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Crossed Lines

Summerskill and Lyon, Book Four

Steve Burford


For Robert.

Good friend. Good opponent.


Chapter One

Dave Lyon examined the muscular, naked man smiling up at him from the sheepskin rug. “I’m a Power Bottom,” read the caption beneath him, “And I Always Have Safer Sex.” Dave sighed.

“Wishing you were curled up with him?” his immediate boss, DI Claire Summerskill, asked as she entered the cramped office. “Or is there only room on your rug for one other now?”

“You know you get very camp when you take the piss. Ma’am.”

Claire shrugged. “That was quite a longing look there. Love’s young dream isn’t fading already, is it?”

“Love’s young dream is, at this moment, on hold while Love’s young dreamers investigate a murder.” Dave indicated the poster they had been considering. “And actually, I was wondering why gay men have to be in such a rush to label themselves. ‘Top’. ‘Bottom’. ‘Passive’. ‘Submissive’. It’s more confusing than quantum physics.” He gave one last look at the happy stud on the rug, particularly at his magnificently rounded arse. “Still, this was in a good cause, I suppose.”

“Eyes back in your head and on me, Sergeant. Let’s have a look at what we’ve got here. Could you give us a moment, please, Maggie?”

The SOCO officer in whites put down her camera and stepped away from what she was photographing, revealing the figure of a man slumped in a chair in front of a desk. His face was distorted and blackened. Around his neck was a length of telephone cord wrapped several times and pulled tightly into the flesh.

“I’ve only seen one other person killed like this,” Claire said quietly.

“Bill Kilby.”

“Yeah. But he was a big man, prime of his life.” She grimaced. “Bit of a shit, too, as you’ll recall. But this. An old man. On his own.” She scanned the cramped room. “Surely there wasn’t anything of value here?”

“I wouldn’t have thought so,” Dave said. “We’ll find out soon enough, I suppose.”

Claire took a moment to imprint the unpleasant scene on her memory. She hated it, bitterly resented filling her mind with such vile imagery. But it was her job, and the only way to exorcise the picture was to find the bastard responsible for it, and if that meant sitting on any squeamishness she had till it was done, then that was what she would do. “All right, Maggie,” she said finally, gesturing for the SOCO officer to return to her work. She turned to Dave. “Let’s go and talk to these witnesses Chris has got for us and see if we can’t begin piecing together what’s gone down here.”

Summerskill and Lyon stepped out of the office and into a large, incongruously ornate hall. On three sides was a series of doors, all presumably leading to small offices or rooms similar to the one they had come out of. Above them, there was a mezzanine, with more doors all around that. White columns, presumably wooden but carved like something out of a Greek temple, reared up around the space, topped with gilded wreaths of what Claire assumed were meant to be laurel leaves. “What is this place?”

“How long have you lived in this city?” Dave reached for his notebook.

Claire scowled but couldn’t deny the implied criticism. The building they were in stood on the very edge of the city’s high street, its worn brick and wood exterior a sharp contrast to the clean-cut brightness of the metal and glass shop fronts surrounding it. Over the years she had lived in Worcester, Claire must have passed it several hundred times, either while on duty or when out shopping, but beyond its name, which was carved in stone over the impressive main double-door entrance, she realised she didn't know anything about it at all.

“The Halo Centre,” Dave read from his pad. “Grade Two listed building. Built 1887 by the Congressional Church as a Sunday school. Repurposed as Vagabonds Nightclub, 1974. Repurposed again in 1990 as a centre for various arts and charity groups.” He flipped his notebook shut and slipped it back into his jacket pocket. “Including the Worcester and Hereford Gay and Lesbian Switchboard.”

“And what’s that when it’s at home? Some kind of hook-up operation?”

“It’s a telephone helpline. The sort of place you can turn to in the face of all too prevalent homophobia. And microaggression.” He gave his boss a look that he would have described as “jaundiced” and she would have dismissed as “sarky”. “The Centre is noted as having an unusual plan with offices in rows around a central two-storey hall with a gallery on columns in polygonal plan.’”

“You had time to look up and memorise all that, and you still got here before me?”

