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Sometimes a murder mystery is the least of life’s challenges…

This sequel to Hiding Behind The Couch finds Josh and The Circle fighting to prove the innocence of one James Brown, a well-liked and respected MD of a pizza restaurant chain.

But his past is far from helpful in freeing him of suspicion, and Eleanor is all set to call it a day.

It’s the perfect time to make new friends, make amends…and solve a murder case.

* * * * *

“…a beautiful tapestry which is a story encompassing so many lives and their interconnections.”

“I wanted more just so I could find out what the future held for my newfound ‘friends’.”

“All I can hope is for the possibility that Debbie McGowan might like to make this into a trilogy, or even a series that I can keep indulging in for either the rest of my own or the characters’ lives!!”

* * * * *

No Time Like The Present is season two in the Hiding Behind The Couch series.

The story follows chronologically from Hiding Behind The Couch (Season One) and continues in The Harder They Fall (Season Three).
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For Carl:

words still fail me.


“My fault, my failure, is not in the passions I have, but in my lack of control of them.”

Jack Kerouac


Chapter One:

Holdings

Not the typical murder scene: no dark, rainy street, with concealed doorways, grim, spooky nooks where dangers lurk, imagined or real. Not even a place devoid of other people, who might witness such grisly events with relish. This, an average office in a busy, multistorey block, in the middle of the day—a bright and unseasonably warm one at that—and the usual staff milling around, mostly temps, armed with reams for photocopying, or otherwise glued to the nothingness of their computer screens. No-one heard, saw, suspected anything out of the ordinary.

The coffee was ghastly, and he’d poured it into the drip tray almost before it registered with his taste buds. Bitterness sensed by the tip of the tongue, cup tossed carelessly into the bin. Would they look there for evidence? Unlikely they would look at all. Yes, ironically the coffee was beyond disgusting today—a perfect day for dealing with the one and only enemy a man ever had. He dragged a towel across his hands, appreciated the possibility that they may find him by this act, and stuffed the towel into his briefcase, along with The Guardian, a sheaf of papers, his diary and the seven-inch knife he had taken from the fisherman down by the canal.

***

Alice walked past the machine three times before she recognised the odour. It was becoming increasingly familiar and almost as distasteful as the coffee. The coffee: it pervaded not just her nose, but all her other senses, getting into her clothes, and into her mind, refusing to leave her alone, even when she was safely home at night. It wasn’t her job to deal with the blasted thing, nor her pleasure, being as she despised even the most richly, freshly ground variety. In fact, that was quite possibly worse, on account of its delectable yet ultimately deceptive aroma, willing people to sip from the poisoned chalice. She hated coffee, hated the dispensed tea, even the chemically decaffeinated equivalent, all of it so bad for one’s health, leaving its grubby little rings everywhere and a stink on the drinker’s breath.

Fortunately for the coffee supplier, the vast majority of the workforce didn’t share Alice’s loathing of vended hot beverages, although it was her duty, if not formalised through a job description, to see to it that the coffee was always fresh. Needless to say, it was rarely her priority. The first thing she did when she arrived in the morning was switch off the air conditioning and open the windows—a futile act, for within ten minutes, the clones would arrive, close the windows, and soon thereafter someone would take it upon themselves to turn the air conditioning on again. Back to the constant drone and the dryness and allegedly temperate conditions for both human and machine to work with perfect efficiency. Yet it never did quite get rid of the stench of the coffee.

Alice noted the drip tray was full to the brim and muttered under her breath—such as she ever bothered to speak any louder—on the waste of time and milk. Why add it in the first place, if only to tip it away? And was there anything to stop them using the sink, other than sheer laziness and lack of consideration for the poor soul who had to tend to the mess it made? A torrent of insipid, brown goo oozed irreverently down the path of its own stain, onto the brushed chrome stand—which was ugly and out of place, but it came with the lease—and eventually the floor. Surely, it wasn’t difficult to miss. Well, not for Alice.

It was apparent from its syrupy resistance that the culprit on this occasion had positively piled in the sugar. That was another ploy: to hide the taste of something clearly not intended for constant consumption, and now it was drying on her hands, in between her fingers, gluing them together. It was enough to make her vomit, always washing away other people’s waste and mess.

A personal assistant to whom? She asked this question of the taps, strangling them in exasperation when they failed to reply and scrubbed her hands, leaving traces of her crime on a rancid, chequered tea towel.

The filter was set and ready to go: just past eleven-thirty and already the fifth pot. She estimated the cost in her head, as she did every day at about this time, when it was always the fifth pot; it would have been closer to the seventh, had she been doing her job properly—the bit that wasn’t mentioned at interview and was glossed over at every performance review. If she were to be run over by a bus that very day, they’d all notice eventually when the coffee went stale. They might even question where ‘Thingummy-bob who does the coffee’ was. It happened on her last day off: hardly fun, a lengthy wait in a stretch of draughty hospital corridor euphemistically signposted as a waiting room, followed by a swift and insincere apology, something to do with emergencies, and then she was seen, told all was well and sent on her less-than-merry way.

Arriving back at work the following morning, one of the temps—who had been working there long enough to essentially be permanent, but none of them were permanent anymore—noticed Alice’s return and intercepted her at the empty coffee machine. No stock had been ordered, Alice explained, so there was nothing she could do. They would have to go without for a day. That was all the evidence required: said temp returned to her seat and all returned to normal, minus the caffeine.

Alice wrinkled her nose, as the trickle of fresh coffee brought her back to the moment, the nauseating aroma filling the space around her and making her feel faint.

