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			For Amer Anwar, a true gentleman and a terrific writer. Rest in peace, my friend.

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Do you want to hear a sick joke? It was April Fools’ Day when I was told I was in the first stages of early onset dementia. Nice timing, eh? They really caught me out this time.

			It was in the afternoon, which shouldn’t count. My dad would have gone mad. Until he did go mad, that is. He was a stickler for the rules before he fell victim to this pernicious disease himself. After that, not so much. Maybe passing his rogue gene on to me was a posthumous slow-­release prank of the worst kind.

			I didn’t notice the date at the time – as you can imagine I was a little preoccupied. It was only when, several months later, my consultant suggested I kept a diary to monitor my condition that I made the connection.

			That was more than six months ago and I’ve recorded every little incident along the way, both good and bad, looking for a pattern of decline that, thankfully, hasn’t yet materialised.

			It’s a random list of mishaps, forgetting the odd name, the occasional fall, even the times I lost my temper – I’m a detective chief inspector, for God’s sake, an ability to fly off the handle at the slightest provocation is in the job description. But back then I thought everything was a symptom. I like to think I’ve calmed down a bit since, or maybe I’m simply not noticing the signs – which in itself could be another sign I guess. And so it goes on, second-­guessing has become second nature. Is that also a symptom? Is it starting now? Or am I just getting old and a bit clumsier?

			

			There are other things in the diary. The day I vowed to stop drinking to try and slow things down. Then there are the days where I broke that vow, occasional enough not to be a bother. So far. The first time I successfully completed the Guardian’s cryptic crossword is written in capitals. I haven’t managed to finish it since.

			The day I left my wife is in there too. And the day she found out why. Some quite big stuff really – but symptoms of the disease? Probably not. Symptoms of my need to exert some control over my life and my subsequent failure to do that? Most definitely. I couldn’t help thinking how much more fun it would have been if I’d kept a similar diary when I was a teenager; my first drink, my first kiss, the day I discovered masturbation. The list goes on.

			Looking back at my notes, the one thing I can safely say so far is that I have a lot fewer fucks to give than I used to. I take more chances and it’s not just the fools I can’t be doing with, I don’t suffer anyone gladly. No one at work seems to have noticed yet, so maybe I haven’t changed that much, though one of my detective sergeants has been giving me the occasional side-­eye so I may be wrong about that. If she has worked it out she doesn’t appear to have shared the information with anyone. Perhaps she’s keeping it for a trade-­off of some kind? I’m certainly not in any kind of hurry to become the talk of the station – I don’t know how many days I’ve got left before my brain starts to scramble but I’m not spending them sitting in the basement looking through cold cases.

			

			I do worry that I’m getting reckless. I guess you could call that a symptom. Maybe I should think more carefully before I jump into things with both feet? If my boss got wind of that thought he’d know I was losing it; it took him two years to persuade me to do one of his ridiculous risk assessment courses and even then I disappeared on the first morning to take charge of a murder case. As motives go, my desire to get out of that room was probably as strong as the actual killer’s hatred for their victim.

			I guess my main take, going forward, is that I need to be more careful, apply the brakes a little more quickly, especially where my team are involved. I’ve got nothing left to lose, my days are numbered anyway, but I wouldn’t want any of them to get hurt and if I carry on like I have they surely will be.
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			28 October 2024

			Maria Groom stared out of her bedroom window at the shadow of a man hiding in her back garden.

			She pulled the curtains closed, leaving a small gap to look through, and kept one eye fixed on the tree he was standing behind, while glancing to check her phone was still on the bedside table.

			Was it her imagination? That’s what they’d suggested the last time she’d said something. It was probably a cat, they’d said. But she knew what she’d seen. It was no cat. She was so sick of this shit.

			It had been darker then but this time there was a full moon casting some light into the garden and she was one hundred per cent certain she’d seen a figure ducking behind the overgrown oak tree that stopped the light getting into her house all summer.