“Other way round, ma’am. I got here first and then had time to learn it. While I waited.”

Claire scowled at him again and strode out across the hall towards the small group of people gathered at the far end. “I might be slow in traffic, but you’d be amazed how fast I can bust mardy sergeants. Chris!” she called out.

Sergeant Chris McNeil looked up from the seated person he was dealing with. “Inspector. Sergeant.”

“What have we got?”

“Will you excuse me for a minute, please?” Sergeant McNeil stepped away from the man he’d been talking to and moved to one side so he could speak to Claire and Dave in a low voice. “You’ve seen the victim? Name is Victor Whyte. Midseventies. Was working for the Worcester and Hereford Lesbian and Gay Switchboard. That’s their office where you saw him. The Switchboard is for—”

“I know what the Switchboard is for,” Claire said. Dave coughed. She ignored him. “And these people are witnesses?” She indicated the man McNeil had been talking to and the woman across the hall who was also seated and being attended by a pair of paramedics.

“Kind of. Both that bit too late to stop the killer, and neither able to detain him. He was long gone before we got here, ma’am.”

Claire looked across to the seated woman. “Is she okay?”

“Slight bump on the head and a small amount of bleeding from a cut on her cheek. Nothing major. Bit shook up though.”

“Not surprising. And what were these two doing here at this time of night? Do they both work for the Switchboard?”

“The man does. He’s another Switchboard volunteer. The current chairman in fact. The woman is a cleaner for the Halo Centre. Works in all the offices.”

“Right. Pad out again, Sergeant,” she said to Dave. “Let’s go and talk to these people.”

They began with the man McNeil had been interviewing. “This is Mr. Clive Grover, ma’am,” the sergeant said, stepping back to let the detectives take over.

Claire made the introductions for herself and Dave, and the two of them drew up a couple of old, wooden fold-up chairs that McNeil had brought over from the corner of the hall. She reckoned Clive Grover must have been in his early fifties. He was stocky, his hair thinning and silver at the temples but very fashionably cut for a man his age, and he had those little round glasses she always associated with accountants but which were also inexplicably trendy at the moment. Somewhat at odds with the hair and glasses was the tweedy though not inexpensive jacket he was wearing. Right now, he had that look: the dazed expression of someone shocked by the sight of something he had never dreamed he would ever see.

With an unexpected bitterness, she remembered when she’d been that unspoiled. “I know Sergeant McNeil has already asked you to explain what happened to you, Mr. Grover, but if you could, I’d be very grateful if you’d run through it again, for Sergeant Lyon and myself.” She watched as Grover made a visible effort to compose himself before speaking.

“Of course, Inspector.” Grover glanced up at an ormolu clock over the entrance to the hall behind the officers. “It must have been forty, fifty minutes ago now, when I called in on the office. Most of the hall was in darkness which it usually is at this time of night unless one of the other groups that uses it is holding an evening meeting or event. That was how I could see the light from our office coming through the gap at the bottom of the door. As I was walking towards it, I heard someone talking. At first, I thought it was one of our operators on the phone but then I realised whoever it was was shouting, which is definitely not normal practice.”

“Did you recognise the voice?”

“No. I’m sorry. Anyway, I thought something must be wrong, maybe one of our operators was having a really rough call, so I made my way over to the office pretty quickly. But as I reached the door, it flew open in my face and a man barrelled past me and sent me flying. I fell back against one of the pillars there. It fair knocked the breath out of me, I can tell you. I could hear him running across the hall, and then I heard the door thrown open. I suppose I should have got up and run after him, but as I was getting up again, I heard Karen screaming.”

“Karen?”

Grover nodded towards the woman with the paramedics. “Our cleaner. I say ‘our’—she works for the Centre as a whole. As I said, she was screaming—” He paused. “—shouting I suppose would be more accurate, so instead of following the man I ran into the office to see what was wrong. And that was when…” He stopped, and they saw again that effort to compose himself. “That was when I saw him. Victor. He was…” He looked down at his hands clasped in his lap, unable to go on.

“It’s all right, Mr. Grover. We know. You don't have to say it.”