***

Upstairs in the boardroom, an interesting meeting was afoot. It was the usual set-up, the boardroom, with a vast oval beech-laminated surface, polished in an ad lib fashion, leaving smears to catch the eye in the right light but on the whole perfectly presentable. Slim-cushioned seats on each of the sixteen chairs around the perimeter provided sufficient comfort for one- or two-hours’ convening. A couple of clip-framed Monet prints adorned three of the magnolia walls; on the fourth was a screen that didn’t work the way it should, and the tech people couldn’t say why. A hard-wearing beige looped carpet completed the frugal décor.

Standing just behind the closed door, two men were engaged in conversation that to any eavesdropper would have seemed jovial and entirely appropriate to the context: the latest financial news, any chance of sun at the weekend for that round of golf, and so on. It all belied the reality, the build-up of years of envy, months of planning and finally this—not the opportunity he had endeavoured to create, but one which had arrived of its own accord. God knew, the coffee was bad enough to disguise the most obvious poison, but that was not the way it occurred.

The director leaned back against a chair, heaving in deep, gulping breaths, winded by the surprise, a patch of shimmering red radiating outwards from his shoes, across the beige nylon expanse. How? Why? After so long and so many, it comes to this? The handle of the knife was there in his thigh and he could not shift his hands from their clutch on his chest to remove it, the pain there far greater. He slid, grasping blindly at the chair, which followed him down, down, to the floor, while his companion shrugged, smiled and walked away, quietly closing the door behind him.

Muffled conversations, passing the time of day as if all was as it should be. Not one person could he identify by name, all of them relative strangers in this significant, modern building, where each spent two-thirds of their waking hours. Some voices he could match to faces, or to backs, but names? Who needed names in a place like this? Clocking in and out was a thing of the past, now computers logged the arrival and departure of every single member of staff. No more loitering at reception, stealing a few minutes here and there, and it all added up. It shouldn’t matter anymore. After all, he was bleeding to death in his own boardroom.

And there were people out there; surely someone would stop when they heard his calls for help? Except he wasn’t making any. The words formed in his mouth—he was renowned for his deep, hearty baritone—but left his lips in wisps and wheezes, over and again, until the boardroom faded from view and a flat facsimile of Monet’s ‘Water Lilies’ bloomed, for Alistair Campion, for the last time.


Chapter Two:

Limb from Limb

If only she’d tested the lights in the first place, not now, when she was sitting in the midst of a tangled mass of wires of varying thickness, with absolutely no way of determining where one set began and another ended. Brute force only resulted in crackles like static, as yet another piece of cable broke off in her hand, to the accompanying pop and swish of the branches giving way.

It had been so exciting, all those hours ago, operating in the dark, trying to contain the childlike impatience, even daring optimism on occasion. Every bauble carefully placed, each dangling loop of tinsel draped with precision, all ready for the grand turn on. Plug in socket, switch down, sudden swell of glorious illumination, slight fizz of current, enormous bang and instant blackout.

Funny how the tree, as if bestowed with some kind of prior knowledge, had come to life as soon as it was released from its netting, flaying spiky limbs in all directions, one last wild protest at having been scragged from a managed forest somewhere bleak and northerly. Its revenge was to refuse absolutely to relinquish its hold on the broken fairy lights. Each tug sent a further torrent of baubles crashing to the floor—thankfully they were mostly plastic—and if the tinsel hadn’t seen better days before this whole saga commenced, it was certainly past utility now, not that tinsel was especially useful in any situation.

There was no other option. Scissors were the way forward, the only chance to save the tree, at the expense of the lights, which no doubt would have pleased it considerably, had it been a living thing, instead of a dying plant, crammed into a drilled-out chunk of tree trunk and ceremoniously dumped in a living room, the carpet of which had been rendered invisible by a thick bed of fallen needles. It was some consolation that the lights hadn’t been particularly impressive last Christmas, although all this unnecessary expenditure for, at most, one month of spectacle and a further twelve of digging bits of old pine tree out of the sofa seemed so entirely futile.

Eleanor returned from the kitchen with the scissors: a vast pair of wallpaper shears, with which she hoped to avoid contact with the psychopathic tree. She snipped randomly, wherever she could gain access, cursing under her breath each time she snagged her skin or her jumper. This was not her doing. The room was too small for the tree, or it too big for the room. Perhaps it would have been better, as James had originally suggested, if they had bought a house somewhere, together. It was her own stubbornness, mixed with a sense of losing both control and her independence, that led to the decision to keep the flat. James was ‘satisfied’ with her decision. Whatever she wanted, whenever she was ready, then that was what they would do.

He said these things and it sounded so wonderful; so caring, thoughtful, ever considerate and infuriatingly indecisive. He passed the buck back to her every time, patiently waiting for her to reason through each suggestion made, all of the possible options and their potential outcomes. The thing with the house, for instance: he had one to sell, so he could more or less buy another property outright. But then, Eleanor explained, if—not that she thought it likely—their relationship ended, she’d have nowhere to go. That same eventuality had brought her back from Newcastle, after she and Kevin agreed to call it a day, and he’d been in no rush to sell up. Their parting had been amicable, and, she assured him, whenever he got around to it she’d be glad to receive her share of the meagre proceeds, but not to worry too much. She was just pleased to be back with her friends and out of medicine.