			The shadow hadn’t moved for minutes now. But she knew it wasn’t ‘her eyes playing tricks on her’. Or a damn cat. Not unless Dr Seuss’s Cat in the Hat had suddenly sprung off the page of Nicky’s picture book and decided to hide in the garden.

			

			Whoever it was knew she’d been watching him and was keeping still until he thought she’d gone to bed. Then he’d make his move.

			‘Alexa, turn the lights off.’

			The bedroom went dark. She stayed as still as possible, keeping her gaze firmly on the shadow this time. Minutes passed. Then there was a flicker of movement and the man stepped out from the tree. There wasn’t enough light to see him clearly and he was clad in black from head to foot, which didn’t help; a baseball cap’s visor keeping his face in the shadows.

			‘Alexa, lights on,’ she commanded, throwing open the curtains so he could clearly see her staring down at him.

			He stared right back then put his finger to his lips as if to tell her it was their secret, before turning around and clambering over the fence into next door. At least he was heading away from her now.

			She scrambled for her phone before returning to the window, hoping to take a video of the man – despite the neutral clothing she had no doubts it was a man, she might even be able to name him – but he’d disappeared.

			Without taking her gaze from the neighbour’s garden she rang the usual number and waited a few moments for someone to answer. There was no further sign of the intruder.

			‘Emergency. Which service?’

			‘Police please,’ she said.
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			29 October 2024

			The last time I’d taken part in a drugs trial, the defendant got ten years for distributing cocaine across most of the north-­east. That wasn’t the kind of drugs trial my consultant was suggesting.

			‘It’s your call, Jack,’ he said. ‘It’s a new drug called donanemab. They’ve already run one trial and the results have been encouraging so they’re running a follow-­up, specifically aimed at pre-­symptomatic people in the very first stages of early onset dementia. You’re an ideal candidate.’

			‘How is it any different to the drugs I’m already taking?’

			‘All the drugs on the market at the moment only deal with the symptoms of the disease, this one attacks the causes. It targets the build-­up of amyloid proteins in the brain. The earlier trial showed that seventy-­five per cent of volunteers had amyloid removed entirely. And even for those who didn’t, it still slowed down their decline.’

			That perked my interest. Putting the brakes on this thing was the only real hope I had until now. Discovering that Alzheimer’s was inevitably coming my way, sooner rather than later, had been a bitter blow – to say the least – but I was doing all I could to delay it.

			

			I guess in some ways I was fortunate. I’d been a passenger in a hit and run crash that had killed my detective sergeant, Laura Kemp, and in the ensuing treatment a scan had picked up signs of my condition far earlier than would normally be the case, giving me time to prepare for the worst.

			‘It’s another tool to add to your toolbox,’ the consultant continued. ‘You’ve been doing everything right so far. Your last test showed no real decline in performance and I can see that you’ve taken my advice on diet and exercise, you’re looking much healthier than the last time I saw you.’

			‘I’ve eaten so many sodding tomatoes I’m surprised I don’t look like one and I’ve barely touched a drink since the last time we spoke. I’ve stopped driving too, just in case, as you suggested.’

			‘I thought we all stopped drinking and driving in the nineties,’ he joked. Humour clearly wasn’t his strong suit.

			I wasn’t in denial. Dementia was going to get me in the end but I wanted more time. There were things I needed to finish before it finished me.

			Paramount amongst these was finding Laura’s killer. I believed the crash was deliberate but the driver had never been identified. She had been my friend as well as my colleague and I couldn’t let it lie. I wanted the killer nailed.

			‘D’you need a bit of time to think about it?’ the doc said, clearly assuming I was thinking about the trial rather than losing focus. I didn’t want to heighten his concerns by correcting his assumption. If concentration was becoming an issue maybe I wasn’t still pre-­symptomatic?