“I…I don’t think I could believe it. It was so horrible. Karen flung herself at me and clung to me. It was several minutes before I could get her to let go. Then I called the police. On my mobile. I have to say, it didn’t take them long to get here.”

“The station is very close by, sir.”

“Of course. Anyway, they got here, and then they called the paramedics, and then you, and now…here we are.” In under a minute, Clive Grover had summed up what would probably prove to be the most traumatic event in his entire life.

“The man who pushed past you,” Dave said. “Did you manage to get a look at him? Could you describe him?”

“I’m sorry, Sergeant. I don’t think I can. It all happened so fast. Plus, as I said, most of the hall was in darkness. When the office door burst open in my face, the sudden light in my eyes made everything else seem even darker, and it was coming from behind the man, so he was just a giant shadow to me. All I got was an impression of this hulking black outline.”

“Hulking? And giant you say. Definitely a big man, then?”

“Yes. No.” Grover’s face twisted in anguish as he struggled to answer the question. “I’m not sure. I’d like to say yes, but it all happened so quickly, and for most of it I was on the floor on my back looking up.” He gave a mirthless, disparaging laugh. “And I’m not a big man myself. Most people look large to me. It could have been that he was wearing a heavy coat. I’m afraid I can’t say with any degree of confidence. I really am very sorry.”

“There’s no need to apologise, sir,” Dave said. “We know how hard it is to take everything in under circumstances like that.”

Over the months she and Lyon had been working together, Claire had grown increasingly grateful for her partner’s patient handling of the public. She knew he was right in what he had said to Grover, but that didn't stop it being bloody irritating when someone who could have been a prime witness turned out to be of such little use. To prevent her feelings showing, Claire looked up into the dark oak rafters of the restored hall. She quickly found what she had hoped she would. At least two CCTV cameras that she could see straight away. Pretty standard for a public space like this. One of them looked like it would cover the Switchboard office door, and the other most definitely covered the main hall exit.

“Thank you for your help, Mr. Grover,” she said, hopeful now that the little he had been able to offer might yet prove unnecessary. “I’m afraid we will have to interview you again within the next couple of days to make a formal statement, but what you’ve told us has been very useful. My advice now would be to go home and try to put as much of it out of your mind as you can. Would you like one of our officers to drive you to your house?”

The look on Grover’s face made it clear he didn’t have much hope of putting the evening’s events out of his mind. “No. Thank you. That’s very kind, but my car’s only parked round the corner.” He went to rise from his chair.

“One more question, Mr. Grover,” Dave said, “if I may? You say you arrived at about nine fifteen, I think that’s correct? May I ask why you had come to the Halo Centre tonight, at such a late time?”

“I came to talk to Victor.”

“Any particular reason?”

“Victor was like me, on the Switchboard Committee. We’d had a meeting a couple of nights ago and he hadn’t turned up. That was very unusual for him. I thought I’d drop in to see that he was all right. I was passing by anyway.”

“I see.”

Grover took off his glasses and polished them furiously with a cloth pulled from his jacket pocket. “If I’d been earlier. Five minutes even. I could have… I might have been able…”

“There really is no point in thinking like that, sir,” Dave said. “Go home, have a drink maybe, but do as Inspector Summerskill said, and try to get a good night’s rest.”

Grover nodded, jammed his glasses back on, muttered his goodbyes, and left. Summerskill and Lyon watched as he walked, head bowed, from the Centre. They waited until he had gone before turning to the second witness of the night’s crime.

The paramedics who had been attending her were leaving as they approached. “Is she okay?” Claire asked.

“Well, she’s fairly shook up of course,” said one of the paramedics, a young man Claire was pretty sure she’d met at some other incident in the not-too-distant past. She hoped he wouldn’t expect her to remember his name. “We’ve given her something to help her sleep tonight if she wants it, but other than that, yes, she’ll be okay. She hit her head on a wall or door, she’s not sure which, and at some point, got a scratch on her face, but it really is only that, a scratch. Nothing to worry about.”