So, James said, he would lend her half of the money, and she could pay him back. It was a marginally more attractive proposition and would certainly save a lot on the interest. However, it still meant James would have some kind of hold over her, not that she imagined for one minute he was anything like that. Had it entered her mind at any point in time, she would never have fallen in love with him.

His last-ditch attempt was to suggest getting a mortgage together, whereby he would pay his half up-front as the deposit, leaving them with a fifty percent balance, which, of course, was Eleanor’s share. He would pay the bills and help out with other expenditure as and when required. But she wasn’t having that either. So finally, he moved into the flat, leaving his house empty, apart from when he was needed at head office, which was most of his time, hence that was where his house was. Eleanor was implicitly aware of his sacrifice and how selfish she was being, yet somehow she couldn’t stop herself.

Her frustrated hacking had turned the fairy lights into dull, stringy lametta that hung in rigid little arches over the now somewhat less feisty branches, apparently satisfied by the slaughter of the lights. Eleanor carefully pulled out each strand of cable and dropped it onto the mounting pile of broken decorations in the centre of the floor. Any second now, James would arrive home, and she had desperately wanted the tree to be ready for his return. The last thing she needed was yet another bout of late-night shopping, but there were no two ways about it. She had destroyed everything. Was it some kind of unconscious ploy to sabotage Christmas? She restarted the music, trying once more to get into the spirit, whilst she shoved the tree’s hapless victims into a plastic bag and hummed along to a happy melody. It was almost working.

***

“That’s quite possibly the most outlandishly festive décor I have ever come across,” George said with a grin as he poked the tiny, battery-operated, fibre-optic tree. It was so small and light that it slipped several inches across the waiting room table, before Josh put out his hand to stop it.

“What do you expect?” he retorted. “Perhaps something like the monstrosity in Trafalgar Square would be more to your tastes?”

“No, no, don’t be silly. But as far as therapeutic intervention goes—”

“Christmas is a time for giving all your money to the VAT man,” Josh interrupted. “It’s tasteful and pleasingly understated.” He straightened his little tree, then added, “And it was on special offer in Gadget Heaven.”

George tutted knowingly. Getting Josh to buy anything new was a virtually impossible task, unless it involved buying new gadgets, in which case stopping him was a far greater problem. It made his Christmas gifts interminably predictable; whatever the latest fad was, they’d all get one. Last year it had been various wi-fi devices, all courtesy of Gadget Heaven, all received with gritted-teeth gratitude. And it wasn’t that the gifts were thoughtless, convenient acquisitions; nothing could be further from the truth. Josh spent hours pondering over his purchases, trying to match items to each of his friends’ interests. He’d even found a USB shaver for Dan a couple of years back, which turned out to be one of the most useful things he owned.

“Would you please stop playing with my tree!” Josh slapped the back of George’s hand, and he immediately retracted it.

“But it feels so nice.”

“Ha! And you said it had no therapeutic value. Anyway, what do you want?”

George grinned again but said nothing. Since he’d started the counselling course, he’d had to ask Josh for more favours than even the strongest friendship could withstand, and it was truly the case that every time they met up he needed something else.

“You know after Christmas? I have to increase to twelve hours of one-to-one, no hand-holding allowed, et cetera?”

“Which you’re doing at the hospital.”

“Which I was doing at the hospital, but there aren’t enough places available.”

“And?” Josh asked but went on before George could respond. “You do realise all the goons on your course are my competition?”

“I know, you said already. The thing is that the hospital asked me to ask you if I can do more hours here instead.”

“By the hospital, you mean that bloody Tierney idiot again, don’t you?”

“Well, Sean suggested it, yes.” George flapped the fibres of the tree, and they responded in a little wave of light, bouncing gently up and down for several seconds through their own momentum. He was about to do it again, but Josh was frowning and blowing air out of his nostrils so hard it was a miracle he wasn’t snorting. He glared at George, who obediently folded his arms.

The truth was, Josh didn’t really mind at all. It would leave him with tons more free time that could more usefully be put to planning lectures for the course. That’s what made it a double-edged sword, seeing as he’d avoided teaching at the university for the past ten years and utterly loathed the place, even if it did pay the bills. Then Sean Tierney had started his latest bullying regime—by proxy. He wouldn’t have dared to suggest it to Josh directly.

“I’ll get you an apple every single day,” George offered, unhelpfully.

“I don’t want a damned apple.”

George knew the answer was ‘yes’ and was about to say thank you when the sound of shuffling up the stairs distracted him. Both men stopped dead and held their breath, waiting like hunted-down teenagers in a horror movie, knowing all the while that the rustling of bags, the low-volume grunting, signified one thing: Eleanor was coming, and she was in a very bad mood.

“Festive spirit, my arse,” she said, emerging from the staircase, her arms weighed down by plastic carrier bags, spilling their cargo of shiny beads, tinsel and multicoloured, glittery baubles onto the floor. “Don’t you say anything,” she shouted at George before he even opened his mouth. Instead, he went to the kitchen and filled the kettle. He knew better than to test his fledgling skills on this patient, but he listened in to hear what the latest excursion into life with a live-in partner had done to her.

“Working late again,” she stated loudly to no-one in particular. It was an exclamation of her annoyance that, having spent two hours putting the decorations on the tree, she’d had to take them all off again—a further two hours—she was convinced that the scratches on her arms—“Look at the state of them, please!”—would go septic and now it had cost her a small fortune—“Forty-seven pounds eighty? For a box of glass balls and two strings of beads? Are you having a laugh?”—to replace all the stuff that she and the tree had wrecked between them. That tree: her unwitting accomplice and new nemesis.

