nigel told me about the engagement party when Richard asked you to be best man. It sounds complicated.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I blew it. Don’t follow my example.” 
 
    She shares a smile with Nigel that makes me feel good. 
 
    My faith in human nature restored, I set aside Danni’s instructions and reminders and call up the file for Sunshine View Caravan Park. If I’m going to ask Bob Glover about one of his fire safety colleagues, it helps to have a name. 
 
    Only there’s no fire inspection report attached to the file. The notes refer to a verbal report from the fire officer, confirming everything was in order. The written report was supposed to follow, but either it never arrived, or someone forgot to scan a copy for the file. 
 
    Noise and nuisance complaints from adjoining residents make up most of the file entries for Sunshine View. Four and half years ago, we asked East Sussex Fire and Rescue to comment on any issues before we licensed the new part of the site. No written report again – only verbal advice about warning signs. 
 
    “Nigel, have you had problems getting fire officer reports for caravan sites?” 
 
    He thinks for a moment and shakes his head. “Bob Glover used to take weeks to produce a report, but they were always thorough. He moved on a few years ago, didn’t he?” 
 
    “He’s a fire investigator now.” 
 
    I ring Sunshine View and recognise Elvis Harper’s voice. “It’s Kent Fisher at environmental health. Can you remember a visit by the fire officer to look at the new part of the site?” 
 
    “You mean the guy who drove my dad insane with his questions?” 
 
    “Do you remember his name?” 
 
    “No, but my dad will. I’ll transfer you.” 
 
    A few moments later, Daniel Harper talks to me in his broad Sussex accent. “Elvis says you want to know about the fire officer. Glover’s his name. Right miserable bugger he was. He came here twice.” 
 
    I grab my pen. “The first would have been before the original site opened.” 
 
    “Before my time, Mr Fisher. You’d need to talk to Mr Birchill about that.” 
 
    “Of course. So when did Bob Glover first visit?” 
 
    “He popped in a few months before we started work on the new site. Said he’d heard we were extending and wanted me to show him the layout. He couldn’t have been here more than fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “This was before the body was discovered.” 
 
    “Gave me the shock of my life, seeing that arm sticking out of the soil.” 
 
    “I can imagine, Mr Harper. What about the second visit?” 
 
    “That was after we’d extended the site. Spent all day here, asking me questions, talking about the body. I thought he’d never go.” 
 
    “Thanks for your help, Mr Harper.” 
 
    I put the phone down, not sure what to make of Bob Glover’s casual visit to the caravan park. I often pop into places for a cup a tea, especially where I’m on good terms with the owners. It’s a chance to cement good relationships and find out what’s happening locally. You’d be surprised what people tell you about other businesses. 
 
    Before I can think any more about it, Danni summons me to her office. 
 
    She’s dressed in yet another short skirt and jacket combo. She’s also had her hair trimmed and tinted in preparation for the wedding on Saturday. 
 
    But she’s not going. 
 
    “I saw the local news last night, about the body they found near Alfriston.” 
 
    It was only a matter of time before she discovered I was investigating and asking Charlie to get information. “I can explain,” I say. 
 
    “So it’s true? Miles Birchill is your father.” 
 
    She turns her monitor to let me read the headline on the Tollingdon Tribune’s website. 
 
    Miles Birchill’s secret love child. 
 
    I don’t want to read what Tommy Logan has written. “Yes, he’s my father.” 
 
    “And he needs you,” she says, turning the monitor back. “I want you to go home. There’s no way you can concentrate with this going on.” 
 
    I try to argue, but she cuts me off. “It’s an instruction, Kent. You’re of no use to me when your mind’s elsewhere. Go home and I’ll brief the team.” 
 
    “You must go to the wedding, Danni.” 
 
    “Gemma won’t notice if I’m not there. And it’s not like we’re going to see her again, is it? Now go before Tommy Logan gets here.” 
 
    At the door, I stop. “Thank you for not asking if he did it.” 
 
    “If you need anything ring me, day or night.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Charlie asks when I return to my desk. “You look bemused?” 
 
    “Can you do something urgently?” I ask, shutting down my PC. “You know the fire at Hossain’s restaurant in Brighton? Can you get me the name of the fire investigator? I’m going home for the rest of the week.” 
 
    “I thought you looked a bit peaky.” 
 
    “Danni will explain. Can you get those details now?” 
 
    “Two minutes,” she says, picking up her phone. 
 
    I pull on my jacket, pocket my phone, and slip out of the office. I’m at the bottom of the stairs when Charlie rings. 
 
    “Bob Glover,” she says. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I exit the town hall, wondering why Bob Glover needed to look up the fire investigation report for the restaurant when he wrote it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

   
 
    Fifty-Five 
 
      
 
    On the journey home, I make plans for the next few days. Tommy Logan’s headline may be local news, but he’ll be pushing it at the national media, hoping for a scoop. My father’s kept a lower profile than usual over the past six months, but as the prime suspect in a murder enquiry, that’s about to change. 
 
    Back at Meadow Farm, I check the texts that have rolled in. Most are from colleagues, offering support and best wishes. Even the Chief Executive wishes me well. Charlie asks me to ring her if I need anything, absolutely anything. 
 
    I text back my thanks. 
 
    I stop to help Niamh load the van for her delivery round. Even in a white coat, she looks elegant, the Fisher’s Fancies logo classy and amusing. Some wag wrote ‘Ask inside for a sticky willy’ in the dirt on the back doors. She took a couple of photographs before cleaning the van. 
 
    “We don’t make suggestive confectionery,” was her only comment. 
 
    She has plenty to say about Tommy Logan’s news story though. Filled with indignation, she doesn’t stop her tirade while we go back and forth from the house three times to finish loading the trays. Though I focus on the wonderful savoury aromas from the pasties, meat slices and sausage rolls, they can’t blot out her voice. 
 
    “You can’t expect us to deal with hordes of reporters, baying for blood.” 
 
    “You and Alice won’t be here,” I repeat, wishing she would listen. “We put the phones on voicemail.” 
 
    “How’s that going to help if there’s an emergency call?” 
 
    “It’ll last for a couple of days. Someone in the royal family will catch a cold or stub a toe and we’ll be history.” 
 
    “That eejit, Logan, won’t let it go.” 
 
    “Tell him I’ve gone to a wedding.” 
 
    “Please tell me you’re joking,” she says, going pale. 
 
    “Gemma’s history.” 
 
    “Until she reads the papers and rings you.” 
 
    I haven’t considered Gemma. “She’s too busy with the wedding. Now, go and feed the masses.” 
 
    Frances has dismissed the headline with her usual indifference. When I explain that reporters may turn up at the gates, she suggests I spend some time with Freya. 
 
    “I run the place while you’re at work,” Frances says. “I’ll tell them you’ve gone away. Might even polish my DMs,” she says, looking down at her boots. “In case they want a photo or two.” 
 
    I kiss her on the cheek, enjoying her customary blush, and go to my room to pack a few necessities. While I’m packing, the scurry of paws tells me Columbo’s back. 
 
    “I’d love to take you with me,” I say as he smothers my face with kisses, “but I don’t want to leave you alone in a strange flat.” 
 