Claire thanked him and moved on to the woman who was, she now saw, in good hands. Well done, PC Joe Jones. With the apparent ability to rustle up a hot drink in any situation, the rookie constable had brought a cup of tea to the woman and was now squatting by the side of her chair, chatting quietly. At least, Joe was chatting. The woman was sitting silently, the mug in both hands in her lap. In shock like Grover? Claire wondered.

Before beginning her questioning, Claire snuck a look at Dave. When Joe Jones had started at Foregate Street, only a few weeks previously, she’d taken great pleasure in teasing her sergeant about the inevitability of a romance with the only other (openly) gay officer in the station. He’d responded, as she’d known he would, scathingly to the idea that he and Joe would have to fall for each other simply because they were both gay, and his annoyance had been half the fun for her. But lately, she’d had the feeling that her predictions were, excusing the expression, bearing fruit. Dave must have known she was hinting not so subtly at Joe with her “Love’s young dream” crack earlier. And he hadn’t exactly denied it, had he? Had he known that Joe would be at the scene tonight? Of course. Memorises duty shifts at the start of every bloody day. She watched as he acknowledged Joe with the briefest of nods. Well, what had she expected? A full-on snog, before they went on to deal with the murder at hand? Still, there was something, wasn’t there? A softening? The hint of a smile? And I thought gay guys were supposed to be flamboyant. Dave Lyon’s about as flamboyant as a brick.

“Evening Constable Jones,” she said out loud. Professionalism, Summerskill.

“Inspector. Sergeant.” Joe gave them both his customary cheery smile. If there was any more warmth in it for Dave, Claire couldn’t see it. “This is Miss Haines. She’s been put through the wringer a bit tonight.”

“So I hear. Hello, Miss Haines. How are you feeling?”

“All right I suppose. I kept telling this one there was no need to be making such a fuss. It’s a bump, that’s all.”

Claire was going to suggest that PC Jones was more concerned about the psychological effects of discovering a brutally murdered man than the physical knocks she might have suffered, but a closer look at the woman in front of her made her change her mind. Karen Haines had one of those faces that could have belonged to anyone from thirty to sixty, with not a scrap of makeup used to persuade an onlooker one way or the other. A solid-looking woman, if one was being generous, she was still in the acid-yellow cleaner’s jacket the Centre provided, though she had a coat over her shoulders. Claire guessed that Joe had put it there and insisted she keep it on to stay warm in case of shock. She saw no sign of shock. If anything, Karen Haines looked annoyed at having to sit and answer questions, and practically glowered up at them.

“Could you tell us, please, what happened?” Claire asked, sitting down on one of the chairs she and Dave had brought over. “I know you’ll already have told the constable, but if you could go through what happened with us again now, it really would be very helpful.”

The cleaner looked unconvinced but, with obvious reluctance, began. “I was doing my rounds. Cleaning. I heard a noise in the office. I went to see what it was, and there was a man in there with Mr. Whyte. It looked like they were fighting. He pushed his way past me, knocked me to the floor, and was gone. Next thing I knew, Mr. Grover was picking me up.”

Claire nodded and tried to look as if she really was grateful for every word the woman had spoken. Inside, she was fuming. Haines was one of those supremely unhelpful witnesses, the kind who described everyone as “normal” or “average”. She leaned back and let Dave take over.

“Mrs. Haines,” he began, pencil, as yet unused, poised over his notebook.

“Miss.”

“Sorry. Miss Haines. When did you start work tonight?”

“Eight o’clock.”

“That’s a late start, isn’t it?”

“Suppose. It’s the time we always start. Up until then there can be all sorts still in here, getting in the way.”

“Ah. Of course. You say ‘we’. Was there anyone else working with you tonight?”

Haines snorted. “Should have been. Veronica Whatsername. Can’t tell you her last name. Polish. I think. Should have been on duty with me but didn’t turn up. You know what Poles are like. All…”

“All sorts, you say,” Dave interrupted, not wanting to hear Karen Haines’s views on Worcester’s Polish community.