Josh chuckled and picked twigs and needles out of her hair as she ranted away, pausing only to take in breath. And, Eleanor continued, there was something very wrong with chopping down trees for the sake of Christmas, which, when all was said and done, was about new life and the Saviour of the whole world, which she was pretty sure extended to trees, although the ‘living trees’, as they liked to call them, cost twice as much again as the half-dead thing now taking up most of her living room, and probably wouldn’t look any the better for their roots being intact, come December the twenty-fifth.

Yes, he said he was sorry, but the American MD’s plane had been delayed in Ohio, and his meeting had to be postponed. No point, after all, having a video conference with a blank wall, but he’d drive up just as soon as they were done. It would be well after midnight, and he promised not to wake her, would warm his hands before he snuggled up behind her and even go and make the cocoa, should he inadvertently disturb her.

“Doesn’t James know you’re disturbed enough already?” Josh chanced.

“That’s not funny,” she snapped, but with a little less venom than her previous onslaught. “I thought I’d do something nice for him for a change, and look where it’s got me. I’m wearing more flora than a church done up for a wedding, I’m bleeding, and my carpet is utterly destroyed.”

“They’re only pine needles, Ellie. They do vacuum up.”

“Eventually. By Easter, perhaps, if I’m lucky.”

“You know what your problem is?”

“No, what’s my problem, Joshua?” She glowered at him.

“George will tell you.” Josh turned his attention to his own little tree, just as George placed three cups on the table.

“I’ll what?” he asked, too terrified to even contemplate letting on that firstly, he had heard every word—but then the dentist downstairs would have been able to as well, had it not been seven o’clock in the evening—and secondly, he did know precisely what Eleanor’s problem was. It had nothing to do with carpets, or Christmas trees, and everything to do with not wanting to share her life and her space with James, or any other person. Too much independence for too long: a hard habit to break, even if she really was willing to give it a try.


Chapter Three:

The Smell of Murder

It was well into the evening before the chairman’s body was discovered, slumped part way under the table and framed by a maroon-black, irregular oval. Curiously, in spite of the knife sticking out of his leg, or indeed because of it, the initial consensus was that the evidence pointed to an accident. After all, it did look very much like her husband’s fishing knife, his wife conceded from her long-term deathbed. And he was planning a trip imminently. How imminently? She couldn’t quite say, not in her state of health, not with the grief and the shock that he had gone before her.

Alice was quite convinced it was no accident. Her keen olfaction and the synaesthesia left her with little doubt about much of what went on around her. However bad the smell, the colours were worse, and the boardroom, like the coffee room, had the same kind of tint to it: a dirty, bruise-like blue-purple, like the glow of the evening sky in opposition to the setting sun. Most of the darker ones were blue, regardless of their attempts at disguise, always obscuring their colours with the same sorts of cologne; perhaps it was something hormonal. This one was most distinct, but the policeman wasn’t interested: there had been a major drugs raid somewhere or other, lots of paperwork, not a priority.

“But a man is dead!” she exclaimed meekly. People smiled and nodded in placation. Who was he again? Will our jobs be safe? Then back to the grindstone. Most of them, whether they knew her or not, thought Alice was stark raving mad, always going on about auras, like some psychic off the TV, and the harder she tried to explain that she saw aromas, not auras, the more convinced they became of her insanity. She’d long since given up on meaningful relationships with anyone other than her budgie, Albert, who was getting on a bit and starting to look very grey in places, but he didn’t smell particularly pungent, so was very welcome in her life. Not once had he betrayed his curious mistress, and he could talk when he wanted. Generally, when the news came on, he would be there chattering away, his favourite line, ‘And now the weather’, over and over again, until Alice gently placed the floral cage cover over her chirping companion.

She was simply the mad old woman with the talking budgie, who saw things that weren’t there, so all of what she had to say about the death of the chairman fell to the floor, along with his steadily congealing blood. The board wrote off the loss and ordered her to book in some fitters at her earliest convenience. Incidentally, they added, some tea and coffee would be nice. And maybe a plate of biscuits if it wasn’t too much trouble. Alice did as she always did and obliged.

The immediacy of their convention was most interesting, for it usually took them weeks to plan an emergency meeting; months, if it wasn’t too urgent. Yet, like circling vultures, there they all were, congregated in the boardroom, as if nothing was to do. No-one had sat near the pool of blood, but it may as well have not been there, for all the notice they took of it.

Alice waited patiently while the little machine spat and spluttered and did her best to avoid its repugnant bloom as she eased the jug out and onto a trolley. She decanted the milk and eyed the fairy cakes at the back of the shelf, uncertain and disinterested in how they’d got there. They carried no tag declaring ownership and would appease the baying wolves, distract them whilst she made her retreat, back to more useful work. At least, she concluded, she could lay them out on a nice plate, with a doily, for the gentlemen upstairs, who perhaps wouldn’t care one way or another, but she did.

“Hey, Alice! How’s it going?” The familiar voice called her back to reality, rapidly followed by the cascade of colours that signified Dan Jeffries was in the building. These sensory registers always kicked in a couple of moments after her stomach flipped. Silly, really; she was old enough to be his mother.

“Good morning, Dan. I imagine you’ve heard the news about Mr. Campion?”

“News? No, I’ve come straight from the airport. I’ve been in Dubai visiting my brother. What news is this?”

Alice liked to think she was one of those who took no joy from sharing gossip; nor was this an occasion for smug, warm, newsworthy chit-chat.

