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“It’s not a pretty sight, Guv.”
“It’s not a pretty smell either.” DCI Cass Red Rose wrinkled her nose as the stench of stale urine violently assaulted her nostrils. “Why do gents’ bogs always stink to high heaven?”
“We can’t all piss lavender water like you, Guv.” DI James Mackenzie passed Red a pair of regulation plastic shoe-covers and gloves.
The revolving blue lights of the patrol vehicle cast dancing shadows on the tiled walls beyond. A lone uniformed officer exchanged cheerless banter with a cluster of early-riser pedestrians attracted by the police presence.
Red forced a queasy smile. “I hope this is worth being dragged out of bed for, Jim.” She glanced pointedly at her watch. “It’s supposed to be my weekend off.”
Mackenzie acknowledged with a wry smile. “Oh, it’s worth it, Guv. Just hope you haven’t had breakfast yet.”
Red ducked under the tape, following Mackenzie into the men’s washroom. She ran an experienced eye over the urinals as she took in the room clockwise from the entrance, before her gaze settled on the pool of blood congealing beneath a cubicle door.
“Our witness found the victim about four this morning. Late night reveller called in for a slash. Saw the blood and pushed open the door.”
“Where is he now?”
“In my car. Couldn’t get much out of him.”
“Drunk?”
“In shock.”
Red caught her breath. “One second, Jim.” She cast her eyes back around the washroom, slipping into professional detachment mode, her mind capturing visual images like a digital camera, storing them for later retrieval. Best to view the environment before seeing the body. Apart from the blood, nothing looked out of place. But then, she was no expert on men’s public toilets. “Okay. The door when you’re ready.”
Mackenzie’s gloved index finger gently poked the door wide.
“You did warn me.” Red forced herself not to look away. She made mental notes of the scene, breaking it down into its component parts.
The man hung suspended by a blue nylon rope that disappeared over the dividing wall to the next cubicle.
The legs bent at odd angles beneath him, the taut rope taking his weight. The head lolled awkwardly to one side, as if no longer attached to his neck.
A blood-smeared polythene bag clung to every contour of his face, obscuring his features. It bulged around what Red assumed was the tongue protruding from his mouth, in a desperate, futile effort to find air.
One hand was still wedged tightly between neck and nylon, a failed attempt to thwart the noose. The other hand dangled loose at his side, fingers already starting to mottle purple as blood settled under gravity to his lower extremities.
As Red’s gaze moved down to settle on the groin a wave of nausea hit. The blood-sodden jeans hung open, dripping boxers at mid-thigh.
“Oh my God! Someone’s chopped his…”
Her eyes moved slowly back to the polythene bag over the head, the blood and protuberance around the mouth suddenly taking on new significance.
She eased her way backwards, taking deep breaths. “I’ll be outside.”
“Ouch! Cassie, that hurts!”
“Sorry, gorgeous.” Red dragged the brush through the child’s tangled mass of golden hair. “But if I don’t do this now, you’ll look like Worzel Gummidge by the morning.”
Ruby winced, pulling tiny shoulders up to her ears. “Is he in my new story?”
“No, sugar. He’s a scarecrow that used to be on telly when I was your age, but he’s most definitely not in Rapunzel.”
Ruby digested this information solemnly, before turning a freshly scrubbed pink cheek up to Red, huge brown eyes wide. “Was you four as well, once?”
“A long time ago, Rubes. Way before you were even born.”
“And did you have to have your hair brushed when you got out of the bath?”
Red flinched as a vision of her mother flashed before her eyes. “Sometimes, babe,” she said softly. “There, you’re done! Now how about we go downstairs and get you some milk and biscuits and kiss Mummy good night.”
Ruby turned to face Red, folding tiny arms across her chest, a miniature imitation of her mother. She glared at Red the way only a four year old could. “You promised, Cassie! Rapunzel, when my hair was brushed.”
“Yes, but…”
“You promised. Pleeease?”
Red’s face melted into a huge smile. She pulled the child towards her, still warm from the bath, holding her close. “Okay, Rubes, you win. Pass me the book.”
“Yay!” Ruby clapped her hands together. She leant over to her dressing table, grabbing the colourful book in tiny hands.
Red threw back the covers. “Come on, hop in.” She tucked the child in, pulling the duvet up to Ruby’s neck. “Ready? Here we go. There was once a man and a woman who had longed in vain for a child of their own…”
“Cassie?”
“Yes, Rubes?”
“What does vain mean?”
Red sighed. Catching criminals was far easier than this.
Red flopped into the armchair, an exaggerated sigh aimed at her partner.
“Finally. I thought Rubes was never going to fall asleep tonight.”
Pippa didn’t seem to hear. Red persisted. “You know, sometimes I wonder if these fairy tales are really suitable for young children. I mean, there are some pretty adult themes beneath the surface.”
Red pulled the cork on a fresh bottle of Merlot. “Take Rapunzel. It starts off with a woman unable to conceive, and then it’s about a poor girl being held hostage. Is that really what kids Ruby’s age need to...”
Red shot a glance across the room. Pippa was staring rigidly at the television.
“Hello, Earth calling Pippa. Come in, Philippa Crichton-Ward. Over.”
No response.
“Pip?”
Still no reply.
Red groaned. “Are you still mad at me, babe?”
“No.” Pippa’s eyes never left the television. “I just happen to be watching this programme, which is rather more interesting than an analysis of Ruby’s bedtime story.”
“Ah, so you were listening then.”
“Hard not to when you were jabbering away. Cass, I’m trying to watch this programme, if you don’t mind.”
“Pip, be serious. It’s Celebrity Big Brother.”
“So I’m slumming it.”
Red poured herself a glass of wine, making a point of not topping up her partner’s. Pippa’s eyes flickered to the glass and back to the television.
Red focused on the screen. “Right. So who’s that one then?”
“Cass, I’m trying to concentrate.”
“Pip, you’ve never watched a reality TV programme in your life, and you’re not watching it now. This is just an excuse for your latest sulk-fest.”
“Cassandra, please. This happens to be very interesting.”
“Big effing Brother?”
“Celebrity, Cass. These people aren’t just nobodies plucked from the streets in pursuit of Andy Warhol’s fifteen minutes of fame. These people are achievers. They’ve earned their place here.”
“Okay, so name one of them. Anyone you like.”
Pippa increased the volume.
“As I thought,” Red said. “You haven’t the foggiest.”
“That’s Amy Winehouse,” Pippa ventured, her tone lacking any confidence.
“I don’t think so, lover. She’s dead.” Red turned on a sorrowful expression. “Hun, I tried to get back earlier but the press are all over this case. And I had the Super to deal with. I have to report direct now, don’t forget.”
Pippa shrugged, sipping from her nearly empty wine glass. “I had to re-schedule all the interviews, Cass. How did that make me look?”
Red palmed her forehead theatrically. “Yeah, silly me, thinking a man having his dick chopped off is more important than the next au pair.” Red shifted next to her partner on the sofa, draping an arm around Pippa’s shoulders. “Look, you knew my lifestyle long before I moved in. Don’t hold it against me now.”
Pippa turned the volume down a little.