Haines eyed him, obviously not unaware of what he had done. “Yeah. There’s about twenty of ’em, different groups, that use this place. Most of ’em goes on till about six. Thursdays there’s two of ’em goes on till half seven, sometimes later. No use starting till they’ve gone.” Her expression made it clear she wasn’t impressed by any extra hours the charity workers might be putting in for their various good causes.

“The Switchboard operators would normally be here, though, wouldn’t they? They start at seven thirty I think, and go on until ten?”

“The gay phone people? Yes. They’re always here late. Well, on the days when they are in. They always stays in their office, though, so they’re not a nuisance.”

“Right. So, you started work at eight. You were on time, I presume.”

“Course.”

“Of course. And Mr. Whyte was already here?”

“Suppose so. The light was coming from their office. I supposed someone was there. Didn’t know who.”

“And you heard this noise about quarter past nine?”

“Don’t know. Think so.”

“Did you see anyone between when you started work and when you heard the noise?”

“No.”

“And what exactly was the noise? How would you describe it?”

The cleaner’s face scrunched up in thought. If she says a ‘normal’ noise, Claire thought, I may scream.

“It was like a crash. Like people fighting.”

“Did you hear voices? Were people shouting? Did you hear any words?”

The scrunched expression became more pronounced. “No.”

“So, you went to see?”

“Yes. It didn't sound right.”

“Now, I’m sorry to have to ask you to do this, and I know that you’ve already done it once tonight, but could you tell us exactly what you saw?”

“Like I already said,” Haines began pointedly, “I saw two men fighting. And then…”

“One minute. Please. Two men. Were they both standing up?”

“I suppose so. I couldn’t see Mr. Whyte.”

“Why not?”

“The other man was standing in front of him.”

“So, you got a good look at the other man?”

“No.”

“But—”

“He had his back to me. And look, it was all really quick, right? I walked in, and the man turned round really fast and pushed past me. I went flying into the wall and fell down. I didn't get a chance to see his face because he put his arm up in front of it, like this.” She demonstrated. “I was just glad when he ran off. It was only when I got up that I saw what he’d done.” She looked Dave straight in the eyes. “It was horrible,” she said flatly.

Claire doubted they’d have to worry too much about this one losing any sleep that night. “How about his clothes, Miss Haines? Can you tell us anything about what he was wearing?”

“A coat.”

It’s a cold November night. Of course, he was wearing a coat.

Dave nodded encouragingly as if this was an invaluable clue. “Colour?” he prompted.

“Black. Blue. Sort of a bluey black.”

“Nothing that stood out?” Claire asked. “No badges or logos or flashes of colour, anything like that?”

“Nothin’.”

Dave flipped his notebook shut. “Thank you, Miss Haines. You’ve been very helpful. If you like, I can get a police car to take you back home.”

Karen Haines stood up. “I haven’t finished my cleaning yet.”

Diligent or thick-skinned? “I’m afraid this building is now a crime scene,” Claire said. “There can’t be any more cleaning, any more anything for that matter, until after we’ve had a good look round.”

Haines sniffed. “Long as I get paid.” She picked up a plastic carrier bag. “I don’t need a car. I don’t live far away.”

“Did you know Mr. Whyte?” Claire asked, as much because she was irritated by the woman’s callousness as for any need to know.

“I seen him every now and again. When he was on duty, I suppose. Didn’t have anything to do with him. Didn’t have anything to do with any of them really. Not like I would, is it?”

“No. I don’t suppose you would. Well, thank you so much. I’m afraid we will have to be in touch with you again at some point for an official statement but you’re free to go home now.”

Karen Haines grunted, turned, and left.

Claire watched her go, looking up to the CCTV camera over the exit door as she passed through. Please let there be some good video footage.


Chapter Two

Why, thought Dave, as he strode up the steps into Foregate Street police station, are gay relationships so complicated?