“He’s dead,” she said.

Dan reeled slightly, though it wasn’t that much of a shock. He waited for more information, and when it wasn’t forthcoming he prompted, “A heart attack, presumably?”

“Oh, no. Nothing like that, or at least the doctor who pronounced him dead said that was probably what killed him, due to the excessive blood loss.”

“I’m sorry, Alice, but I’m not following. Did Alistair have an accident of some sort?”

Alice nodded solemnly. “Yes, an accident, of some sort.” She stopped, as if she had been put on pause, the plate hovering in her hand. Dan frowned.

“I don’t think so, no,” she said, thoroughly attending to wiping the plate with a paper towel. “He was stabbed.” She opened the cakes and carefully placed them, one by one, on top of the perfectly centred doily.

“Pardon? Stabbed, did you say?” Dan shuddered, his scars twinging, as if uttering the word itself might reopen the wounds that had taken far less time to mend than it was taking to deal with the psychological reasons and consequences of their happening.

Alice nodded again, very slowly this time, hoping the movement of her head would convey the message more clearly. She added the fairy cakes to the loaded trolley and made to manoeuvre past Dan.

“Here, let me help,” he said, taking the other end of the trolley and holding the door open with his foot.

“Oh, thank you so much,” Alice gushed gratefully, “although I’m sure I can manage from here.”

“I have absolutely no doubt of that, Alice, but why should you, when I’m more than happy to lend a hand?” Dan smiled and gave her a wink.

Alice blushed and said no more about it, instead walking along behind the trolley, not really pushing it at all, but with her hands resting on the back of it so she at least had the illusion of doing something. Dan pressed the button for the lift, and they waited.

It wasn’t exactly an uncomfortable silence that ensued; neither wanted to converse with the other especially. They had been dealing with each other long enough for theirs to be a little more than a gracious passing acquaintance, and Dan was far from lacking in confidence when it came to the accomplishment of small talk. Alice, too, could hold her own, if she chose to, but there was little to say, when the sum shared experience of both parties was in arranging appointments with someone who was now dead. Dan chewed his lip while he pondered, enjoying where the thought processes took him sufficiently to not consider asking further of Alice, although he imagined she knew little more than she had already stated.

“It’s so kind of you to assist me like this,” she said, as the lift doors slid open and Dan pulled the trolley inside with him. She dutifully followed; the visual display caused by his proximity in the enclosed space was both disturbing and beautiful.

“No problem, Alice. I should go and catch up with Bill, anyway.” He had picked up on her discomfort and backed away as far as possible. Given that the floor space was no more than five feet square, and the trolley was taking up most of this, it wasn’t very far.

The lift trundled up three floors, slowed down and jolted to a stop. The doors opened onto the bright corridor ahead, where the usual people marched back and forth in their usual way, barely stepping aside for them to pass. Alice delivered Dan and the refreshments to the boardroom and darted away, like a frightened mouse, back down the stairs to the safety of her own booth in the main office. Nothing else was amiss.

“Dan, old man, how the devil?” Bill Meyer rose to his feet immediately upon realising that the tea trolley was not unaccompanied, his greeting both cliché and trademark.

“Bill, good to see you,” Dan responded, his gaze automatically shifting to the large ruddy patch on the floor. He consciously looked back to the men of varying ages sitting around the table and nodded his greetings and condolences to each in one motion.

“Al’s PA has filled you in, I take it?” Bill asked matter-of-factly.

“Mmm? What? Oh yes, well, sort of. She was a little sketchy on the details, to be honest.”

“We all are.” Bill hesitated long enough for one of the other men to pick up the story, someone Dan hadn’t seen before: oldish, quite bald, with a hypertension pallor, not that it made him in any way distinguishable from his associates.

“Al was going fishing at the weekend. I still lay money on it being a cardiac in the middle of preparing his kit,” the bald man stated smugly.

Bill shrugged. “The truth is we just don’t know what happened, and the police don’t seem to be in any rush to find out either. His GP said Al had been complaining of chest pain and went for an ECG recently. The doctor’s pretty certain it was a heart attack. Time will tell if the knife in his leg had anything to do with it. How’s the nipper?”

Dan was only mildly surprised by the sudden change of subject mid-conversation. It was another of Bill’s little nuances, not quite understanding how to deal with social niceties, especially in an extraordinary situation. Alistair Campion had always been Dan’s point of contact; that was whom he had come to see. As the major shareholder, Bill would be stepping right into Alistair’s shoes, and it would all go on as before.

Dan offered Bill a congenial smile. “I imagine Adele wouldn’t take too kindly to you referring to our daughter as ‘the nipper’, but she’s fine, thanks for asking.”

No further questions. Down to business. Dan had spent his time in Dubai doing the groundwork for a new project and was keen to get the ball rolling, so he joined the other men in their remarkable feat of sitting right next to death whilst failing to appreciate that it was staring them right in the face.

***

Alice waited until Dan had cleared the building before she returned to the boardroom, listening at the door to make sure there was no-one inside. The coast clear, she entered quietly and locked herself in. She had her own theory about what had taken place and needed some time alone at the scene of the crime. There was still the rainbow of colours lingering above the table, mingled with pale browns and greys, a perception that entertained her when first she started working with traditional businessmen. They smelled the way they looked—bland and uninteresting—and adorned themselves and their offices accordingly. At some point, someone had suggested that they call in a Feng Shui expert to try to clear the drab, miserable atmosphere at Campion Holdings PLC, but Mr. Campion was having nothing to do with ‘that new-age nonsense’, and as always she was on his side, in public at least.