“How about I take you out to dinner to make up for it?”
A smile twitched at Pippa’s lips as she tried to maintain her disinterested stare at the television. “We’d never get a table at this hour. Not at a decent restaurant, anyway.”
“Well we could catch a movie or something.”
“We call them films in this country, Cass. That Terri Miller is a bad influence on you. And who would look after the children? It’s mother’s whist drive this evening.”
“I’m sure Richard wouldn’t mind if –”
“Cassandra!” Pippa hit the remote, banishing the celebrity farce from the room. She turned on Red. “You just don’t get it, do you?” Hurt clouded chocolate eyes. “Every time we do this – mess arrangements around, asking Richard to bail us out – he’s chalking up points. We’re just giving him ammunition.”
“Ammunition for what?”
“For custody.”
Red let out a long sigh. “How many more times? Richard does not want custody. He could never look after three kids with his commitments. And Barbie Girl certainly couldn’t cope.”
“You know he wants to spend more time with them.”
“He wants them to spend less time with me, more like. He loathes the fact that you and I are together.”
Pippa stared into the distance, fingering the rim of her glass. “He wants Jack to live with him. I know he does.”
“Don’t be so melodramatic. Richard has never mentioned custody. Besides, you’re a barrister. He’d never take you on in Court.”
“I’m a criminal lawyer, Cass. I know about as much about family law as you do. Any third-rate high street solicitor could run rings around me in a family court. And I also happen to be living with the female police officer who almost got us all killed chasing that Huntsman lunatic. It doesn’t look good, does it?”
Red withdrew her arm. “The Huntsman that you want to defend when his trial comes up, do you mean?”
Anger blazed in Pippa’s eyes. “I have a job to do, Cassandra. Just because your family is sick and twisted and you choose not to deal with it, does not mean that my career has to suffer.”
Red winced, pain settling on her features, tears stinging her eyes. “You bitch. You complete bitch.”
Pippa reached out a hand of contrition. “Cass, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that. I’m—”
“Don’t! Just…” A palm thrust in Pippa’s face made clear the conversation was over. “Just don’t.”
“Cass, please.”
Red grabbed the remote control, switching the television back on. “There, watch your poxy z-list celebrities. Is that what you’ve been reduced to, Philippa Crichton-Ward, QC? Defending celeb’ criminals so you can make the headlines on Sky News? What happened to the woman I moved in with, who put justice above all else?”
“Nathan Hunter has as much right to a fair trial as anyone, Cass. He has as much right to choose his legal team as anyone.”
Red glared at Pippa. “You don’t seriously think he picked you because he thinks you’ll get him off?”
“Of course not. He picked me to drive a wedge between you and I, obviously. That doesn’t mean I can just turn him away. I happen to be above that, Cass. I will defend him objectively, to the best of my abilities, just like any other accused person.”
“You won’t, Pip, I can assure you.”
“Don’t question my professional integrity, Cassandra.”
“I am not questioning your professional anything. I’m stating a fact. You will not be defending Nathan.”
Pippa folded her arms. “I was not aware the police had a say in who the accused might appoint to defend them?”
“Normally, no. But in this case the Prosecution have already filed an insurmountable objection. It will be on your desk first thing Monday.”
“And what insurmountable objection might that be?”
“The one where you’re the key witness for the Prosecution.”
“Morning, Guv.” DS Anna Hargreaves threw her bag over a chair, joining Red before the digital wall. “Just us two?”
“Terri’s with Jim, getting coffee.”
“How about Batman and Robin?”
“Barry’s on his way. Just texted to say he’d slept through the alarm. No word from Jez.”
“Not like Jez to skip paid overtime.”
“Probably too busy with that silicone tart of his.”
“That’s a bit harsh, Guv.”
“You haven’t seen her. No way they are real.”
“Met her the other day, actually. Bumped into her and Jez coming out of the cinema. He was laying it on with a trowel when he introduced me as his superior officer.” Anna smiled. “Yeah, silicone tart is about right. What’s the betting he –” She cut her observation short as Jez Harris lurched through the door, stifling a yawn. “Speak of the devil!”
“Morning, Guv. Anna. Count me in. I need all the OT going. If I can stay awake long enough, that is.”
Red glanced at her DC. “Busy night then, Jez?”
Harris’s face broke into an inane grin. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Don’t call me ma’am, Jez. How many more times?”
“Sorry, ma’am. I mean, Guv.” Harris looked across at the white wall, taking in the photos. “So, any news on our queer-basher?”
Red pointed her digital wand at Harris, a red dot dancing on his forehead. “The term you’re looking for is homophobic assailant, Jez. Maybe another awareness course is in order?”
Harris adopted an apologetic countenance. “Can’t I just say gay, Guv? It’s easier.”
“What, as in The Flintstones gay, Jez? Fred and Barney? We’ll have a gay old time? That sort of gay?”
Jez looked bewildered.
“Guv, give the kid a break,” Anna said. “Can’t you see the poor boy’s in love?”
Harris mounted an appropriately embarrassed expression, his awkwardness bringing a smile to Red’s lips.
“Ah yes. Young love. I remember it well. So how is… Nicola, isn’t it?”
“Nikki. With two kays.”
“Nikki with two kays, Jez? Well I’m Cass with two esses, and this is Anna with two ens.”
“Very funny, Guv.” Harris looked around, desperate for a distraction, wishing Barry Taylor was there. “Bazza not coming in today?”
“He’s on the way. But I’m thinking of separating you two on this case, Jez.”
“Ma’am? I mean, Guv? I mean… Separate? What, like not together separate?”
“As in I’m assigning you both different working partners Jez. Just for this case.”
“But Guv… Me and Bazza are a team. The Super commended us.”
“The Super was not fully aware of the facts though, Jez, was he. I am. But that’s neither here nor there. The point is, you and Barry are far too –” Red’s gaze drifted to the doorway. “Morning, Barry. We were just talking about you.”
“Sorry, Guv. Not used to setting the alarm on a Sunday.” Taylor shuffled through the door, a crumpled shirt-tail dangling from his belt, hair in disarray. He winked at Harris. “You look knackered, Jez. Kept you up all night, did she?”
Harris’s eyes lit up, a smile spreading across his face, chest puffing out. “At it like rabbits, Baz. My knob is so sore I can’t…” Harris stopped himself, squirming under the joint gaze of Red and Anna.
Taylor chuckled. “I bet that’s put you right off your breakfast, girls.” His eyes shifted to the images on the wall. He grimaced as he saw the close up of the mutilated groin. “I think I’ve lost my appetite too, now. So, anything new on our queer-basher?”
Red rolled her eyes. “That’s it. You’re both on awareness courses from next week. And until you’ve completed them you’re both assigned new working partners. I don’t want you two even talking to each other about this case.”
Taylor displayed his palms theatrically, looking in bewilderment at Anna and Harris. “What did I do? What did I do?”
Mackenzie and Terri distributed the coffees to grateful recipients in the briefing room.
“What are you two looking so miserable for?” Terri demanded of Taylor and Harris. “Mac, which one of these has no sugar?”