He liked his job. In fact, he loved his job. He liked Joe. In fact…he really liked him. Joe was good-looking and funny. Joe had the same job as him and worked in the same place as him. All these things should have made Dave really happy. And they did. And yet…

It had been in the aftermath of a previous case, the first in which Joe had had any substantial involvement, that the two men had finally acknowledged their mutual attraction after a decided reluctance to get “involved”—at least on Dave’s part. It had been a further four days after that before they had been able to meet up again in their own time, mainly down to the demands of their job and their different shifts. It had to be at Dave’s again as Joe was sharing a flat with Baz South, one of Foregate’s other “babies”, and Dave had made it very clear that he didn't want their relationship to be the talk of the station, what Summerskill called “scuttlebutt”.

“Why not?” Joe had asked. “Who cares?”

“C’mon, Joe. You really think everyone is going to put out the rainbow flags for us? Dodgy enough for straight officers to have relationships within a station. Especially, when one of them…”

“Is black and one of them is white?”

“That’s not…”

Joe had grinned and kissed him. “Lord, you are so easy to wind up, y’know?”

“I know. I have a DI who reminds me of that constantly. And what I was going to say was, when one of them is a constable and one of them is a sergeant.”

“I’ll have to get promoted real quick then, won’t I?” Joe had kissed him again.

“Or,” said Dave, unable to help responding to Joe’s enthusiasm, “we could do this in Foregate canteen and I could be busted back to constable again.”

“What? And shock Eileen? We’d never get one of her world-famous bacon butties again.”

Dave could have given his opinion on the station cook’s sandwiches but was much happier to be kissing the man in his arms.

It had been three days after that before they could manage another evening together. It had been considerably less constrained than the first, with Joe in particular making it very plain he was more than ready to jump into bed with Dave there and then. But Dave had held back.

“It’s Richard, isn’t it?” Joe had said. “No, it’s all right,” he went on with a smile as Dave looked as if he was going to protest. “I get it. You’ve not long broken up. It can be a bit strange, getting together with another guy. It’s cool. I can wait”—and he had pulled Dave in closer—“a bit longer.”

Dave had felt bad for keeping Joe at arm’s length. And for letting him believe the lie about Richard.

It was four days after that when they finally had made it into the bedroom. Any of the inevitable, if faintly held, doubts or reservations about compatibility were enthusiastically dismissed, several times. But, because it was obviously what Dave had wanted, Joe had still gone back to his own flat at the end of the evening.

That next day, Dave had been as twitchy as a meerkat at work, nervous that Joe wouldn’t be able to keep a lid on things as he had requested. When he and Summerskill had walked into the station, Joe had already been there, discussing his day’s duties with the desk sergeant. He’d turned, greeted them with a cheery smile and a call of “Good morning.” Dave had completely overcompensated, and responded with a silent, curt nod. He’d known he’d got it wrong when he’d caught Claire’s thoughtful look out of the corner of his eye.

“Cheerful soul, isn’t he, our new recruit?” she’d said as they made their way to their office. Dave had made a noncommittal sound in reply. Once in the office, he’d presented her with a pile of time dockets to sign as soon as he could to forestall any further fishing.

As the days had passed, though, Dave had grown easier as it became clear that Joe was perfectly capable of being discreet. In fact, he felt guilty at having underestimated Joe’s good sense. He should have felt on top of the world. And yet…

Are straight relationships this involved? he wondered as he settled himself at his desk and prepared for the arrival of his boss. Or is it the job situation rather than us being gay? Or is it…? Dave focused on the humdrum task of clearing his emails, rather than dwelling on the other possible reason, the one he was reluctant to admit even to himself.

“Yes, I’m late. Sue me,” Claire snapped as she swept into the room. “And if I don't get a coffee within the next five minutes, everyone is in for a really shitty day.”

No, Dave decided, as he rose to fix the coffee, if his boss’s marital situation was anything to go by, then straight relationships definitely weren’t any easier. And if any of them were to survive the morning, he’d better put his personal life on the back burner and concentrate on the job at hand. As always.

Within two hours, Dave had assembled a manila folder of information which he dropped onto Claire’s desk. She gave it a sour look. It was a thin folder. “Victor Charles Whyte,” he said. “Age seventy-two. Retired chemist. That’s the aspirin and prophylactic kind, not the mad scientist kind. He had a small shop in Malvern but retired from that about ten years ago. Small bungalow on the outskirts of Worcester. Lived alone. Not a great deal of money by the looks of it, but far from the breadline. Probably on a reasonably comfy pension. No criminal record. I’ve sent uniforms to interview neighbours.”