			

			‘What does it involve?’ I didn’t have the time for something that would take me away from work for long spells – especially as no one there knew about my condition – and I couldn’t keep inventing excuses for my occasional absence. As far as my colleagues knew this was a routine appointment to follow up on the concussion I received in the collision.

			‘It’s delivered intravenously through a drip bag so you’d have to attend the clinic once a month for at least an hour each time.’

			I reckoned that was manageable without arousing too much suspicion.

			‘Count me in,’ I said.

			‘Hold your horses, Jack, there are some possible side effects you should know about. They’re serious enough that, although the drug has been licensed, it hasn’t been approved for the NHS.’

			‘Like what?’

			‘Headaches, some swelling of the brain.’

			‘My whole life is a headache and last time you said my brain was showing signs of shrinkage so it could do with beefing up a bit.’

			He laughed. ‘You know that’s not quite how it works. Around two per cent of the original participants suffered some serious swelling, including three who died.’

			‘That’s one hell of a side effect.’

			‘You can’t make an omelette . . .’

			

			My consultant knew his stuff but his bedside manner left a lot to be desired. I shrugged.

			‘I’m dying anyway. And those odds look pretty decent to me. Where do I sign?’

			Truth was, I’d do pretty much anything to buy more time to find Laura’s killer. And all this talk of drugs had given me a new idea who that might be.
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			When I’d started my off-­the-­books investigation into Laura’s death I’d been a lone wolf and had put all my apples in a basket case named Frankie Grant.

			Frankie was the head honcho of one of the two biggest crime gangs in the city which was a good enough reason for targeting him, in normal circumstances. But there was a better reason I’d been after him this time – it was his car that had driven into Laura’s – allegedly stolen off the man’s drive an hour or so before the hit-­and-­run. He’d been the obvious suspect.

			It was a strategy that crashed and burned when Frankie revealed that Laura had been taking pay-­offs from him. I didn’t believe it, at first, but the proof was overwhelming. And, as he gleefully pointed out at the time, if that was the case, why would he want her dead? I was back to square one.

			My boss, Detective Chief Superintendent Bob Curtis had put the official investigation firmly on the back burner to try and protect her reputation – or so he claimed. I strongly suspected it was more to cover the force’s back – and his own. He was an old friend but hugely ambitious and if the powers-­that-­be knew he’d had a rogue cop in his team his card would have been marked.

			

			But I didn’t give up that easily. Laura may have been bent but she was a friend, and her reasons had been entirely altruistic – her dad desperately needed the money. Fortunately, after realising what I was doing, Laura’s replacement, Emma Steel (the one who’d been giving me the side-­eye), and her fellow DS, Leon Johnson, had agreed to help me out on the quiet which gave me scope to spread the net a little wider.

			‘Could you check out Harry Connors?’ I asked Emma when the three of us met up in my office after I got back from the consultant.

			‘I can do that,’ Leon said.

			Emma gave him one of her glares. My two detective sergeants were extremely competitive and neither liked the other one to steal their thunder.

			‘I think he asked me, not you,’ Emma said.

			‘You wouldn’t be so keen if you knew who he was,’ Leon fired back.

			Emma cupped her face in her hands.

			‘Oh no, is he a big, strong, scary man like you?’ she simpered in her best schoolgirl voice. ‘You do know what my nickname was back in Sussex, don’t you?’

			‘Ball-­breaker?’ he suggested sarcastically.

			I laughed. It was close but her actual nickname, Balls of Steel, fitted her like the proverbial glove – a chain-­mail glove in her case.

			

			Emma scowled and gave Leon the finger. No one outside our inner circle would have guessed they were in a relationship. I’d only discovered it by accident and had been sworn to secrecy to prevent any station gossip – relationships within the squad made things very complicated. It didn’t stop them fighting though; if anything it seemed to make things worse. I gave Leon a chance to regain some ground by showing off his superior local knowledge.