“Just ignore them, Terri,” Anna advised. “They’re sulking. The Guv’s swapping team partners. The dynamic duo are going to be split up.”
Mac spluttered into his coffee. “Guv?”
“Just for this case,” Red assured them, ticking off points on her fingers as she spoke. “Firstly, the genital mutilation means there’s understandably a lot more public interest than we’d normally get for a murder investigation. Secondly, rightly or wrongly, the media are playing this as a homophobic assault. We need to be extra careful what we say and how we say it, or we’ll all be slaughtered on the altar of political correctness.” She made a point of staring at Taylor and Harris.
“And thirdly…” Red paused, surveying her audience. “This is my first big case as DCI. So far we’ve been lucky with the tabloids. Although they’re running this as a homophobic crime they haven’t made the connection yet with the personal life of the senior investigating officer. They will.”
“I don’t follow, Guv,” Taylor ventured. “Just coz you’re… You know. I mean, it’s not like you’re a bloke and the perp’s gonna come after you. You ain’t got nothing to chop off.”
“And she wouldn’t be trying to get it off in the men’s bogs anyway,” Harris added. “She’d be in the ladies, wearing a kinky…” Harris’s voice trailed under Red’s stern gaze.
“I rest my case,” Red said with a long sigh. “Right, Barry, you’re working with Jim for the duration. That okay with you, Inspector?”
Mackenzie shrugged. “Fine by me. If Barry’s happy.”
Taylor glanced across at Terri. “I was thinking maybe Tex’ could better benefit from my years of experience, Guv. I owe her anyway for saving my life that time. Only right I should pay her back in my own special way. Besides, now Mac’s a DI he’ll be bogged down with paperwork.”
“Which is precisely why Jim needs someone as experienced and worldly-wise as you to lighten the load,” Red said firmly. “Barry and Jim it is. Which brings us to playboy here.”
Harris’s eyes lit up. “Me and Terri, Guv?” He shot a broad grin at Taylor.
“And what, pray tell, would Nikki Two-Kays think if she saw you and Terri out together?”
Harris hesitated, thinking fast. “I could say she’s my sister.”
“How could anyone that gorgeous have an ugly bastard like you for a brother?” Taylor asked.
“Good one, Baz,” said Harris, the smile fading from his face as Taylor’s words struck home.“Oi! Up yours.”
“You’re working with Anna, Jez,” Red said firmly.
Harris slumped back into his chair.
“You can pretend Anna is your sister, Jezza,” Taylor piped up. “Your very elderly sister.”
Mackenzie buried his head in his hands, edging his seat away from his newly assigned teammate. Anna glowered at the comedian. “Don’t push your luck, Taylor.”
Red suppressed a laugh. “Don’t you two start as well. Plenty of time for bickering later.” To Harris, “Jez, I’m not being responsible for your relationship with Nikki Two-Kays going down the pan. You’re working with Anna. I hear Nikki has already been introduced to DS Hargreaves as your senior officer, so no room for any misunderstandings if you’re both spotted canoodling.”
“Don’t worry, Jez. I won’t let on that you’re my toy-boy,” Anna grinned.
Harris managed an uncertain smile, looking to Taylor for support. None was forthcoming. Taylor was already whispering something to his new partner, Mackenzie.
“So I’m on my lonesome, then?” Terri shot a smile at Taylor. “And I was so looking forward to getting to know you better, Barry.”
“I’m saving you from a fate worse than death, Terri,” Red said. “You’ll be working with me.”
“Watch yourself, Tex’,” Taylor said. “If she offers to show you her truncheon, run like hell.”
Red glared. “That will do, Barry. Jim, maybe you can drill some manners into DC Taylor while he’s on your watch?”
“Typical DCI,” Mackenzie grinned. “Always asking for the impossible.”
“Where do you want us then, Guv?” Mackenzie brought the meeting to order with a sharp rap of knuckles on his desk. “Not that the Super is likely to show his face on a Sunday, but I suppose we ought to be doing something to justify this OT binge.”
“Speak for yourself, partner,” Taylor moaned. “Double bubble doesn’t have to mean double trouble.”
“It does on my watch, Barry. Sorry.” Red switched her attention back to the digital display. “Okay, the press are playing the homophobe card, for obvious reasons. Sexual assault and murder in a gents’ toilet. Anyone here care to disagree?”
Taylor shrugged. “Nowt to disagree with, surely. Only a right queer – sorry, only a person with,” his fingers made air quotes, “gay inclinations, is going to be hanging about in the men’s bogs at that time of night.”
Red raised a doubtful eyebrow. “Strangely enough, Barry, people do use public toilets for their intended purpose, not just as a place for romantic liaisons.”
“What, at four in the morning?”
Red sighed. “Yes, Barry, even at four in the morning.” She cast her gaze across the team. “But so far we have nothing to even confirm the victim was gay. It’s possible he might have just been caught short. Look at the bio. Married man. Respectable PR job. Kids. Okay, harboring a big secret if he is bisexual, but he’s no fag, if you’ll excuse my choice of words. No mincing fairy. And yes, Barry, I can get away with saying that. You can’t.”
Taylor forced a weak smile in response.
“The point is,” Red continued, “I don’t think we can automatically assume he’s gay just because he was in a well-known cottage at night.”
“Actually, Guv…” Anna lowered a print-out in her hands. “I think we can. The preliminary assessment from pathology suggests that’s the case.”
“Anna?”
“Sorry, Guv. The lab report came in late yesterday, after you’d gone, so I took it home for some bedtime reading. According to Thewliss there was a concentration of seminal fluid built up, suggesting there had been arousal prior to the chop.”
“See. Queer-bashers,” Taylor muttered.
Red glared.
“Guv, look at the third photo,” Taylor persisted. “You can see the hole in the wall next to where his dick should be. I’m telling you, it’s a homo…whatever you call it.”
Red stepped closer to the board, arms folded, head tilted to one side as if she was trying to fathom a crazy sculpture in a gallery. “I hate it when you’re right, Barry.”
Taylor licked his forefinger and chalked up an imaginary point in the air. “Local cottage. Vic’ with pants down next to a hole. You don’t need Anna’s lab report to work this one out. Elementary, my dear Watson.”
Red shook her head. “I’m still not convinced, Sherlock. None of it makes any sense. It doesn’t feel right.”
“But Guv…” Taylor gestured at the images.
“Okay, let’s accept for now the victim was there for sexual gratification. You may have a point. That still doesn’t mean the motive was –”
“I’m with Barry, Guv,” Anna cut across. “According to Thewliss the severed penis showed indications of trauma consistent with being tied tightly before the chop came. His conjecture is the vic’ was engaged in a consensual sexual act through the hole, during which the perp’ used a small nylon line to secure the victim against the cubicle wall. Possibly some form of bondage?”
“I don’t buy the consensual bit,” Red said. “Okay, maybe it was to start with, but for my money the noose and bag was put over the victim’s head while he was trapped in position. The blood on the inside wall of the second cubicle makes clear it was chopped from that side. What does Thewliss say about the amputation?”
“A sharp craft knife of some sort. It wouldn’t take much, would it.”
“It would for mine,” Taylor grinned. “A chainsaw might do it.”