There was no more loyal a PA than she. It wasn’t her place to disagree with her boss, even though at times she wanted to speak out against some decision or other he had made, and she could have told him why his staff never stayed. It just wouldn’t be right to worry him with her suggestions or warn him about the aggrieved employee in sales who seemed mentally unstable or mention the number of new contracts he would pull in were he to consider appointing a woman to the board.

Campion Holdings was old-fashioned, making it all the more surprising that people like Dan Jeffries had any dealings with them. The directors’ lives consisted of golf and fishing and evenings at the lodge, meaningless affairs and staid business traditions. In short, they were nothing like the young entrepreneurs they dealt with. They were nothing like Dan Jeffries, whose scent had thankfully dissipated sufficiently for her to now concentrate on her investigation.

Her theory went something like this: whenever Mr. Campion had a meeting with anyone, regardless of whether it was business or personal, he’d phone through to ask her to check that the coffee was fresh. It was the only time he did so, and it was for his own benefit, for he trusted her well enough to know that it would already have been dealt with.

“Always at the ready, Alice,” Mr. Campion would say, to the extent that it could have been her nickname. And so, that was what had preceded his demise in the boardroom, so she knew he had not been alone. She admonished the place where he had exhaled his last breath for not having real CCTV installed—In a building filled with paper and people and old computers? What point is there, Alice? after all.

Looking around the room, there was nothing peculiar. All the chairs had been as they should be, bar the one he fell against. None of the pictures were hanging in a lopsided fashion, contrary to every murder mystery she’d ever watched or read. There was little else to go on. Not a mark on the table, no hairs on the furniture, shoeprints on the carpet nor—if she’d had a dusting kit she’d have readily discovered—a single fingerprint that didn’t belong there. But someone had been there. She knew. It was someone who would not seem out of place in the building, or indeed on the directors’ floor. Definitely not a director; they were all out at their clubs or working from home. She’d had the forethought to phone wives and girlfriends, and each alibi checked out perfectly. Yet someone had been there.

Dropping to her hands and knees, she bent down low over the blood patch, almost keeling over with the vertigo induced by the onslaught of sensory information it yielded. The carpet had been cleaned, with a foam cleaner by the look of it. It was pointless stuff the cleaners bought from the wholesalers and as likely to remove a bloodstain from a beige, nylon, foam-backed carpet as it was to offer to make the coffee from this point forward.

She crawled a little further under the table, scrunching her eyes up, as if that would make it easier to pick out any small clue missed by the police or the vacuum cleaner. There was nothing there, other than crumbs from the cakes, which stuck to the palms of her hands and would no doubt make a dreadful mess of her tights.

Slowly, she shuffled forward, scanning every inch of the floor under the table, before she emerged from the other side and sat back on her heels, brushing the crumbs from her hands in displeasure. Except that this wasn’t a crumb, it was a—

“Alice? What are you doing?”

No time to look now, she picked up the tiny object and pressed it against her palm so as not to lose it.

“I thought you had gone,” Alice answered, blushing.

“And you normally resort to kneeling on the floor of the boardroom after I’ve visited?” Dan’s intention was humour, but he could see she was extremely distressed by having been discovered. “So, the cleaners are that bad, are they? Did Al charge you with one last task to get rid of them?” he tried to joke again.

“I was just checking something. Contact lenses, you know the sort of thing.”

“Contact lenses? Since when did any of your senses fail you, Miss Marple?” He continued to affect a jocular tone to hide his suspicion, for Alice was quirky, a little eccentric, but not the sort to engage in anything as undignified as crawling around the floor, not without what she believed to be good reason.

“I…I thought I’d locked the door,” she stammered, embarrassed and overwhelmed to be caught in such a predicament.

“You did. Maintenance let me in. Your carpet fitters are here.” She still looked very much like the best thing that could happen to her right now was to follow her boss into the afterlife. “Tell you what,” Dan suggested. “I won’t ask any more questions, but if you decide you want to tell someone what you think happened here, then I promise to listen. How about that?”

“Oh, I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about.” Alice smiled nervously and stood up, still clutching, she hoped, the very small item in her hand.

“And I’m sure there is, otherwise, you wouldn’t be here now, doing the whole Agatha Christie routine.”

“I shouldn’t be concerned with my silliness if I were you.”

Dan raised an eyebrow, a motion that confirmed he was sincere in his offer, and that she was off the hook.

“Anyway, I only came back to ask you a small favour,” he said, allowing her to pass, before closing the door on the beige boardroom murder scene.


Chapter Four:

Gathering Steam

James wasn’t late coming home; he didn’t come home at all until after the weekend, by which point Eleanor had convinced herself that she liked being on her own far too much and could see little reason to tolerate his lack of consideration any longer. She was GP on-call, dealing with a constant stream of flu cases and not much more to keep her mind occupied. Kevin had assured her, in the unofficial pre-career-return briefing, that it was pretty much par for the course. Being on-call meant spending all day and all night waiting for the phone to ring, and just when she thought it was safe to pop to the loo, somebody somewhere would decide their need was considerably more urgent than hers.