			‘To be fair he is a lot scarier than Leon,’ I said. ‘D’you want to bring Emma up to speed?’

			‘The two main gangs in the city are the Grants, who you already know about, and the Connors,’ Leon said. ‘They’ve mostly kept out of each other’s way, operating a variation on the divide and rule principle. The Connors had the bars, drugs and working girls covered, the Grants pretty much everything else, including armed robbery and theft – particularly car theft. The two kept to their own patches, by and large.’

			‘But that has changed in recent years,’ I said. ‘Stevie Connors, the family’s patriarch, was jailed ten years ago for his role in human trafficking. In the meantime his oldest son, Harry, has taken charge of the family business and brought a certain amount of order and stability to it.

			‘Harry is more polished than his dad, a privately educated kid with a business degree from Durham uni, and he’s managed to keep his nose clean in the intervening years, increasing the Connors’ profits while avoiding any major scandals, unlike his dad. No one really knows if he’s cleaned out the stable or is just better at hiding in plain sight.

			

			‘Unfortunately, Stevie is due out soon and I suspect his influence is already filtering back into the family’s plans – and pinning Laura’s death on Frankie Grant would have put a spanner in the works of his biggest rival.’

			‘It makes sense,’ Leon said. ‘If anyone would have the balls to nick a car from Frankie Grant’s drive it would be the Connors lot. And in one move they could have got rid of Grant’s inside woman and thrown a lot of shade over their only competitors.’

			‘So where do I come in?’ Emma said.

			‘You’re new here so he doesn’t know you,’ I said. ‘The Connors clan run a lot of the bars in the city but Harry’s base is Stevie’s Bar, named after you-­know-­who. I thought you could hang out there for a bit, see what you can pick up.’

			‘I think I should go with her,’ Leon said.

			‘No chance,’ I said, before Emma could protest. ‘They’d spot you in a heartbeat.’ Leon was the only black cop in the city and he’d been around a lot longer than Emma. Every villain in town would know him and if Emma was seen with him they’d clam up around her.

			‘But if you have any doubts, Emma, then say so. I don’t want you doing anything you’re uncomfortable with.’ I was more than aware that this was an off-­the-­books investigation which could come back to bite all of us on the backside if something went wrong. Which was why I couldn’t use a trained undercover officer.

			She shook her head. ‘I’m fine with it.’

			

			‘I’m not.’ Leon’s doubts were written all over his face.

			Emma put her hand on Leon’s shoulder.

			‘Don’t worry, handsome, I’ll try and behave myself. Though this Harry Connors does sound like quite the catch.’
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			It had rained in the night but the evidence was still clear the next morning – there was a large footprint in the dirt around the back of the oak tree. Maria placed her foot gently beside it. She took a six and it was several sizes bigger. It was also too big to be her bastard of an ex-­husband, what with his tiny feet. Not that he would sneak about like that – Evan was more the screaming-­in-­your face type.

			She took out her phone and snapped off a number of photos from different angles. You could clearly see the pattern of the tread. Surely now the police would do something? She’d heard nothing since her call the previous night.

			‘You should get them tree surgeons back oot again.’

			Rosie Lloyd was leaning over the fence that separated their gardens, looking up at the overgrown tree. Maria normally did her best to avoid neighbourly chats, the woman could talk for England.

			‘It’s not that bad.’

			‘Aye, I knaa, I just wouldn’t mind watching them again, hanging off the branches with their tops off, swinging them chainsaws aboot.’

			

			Maria laughed. For once the woman was right. They were pretty fit. If she hadn’t sworn off men at the time she might have tapped one of them up.

			‘What are you up to anyway?’ Rosie continued, nosy as ever. ‘I saw you from the bedroom window, wandering around in the dirt.’

			‘I thought I saw someone in the gardens last night.’

			‘You did, pet. Bloody peeping Tom. I saw him nipping out through wor back gate.’

			‘I called the police but no one came.’