    He sits on the bed, tail wagging as I shove my extensive wardrobe of one pair of chinos and two polo shirts into the holdall. Once my toiletries and underwear are packed, I turn to the PC and retrieve the memory stick with my investigation notes and files. While the PC shuts down, I slip Columbo a couple of treats. 
 
    He follows me down the hall, bounding around in excitement, certain he’s going too. When Frances scoops him up, he wriggles to escape. 
 
    “I never thought you’d move in with a woman,” she says as I descend the steps. 
 
    Me neither. 
 
    “Make sure you don’t drive her away,” she calls. “I like Freya.” 
 
    “Don’t tell Niamh where I am.” I reach up and ruffle Columbo’s fur. “I’m going to miss you, little mate. Look after Frances and no biting reporters this time.” 
 
    He barks a couple of times and then whines when I walk away. As I head down the path, my gut tightens as I wonder what the next few days will bring. 
 
    Freya’s delighted with my plans. “Come over to the salon for the key,” she says. “I won’t be finished until three.” 
 
    Moments later she texts me. 
 
    Can’t wait to have you to myself. Freya xxx 
 
    I’m not sure what scares me the most – failing to solve the murder or moving in with her. 
 
    As I pull up outside Pristine Pooches, a phone call from William Rodgers puts everything into perspective. 
 
    “The police have found a second body, Kent, buried in the grounds of Downland Manor Hotel.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Six 
 
      
 
    “DI Goodman cancelled this morning’s interview,” William tells me. “She’s on site with the usual crowd.” 
 
    “How’s my father?” 
 
    “Miles took it badly. He knows someone’s set him up, but he’s helpless to do anything about it. Have you made any progress?” 
 
    “Nothing significant,” I reply, not wanting to raise my father’s hopes in case I’m wrong. “What time did the call about the body come in?” 
 
    “The interview was scheduled for ten o’clock. We were notified eight minutes before. Is it important?” 
 
    “Everything’s important,” I say and end the call. 
 
    I check my phone log. Charlie rang me at 9.18, about thirty minutes before the interview was cancelled. 
 
    “Charlie, can you do me a favour?” I ask when she picks up. “Can you ask your colleague if my name was mentioned when he spoke to Bob Glover?” 
 
    “I’m on it,” she says. “Danni told us about your father and what’s happening. It sounds like the local newspaper’s making a fuss about nothing. I’m sure you’ll work it out.” 
 
    “Thanks, Charlie. I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Enough to get us free tickets for Tombstone Adventure Park?” 
 
    I shove the phone in my jacket pocket and head into Pristine Pooches. Freya’s got her hands full with a Miniature Schnauzer called Maximillian. Pleased to see me, she puts down her scissors and hurries over. 
 
    “I’ve missed you,” she says. 
 
    “I’ve missed you,” I say, enjoying the excitement in her eyes. “But I can’t stop. Remember what you said about the fire officer who did the inspections.” 
 
    “You’ve found him? Who is it?” 
 
    “Bob Glover,” I say, finding her excitement infectious. “He’s the guy who investigated the fire at Station Diner. He also inspected Sunshine View Caravan Park on three occasions. The first visit was before the site officially opened. That was a couple of weeks before Jonathan went missing. Scroll forward five years and he called again a couple of weeks before the body was discovered. It could be coincidence, of course. I mean, refuse collectors visit every week.” 
 
    “Have you told the police?” 
 
    “I need to link Glover to Jonathan. Why would he kill Jonathan? Why would he try to pin the murders on my father?” 
 
    Maximillian barks to attract her attention, straining on the leash that keeps him on the grooming table. 
 
    “You’ll work it out,” she says, fishing her keys out of her pocket. She hands them to me. “It’s the gold coloured one.” 
 
    “Can you ring Connie?” I ask, separating the key. “See if Bob Glover’s name rings any bells. If not, I’ll try to get a photograph.” 
 
    “I’ll ring when I’ve finished Max. I’ve got another two appointments this afternoon, but I’ll be as quick as I can.” 
 
    “Shall we eat out or order a takeaway?”  
 
    “I’m going to cook,” she says, a touch of defiance in her voice. “If I don’t poison you or frighten you off then I’ll know you’re crazy about me. Actually, you’d better allow me half an hour to nip to Sainsbury’s.” 
 
    After a lingering kiss, she wriggles free. “Don’t go solving the murder without me. Hang on,” she says, pulling me back. “Did you say murders earlier?” 
 
    “The police have discovered a second body at Downland Manor Hotel.” 
 
    “Your father owned the hotel, didn’t he?” Her hand goes to her mouth. “Do they know who it is?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “How’s he taking the news?” 
 
    “Badly, I imagine. Stay positive and don’t forget Connie.” 
 
    “Don’t take up too much space in the wardrobe.” 
 
    “I’d rather sleep in the bed, if that’s all right with you.” 
 
    She pushes me away and points to the door. “Out!” she cries, making Maximillian cower. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Charlie rings back as I’m driving into Tollingdon. I pull over to take the call. 
 
    “My friend at Brighton told Bob Glover that Environmental Health from Downland wanted the information. Bob Glover asked if it was you, Kent.” 
 
    “And your friend confirmed it.” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” she asks. 
 
    “I’m fine, Charlie. And I appreciate your support and help. Maybe you could do me one last favour.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” she says, a little hesitantly. 
 
    “I don’t know what to buy someone as a sort of housewarming gift.” 
 
    “Is it for a woman?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Would this be for your dog groomer?” 
 
    “Please don’t suggest clippers or chews.” 
 
    “I was about to suggest flowers. Nothing flash or showy though.” 
 
    I sit back and do the maths. Within fifteen minutes of Brighton Environmental Health phoning Bob Glover, the police receive a call about a body at Downland Manor Hotel. 
 
    Coincidence or is the killer raising the stakes? 
 
    The killer’s meticulous in his planning and execution. Not only has he covered his tracks for ten years, he’s given the police a plausible suspect. He buried a body on my father’s land to incriminate him. Now the killer’s produced a second victim, tucked away on more of my father’s land as a sort of insurance policy. 
 
    So what’s the killer’s connection to Jonathan Wright? 
 
    Will there be a connection with the second victim? 
 
    If not, everything points to my father.


 
   
  
 

   
 
    Fifty-Seven 
 
      
 
    I need to make sure Glover’s not sitting in his office, nothing more than a weary, frustrated fire officer approaching the end of his career and a lonely retirement with no one to share it with. 
 
    A woman answers the phone, asking if she can help. 
 
     “Can I speak to Bob Glover?” 
 
    “He’s not in the office at the moment. Can I take a message?” 
 
    “That’s strange,” I say, thinking fast. “He asked me to ring him in the office.” 
 
    “He had to go out unexpectedly,” she says. “I’m not sure when he’s due back, but if you give me your details, I’ll make sure he rings you.” 
 
    “I’ll call later.” 
 
    I start the car and drive straight to Downland Manor Hotel to see if Bob Glover’s there. Mike once told me that killers often return to the scene of the crime to observe the police investigation. They must get a kick out of watching, I guess. 
 