By the end of Sunday, there was nothing Eleanor wanted more than to languish in tatty old pyjamas and a fluffy dressing gown, and as soon as she handed over to her relief, she did just that. She went straight home, changed out of her clothes, made a cup of tea, flopped onto the sofa and closed her eyes. As an afterthought, she turned on the all-new, fully functioning Christmas lights, and her mind was changed in an instant. The tree was no longer the vast, imposing set of ugly spikes she had at first perceived it to be. Her arms hadn’t gone septic, and the dropped needles were all but gone. The new glass baubles stayed exactly where she’d hung them, and the star at the top was rather more tasteful than its predecessor: the rotten old angel that looked for all the world like a Barbie doll with a tree stuck up her skirt.

Yes, it is perfect.

She watched the lights twinkling gently, a chasing golden glow, spiralling downwards, like trails from a shooting star. How lovely it would be to share this feeling with James…if he decided to return at some point before Christmas.

It was almost bedtime on Monday before he finally walked through the door, fully expecting to find her sitting with a pile of books and a notepad, for that was all she’d done every night since they’d got together. Instead, she was showered, wearing the same fluffy dressing gown, and curled up on the sofa, watching TV. Without a word, he bent down and kissed her gently on the head. She responded by lifting her face towards his, a cue for him to kiss that too. He took his bag to the bedroom and then made cocoa for them both—not a word about the Christmas tree, but she’d anticipated as much. He’d get around to it, like he got around to everything eventually. Less haste and less speed was James Brown all over.

Twenty minutes later, he returned, armed with two steaming cups. He handed one to Eleanor before he sat down next to her and took her free hand in his own.

“When you said you’d be late home, James, I did think you meant on the same day.”

“Ah, yes. I didn’t think of it that way. You are right, of course. It seemed sensible to stay, for I was able to move forward all of my other appointments. I promise that you have my undivided attention for the rest of the week.”

“Perhaps you could tell me what you’re thinking next time? I’m not a mind reader.”

“I disagree. However, I am sorry. I was hoping to clear the decks so that we could prepare for the festive season together. I see you have begun without me.”

Eleanor didn’t respond. The nagging wife part of her personality was all set to turn it into an unnecessary argument.

“Did you see Oliver over the weekend?” she asked instead.

“Yes. Indeed I did. He is very excited about his visit. I, too, am looking forward to spending time as a family. This is not overly optimistic, I hope?”

Eleanor didn’t imagine that she, James and Oliver would ever spend time ‘as a family’. OK, so on the other occasion they had been together, it had been quite successful, aside from the usual tantrums that preschool children are prone to when placed in new situations for any length of time.

“It’ll be fun,” she said, her attention still artificially directed at the TV. James sipped at his cocoa, staring into the tree’s chasing lights; the sparkles reflecting off the baubles made his eyes twinkle.

“The scent of a real tree is so wondrously festive. I like it.”

“You do? I’m not so sure.” Eleanor pushed up her dressing gown sleeve to show off the remnants of her battle wounds.

James examined them carefully. “It fought you all the way, or…did you fight it?” He smiled.

“A little of both, perhaps.” She was starting to soften, as always. It didn’t take long—it was how she’d ended up here in the first place. “So. You’re home for the week? Maybe I’ll take some time off, and we can go shopping for Oliver’s presents.”

“I’d like that very much. Yet—” James sat forward on the sofa, put his cup down and turned to face her. “I sense you are reticent. Are you still worried about how you and Oliver will get along?”

Eleanor shrugged; he held her gaze. She didn’t think she was especially troubled by the prospect, but now he’d mentioned it, she became aware of something stopping her from falling into her usual annual over-indulgence in all things Christmas. She loved the build-up: putting up decorations, going shopping, bustling through crowded streets. Evensong was her favourite occupation throughout December, the candles at the altar seeming to glow with an incredible promise of miracles past, present and future. She got completely caught up in the spirituality of it all, and it served to strengthen her faith. What James had picked up on was the feeling that it just wasn’t quite right this year, and she didn’t know why.

***

“Try it now,” Dan shouted from upstairs. George turned the gas tap to the ‘on’ position and depressed the ignition switch, holding it in for several seconds before the pilot light flickered to life behind the little glass window on the front of the boiler.

“Yep, we are alight,” he called back and turned the hot tap, waiting expectantly for the little flame to erupt into a wall of blue fire. Nothing. Warily, he prodded a finger into the slow trickle of water coming from the tap to confirm that it was still icy cold, withdrawing it quickly and chattering his teeth, largely for effect.

“Still no hot water though,” he shouted. He heard the sound of a wrench landing hard on the bathroom floor.

“Bollocks.” Dan pulled himself up from the cold tiles and returned downstairs, slamming the bathroom door on his way. “I don’t know what’s wrong with it. I’m sorry,” he said, wiping his hands on his jeans and swigging the last drop of whisky from the glass he’d left there an hour previously.

“Want another? Or are you off home?” George asked, retrieving the bottle from the cupboard and topping up his own glass.

“Yeah, why not?” Dan held out the empty tumbler for a refill.

“Thanks for trying, anyway. You must be exhausted. You haven’t been home yet.”

“No, I still need to do that part. Mind you, it’s weird. I’m not that tired—must be the time difference. Admittedly, I don’t really get jet lag, but I haven’t slept for twenty-four hours, and I feel wide awake. Well, relative to usual.”

For all that Dan was a real man’s man, he was more than happy to do his fair share of the parenting. It had to be that way, with baby Shaunna being born so prematurely, and the hours he and Adele had spent at the hospital, fretting over minor infections that were always life-threatening to their tiny baby. The worry didn’t end when they were finally allowed to take her home, and then came the sleepless nights, which didn’t last long, really—not of Shaunna’s doing, at any rate. Since she’d started to sleep through, it was Adele getting up every half hour to check on her that kept Dan awake, although that likely wouldn’t be a problem tonight.