			‘Waste of time, love. They never do nowt.’

			Rosie had been burgled the previous year and Maria knew that despite the woman making several calls no one had come to investigate. They’d sent her some crime prevention leaflets in the post, including an advert for a company that fitted doorbell cameras.

			‘I don’t suppose you got a photo of him, did you?’

			‘Sorry, pet. My phone was dead. I’m always forgetting to charge it. D’you think it was one of your fellas again?’

			Maria cursed herself for letting it slip that she’d thought one of her exes was harassing her online the last time she’d been trapped in a conversation with Rosie. She’d had another horrible argument with Evan and needed to vent to someone about her bad luck with men. Her neighbour happened to be the first person to come along.

			‘Maybe,’ she said.

			‘It wasn’t that husband of yours out there, surely?’

			‘Ex-­husband. But no, he was taller than Evan.’

			

			‘Aye, that bastard’s definitely got that small man thingummybob.’

			‘Syndrome.’

			‘Aye, that’s it.’

			It may not have been Evan but he could have sent one of his new-­found business partners round to intimidate her; to make sure she kept her mouth shut about their dodgy partnership. She shook her head, no, she was pretty sure she knew who it was. Rosie was still prattling on.

			‘From what you told me last time it sounds like you have a few candidates to choose from, you lucky sod. Long time since anyone wanted to look through my curtains.’

			‘Stalking isn’t funny,’ Maria said.

			‘No, course not,’ Rosie said. ‘Ignore me. I was being daft. Just fantasising, ya knaa. You do that when you’ve been married as long as me. Not that I’m complaining.’

			Rosie had been tied to Gerald, an accountant, for twenty-­five years. He was as exciting as he sounded. But even he was better than some of Maria’s choices had been. She was a terrible picker. No, not terrible, absolutely shocking. Somehow she always managed to choose style over substance; one bad apple after another, none of them able to cope with her fierce streak of independence.

			That was why she’d kept on the move, she’d had to, to shake some of them off. Like blood-­sucking leeches, they were. She was so sick of this city.

			Maybe it was time to move again, start afresh, somewhere completely new this time. If only she could make sure that Evan wouldn’t be able to find her.
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			30 October 2024

			Feeling reckless when broke near a French city without you two (7,4,2,4)

			‘I want you to help me die.’

			Helen shook her head, her horror at the idea written all over her face.

			‘That’s not going to happen.’

			‘Would you rather I asked someone else? A stranger, maybe?’

			‘I’d rather you didn’t die at all, Jack.’

			‘We all die sometime. Some of us sooner than others.’ I stopped there but continued to stare in the mirror. It was hopeless. I had rehearsed this same conversation several times and each time it ended with my wife unequivocally refusing to help me and I knew the same thing would happen in real life unless I found a different approach. Maybe I should start on a more positive note? I tried again:

			

			‘I think I’m ready to move back in.’

			Helen smiled. ‘That’s great.’

			‘But I have one or two conditions.’

			The smile faded. ‘Me too,’ she said. ‘One: Don’t keep anything from me again or I’ll throw you out. Two: Don’t pretend you have a girlfriend again or I’ll throw you out. Three: Bin the saviour complex. I’m a big girl, I don’t need protecting. Four: Lose the death wish, you could have years left yet.’

			Better but no cigar. Even my imagination couldn’t produce a positive outcome. Though, if Helen offered them, I could probably live with those conditions. I’d learned my lesson. When I was first diagnosed I’d thought the situation was simple: I was going to become a burden and, if my late father was anything to go by, a danger to Helen and our teenage son, Aidan. My dad had beaten the shit out of my mother and me when, in his confusion, he didn’t have the faintest idea who we were or why we were in ‘his’ house. I would not let that happen to my family. Admittedly, my initial response was probably over the top; conning my wife into thinking I was having an affair so she’d kicked me out of the family home. At the time I’d thought that was for the best – I knew she’d sacrifice her own life to nursemaid me and I couldn’t let that happen – but she’d since discovered the truth.