“Yes, thank you, Barry,” Red sighed. “Okay, so let’s go with the vic’ being bisexual. Let’s accept he was there for… Well, for gratification. That still doesn’t make this a homophobic assault.”
“Be serious, Guv. That’s the only thing it can be,” Taylor objected.
“Hear me out, Barry. Imagine you’re some homophobic maniac and want to do serious harm to all the gays out there. The last thing you do is hide out in a well-known cottage. You wouldn’t be able to bring yourself to even go in there, let alone to hang about waiting for a target. Yet the report suggests the killer actively encouraged the victim, physically and sexually, before the assault. There would have been physical contact. It doesn’t make sense.”
Mackenzie shrugged. “So what are you suggesting, Guv?”
“That we keep an open mind, that’s all. Let’s not shut off avenues of investigation based on assumptions. Anna do we have a BAC reading in there?”
“One hundred and twenty mil’, Guv.”
“That’s a start. Do we know if he was driving that night?”
“Improbable. His own car was safely at the family home. If he’d been in another vehicle it would have been towed away by now.”
“Okay, Mac and Barry, you’ll like this one.I want all the local pub and bars covered. If he was drinking then it was locally. We need to know where and with who.”
“Yes!” Taylor enthusiastically slapped Mackenzie on the arm. “Unlucky, Jez. We’ll have one for you.”
Harris glowered at his former partner. “Me and Anna could do that, Guv, couldn’t we?”
“Sorry, Jez. You and Anna will be digging up every last bit of dirt you can find on our vic’. There’s nothing on the PNC, so you need to search wider. Associates, family ties, business contacts, you name it. Following up his employment can wait until tomorrow, but we can take advantage of it being Sunday to look into his social life.”
Red paused, surveying her team. “But whatever the victim’s sexual predilections, so long as they were legal they’re none of our business. His wife and children deserve our consideration. I expect discretion to be exercised by everyone. Anna can you explain that concept to DC Harris as you go.”
“My pleasure, Guv. We’ll follow up with the wife and family while Barry and Mac get tanked.”
Red looked at Harris. “Jez, this woman has just lost her husband. She probably had no idea he was bisexual. Be discreet. Oh, and don’t worry about Jim and Barry. I’m confident they’ll exercise their own discretion and stick to soft drinks, given their pub crawl is being paid for by the public purse. Right, Barry?”
“Yes, Guv,” Taylor answered sullenly.
Mackenzie managed a resigned smile.
“What about me?” Terri asked.
“Stick around for ten minutes while I clear my desk and I’ll be with you, Terri. Okay, the rest of you, you know the drill. Let’s get this case solved.” Red smiled sweetly. “Please.”
Red eyed the curled-up corners of her BLT sandwich. “It’s a good job these are going on expenses,” she said to Terri Miller. “They must be at least two days old!”
“Why did you think I stuck to coffee?”
Red eyed her DC up and down. “Because you weigh about eight stone wet through and never eat anything?”
“Eight what?”
“Stone? Don’t tell me you’re one of those metric fanatics?”
“Metric, Guv? You’ve lost me.”
Red shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. So, how are you and Barry getting on nowadays?” She grinned. “You having saved his bacon must have altered the balance in your favour.”
“Guys like Barry are the same the world over, Guv. Once a redneck, always a redneck. I could save his life a dozen times and he’d still see me as an inferior female. But hey, don’t worry about it. I can handle Barry Taylor any day of the week.” Terri leaned forward conspiratorially. “He never talks about his home life. Is there a problem there?”
“Messy divorce. Wife took him for everything he had, which wasn’t a lot. But you didn’t hear that from me. I steer clear of the personal gossip. The more-so now I’m DCI. I’m just mentioning it to you as you’re new. Don’t want you inadvertently saying the wrong thing and triggering world war three.”
“So the bluster is hiding the hurt?”
“Hard to credit Barry Taylor with feelings sometimes, but that’s my theory. If you really want to know, try raising the subject of his kids. That’s the one thing he will open up about. They live with their mother, but that’s more practical than emotional. No way he could be an effective single father in this job. Fortunately they’re both teenagers, so old enough to make their own decisions about the rights and wrongs.”
“Now I’m almost feeling sorry for him,” Terri said.
“No need, he’s got enough self-pity not to need anyone else’s sympathy. Anyway,” Red added, changing the subject, “what’s your gut feel on this case? Are you with everyone else, that this is a homophobic attack?”
“Actually, I’m coming around to your way of thinking, Guv. It doesn’t feel right.”
“You’re not just saying that to keep in my good books, I hope?”
Terri laughed. “Not me, Guv. If I disagree with something I’ll say so.”
“Good.” Red raised the stale sandwich to her lips. Put it down again. “Maybe we should have gone to McDonalds. At least you know the food’s been freshly made there. So, Terri, if you were in my shoes what would your next move be? How would an American police officer handle this?”
Terri considered. “Well, there’s not much in the way of CCTV or witnesses, given the location and time of attack, so we’ve got to move further afield. We’re working blind here. No description to work on, no trace at the scene, nothing. Maybe Mac and Barry will turn up which bar the vic’ was at. Maybe someone was spotted leaving the same bar just after. That’s if the vic’ even went for a drink first. He could have been drinking at home or a friend’s.”
Red nodded her agreement. “Anna and Jez should at least be able to confirm if he was at home prior. But I’m guessing he wasn’t. It would be hard to leave home late without arousing suspicion. More likely he was out plying himself to build up the courage.”
Terri sighed, twirling the sugar shaker between her fingers. She stared past Red onto the busy street beyond. An uneasy silence descended as the pair lost themselves in thought, until, “Hey.” Terri sat upright in the plastic chair. “Isn’t that Baz?”
Red swung her head around, following Terri’s gaze, watching as Taylor ambled into the public house facing the café, Mackenzie close behind. “Pound to a penny if we go in there we’ll find them both with a pint in their hands.”
“So remember, sympathy in buckets,” Anna said to Jez Harris. “This woman has just lost her husband.”
Harris adopted an expression of indignation. “I’m not completely heartless, you know.”
Anna looked unconvinced. She indicated for her junior to knock on the door, taking the opportunity to survey the plush surroundings. Clearly PR paid better than the Police. But then, what didn’t, she thought to herself.
It was just a few seconds before they heard footsteps in the hall. The door swung open with unexpected force.
“Mrs. Carter?”
A bespectacled forty-something, mousy-haired woman in a baggy cardigan and frumpy skirt eyed them up and down. “I might be.”
Anna displayed her badge. “I’m DS Hargreaves. This is my colleague, DC Harris.”
Harris belatedly followed suit, holding his ID out for inspection.
Mrs. Carter shrugged. “Am I meant to be impressed?”
Anna exchanged an uncertain glance with Harris. “We’d like to ask you a few questions, about your husband.”
“And if I don’t want to answer them?”
“Mrs. Carter, do you mind if we come in?” Anna persisted.
The woman hesitated, seeming to consider the proposition, then suddenly stepped aside. “Why the hell not? Why should I care, right? I mean, I’m only his wife.”
“Is there a problem, Mrs. Carter?”