    A large white sign partially obscures one of the grand brick pillars that flank each side of the road that leads to the hotel. Prestige Premier Hotels, in larger letters than the name of the hotel, welcome me to a new kind of luxury experience. 
 
    There’s nothing luxurious about the symbols that flag up the facilities at the hotel. Golf, restaurant, swimming pool and Wi-Fi, I can understand, but the remaining symbols mean little to me. One could be a hot tub or a cake tin, it’s hard to tell. Another suggests weddings. At least the bottom line makes the place irresistible. 
 
    Luxury guaranteed. 
 
    The road winds through the trees, eventually opening out into ornamental gardens with clipped hedges, fountains and borders filled with gaudy annuals and more signs, pointing people in various directions. I take a left and head for the back of the hotel and the car park that serves the gym and swimming pool. 
 
    There’s less chance of Glover spotting me here. 
 
    And little chance of a parking space as the police have cordoned off most of the car park. A small crowd has gathered at the side of the pool building, suggesting the body’s buried beyond in the woodland. A uniformed officer flags me down. 
 
    “Can I ask you to use the customer car park?” He points to the main car park. 
 
    I pull out my ID card. “Can you inform DI Goodman I may have information that could help her? This used to be my home.” 
 
    “Did it, sir? And I thought it was a hotel.” He studies my card and passes it back. “As you used to live here, sir, you should be familiar with the car parks. When you return, one of my colleagues will take your details.” 
 
    “You could always radio her – see if she wants to talk to me.” 
 
    “I could, sir, but she’s delegated the talking to people like me. I’ll have my notebook ready when you return.” 
 
    I park in the corner of the main car park, taking advantage of the cover provided by the hedges and shrubs that subdivide the area. I can’t see an East Sussex Fire and Rescue car, but I take no chances and cross the grass verge into the woodland. Hidden from view, I weave through the trees where I played as a child, pretending to be Robin Hood or Dick Turpin. It only takes a couple of minutes to draw level with the gym. 
 
    I stop and shelter behind an ash tree. Crime scene tape blocks my progress, running through the trees before emerging to surround a grassy area at the back of the hotel. A couple of white vans occupy the small road that runs alongside the hotel towards the front. The large white tent in the far corner identifies the location of the body. Several officers in coveralls are searching the ground around the tent. Uniformed colleagues and the local Police Community Support Officer stand guard along the perimeter to protect the integrity of the scene. 
 
    Unable to get a good view of the people who’ve gathered to watch, I retrace my steps and emerge at the back of the gym. I follow the perimeter, wondering how I can get a closer look at the people without being spotted. As I turn the corner, I spot a familiar figure striding towards the car park. I duck back around the corner and out of sight. After a few seconds, I peer around the building and spot him in the distance. 
 
    When I reach the car park, he’s nowhere to be seen. 
 
    A few seconds later, a silver Lexus SUV emerges from one the hedged bays and accelerates to the exit. I’m already running to my car. While he has half a minute start, I’m close enough to see him turn right towards Tollingdon at the junction with the A27. When I reach the junction, the relentless traffic speeds past in both directions. By the time I emerge onto the main road, he’s long gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once unpacked and settled in Freya’s flat, I make a cup of tea and sit at the table with my laptop. She hasn’t rung with any news from Connie, but I resist calling. Freya will ring when she has something to tell me. I text Frances to make sure she’s okay. She texts back to say everything’s peaceful, no sign of any reporters. 
 
    They’re probably on their way to Downland Manor Hotel. 
 
    Once settled, I consider the information I have to link Glover to the murders. He’s inspected the caravan site, looking for a suitable place where he could bury Jonathan Wright after killing him. Presumably, he made a similar trip to Downland Manor Hotel, disguising it as a fire safety inspection. 
 
    I ring William Rodgers to find out. 
 
    “I’ll ask Miles,” he says. “He’s with me at the moment.” 
 
    A few seconds later, my father’s on the phone. He sounds different, anxious, and short tempered. “Someone’s framing me and you’re checking fire inspections? What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    William’s back on the phone a moment later. “I know Miles keeps records of everything on backup discs and memory sticks.” 
 
    “Would they be at Georgina’s?” 
 
    I hear William asking. “Yes, he took a box filled with backup drives. They’re with the rest of his belongings in a room at the back of the house.” 
 
    “I’m on my way,” I say. 
 
    “Hang on. Gina’s in London today. She won’t be back until late. Can it wait till the morning? I’ll let her know you’re coming over.” 
 
    “No problem,” I say, pushing aside my frustration. “Tell my father I’m doing everything I can.” 
 
    But I’m going nowhere fast. Even if Glover carried out a fire safety inspection at Downland Manor Hotel, it proves nothing. 
 
    An hour passes as I plumb the depths of Google for an image of Bob Glover. Finally, I find one on a pdf newsletter from twelve years ago, identifying him as the new inspector for the Eastbourne and Downland areas. While he has more hair and fewer lines on his face, he’s changed little. I email a copy of the image to Freya. 
 
    I find enough in the fridge and breadbin to make a cheese sandwich and sit down to catch the local news on the TV. It picks up the Dallas DVD, which I eject. As I return the box set to the cabinet below the TV, I remember something Glover said about his wife liking American soaps and wanting to go to the USA. 
 
    Now what was her name? Monica? 
 
    What else did he say? 
 
    You’ll need to do better than a barmaid if you want to go to Las Vegas. 
 
    Was his wife the barmaid at the Ace of Hearts, the one Terry caught having sex with Jonathan? 
 
    Did that explain Glover’s visit to Wright Choice Foods, where he and Jonathan took an instant dislike to each other? 
 
    Terry said the barmaid was afraid of losing her job, her chance to escape from her husband for a few hours. 
 
    I ring Terry. “How’s it going?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m trying another recovery programme,” he replies. “You want an image of Gill Kaine, don’t you?” 
 
    “And another woman, if you can find her.” 
 
    “Cherchez la femme,” he says, with a passable accent. “You got a name?” 
 
    “Monica, I think, but I’m not sure. She could be the barmaid you caught with Jonathan Wright. The one who said she was scared of losing her job.” 
 
    “She was scared of her husband, if you ask me. Said he had a temper. I wanted to tell her to dump him because she was an attractive woman, but being Muslim, I don’t suppose she would have listened.” 
 
    “Muslim? Working behind a bar?” 
 
    “Well, Middle Eastern, you know. Mixed race, I’d say. I’ll recognise her if her photo comes up. Monica, you say?” 
 
    “Monica Glover. It might be easier to search under Glover. Can you email me a photo if you find her?” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, but the quality’s not always good when you recover files.” 
 
    I settle back and smile, enjoying the familiar tingle of optimism when I’m on the right track. If Glover found out his wife was having an affair with Jonathan Wright, I have motive. 
 
    Now all I have to do is prove it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

   
 
    Fifty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Freya arrives home around four, looking beat. She falls into my arms and tells me only some serious sex will revive her. It seems a shame to spoil it by asking if Connie recognised Bob Glover. 
 