			In the battle between her Florence Nightingale complex and my saviour complex Helen was on the verge of triumph. For now, our marriage was still intact and I’d agreed to consider moving back in. But there had to be conditions attached before my neural networks clogged up completely and I was unable to express my views – hence my rehearsals. Don’t get me wrong – hopefully I had a few years of gradual decline to go through first in which I could enjoy family life to the full. I just wanted to make sure my eventual exit strategy was nailed down before then.

			

			My chosen destination was Switzerland. The annual membership subscription with Dignitas was already bought and paid for. The difficulty was persuading Helen to help me.

			I didn’t know for sure she’d be against it. In fact, her view was completely untested and would remain so until my rehearsals in front of the mirror ended in a different conclusion. It was a one-­time only conversation and I was prepared to wait until I was sure it would end the way I wanted. I had one final practice – maybe if I came at it from a different angle?

			‘What do you think of the move to introduce assisted dying into the UK?’

			‘I don’t think about it at all. Should I?’

			‘We’re supposed to be a liberal country. Belgium have it.’

			A glimmer of a smile flickered across her lips.

			‘Well, if it’s good enough for Belgium . . .’

			‘It’s not funny, Helen. I think people who are facing a painful, inevitable death and have little quality of life should be able to decide where and when they shuffle off this mortal coil.’

			‘And that would include you, would it?’

			‘One day, yes.’

			‘And I would be the one doing the assisting?’

			

			I nodded.

			‘I think then, on balance, I’m against it.’

			I sighed. This was getting me nowhere. I picked up my crossword to take my mind off things. It was another thing my consultant had recommended to keep my brain ticking over and I was slowly getting better at them.

			One across was a variation on a clue I’d seen before: Feeling reckless when broke near a French city without you two. The answer: Nothing left to lose. Toulouse without the letter U. Self-­explanatory really. I scrawled it across the grid thinking how inappropriate it was.

			I had everything to lose.
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			Maria shook the last of the Coco Pops into her bowl and poured a dash of milk on them. She waited to watch the chocolate spread through the liquid, turning her breakfast into a crunchy milkshake. One of the joys of being an adult was being able to eat what you like when you liked. Her parents had been fresh fruit and porridge fanatics and their food rules had really pissed her younger self off. Nicky didn’t know how lucky he was to have a mam who wasn’t obsessed with healthy eating.

			This was her favourite time of the morning, the hour or so between her waking up and Nicky shouting for her. Peace and quiet. No incessant questions, why this, why that, what are you doing? She sighed. What a mess she’d made of things. Nicky may have been able to eat what he liked but that was about the full extent of his luck. He’d drawn the short straw where parents were concerned in every other way.

			Maria had never really wanted to be a mother – her own mam had been such a rotten example that she’d always worried she’d follow in her footsteps – but, unlike her friend Sara, who ironically had always wanted kids, she seemed to get pregnant easily. The second time it happened she hoped that once she had that baby in her arms her instincts would kick in.

			

			At first, she’d thought her inability to connect properly with Nicky was just the aftermath of a difficult birth. Evan, of course, was no help, either leaving her to it or screaming at her to get a grip, but eventually the doctor diagnosed post-­partum depression. He suggested that once she’d got over the early stages she’d be fine and she and Nicky would bond like everyone else but three years had passed since then and despite her best efforts it simply hadn’t happened.

			Trouble was, Evan was an even worse parent than her. She could be selfish but next to an egotist like him she was practically Mother Teresa. The main reason she’d battled for custody when they inevitably split up was that the alternative was unthinkable. Evan would probably have killed the kid if he’d had him full-­time.