“Which didn’t take very long at all,” said a voice from the office door.

“Hi, Jen,” said Claire. “What’d you find?”

WPC Jenny Trent nodded at Claire. “Inspector. We had a chat with the neighbours on either side. Professional couple and a retired couple. Both said Whyte was a really nice guy. Friendly. Helpful. Gave some extra science tuition to the daughter of one of them when she was doing her GCSEs. On his own most of the time. Occasional visitors, men and women. Both sets really shocked and saddened to hear what had happened.”

“In short…”

“No leads.”

“Great. Thanks, Jen.”

Trent nodded again and left the office. Things still frosty there, then? Dave wondered. He’d noted the cooling of the friendship between the two women in recent weeks and knew there had been some kind of defining “difference of opinion”. He didn't know the details. Or if he was a significant part of it.

“No immediate personal motive emerging so far, then,” said Claire.

“Seems not. But if this wasn’t personal, what was it? No one in their right mind would break into the Halo Centre looking for anything valuable to steal. There are shops on either side with more money and goods for the taking. Even if we’re talking about someone dumb enough to look to a charity centre for rich pickings, with all the offices they could have gone through looking for cash or valuables, why go to the only one that had a light on and was obviously occupied? And even then, if you’re drawn to the light like some kind of thieving moth, and you get caught out by the guy who was in there, you don't strangle him with a telephone cord. Hit him with your fist or handy heavy object maybe. Stab him if you’re a kid with a blade, but not strangle him. No, I think this was someone setting out to murder from the start which means there’s got to be a motive.” Dave made a disparaging gesture at the folder. “It’s just not in there.”

“Perhaps. But if you were setting out to murder, wouldn’t you have taken a weapon with you rather than relying on there being a handy length of telephone cord available?” Claire leaned back in her chair and ran her fingers through her hair. “What about the CCTV cameras? I’m guessing by the way you didn’t start with them that there’s nothing there.”

“Would you believe, they still use videotape? I refer you back to my comment about charity centres not being money pits. They can’t afford to update their systems. The cost of tapes and upkeep of the CCTV system at the Halo Centre is shared by all the various concerns that use the building. The overall building manager—” Dave consulted his notebook. “—a Mr. Duncan Lewis, said that nine times out of ten the system isn’t even running, either because they haven’t sorted out who’s supposed to be in charge of it that week or because they’ve run out of tapes. ‘More of a deterrent,’ he said.”

“Didn’t deter our killer,” Claire pointed out. “All right. What have we got? Victor Whyte is murdered while on duty at the Switchboard. I’m thinking that if he was the predetermined target rather than collateral damage, our killer, if he isn’t a complete moron, would have realised it would have been much easier to have gone for him in his home rather than in a place like the Centre with the possibility of other people being present. Therefore, there’s a reason it was done where it was, so there must be some kind of link with the Switchboard.”

Dave looked doubtful. “Or we’re looking at this arse forwards.”

“Is that a gay thing?”

“It’s something my dad says. It means, we’re looking at something the wrong way round. You’re right; the killer didn't take a weapon along with him, or her, which would suggest it wasn’t premeditated.”

“Thank you.”

“But what if,” Dave went on, ignoring Claire’s sarcasm, “the target wasn’t the man but was the organisation, Switchboard itself? What if someone wanted to kill, or even just attack a member of the group, any member, and Victor Whyte was the unfortunate guy on duty that night?”

“A hate crime? Shit! So instead of looking for a suspect from a relatively small pool of friends, relatives, and people known to Whyte, we have to widen the scope to include any one of the hundreds of thousands of homophobic psychopaths out there.”

“Thanks for making me feel safe in my city.”

“You know what I mean. It could be anyone.”

“Not helping my sense of unease.”

“Damn it! Why the hell didn’t these people sort their security?”

“You can’t plan for blind hatred.”