The woman laughed loudly, taking a rolled up tissue from the sleeve of her cardigan and dabbing at her nose. “What, aside from the fact that the whole world now knows my husband was a dirty pervert, you mean?”
Anna touched her arm gently. “Mrs. Carter, you’ve had a nasty shock. I understand how you must be feeling right now. Shall we go through and sit down?”
Mrs. Carter nodded, sniffing, her features softening slightly. “Through here.” She turned to face them as they followed her down the hallway. “Can I get either of you a drink?” she asked, as if suddenly remembering her manners.
“No, thank you, Mrs. Carter.” Anna shot Harris a look that told him he didn’t need a drink either. “We’re fine.”
“Please, call me Helen.” Mrs. Carter ushered them into a spotless, spacious lounge.
“You have a lovely home, Helen.” Anna said as they perched themselves on a gleaming white leather settee.
“Thank you. It’s not really my style, but David is… was in PR, so we did a lot of entertaining.”
Anna pulled a notepad from her pocket. She flipped it open, looking up at the woman slowly coming to terms with her husband’s murder. “Given your husband’s professional position we’re a little concerned about the media coverage, Helen. Have you been bothered by the press at all?”
Mrs. Carter wrung her hands together, her eyes filling with tears. She shook her head.
“No, no, nothing like that.” Her voice cracked with emotion as she spoke. “Well, not so far.”
She looked at Harris, then back to Anna, obviously unsure of what to say next.
Anna took it as a cue to continue. “As was explained to you by Superintendent Blake, Helen, we’ve requested the media play down the incident at this stage, while we conduct our initial investigation. But obviously your husband’s political affiliations mean this would be a public interest story even without the…the particular circumstances surrounding his death. Once one newspaper breaks ranks, the rest will follow.”
“The bastard,” Mrs. Carter muttered beneath her breath.
“They’re just trying to do their job, Helen.”
“Not the press. Him.”
“Him?”
“David. The filthy, perverted bastard! And all this time –” Mrs. Carter suddenly burst into tears. “I’m sorry. It’s just…”
Anna moved across to sit next to Mrs. Carter, a comforting arm around the woman’s shoulder. “Don’t mind us, Helen. Get it out of your system.” She motioned to Harris. “Pass that box of tissues, Jez.” To Mrs. Carter, “So you had no idea?”
Mrs. Carter took the box gratefully, taking control of her sobbing. “I had my suspicions, of course. That he was bi-sexual, I mean. That he was interested in men. He never told me, but I knew.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
Mrs. Carter looked up at Anna. Then hesitantly across at Harris. Anna got the message.
“Jez, how about you make a pot of tea,” Anna said. “Is that okay, Helen? You look like you could do with one.”
Harris looked bewildered. Hadn’t Anna just said they didn’t want a drink?
Mrs. Carter nodded tearfully, gesturing with her head to the kitchen. “If you can’t find anything…”
“He’ll be fine, Helen. How do you take yours?”
“Just milk for me. But if either of you need sugar it’s in –”
“Jez will find it. He’s well-trained. Let’s talk a little more about David.” Anna motioned Harris towards the kitchen. As he disappeared through the doorway Anna leant in towards Mrs. Carter. “I hope you don’t mind Jez in your kitchen, Helen, but we really need to talk about you and your husband’s… Your relationship, shall I say? We need to understand more about David’s predilections if we are to catch his killer.”
Mrs. Carter glanced towards the doorway, satisfying herself that Harris was out of earshot. “How old is he?”
Anna looked confused. “You don’t know your husband’s age?”
Mrs. Carter managed a smile through the tears. “Your colleague, I meant. Jed, did you call him? They say all policemen look like twelve year olds nowadays, but he really does look young.”
Anna laughed quietly. “Jez, not Jed. His real name is Jeremy, but he hates that. I know he’s in his early twenties. Do you want me to ask him?”
Mrs. Carter wiped away the last of the tears. “No, don’t embarrass the poor lad. I thought you just got rid of him so we could talk privately? Or did you really want that cup of tea?” Her eyes, still red and moist, twinkled, laughter lines making crow’s feet.
Anna smiled and slowly withdrew her arm from Mrs. Carter’s shoulder. “Both.” The woman was obviously in shock, swinging moods from one extreme to the other. Anna tried to imagine how she would feel in a similar situation, but Mrs. Carter was speaking again.
“David was never totally comfortable about sex, even when we were first married. And of course as the years went by we stopped altogether. I mean, I’m no spring chicken, so perhaps I shouldn’t be too surprised. But sometimes I would catch him looking at pornography on the computer, so obviously he still had desires.” She added wistfully, “Just, not for me. Clearly he preferred them young.”
Anna sat up straight, alarm bells ringing. “Young?”
“Young kids,” Mrs. Carter said shaking her head in disbelief. “And to think, I was married to him. Disgusting!”
Anna struggled to remain expressionless. Suddenly she wished Harris was there taking notes. She glanced around the room. “Where is this computer?”
“In the study. The desk faces the window, so his back is to the door. Sometimes I’d quietly open it to see if he was busy, so as not to disturb him. You know, to offer refreshments. I could see right over his shoulder.” Mrs. Carter shuddered. “Quite sickening, some of it. Probably illegal too, I shouldn’t wonder. But perhaps I shouldn’t be saying this.”
Anna stared at Mrs. Carter in disbelief. “Helen, of course it’s illegal. Didn’t it occur to you to report him? I know he was your husband, but even so…”
Mrs. Carter stared back at Anna, bewilderment lining her face. “Report him? For what? Being a man? All men are obsessed with pornography, aren’t they?”
Anna blinked back. “Not child porn. Of course not.”
“Child porn?” Mrs. Carter’s hand flew to her mouth. She pulled herself upright. “Oh my God, David was involved with child porn as well?”
Anna’s jaw fell. “You just told me!”
Mrs. Carter’s face darkened. “I did no such thing.”
“Helen, you just this minute told me you looked over your husband’s shoulder in the study and he was looking at child pornography on his computer. Young kids, hard at it. Those were your exact words.”
Mrs. Carter stared intensely at Anna, then suddenly her face lightened and she laughed loudly. “Young kids, as in twenty-somethings like Tea Boy there, not little children! Besides, David couldn’t abide being anywhere near children. Utterly detested them.”
Anna let out a sigh of relief. “Helen, I do apologise. I completely misconstrued your meaning.” The DS pondered her next words. Finally, “So, is that why you don’t have any kids of your own, Helen?”
“That, and the fact that we hardly ever slept together. That certainly didn’t help. Maybe his loathing of children meant he was terrified of getting me pregnant. Maybe that’s what attracted him to men. Do you think?”
Anna preferred not to speculate, suspecting Mrs. Carter was looking for some justification for her late husband’s behaviour. The opening kitchen door gave Anna the reprieve she needed not to respond. “Ah, here comes the refreshments.”
Harris appeared with a tray and three cups, slopping tea into the tray as he bent down to the coffee table. “Sorry, Mrs. Carter. I’ll get a cloth.”
“Don’t worry about it, Jeremy,” Mrs. Carter said.