    She saves me the trouble an hour or so later. We’re lying in bed, enjoying the silence of each other’s company. My fingers trace patterns along her warm skin. I push my face into her hair. 
 
    She sighs. “I could get used to this, but you’re dying to know about Connie.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “You were excited when I came through the door.” 
 
    “Can I help it if you excite me, Freya?” 
 
    “Not that kind of excitement, silly, though it’s good to see.” She sits up to evade my lips. “Connie recognised Bob Glover. She said she’d know his piggy eyes anywhere. Does that mean Glover’s our killer?” 
 
    “He was at Downland Manor Hotel this morning, watching the police.” 
 
    “You confronted him, he confessed to both murders and Miles is organising a celebration party as we speak.” 
 
    “I love your optimism,” I say, snuggling up close, “but you’re right. Unless he confesses to the murders, I don’t see how we’re going to solve this.” 
 
    She leans closer, her lips inches from mine. “Does that mean you have a plan?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    She kisses my lips. “Go on. I’m tingling with anticipation.” 
 
    “I know why Glover killed Jonathan. Glover’s wife worked at the Ace of Hearts. I’m waiting to see if they can come up with a photo of her.” 
 
    “Was she screwing Jonathan?” 
 
    I nod, certain she’s already worked it out. 
 
    I wish there was a way to soften the news. For years she believed he ran off to Las Vegas, possibly with another woman. Now she knows he was killed, it’s hard to gauge her feelings. Infidelity, no matter how long ago it happened, leaves its scar. 
 
    “Was he screwing her while he was with me? Of course he was,” she says, shaking her head. “He couldn’t keep his hands to himself, especially if the woman had money.” 
 
    I can’t imagine Glover’s wife having much money if she worked as a barmaid, but I say nothing. 
 
    “I think she was the one he rang when we got back from Las Vegas. Yes,” Freya says, nodding to herself. “He couldn’t wait to run to her.” 
 
    I pull her close. “I can’t understand why he would even look at another woman if he was with you.” 
 
    She looks into my eyes and grins. “What if Gwyneth Paltrow walked in now?” 
 
    “I’d want to know how she picked the lock on the front door.” 
 
    Freya laughs and we kiss, forgetting about Jonathan and murders for a few moments. As she breaks for air, she grins, a wicked gleam in her eyes. 
 
    “I’ve had an idea,” she says. “Why don’t we send Glover the photo of his wife? Let him know we’re onto him. That would make him sweat.” 
 
    “He already knows,” I say. “That’s why he offered the police a second body to keep my father in the frame for murder.” 
 
    “Do you know who it is?” 
 
    “A few people went missing around the time. Malcolm Wright, Henry Potter and his wife. Then there’s Gill Kaine, who deleted computer records to implicate my father. Glover may have silenced her.” 
 
    Freya shudders. “What if he comes after you?” 
 
    “He doesn’t know I’m here,” I say, hoping to dispel the worry in her eyes. “While the police believe my father carried out the murders, Glover feels safe.” 
 
    She sighs. “He may have felt safe about Gill Kaine once.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Terry rings at seven, before he starts his shift at the Ace of Hearts. The tone of his voice tells me he hasn’t lifted the photos from the hard drive. He sounds annoyed with himself. 
 
    “I tried everything, but all I could recover was a spreadsheet with the people who had ID cards. It’s corrupted, but the column with names might help.” 
 
    “You found Monica Glover?” 
 
    “I found Mona Glover, aged 49, employed to work behind the bar.” 
 
    “I owe you a big drink, Terry. Can you email the spreadsheet?” 
 
    “On its way, Mr Fisher. Anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    “You’ll let Linda know?” 
 
    “She’s with me. Do you want a word? I’m on duty now. I’ll have another go at the hard drive in the morning.” 
 
    Linda comes on, sounding more optimistic than the last time we spoke. “Isn’t Terry wonderful? He never gives up.” 
 
    “Have you heard about the second body?” 
 
    “Yes, William rang. He’s never seen Miles so despondent.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    “William says you’re looking at his backup drives tomorrow. I hope you find something to save Miles. Good luck.” 
 
    I’m hoping luck won’t come into it. 
 
    A few minutes later, I ring Frances to make sure she’s fine. She’s had a few calls from journalists. “Do you remember Adrian Peach from the Argus?” she asks. “Columbo bit his leg.” 
 
    “Niamh took quite a shine to him.” 
 
    “He wants to do a feature on you and the murders you’ve solved. I said you’d ring him next week.” 
 
    Freya loves the idea. “You could be a celebrity. Kent Fisher, the Environmental Detective.” 
 
    “Better than the singing detective, I guess.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard you in the shower. Talk about murder ...” 
 
    “I sing flat so you have to kiss me to shut me up.” 
 
    “And now you want me to do the same when you talk bullshit? There’s no rest for the wicked.” 
 
    She pushes me back on the sofa and climbs on top of me, pinning my arms before she dips her head to kiss me. It doesn’t take long before we’re rolling around on the floor. The sound of the phone ringing stops us for a moment. 
 
    “I ought to get that,” she says, sweeping her hair back. 
 
    “Let them leave a message.” 
 
    “What if it’s Connie?” 
 
    “What if it’s someone trying to sell you insurance?” 
 
    “I’ll ask them if they offer protection against persistent, oversexed lovers.” 
 
    She pulls on her top as she staggers to her feet. When she answers the phone, she stops in mid-sentence. “Are you sure? Oh Connie, that’s awful! I’m coming straight over. No, I insist.” 
 
    I miss the next words while I retrieve my polo shirt, tangled with Freya’s bra. By the time I’ve pulled the shirt over my head and made it to the hall, Freya finished the call. 
 
    “The police found Malcolm at Downland Manor,” she says. “They want Connie to make a formal identification tomorrow morning. I said I’d go with her.”  
 
    “We should go to her now.” 
 
    “There’s a Family Liaison Officer with her.”  
 
    “Do you want me to come with you tomorrow?” 
 
    “You’ve got to find those backup drives. Poor Connie,” she says, tears in her eyes. “First Jonathan, now her husband. Why, Kent?” 
 
    “Didn’t Connie say he went to the Ace of Hearts to find out about Jonathan?” 
 
    “So why would Glover kill him?” 
 
    A short while later, William Rodgers phones and confirms that Malcolm Wright had a heated argument with my father, witnessed by people in the main casino. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty 
 
      
 
    While Freya takes Connie to the mortuary on Friday morning, I ring Georgina. 
 
    “Come over about ten,” she says, “and we’ll have a good rummage.” 
 
    She makes it sound like foreplay with her rich, sophisticated voice, coated with innuendo. She ends the call without a mention of my father or his troubles. On the drive over, I tell myself she may be saving her questions for when I’m with her. Another part of me remembers the cool, self-centred woman, whose interests rarely strayed beyond her own gratification. 
 
    Then again, we only ever had sex, so it’s hardly a glimpse into her world or character. It’s fascinating how you can explore every inch of someone yet know nothing about them. 
 
    She comes to the door in an elegant blue sweater that matches her eyes, skinny jeans and Nike trainers. She’s pinned her hair back, revealing her delicate ears and elegant neck. As our lips brush each other’s cheeks, she rests her hands on my shoulders, reminding me of the intimacy we once shared. 
 