Claire gave a determined shake of her head. “No. We are not going there. Not to begin with. Not just because it’s horrible to think about but because it gives us nothing to work with. We start with the Switchboard. He’s not going to be happy, but we need to talk to Mr. Grover again. We need to know what actually goes on there, and we need the names of the other operators. Who knows, maybe it’s a hotbed of bitter rivalries and petty jealousies.”

“A bunch of bitter, vicious queens you mean?”

“Isn’t every workplace? And you said it, not me. What I was thinking was this might be more to do with someone who’s called in on their phones rather than with someone who works there. Who knows? Maybe Whyte had said something on a call that had really pissed someone off. I don’t know, do I?” she snapped in the face of Dave’s obvious lack of conviction. “But at the least, we need to interview the other operators and take a look at who’s called in recently. I hope to God their record keeping is better than their security system.” Claire got up from behind her desk. “C’mon. You took Grover’s address, didn’t you?”

“Of course. But I…” Dave was brought up short by a knock on the office door followed by the entrance of an imposing figure, unwelcome to both of them, though for widely differing reasons. “Good morning, Inspector. David. May I come in?”

“Good morning, Mr. Cullen,” said Claire. “And it seems you already have. To what do we owe this unexpected pleasure?”

Sean Cullen, the Conservative MP for Worcester, stood in the doorway and gave what Dave thought of as his trademark lopsided smile, as ambiguous as the Mona Lisa’s and probably as artificial. There could be no doubt he had registered Claire’s coldness, but Dave knew it wouldn’t have bothered him a jot. One didn’t become as apparently invulnerable a politician as Cullen was without a thick skin.

Dave noted again how the tall, powerfully built Cullen effortlessly dominated whatever space he walked into, seemingly reducing their office’s already limited dimensions. At the same time, his exquisite tailoring and grooming brought out, by contrast, the shabbiness of their place of work. Dave wasn’t sure if this was a natural talent Cullen had or something that was taught by the more exclusive public schools.

He also wished to hell and back that Cullen hadn’t addressed him as “David” in front of his boss. The man was an arch manipulator and never did anything without a reason. Dave wondered uneasily what game he was playing now.

Claire stood, arms folded, waiting for an answer. Her dealings with Cullen had been limited and not cordial. For a short time, he had been the main suspect in a series of murders of young men centred around local gyms. He’d quickly been cleared of any involvement in that crime, but not before his questionable relationship with a woman who had a much closer link to the murders had come to light. There was, Claire had admitted, absolutely nothing he had done that had ever been against the law, but everything he had done had been carried through with an urbane air of entitlement and a clear belief in his own superiority that had set every single one of her teeth on edge.

She was also unaware that, since the last time she had seen him, Sean Cullen had slept with her sergeant four times. Dave was anxious that should remain the case.

“Ask not what you can do for me, Inspector, but what I can do for you.”

Claire looked him straight in the eye. “I don’t think there’s a great deal you can do for me, Mr. Cullen.”

“I think you’d genuinely be surprised, inspector. However”—Cullen held out his arms in a giving gesture—“today I talk of business, not pleasure, although the two are not inextricably linked. I come to offer once again a most attractive package should your station sign up for my Fitness First Initiative. You know it’s a cause close to my heart.”

A former rower and Oxford Blue, Cullen was something of a local celebrity for his sporting achievements, and he’d parlayed this expertise into a political policy that did a great deal to further boost his popularity amongst the Worcester electorate. Initially sceptical, even Dave had finally had to admit that his Fitness First Initiative was something Cullen genuinely believed in, and his work in this area, encouraging sports and an active lifestyle, really did a great deal to support the disadvantaged from all walks of life. Even so, Dave doubted that was the real reason for Cullen’s appearance now.

“I’m afraid we haven’t had a great deal of time lately to think about gym memberships and keeping fit. Rather a lot to do.” Claire’s tone made it clear what her opinion of the fitness industry was, and that there was always going to be a lot to do.

“Yes, so I hear,” Cullen said. “Nasty business at the Switchboard.”

How the hell had he known about that? There hadn’t been time for it to hit the papers. What kind of social media connections had Cullen tapped into to find out about the murder so soon?
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