Harris shot an accusatory glance at Anna.
“I think Jeremy is such a lovely name,” Mrs. Carter beamed at Harris.
Harris forced a smile, shifting his weight awkwardly from one foot to the other, trying to sup hot tea from the cup in his hand. He looked around for an appropriate place to sit.
“Why don’t you take yours through to the garden, Jez? Get some air?”
Harris shot a glance out of the window. “But it’s raining, Guv.”
Mrs. Carter chuckled at Harris. “Anna wants to talk to me about my sex life with David, Jeremy.”
Harris spluttered tea back into his cup, his cheeks flushing.
“She thinks you might find it embarrassing,” Mrs. Carter continued. “And I can see she has a point. The conservatory’s just through there.” She gestured to the far door. “Just switch the heater on if you find it too cold.”
Harris needed no further encouragement. He dribbled a trail of tea across the carpet as he went, face pointedly fixed away from his host.
Mrs. Carter watched after him, amused eyes twinkling. She turned to Anna as Harris pulled the door closed. “Now, where were we?”
“Your husband’s interest in pornography? Adult pornography?”
“Ah yes. You see, it was always hunky young men with girls. Never girls on their own. That’s what first got me wondering. I mean, why would you want to watch another man doing it to a girl? Especially these. Honestly, they may have been young, but they were enormous.”
Anna choked on her tea. “You mean…”
“That’s exactly what I mean. I’m no expert on these matters, of course. There was only one man in my life before I met David, but I know what’s natural and what’s not. And these boys – sorry, young men – were not natural. No way.” A smile spread across her face as she recalled the images. She shook herself out of her reverie. Anna was trying to hide a smile of her own.
“Sorry, dear. It’s just… Well, why would David want to look at something like that? Maybe it gave him an inferiority complex. He was barely –”
“Too much information, Helen,” Anna protested, palm forward. She wondered how she would explain this back at the station. She asked, “But I don’t understand. Why did this lead you to believe your husband was bi-sexual?”
“This was just an indication,” Mrs. Carter explained. “I never, ever saw David looking at images of women on their own, or just women together. You know, lesbian pornography. But I know men get turned on by two women together. Well, normal men. And then there were his magazines.”
Anna leaned forward. Maybe they were getting somewhere. “Magazines?”
“Men’s magazines. Or rather, magazines for men. Not those smutty things you see on the top shelf. I mean those fashionable magazines for men. GQ, is it? And FM, or something?”
“FHM.”, Anna corrected. “But they’re not gay magazines. I still don’t follow.”
“I think, with hindsight, David was struggling with his sexuality. Those magazines are full of images of men. And he always seemed more at ease in the company of young men than mixed company, if you ask me. What with David working away constantly, staying in hotels, I always knew he might be tempted to go with someone else. I could live with that.” Mrs. Carter’s face darkened again. She shook her head in disbelief. “But not hanging about in dirty toilets…”
“So that was a total surprise for you?”
“Completely. Okay, so if I’m honest I knew he was leaning both ways – is that the right expression? But even if he was an out and out homosexual there must be escort agencies for gay men as well? Surely he didn’t need to go to a filthy public lavatory for it?”
Anna tried to look sympathetic. “I think when men do that sort of thing it’s more for the excitement, the thrill, than for the sex. Just look at George Michael.Hardly the sort of person who would be short of willing partners. But…” Anna looked up at Mrs. Carter. “You said, as well, Helen? There must be escort agencies for gay men as well? As well as what?”
“As well as escort agencies for women, of course.”
Anna kept her voice low. “Is there something else we should know about?”
Helen nodded, colour rising in her cheeks. She chewed on her lip, trying to select the right words.
“Take your time.”
“I’ve found some things.”
Anna nodded. “What sort of things?”
“I know I shouldn’t have. But I couldn’t help it. I went through his study. Through his desk drawers, and his briefcase.”
“What did you find?” Anna asked gently.
Helen Carter gave a feeble but grateful smile, her hands clasped to her chest, the hurt and anger evident in her eyes; eyes that darted around the room like she was looking for some visible answer to his betrayal.
She dug a trembling hand into the pocket of her cardigan, throwing the contents onto the black, marble coffee table. An array of business cards fanned out like a clumsy card-sharks hand.
Anna picked one up. “Are they all like this?”
“There are emails too, from agencies and websites. I don’t know much about computers, but enough to open his email folder”
“I’m sorry, Helen. This must be hurtful for you.”
“I was shocked last night, I can tell you. Hurt.” Mrs. Carter’s countenance changed as she relived the moment. Then calm returned to her features.
She said, “But after I gave it some thought I realised it was at least better than him going with some back-street prostitute, who might be carrying God only knows what diseases. And in a strange way I felt happy for him.”
Anna stared mystified at Helen Carter.
“Okay, so for whatever reason I didn’t meet his needs in bed.” Mrs. Carter gestured around the room with her hand. “But in every other way he was a wonderful husband. I never wanted for any material goods. I mean, this is all paid for, and we have a second home in the Cotswolds, and a villa in the Italian Riviera. He was never abusive or violent. He…” Mrs. Carter’s voice trailed as tears flooded back.
Anna reached out a comforting hand again. “Do you mind if I take these?”
Through tissues and sobs Mrs. Carter nodded her assent. “David won’t be needing them now, that’s for sure. But why would you need them?”
“We need to know as much as possible about your husband’s movements before he… That is, before the incident. And we’d like to examine any diaries or personal logs he might have had. And his computers, mobile phones, etcetera. With your permission, of course. If we can trace everyone who was in contact with him recently we may just be able to catch the person responsible.”
Mrs. Carter stared into the distance. “That won’t bring David back, though, will it, dear.”
Anna said quietly, “No. I’m sorry.”
The slate-grey exterior of The Stag loomed before them as they dodged in and out of the traffic to cross Fleet Road.
Terri whistled appreciatively as they approached the entrance. “Wow, this place is really something, right?”
Red looked doubtful. She flicked her eyes up to the top of the old building. “I guess so. Don’t they have pubs like this where you’re from?”
“Pubs?” Terry grinned. “I love that term. You are just so English.”
Red felt her cheeks warm. She tipped her head in the direction of the main door. “Come on, let’s see what the boys are up to.”
Red open newly painted doors and stepped into the sweeping bar area, scanning the sea of bodies. “We may have to send out a search party for them.”
“Maybe they’re with the manager already?”
Red edged jovial Sunday afternoon revellers out of her path as she fought her way to the bar, reaching inside her coat for her badge. Standing on tip-toes, she attempted to attract the attention of one of the bar staff.
“Guv?”
Red turned to see Terri pointing over a mass of heads to a far corner, where a quiz machine flashed in the semi-darkness, illuminating the animated faces of Taylor and Mackenzie, pints in hand.
Red glared at Terri, lips a thin line. “Let’s go.”
Terri followed in Red’s wake. Mouthing apologies to displaced drinkers.
“Busy afternoon?” Red yelled over the din.
Two pairs of eyes, like startled rabbits in headlights, swung in her direction. “Guv?”
Red held up a palm. “I thought you’d have more sense, Jim.”