    “You were my keenest pupil,” she says, leading me along the hall to a large room at the rear of the house. “Always trying to do your best, improve your performance.” 
 
    “I never realised you were teaching me sex.” 
 
    “I was teaching you life,” she says, pushing open the door. “Never confuse the two. Now, I’ll get some coffee and we’ll crack on.” 
 
    The large room, with a bay window overlooking the garden, smells like an old shed. The ceiling and walls have faded to a dirty cream colour. Cracks in the coving, in the plaster above the window and door, emphasise the neglect that deadens the carpet with dust and dirt, obscuring whatever pattern it had. Like a lot of the house, I suspect, it looks forgotten. 
 
    I take an old sheet from one of the tea chests and place it over the dusty sofa. As I sit, wondering how to check the boxes, a text arrives from Freya. 
 
    It’s Malcolm. Connie was amazing. Tell you more over lunch. Freya xxx 
 
    Georgina enters with two mugs of decaffeinated coffee. She perches beside me, looking around the room as if she’s viewing it for the first time.  
 
    “Enough is never enough,” she says. “I live beyond my means. Teddy’s pension keeps me in clothes and cars, but the house is falling apart. That’s why I need Miles. That’s why I need to know if he’s responsible for those murders.” 
 
    I sip my coffee, impressed by her honesty. “Do you think he is?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I think, Kent. Like you, I push my emotions to one side, deal with what life throws at me. It’s how I survive, how I’ve always survived. I don’t want to sell myself to another man unless I have to.” 
 
    I sense sadness behind her emotionless eyes – great sadness. 
 
    “You won’t have to if we can find what we need in here.” 
 
    A solitary tear runs from the corner of her eye as she squeezes my hand. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    My father indexed every box and chest in the room. If we’d found the index sooner, we wouldn’t have taken an hour and a half to find the backup drives. They’re tucked in a box at the bottom of a tea chest, filled with diaries.  
 
    Georgina wrinkles her nose as she opens another diary. “Miles never feels attached to any place. Winning Downland Manor from the Fishers meant more than the hotel he created. The cost of renovating the relic soon took the shine off his new toy.” 
 
    “Where’s your computer?” I ask, counting a dozen drives in the box. 
 
    “Miles has a laptop in the study,” she replies, glancing at her watch. “Do you want to stay for lunch or do you have other plans?” 
 
    “I’m meeting someone, thanks.” 
 
    Georgina takes me to the study. Oak bookcases, filled with books from floor to ceiling, engulf two walls of the large, stuffy room. Another wall disappears behind solid cupboards and dressers that bear all the scratches and scuffs of regular use. A large pedestal desk, bowed between the drawers on either side, offers a terrific view over the garden to the South Downs beyond. With the dull sky above, the silvery light is brooding and enchanting, reminding me why I love this land. 
 
    I tap in my father’s username and password from the label stuck below the keyboard. He’s labelled the disks with years to make my search easier. I go back twelve years and select the first of three drives, attaching it via the USB port. 
 
    Georgina brings me another cup of coffee at some point. She bends to look at the screen and sighs. “There must be thousands of files. I think you should text someone to say you’ll be late.” 
 
     Freya responds by texting to say she’s running behind schedule. She’ll have a good clean while she waits. 
 
    It’s nearly one o’clock before I find what I’m looking for. The images are labelled by strings of numbers, filed in date order. Each image is the finished ID card used for printing. I trawl through one after another after another until finally I find Gill Kaine. She started work at the Ace of Hearts in late August, leaving in November. 
 
    “Long enough to cause havoc with the records,” I say, zooming in on the headshot. 
 
    She looks nothing like the Leila King I met, even though they both have Middle Eastern origins. Gill’s more European with long blonde hair, confident blue eyes, framed by stylish spectacles, and a smile that tells me she likes having her photo taken. In her late twenties to early thirties, according to Georgina, Gill Kaine looks like an unlikely accountant, despite the label on her ID badge. 
 
    “She’s the one who hacked into the computer system,” Georgina says. “Was she working with Jonathan Wright?” 
 
    I study the image, not sure who she reminds me of. “She removed all traces of Jonathan from the system, so I guess she was.” 
 
    “That’s supposition, Kent, and you know it. Believe it or not, I have a law degree. That’s how I met Teddy. And that’s all I’m telling you.” 
 
    “So, tell me what you think.” 
 
    “Okay,” she says. “The relationship between Jonathan Wright and Gill Kaine could have been sexual, financial or both. They might have planned to remove all traces of his debt before flying out to Las Vegas to start a new life.” 
 
    “But he married Freya,” I say. 
 
    “Indeed.” Georgina thinks for a moment. “That could have provoked Gill to kill him – a woman scorned and all that. Or they weren’t lovers and someone else did the deed. Whoever it was, they made it look like Miles was to blame.” 
 
    “I think the killer has a grudge against my father and Jonathan Wright.” 
 
    “Go on,” she says, settling back. 
 
    “The killer’s wife worked at the Ace of Hearts. She had an affair with Jonathan. He preyed on vulnerable women and she had an abusive, controlling husband, who finds out about the affair and kills Jonathan.” 
 
    Georgina studies the photograph of Mona Glover. She’s a thin, self-conscious woman, who doesn’t look at the camera. She has the prominent nose and dark eyes I’ve seen in many Middle Eastern women, along with thick black hair, which looks limp and unwashed. Her smile looks more like a grimace.  
 
    “Why didn’t he stop her working at the casino?” Georgina asks. “Why kill the lover? From what you’ve told me, he planned this in great detail.” 
 
    “So he could frame my father.” 
 
    “But why Miles?” 
 
    “If his wife hadn’t worked at the Ace of Hearts, she wouldn’t have had an affair. Bob Glover told me his wife wanted to go to America. Maybe meeting Jonathan gave her the idea, dangled freedom under her nose.” 
 
    “But he married Freya,” she says, shaking her head. “Mona must have been livid. That makes her the more likely murder suspect, I’d say. She tells her husband what she’s done and he clears up the mess, knowing she’s in his debt forever. For good measure, he makes it look like Miles did the deed to divert attention from his wife.” She claps her hands, pleased with her analysis. “The case for the prosecution rests.” 
 
    “Glover visited Jonathon’s burial site before the murder was committed.” 
 
    “Do you have evidence?” 
 
    “Dates and records,” I reply. “If I can prove he went to Downland Manor Hotel at the right time, we may have a case.” 
 
    She nods and dives into the back up drive box. She pulls out two more drives, labelled Downland Manor Hotel. “What are we looking for?” 
 
    “A fire safety inspection,” I reply, scrolling through the list of folders and files. “Shout if you spot Health and Safety.” 
 
    She watches the screen. “Will Fire Safety do?” 
 
    I spot the folder and open it to find a fire inspection report from December ten years ago, signed by RL Glover. 
 
    I check my notes. “He visited a few days before Jonathan disappeared. Glover was checking out several locations. He made three visits in total before anyone disappeared.” 
 