He sipped at his whisky, frowning thoughtfully at the boiler. “I’ve no idea what Andy did, but I can’t fix it. And it’s a cold one tonight. You might want to give Josh a call, see if you can kip there.”

George nodded, thinking that would have been a great idea, if he hadn’t already asked so many favours of Josh. Still, George didn’t mind the cold much, seeing as he’d spent more than enough nights in his shack of a house in the States with no power of any sort, let alone heating. The wood burner was all well and good, but it required him to go outside and chop logs, a skill it had taken him some time to acquire, in order to complete a task which took almost as long again, especially with numb fingers and a blunt axe. Woolly jumpers and blankets had served him well then; there was absolutely no reason why they shouldn’t now.

“Right, then, George, I’m off home to my little women for another sleepless night,” Dan said, emptying the glass in one go and heading for the door. George smiled sympathetically and followed, watching on as Dan struggled with the lever on the lock. It was stuck solid, no doubt something else he would suggest his brother had ‘fixed’, which was generally the case in this house. Poor Andy couldn’t win either way. The landlord was useless at getting jobs done; Andy had said in all the time he’d lived there—and he’d live there since uni—the landlord had only come out once, to sort out a problem with the roof leaking. The rest Andy had either put up with or sorted out himself. As a general rule, not that Dan would admit to it, there was nothing wrong with Andy’s handiwork.

Finally, the door flew open, almost hitting Dan in the face. He cursed under his breath as a blast of cold air whooshed into the already frigid hallway.

“Actually—” he stepped back and slammed the door hard to close it again “—I’ve just had an idea.”

With that, he disappeared back up the stairs, clearing them two at a time. George sighed and waited patiently. He hadn’t intended for Dan to come over and try to fix it. He’d only phoned him because there was no-one else he could think of who might know why he had no heating or hot water. Now, the longer Dan stayed, the more guilty George felt—for Adele rather than Dan, who was clearly after any excuse to delay going home.

“OK. Try it again.”

George obediently returned to the kitchen, checked the pilot light was still glowing, and turned on the hot tap. The boiler chugged, the tap started to trickle, spluttered a couple of times and hot, steam-powered water came exploding out.

“Ouch!” George grabbed the tea towel and wrapped it around his hand to insulate it from the scalding metal. He quickly shut off the tap.

“And?”

“It’s definitely hot now,” he said, turning on the cold tap and bathing his palm in its flow.

“That’s a start.” Dan came back downstairs, wrench still in hand. “Perhaps I should just try hitting it with this.” He shook the spanner menacingly at the boiler, which was still merrily chugging away and sounding none too healthy.

“I think I might just turn it off until tomorrow,” George suggested, more than a little concerned by the increasing tempo of the tuts and clangs coming from the corner of the room.

“Give it a minute. It’ll settle down, I’m sure.”

“More whisky?”

“Go on then.”


Chapter Five:

A Touch of Frost

Alice scraped the ice off her windscreen as if it were there for the sole purpose of offending her, shoving the scraper vigorously up and down, then left, then right, until small heaps like snow were piled all around the front of the car. She didn’t like being late for work and never was, but then her idea of late was less than half an hour early, which looked probable this morning.

Climbing inside the chilly car, she started the engine and wondered if the day held any surprises, very much hoping not. Since Mr. Campion’s death, she’d had little more to do than refresh the hideous coffee machine. Mr. Meyer was far too busy trying to make sense of the customer database to ask for her help—his loss, seeing as she’d put it together—but being supernumerary was no excuse for tardiness. She slowly pulled away from her reserved parking space, knowing someone would steal it as soon as it was vacated. Fortunately, they were always gone by the time she returned home; she wasn’t the sort to fight for it, not even when the entire street was marked ‘residents only’.

***

As Josh’s weight had failed to stabilise since he had given up smoking again, and because he had given up smoking again, he had taken to walking to the surgery. One of his clients had commended exercise as a marvellous avoidance strategy, not that they were a smoker; nor was it normal for Josh to emulate clients’ behaviours, though it had worked to a certain extent, for it was now almost six months since his last cigarette. Only another seven pounds and he’d be back to his previous weight. George had remarked that he looked no different; the next size up in trousers had told another story.

It was a crisp, clear morning, the sun still low in the sky, just starting to show its face over the rooftops on the right. Josh walked on the opposite side to stay out of the shade, enchanted by the white glow of frost encapsulating the branches of trees and holding each blade of grass staunchly upright on the verges. He recalled a fleeting moment, not long after George emigrated, when he’d contemplated leaving England to try out life somewhere else, although not with the intention of being closer to George. It just seemed for a while like a change of scenery might be a good thing, but he’d decided against it, and mornings like this made him remember why. Now, if George were to leave again, it would be an entirely different matter. They were closer than they’d been for a very long time.

As he’d predicted, Eleanor had, by and large, abandoned her friends, only making the effort to visit when James was away. No, that’s mean. They still saw a lot of her, but then James was also away a lot. So, therefore, the first assumption is true. At the same time, Josh was aware that Eleanor’s absence from his daily life didn’t entirely explain his closeness to George. The counselling course accounted for three months of seeing each other almost every day for some reason or other—either because Josh was giving the lectures or for the loan of books relevant to the current assignment—and now George’s latest request for a placement. There were several clients who would be unlikely to see that as acceptable. After all, they’d chosen Josh as their therapist, not George, even if he was exceptionally good at it.
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