“Last stop, Guv. Honest. Been at it all day. This is our first.”
“Yeah, right. And I’m the Queen of Sheba.”
Taylor and Mackenzie looked suitably sheepish.
Red sighed. “Well? Did you come up with anything?”
Taylor dug an elbow at Mackenzie. “Yes, Guv. It’s not much, but it could be a lead.” He scrambled in his pockets for change. “Let me get you both a drink and I’ll tell you about it.”
“What kind of example would that set to the others?” Red glared at Taylor. “Does this lead need acting on today?”
“Nothing that can’t wait, Guv,” Mackenzie said.
“Good. The I’ll see you both in the morning.” She turned to Taylor, gesturing to the pint in his hand. “And by the way, Barry, today’s over-time binge finished fifteen minutes ago. Wouldn’t want you to get caught drinking while on duty, would we.”
Monday mornings. Red silenced the rumble of conversation with a raised hand as she entered the briefing room, scanning the team. Two new faces.
“Pete. Lee. Good to see you here. I assume you’ve all been introduced?”
“Mac’s done the honours, Guv.”
Red looked around the room a second time.“No Jez?”
There was a uniform shrug of shoulders. All eyes turned to Anna.
“Maybe having to work with DS Hargreaves has scared him off, Guv,” Barry Taylor suggested, deadpan.
“Fifteen, love,” said Mackenzie.
“More likely Nikki Two-Kays has him tied to a four poster bed somewhere and he’s making hay while the sun shines,” Anna said. “Not something you’d know much about these days, right, Barry?”
Taylor glowered at Anna.
“Fifteen all,” Mackenzie declared.
Red permitted a sly smile. “Alright, that’s enough, you guys. We’ve got plenty on our plates without the internecine warfare.” Red paced the floor. “I know everyone put the hours in over the weekend,” she began, her eyes lingering on Taylor and Mackenzie as she spoke, “and it’s all hands to the pump on the Heath murder. But I need two of you to get down to Islington this morning. We’ve had another arson attack in a high rise.”
“Same MO, Guv?” Pete Metcalf asked.
“Exactly the same as the two previous. Litter set fire to in the lift, building evacuated, no casualties, just some smoke damage, etcetera. You fancy taking young Lee with you and checking it out? I could use an experienced head on this one.”
Pete Metcalf nodded reluctantly. “Okay by me, Guv. But not sure what my guv’nor will say. We were seconded here for the murder inquiry, not petty arson.”
Red smiled ruefully. “Any of these arsons could have ended up a murder inquiry if they hadn’t been dealt with quickly, Pete. Setting fire to an empty car is petty arson. Setting fire to a building with people in it rather raises the stakes.”
Red scanned the room daring anyone to challenge the assertion. “And to be honest I wasn’t expecting you guys until mid-week. That’s when I told the Super we’d need extra hands.”
“Not that I’m not delighted to have you here today,” Red addled, fiddling with the digital wand. “It’s just that at this precise moment we don’t have the leads to follow up to justify you, and what little we do have my guys are on. It wouldn’t make sense to send them off on the arson case just so you two can take over what they’re already doing. I’ll square up with your DCI, don’t worry. And I promise you some real action in a few days.”
“No worries, Guv,” Metcalf said. “We’ll get going, then.”
“Stick around for the summary on this case first,” Red urged. “Both Barry and Jim, and Anna and Jez – well, Anna, anyway – have some interesting notes. Anna, you first.”
Anna Hargreaves took to the floor, notebook in hand, relating the reaction of David Carter’s widow and the little secrets she’d uncovered. She passed the escort agency cards around in a transparent plastic evidence bag as she explained.
“This joint is pretty close to the fire, Guv.” Metcalf pointed to a card through the plastic. “Me and Lee can call in on the way back through and ask a few questions.”
“Good thinking,” Red agreed. “That will justify your being at the arson scene, too. Nice one.”
“Do you think I could get an escort on expenses, Guv?” Roberts joked. “For investigative purposes?”
“Don’t go giving Barry ideas, Lee,” Red said. “He’s dumb enough to actually try it.”
Taylor glared at Red. “Har, har, bloody har.”
Red smiled back. “Okay, your turn, guys.”
Mackenzie slapped Taylor on the shoulder. “You or me, Bazza?”
Taylor still had the sulky face on. “Bollocks to them. You can do it.”
Mackenzie shrugged, moving to the front, fiddling a pen top between his fingers as he spoke.
“Well, Barry and I did the rounds yesterday, as you know. We made a start on the bars close to the Heath, asking if anyone had noticed anything out of the ordinary, any faces they didn’t recognize. You know, the usual stuff. Anyway, we drew a blank in most of them, but there was something that didn’t sit right with the manager of The Bull & Last down Highgate. Reckons he knows pretty much most of the crowd in there. And those he doesn’t know are usually there for the food, just passing trade. But Friday night just gone, he remembers a youth hanging around until late that he’d not seen before.”
“Did the victim, David Carter, use this pub on the night?” Anna asked.
There was a hushed silence around the briefing room as Mackenzie said, “There’s the rub. No. We showed the vic’s photo and the manager was quite categorical he’s never seen Carter on his premises, that night or any night.”
“So what is… Am I missing something here?” Anna asked.
“If you’d shut it long enough for Mac to get a word in edgeways,” Taylor muttered.
“That’s enough, Barry,” Red intervened. “Go on, Jim.”
“The manager reckons the kid was probably in there most of the evening. Sat texting on his phone. Made a couple of calls. Nothing out of the ordinary. Paid for his drinks with high-value notes. Mostly twenties. Once a ten. Never used his change, which was why he initially got the staff’s attention. They were short on change and this guy was collecting their coins.”
“Playing the machines?”
“Not once, according to the manager. No alcohol. Just fruit juices and sodas. Clean-shaven. Respectable enough. Seemed to be waiting for someone – always checking the door when anyone came in. Visited the toilet frequently. More than the number of drinks he bought would justify. The manager thought maybe he was on drugs or something, but had no real reason to take any interest so long as the kid wasn’t bothering anyone.”
“Can’t see too much amiss there, Mac.” Anna Hargreaves said. “When you say kid,” she added, thinking of her exchange with Helen Carter, “what do you mean?”
“Late teens, the manager said. Definitely eighteen.”
“A pub manager would say that, though,” Lee Roberts chimed in. “If he was talking to a cop. He could hardly say otherwise.”
“Good point,” Mackenzie agreed. “But if the kid was on soft drinks all night then his age wouldn’t be a problem, so who knows. Let’s just say he’s around eighteen.”
Red glanced at the wall clock. “Best get to the climax, Jim. I need to be with the Super five minutes ago.”
“Sure thing, Guv.” Mackenzie turned to Taylor. “Barry, do you want do present the piece de resistance?”
Taylor leaned forward, taking his time, checking everyone was looking his way before continuing. “Well, the result is the manager says he remembers the kid having something with him that he never let out of his sight. He took it to the bar, every time he ordered a drink, and to the toilets.”
“Not a carrier bag, by any chance?” Metcalf asked.
“The very same,” said a smug Taylor.