    “Does that mean there’s a third victim? His wife?” 
 
    “No, the third visit was to Wright Choice Foods near Arlington. He met Jonathan, possibly for the first time. Mrs Wright said they took an instant dislike to each other.” 
 
    “Still circumstantial,” she says, shaking her head in frustration. 
 
    “Recently, he was in the town hall basement where my inspection records are kept. Someone went through the records. It must have been him.” 
 
    “Get the files tested for his fingerprints. You could also find out what happened to his wife, if he didn’t kill her. Then there’s Gill Kaine. We should try to find her.” 
 
    “I thought she was Leila King.” I explain about the insurance frauds, which must involve Glover. 
 
    “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “Money, I guess. If his wife cleaned him out and went to America?” 
 
    Georgina gets to her feet. “I doubt if she’s alive. This guy’s too thorough.” 
 
    I have a feeling she could be right. “What if I talk to the police? Do you think they’d be interested?” 
 
    “DI Goodman?” Georgina laughs. “Why would she be interested when she has Miles over a barrel?” 
 
    Settled back in the chair, Mona’s photo on the screen, I wonder how I could persuade or force Glover to confess. Sending him the image of his wife’s ID card might shake him up. 
 
    While I consider the risks, Freya sends me a text. 
 
    I’ve finished Molly’s trim so come over right away. Freya. 
 
    I’m about to respond when I remember she trimmed Molly the other week. 
 
    Why are there no kisses after her name? 
 
    Shit! Something’s wrong. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-One 
 
      
 
    Mark Layman doesn’t answer his phone. 
 
    I want to ring Pristine Pooches, but if something’s wrong I don’t want to make things worse for Freya. 
 
    Georgina has more luck with East Sussex Fire and Rescue. “Bob Glover’s out on visits,” she tells me. “There’s nothing in his diary about where he’s going, which is not like him, they said. I think we should call the police.” 
 
    “Bob Glover’s waiting for me at Pristine Pooches,” I say, pulling my car keys from my pocket. “It would be rude to disappoint him.” 
 
    “You can’t go on your own. What about Freya?” 
 
    “If I’m in there, I can protect her,” I say, sensing I won’t persuade Georgina. “If I’m outside, I can’t do anything.” 
 
    She sighs. “Is there any point asking you not to do anything stupid?” When I don’t answer, she says, “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “I need you to email the photos to William. Tell him about the fire inspections so he can persuade Ashley to help us.” I put my hands on her shoulders. “Please, Georgina.” 
 
    She gives me her defiant look. Then she kisses me on the lips. “For luck, and old times’ sake,” she says, wiping the lipstick away. “No heroics, Kent. When I walk down the aisle, I want to see you standing next to Miles, you hear?” 
 
    “I’ll be there.” 
 
    In the car I text Freya. 
 
    Will pick up treats for Molly. Be there about 2.15. Kent. 
 
    Hopefully the reference to Molly will tell Freya I understood her message. It shouldn’t alert Glover. If he thinks I’m arriving at 2.15 he’s in for a surprise. 
 
    Within minutes, I’m cutting across country towards Berwick Station. At the crossroads south of the village, I go straight across, following the road at the southern end of Arlington Reservoir. From here, it should take five minutes to drive through Arlington and on to Layman’s Farm. 
 
    A small hatchback pulls out ahead, forcing me to brake hard. Occupied by four older people, judging by the hats and coats, the car slows to a crawl at every bend. I resist blasting my horn, telling myself I’m no use to Freya in a ditch. I have time on my side. 
 
    Sensing the tension in my hands and my neck, I push all thoughts of Freya from my head. I need to focus on what I’m going to do when I reach Pristine Pooches. 
 
    How can I make plans when I don’t know what I’m going to find? 
 
    How can I make plans when I don’t know if I’ll ever get there? 
 
    I’m about to hit the horn when the car indicates to turn left. The foursome is going for lunch at the Yew Tree pub in Arlington. I bite my lip as the car makes a laborious turn into the car park. 
 
    Once clear of the pub and the double bend, I drop a gear and roar away like an idiot. It relieves the tension in my muscles and makes me feel better. A few minutes later, I reach the turn off to Layman’s Farm. I stop, not sure whether to walk down the lane or drive. 
 
    Drive. I can leave the car to block the lane so Glover can’t escape. 
 
    And stop the cavalry getting to Layman’s Farm. 
 
    I drive slowly, dodging the potholes, feeling every bump and depression in the lane. When I reach the bend that will bring me into view from the entrance gate, I stop. I climb out and edge forward, staying close to the hedgerow. 
 
    Everything ahead appears normal. 
 
    There’s no sign of Glover. Maybe he’s not there. 
 
    Then I spot the silver SUV, parked beside the trees beyond the entrance. 
 
    I return to my Ford Fusion and drive on, slowing as I approach the entrance to the industrial units. The silver Lexus looks abandoned in the muddy layby. I pass the gate, looking left and right, parking ahead of the Lexus, blocking its escape. 
 
    I turn off the engine, looking around, listening for the slightest sound. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Freya’s nearby, trapped with a killer who has run out of choices. 
 
    I climb out of the car. My heart thumps as the adrenaline kicks in. I swing round, disturbed by the slight breeze, rustling the leaves. The birds have stopped singing. The air feels heavy, like a storm about to break. Nature’s holding its breath, waiting for my next move. 
 
    If only I had a plan. 
 
    I grab the foot pump from the boot and make my way through the mud to the front of the Lexus. Using the nozzle, it takes a few minutes to let the air out of the front tyres. The rush of air seems to echo and amplify in the stillness, making me jumpy. 
 
    Again I look around. 
 
    Satisfied Glover cannot escape in his car, I grab the foot pump to return it to the boot. The flashing alarm light inside the car stops me. If I smash the window, will the alarm sound? Will that make Glover come running, leaving Freya in the salon? 
 
    Or will the noise alert him to my arrival? 
 
    I crouch down between the two cars and ring Ashley. 
 
    My call’s rejected. 
 
    Of course, she’s interviewing my father. 
 
    I ring William, but he doesn’t answer. 
 
    I text him. 
 
    Glover’s got Freya at Layman’s Farm, opposite Abbotts Wood near Hailsham. Get Ashley to send backup. No sirens! 
 
    I wait there, counting the seconds, going through various plans to sneak up to Pristine Pooches. I could smash a window to distract Glover. But he’ll be watching the yard, listening for the sound of my car. 
 
    He’s going to see me before I see him. 
 
    I glance at my watch. It’s almost two fifteen. 
 
    Five minutes since my text. 
 
    No response from William or Ashley. 
 
    I can’t wait any longer, knowing how scared Freya must feel. I grip the foot pump tight and stand, ready to smash the driver’s window. 
 
    My phone rings. 
 
    Ashley doesn’t sound too pleased. “What the hell are you doing? What’s this about Bob Glover?” 
 
    “He killed Jonathan and Malcolm Wright. He’s holding Freya hostage at Pristine Pooches. I need you here now.” 
 
    “I can’t rush out there because you think he killed the Wrights. Where’s your evidence? Do you have any evidence?” 
 
    “Forget it, Ashley. I’ll sort it out myself.” 
 
    I end the call, wondering why I thought she’d believe me. 
 
    I smash the foot pump into the driver’s window. Again and again till the window shatters. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I reach inside to open the door. The alarm goes off, almost deafening me. 
 
    I hurry across the lane and press myself against the wall of the farm building beside the gate. I stand there, trying to quieten my breathing so I can hear Glover approaching. 
 
    He doesn’t. 
 
    The alarm continues to sound, echoing off the walls and concrete. 
 
    Maybe he can’t hear it in the salon. 
 
    I lean forward and peer around the corner. That’s when I feel something jab me between the shoulder blades. 
 
    “Drop it!” a woman cries. 
 
    The foot pump clatters onto the concrete. 
 
    “Turn around, Mr Fisher. Slowly!” 
 
    The woman backs away, aiming the shotgun from Mark Layman’s office at my chest. 
 
    The shotgun that’s not loaded. 
 
    I recognise the woman straight away, even though her hair’s black rather than peroxide blonde. I extend my hand. “Good to meet you at last, Gill Kaine.”  
 
    “Not any more. I’m Leila King.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Two 
 
      
 
    She’s not the Leila King I met last week. She’s hard, cold and cruel, if her eyes and the set of her lips are anything to go by.  
 
    Thank God the shotgun’s useless. 
 
    She cocks one barrel. “Stop right there. I’ll shoot you if I have to.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s not part of Glover’s plan.” 
 
    I move away from the building, stepping sideways, trying to give myself a clear view into the yard.  
 
    As I move, she moves, staring into my eyes. We move like boxers, circling. 
 
    “Is he planning to set fire to Pristine Pooches?” I ask. “Then come along later to investigate and find an electrical fault?” 
 
    I take another step, wishing the car alarm would cut out. No wonder people complain about the noise. 
 
    “It won’t work,” I say, noticing headlights, bobbing down the lane towards us. “The police know he killed Jonathan. I can understand Glover being angry with his wife for having an affair, but why are you helping him?” 
 
    “My mother gave their life savings to Jonathan Wright so they could start a new life together in Las Vegas.” 
 
    “Glover’s your father?” 
 
    I take another step. A couple more and Leila will have her back to the lane. 
 
     “Jonathan Wright took the money and married Freya,” she says. “When he came back, he slept with my mother and then told her she was a sad, pathetic slut. Now do you understand?” 
 
    I take another step and stop. “I don’t understand why you pointed the finger at the Potters.” 
 
    “You mean the menu for the café? I had a Saturday job, so I knew Jonathan Wright delivered food there. I also knew the menu would send the police in the wrong direction when they found the body.” 
 
    “But the café closed long before the body was found.” 
 
    “No sweat. With the Potters gone, we could claim Jonathan Wright seduced Mrs Potter, providing another motive for murder.” 
 
    The car has stopped in the lane at the bend. 
 
    “Is that why you took a job and a flat there?” I ask. “Were you waiting for the day when the police would arrive?” 
 
    “I fell in love with Kambiz Kamezi.” She gestures towards the gate with the shotgun. “Freya’s waiting. I’m surprised she let you move in after she ran away from you at the Travelodge.” 
 
    “You were there?”  
 
    “I’ve been keeping an eye on you from the moment you hassled Hossain. That was his daughter you met, pretending to be me. Now move!” 
 
    The car’s moving again. Thanks to the noise from the car alarm, Leila hasn’t heard the white Mercedes convertible racing towards us. If Georgina blasts the horn to distract Leila, I can grab the gun. 
 
    “I’m going nowhere,” I say. 
 
    She raises the shotgun. “I’ll shoot you.” 
 
    “Not without shot, you won’t. The gun doesn’t work.” 
 
    Georgina puts the lights on full beam. 
 
    Leila spins round. She freezes for a second - long enough for me to rush forward and grab the shotgun. 
 
    The blast of the shot deafens me. I stumble backwards, crashing into the wall. 
 
    As Leila takes aim, the screech of brakes almost pierces my eardrums. 
 
    There’s a sickening thud. Leila tumbles over the bonnet and crashes to the concrete. The Mercedes swerves to a stop, inches from my legs. Georgina’s out of the door. She hurries over to Leila, who’s out cold. Georgina checks for a pulse. 
 
    “She’s alive. I’ll call an ambulance.” She throws the shotgun to me. “Go rescue Freya.” 
 
    I run through the gate, keeping to the wall. 
 
    I stumble to a halt when the door to Pristine Pooches flings open. Glover steps out and turns to face me, a clear plastic container in his hand. 
 
    I raise the shotgun. “Your daughter’s injured.” 
 
    He looks past me to the entrance then at me. “You shot my girl?” 
 
    With a roar he swings the plastic bottle through the air. Its colourless contents spray out of the open top. I raise my arm to shield my eyes. Most of the liquid hits my arms and body, but the fumes fill my nostrils. My nose, throat and eyes sting. Through watery eyes I make out Glover, walking towards me. He knocks the shotgun out of my hand. 
 
    When I raise my fists to defend myself, he laughs and raises a hand. 
 
    I spot the cigarette lighter. Its long flame flickers in the breeze. 
 
    Though woozy and nauseous from the fumes, I hear sirens getting closer. 
 
    “The police are here. It’s over, Bob. Your daughter needs you.” 
 
    The flame flickers as he moves the lighter from side to side. 
 
    Georgina cries out. 
 
    Cars screech to a halt, doors opening, voices calling. 
 
    But all I can see is the flame. 
 
    Freya rushes out of the salon, her commercial hairdryer in her hands. She smashes it down onto Glover’s head. He falls forward, dropping the lighter. His knees hit the concrete. With a cry of pain, he slumps to the ground, smothering the lighter. 
 
    Freya watches, transfixed. The hairdryer falls from her fingers, missing her toes by millimetres. 
 
    She rushes into my arms, almost knocking me over. Her lips meet mine. 
 
    At last, the car alarm cuts out. 
 
    “You taste as bad as you smell,” she says, stepping back. 
 
    “I need to get out of these clothes.” 
 
    She sighs. “Only you could think of sex at a time like this.”


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Three 
 
      
 
    On Saturday, while Ashley holds a press conference, Freya and I relax in the lounge of my mobile home. Niamh insisted we return here so she could look after us. While my nose and throat feel sore, there’s no permanent damage. To prove it, I eat two slices of tiffin. 
 
    When my father and Georgina arrive, Niamh retreats to the farmhouse. She calls Columbo, trying to tempt him with a treat, but he’s too busy chasing Molly, rolling and tumbling with her in the meadow.  
 
    “Glover confessed to the murders.” My father smiles as he watches the dogs through the window. “DI Goodman’s claiming the credit, naturally, skating over the questions about why she detained me.” He turns to face us. “You need to tell your story to set the record straight, Kent. The publicity could double or treble donations.” 
 
    Georgina, looking like a company executive in a black trouser suit and heels, helps herself to an eclair. She’s unfazed by the whole event, apart from the police impounding her Mercedes. 
 
    “Let the inspector have her moment,” she says. “She could charge me with dangerous driving.” 
 