Terri Miller opened her mouth to speak. She saw the satisfied expressions on the faces of her colleagues and clammed shut. It could wait.
“Nikki! Nikki! This way, gorgeous.”
Nikki Marshall flung shoulder-length, golden hair over her shoulders, spinning around to face the flashing lights.
“Give us a smile, Nikki.”
“More attitude, Nikki.”
“Tits, Nikki. They wanna see tits.”
A huge smile spread across the face of DC Jez Harris as he watched the model slip her bikini strap off first one shoulder, then the other, heaving voluminous breasts closer to the cameras. He let out a low whistle as the model placed a hand on one hip, jutted out her pert backside and pouted as though her life depended on it. Glittering pink swollen lips blew imaginary kisses at the photographers.
“Where is everyone?” Nikki hissed at the man orchestrating the shoot, the smile never dropping as she wiggled her assets, twisting this way and that as she posed.
“I dunno, baby doll.” Zac Phillips twirled a tooth-pick around his mouth scanning the shop front, “I had at least ten yeses and a handful of maybes.” He dropped his gaze back down to his Blackberry, heavy gold bling rattling as thumbs flew over the keys. “I guess grand openings don’t attract the crowds like they used to.”
“Is that so?” Nikki’s cheek muscles twitched with the effort of keeping the smile nailed to her face. “Well, as my agent, I suggest you find me a gig that does, or I’ll find another agent that will.”
Phillips glanced across at Harris, slightly unnerved by the presence of the police officer. To Nikki, “Listen, beautiful. I don’t know who ya been yakkin’ to, but winning Date Night Surprise and appearing in a couple of frozen chip ads don’t have Hello! magazine burning up me phone for an exclusive, d’ya get me?” He paused to glance at an incoming email. “Just chill, okay? Zac P. will come through, a’right?”
Nikki shot the agent a venomous sideways glance, allowing the smile to fall from her tired face as the on-lookers began to drift away. “See that you do, Zac. You’ve got six months to make me famous.”
She looked across at Harris and beamed a smile, shaking her assets provocatively in his direction. “Ready in five, Jezza?”
The smile on Jez Harris’s face was still there twenty-five minutes later when Nikki finally emerged from the changing room, slipping her hand into his as they left.
“Come in, Cassandra. I’ll be right with you.”
Red clicked Superintendent Blake’s office door shut behind her, taking advantage of his telephone conversation to stop and admire the numerous commendations and monochrome photographs that littered the walls.
Blake returned the receiver and glanced across at Red, following her gaze to a photograph of the Super and Prince Philip.
“It’s not actually as glamorous as it appears,” Blake said to her back.
Spinning to face him, a sardonic smile touched Red’s lips. “Of course not, Sir. I imagine it’s very tiresome dining with royalty and the stars, and attending endless parties.”
Blake gestured to the seat before him. “The Duke of Edinburgh and I go back a long way, Cassandra. But he’s the only royal I’m acquainted with. And purely for professional reasons. As for the stars… They come and go. Fame is a fleeting thing.”
“I’ll have to take your word for that, Sir,” Red pleaded. “I don’t think I’ve met anyone famous yet.”
“Think yourself lucky,” Blake said. “And pray you never become famous yourself. It can only change you for the worst.”
“Thank you for the advice, Sir.”
“No need for formalities in my office, Cassandra. It’s Colin. Privately, at least. I think sometimes you forget that you’re a DCI yourself now.”
“Okay, Colin,” Red said, lowering herself into a plump leather chair, “As long as you call me Cass, not Cassandra. Or better still, Red.”
“Ah yes, Red Rose. Is the nickname that simple, or is there a more interesting story behind it?”
“There is, Sir… I mean, Colin. But I’m not sure I know you well enough to relate it just yet.”
Blake smiled. “I must confess I did ask DCI Andrews about it once, but if he knew anything he wasn’t letting on.”
The twinkle died from Red’s eyes for a beat. “He knew, but he would never have told anyone.” She stared into space. “Funny thing, but Bill could never bring himself to call me Red, no matter how many times I asked him.”
“William always spoke very fondly of you. You must miss him. I certainly do. He was a good friend as well as a bloody good cop.”
Red allowed the smile to return to her face. “I wish he was with me on this case. This latest murder has me stumped so far.”
Blake leaned forward in his seat, entwining his fingers, resting his chin on his knuckles. “It’s early days, but I must admit, this one has me slightly worried. There’s mumblings in the press about a homophobic killer, as you’re no doubt aware.” Steel gray eyes zoomed in on Red. “It would be in everyone’s interest if this one was put to bed as soon as possible. I’ve asked Wandsworth for extra manpower for you, as per your request, to cover Farmer’s sick-leave. They’re sending two men over as soon as they can spare them.”
“Already here, Sir.”
“Already?”
“DS Pete Metcalf and a rookie assistant, Lee Roberts. Obviously someone higher-up wants this matter laid to rest too. But Sir… Colin, we just have so little to go on at the moment. I’ve got everyone and his dog on it, but until we get the full forensics reports and the results from the victim’s computer we’re just chasing shadows.”
“That’s always the way. Well, you have my assurance that this case will be afforded as much manpower and overtime as necessary. Just give me the word on what you need and when.”
“Thank you, Sir. It will be a huge boost to team morale after the Huntsman case. We were a little stretched last time, to say the least. Not to mention that Queenie is still at large.”
“Unfortunately while this so-calledHuntsman clearly had an accomplice, unless he decides to speak out, which I very much doubt, there is nothing bar rumour and speculation to suggest this Queenie character actually existed.”
“With respect, Sir, I heard his voice.”
“You heard the voice of an accomplice, agreed. But the whole story about the mysterious Queenie is just too far-fetched to credit.”
“If we had the resources available maybe we could at least find out one way or another.”
“Things are tight, Cassandra. You know that. Budget cuts. Met streamlining. Pressure from on-high. But you have my word you will be fully supported with this murder inquiry.”
Red paused, feeling a ball of anger knot in her stomach. “And why is that, if you don’t mind me asking, Sir? How is it more important to catch the killer of what happens to be quite a well-known PR spin-doctor, who might attract the wrong sort of media attention, than it was to nail the Burns boys for attacking pensioners?”
Blake fixed his eyes on Red for a second, before reaching for a pen. “You just answered your own question, Cassandra. This is a murder inquiry from day one. The Burns attacks were not. And now that you’re DCI, I suggest that you remember whose side you’re on. And that I’m still your superior officer.” He cleared his throat, turning his attention back to the pile of papers on his desk. “That’ll be all for now, Chief Inspector,” he said without looking up.
“Carrier bag, Guv?”
“A cheap plastic bag handed out at supermarket checkouts for shoppers to carry their fruit and veg’ to the car,” Red explained absently, half-focused on the report in her hands. “Why, what do you call them back home?”
Terri smiled wearily. “I know what he meant, Guv. I mean, why? What’s the big deal?”
Red looked up from the report. “What big deal?”
“When Barry said this kid in the bar had been holding tight to this carrier bag, everyone was grinning at each other like it was hugely significant.”
“Cottaging,” Red said, her eyes wandering back to the report once more.
“Guv?”
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