    “You saved Kent’s life.” 
 
    “And you’re rid of DI Goodman. Leave it that way, Miles.” 
 
    Freya agrees. “The truth will come out in court, won’t it?” 
 
    He squeezes in next to Georgina. “How did you work out it was Glover.” 
 
    “Fire safety inspections,” I reply. “And a little help from Terry, Linda, Georgina and Freya.” 
 
    My father frowns. “Nothing else?” 
 
    “Glover helped too. The first time I met him he told me his wife, Mona, had left him. He said she had dreams of going to America, but would never get there working as a barmaid. Mona thought Jonathan would take her to Las Vegas.” 
 
    “But he took me,” Freya says. 
 
    “Had he taken Mona to Las Vegas and not come back, he’d be alive today. When he married you, Glover hoped Mona would go back to him. But she left him anyway, humiliating him. I think she’s in Birmingham.” 
 
    “So he killed Jonathan,” my father says. 
 
    I nod. “I think he was already planning to kill Jonathan. Glover had found a burial site at your caravan park.” 
 
    “Why me?” he asks. “What did I do to antagonise him?” 
 
    “I think Leila hit on the idea when she realised she could access your account. She deleted all records of Jonathan to make it look like you’d done it. If the body was ever discovered, the trail would lead back to you.” 
 
    “Your obsession with backups meant they couldn’t succeed,” Georgina says. 
 
    “It didn’t feel like that when DI Goodman revealed the evidence against me,” he says. “How did they get my thumb and fingerprint?” 
 
    “Someone showed you a laminate sheet at work,” Georgina replies. “Maybe they wanted your opinion. Then they wiped the rest of the prints off.” 
 
    “I thought I was going down when they found the second body. Even William began to doubt me when I told him about my argument with Malcolm Wright.” 
 
    “Glover seized the opportunity,” I say. “He’d already found an alternative burial site at Downland Manor, so he put it to good use.” 
 
    My father smiles at me. “I don’t know how you worked it out, son, but I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    Georgina gets to her feet. “Come on, Miles. We have a wedding to organise.” 
 
    “We could do it here,” he says, rising. “The council passed the plans for the visitor centre, café and Kent’s flat on Thursday evening. If we made it a wedding venue, think of the extra income and publicity. You have your wedding in a beautiful location, surrounded by animals, knowing a percentage of the fee goes to saving more animals. It’s win-win.” 
 
    “It’s better than the Ace of Hearts,” she says, nudging him towards the door, “but we’re having a church wedding or none at all.” 
 
    As they leave, Molly and Columbo return, panting as they settle on the carpet. Within seconds, they’re asleep, lying next to each other. Freya snuggles up beside me, holding on tight to my arm. 
 
    “Thank you for rescuing me,” she says. “I knew you’d understand my text.” 
 
    “Thank you for saving me.” 
 
    “Those dryers cost a fortune, you know.” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m not worth it?” 
 
    “I’ll send you the bill,” she replies, resting her head on my shoulder. “I could get used to this. It’s so peaceful here. It’s full of hope and promise, looking to the future not the past. My flat holds too many bad memories.” 
 
    I straighten. “You want to move in here?” 
 
    “Don’t panic, Kent. It’s kind of you to offer, but let’s get to know each other first. I don’t want you rushing me.” 
 
    We laugh and settle back, watching the sun break through the clouds and light up the South Downs. It’s a magical view, peaceful and invigorating. It’s where I belong. I don’t want to be anywhere else. With my father’s financial backing, I could quit environmental health and make Meadow Farm the place I’ve always wanted. 
 
    Freya could help me design a new flat. 
 
    “Why are you grinning?” she asks. 
 
    A knock at the door rouses Molly and Columbo. They move from sleep to guard dog in an instant, rushing to the door. With a groan, I disentangle myself and head for the door, wondering who it could be. Frances has gone into town. Niamh won’t disturb us. 
 
    I hope it’s not Ashley, coming to give me another lecture. 
 
    The dogs hurtle down the steps when I open the door, rushing past the bride in full wedding dress. She lifts her veil and looks up at me with sad eyes. 
 
    “I couldn’t do it,” she says. “I couldn’t marry Richard.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thank you for reading my story. 
 
      
 
    If you would like to find out more about the Kent Fisher series and keep up to date, why not sign up to the Readers Group and get your free copy of No Mystery. 
 
      
 
    You can also follow me on Amazon and be notified whenever I publish a new book.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    To help other readers, why not leave a short review on Amazon, saying why you liked the book. 
 
      
 
    You can also connect with me on 
 
      
 
    Facebook 
 
    Twitter 
 
    Website 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thank you 
 
      
 
    I owe a huge thank you to those who helped with the planning, plotting, polishing and promotion of this novel. 
 
    I have fond memories of my discussions with Amanda from the Major Crime Team at Sussex Police, who told me I couldn’t tell my story the way I wanted to. Thanks to her ideas and input, we found a better way to tell the story and remain faithful to police procedures. 
 
    Neal Robinson, former investigator with East Sussex Fire and Rescue offered me a fascinating insight into fires and their investigation. His chilling photographs and accounts of his work allowed me to bring my descriptions to life and remain as accurate as possible. Thank you, Neal. 
 
    I’m indebted to Liz Bailey, who does a brilliant job editing my manuscript to identify any ambiguity, confusion or mistakes. She also provides valuable feedback on the story to tell me what works and what requires further attention, ensuring the finished story is as good as I can make it. 
 
    Jane Prior of String Design then turns my vague ideas into a stunning cover that maintains the brand feel while capturing the essence of the story within. 
 
    Caroline Vincent and her team of bloggers provide invaluable support during the launch the book, sharing reviews and comment across social media to bring the story to the attention of far more readers than I could ever reach. 
 
    Finally, I have to save the biggest thanks for my wife, Carol, who’s always the first to read the finished draft. Not only does she have to put up with me diving off to write notes at the drop of a hat for months on end, she reads the unedited version, warts and all, to offer me an honest first opinion and plenty to put right. 
 
    And last but not least, I have to mention Harvey, my West Highland white terrier, who’s the inspiration for Kent’s dog, Columbo, in the series. Harvey often sleeps nearby, waiting patiently for me to break for lunch, which he always shares with me. He’s also an incredibly good listener, especially when I’m struggling with the plot or a character. 
 
    Can I also take this opportunity to reiterate that this is a work of fiction, filled with characters, locations and situations that are the product of my imagination. Any resemblance to any living person is unintentional and purely coincidental. Many of the locations and businesses in the stories are invented to avoid misunderstandings or similarities with real enterprises. A few places, such as Birling Gap, Beachy Head and the Seven Sisters are too beautiful and iconic to replace. Other places, such as the Eight Bells in Jevington are too special to be replaced with a fictional equivalent, though I have invented the people who work there. 
 
    In all other respects, I remain as faithful as possible to the South Downs and its lovely villages because people enjoy reading about familiar locations. 
 
    Kent Fisher is due to return for his fifth outing in No Mercy. 
 
      
 
    Robert Crouch 
 
    April 2019. 
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