			She was about to tuck in to her breakfast when the doorbell rang. Maria glanced at the clock on the wall. 8.15 a.m. Who on earth would be calling on her at that time of the morning? None of her friends, that was for sure. The ones she still had after Evan had driven most of them away ­weren’t morning people. Neither was she – but when you had a kid you didn’t have a choice, did you? The doorbell rang again. Maybe the police were finally responding to her call about that peeping Tom in the garden.

			Through the frosted glass she could see a delivery man holding a large parcel in front of him but as she walked along the hallway he started to turn away. Not exactly patient, was he? None of them were. The number of times she’d come downstairs to find one of those ‘we missed you’ cards when she’d just been to the loo! Though one of her exes was a driver for one of these companies and he reckoned their schedule was so tight that he couldn’t even stop for a piss. He used to keep a plastic water bottle in his cab to save time.

			

			She moved a little quicker and pulled open the door before he could walk off completely.

			‘Hold fire,’ she said.

			The man turned around again, holding the parcel in front of him.

			‘You sure that’s for me?’ she said.

			‘It’s not, but could you’d take it in for number forty-­five across the road?’ he said.

			‘The Wilsons?’

			He nodded. Or at least she thought he did as the large parcel was obscuring all but the top of his head.

			‘Sure,’ she said. He thrust it towards her and she grabbed it with both hands.

			‘I’ll need you to sign for it,’ he said.

			‘No bother.’

			She turned around to put the parcel down in the hallway and when she turned back he was standing in the doorway blocking the light but there was no sign of the handheld device that she normally had to sign with her finger.

			Maria looked up at the man’s face and her heart nearly stopped. What the hell? She stumbled back and tripped over one of Nicky’s toys, falling backwards down the hallway, cracking her head on the radiator as she fell. Her last thought was a surprising one to her: please don’t hurt my baby.
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			3 November 2024

			Emma looked like a million dollars. Her hair was glistening, her make-­up subtle with just enough lip gloss to draw the eye. And her little black dress showed off all the right bits in exactly the right quantities. She knew she was radiating an ‘it’s unlikely but you may as well give it your best shot’ vibe to all the men in Stevie’s Bar.

			No one there would have guessed she was a policewoman. Even if they’d had dealings with her before, she doubted they would recognise her. She wasn’t exactly undercover, not in any official capacity, more trying to shake a few trees to see what fell out.

			She knew this was risky but now that the powers that be had finally approved DI Jenkins’ early ‘ill-­health’ retirement package there was a spot for a new DI on the team and she was desperate to get it. Detective Inspector Emma Steel had a nice ring to it. Jack was going to be on the interview panel and, even though this would have to remain on the QT with the big bosses, if she nailed it she reckoned she’d be in pole position in his eyes. She already had an ace up her sleeve to help secure Jack’s vote but this would surely give her a complete winning hand.

			

			Leon wanted the promotion too, obviously, and he was more experienced than her but he didn’t fight dirty. She did. What that would do to their relationship remained to be seen. He was so unlike the bad boys, or bad girls, she normally went for, she found him hard to read. Still, if he couldn’t handle her there were plenty more fish in the sea. And as the mirror behind the bar confirmed, she didn’t half scrub up well.

			It was her second visit to Stevie’s Bar since Jack mooted the idea but the first had been singularly unsuccessful. A visiting hen party had turned the place into a circus and she hadn’t been able to hear a damn thing anyone said to her. She’d left after one mocktail. It was quieter this time, just a gentle buzz of conversation and some chill-­out music playing in the background.

			She felt rather than saw someone park themselves next to her at the bar. Glancing in the mirror she realised she’d hit the jackpot. Harry Connors was perched casually on the adjacent stool. She recognised him from his photos, tall, blond and slim with a twinkle in his eye. Just her type – well, one of them anyway. Pity about his line of work. Unsurprisingly, the previously lacklustre barman seemed to wake up, dashing over to offer his services.

			‘An Old Fashioned and whatever the lady’s having,’ Connors said, without being asked. The barman looked at her for confirmation but Emma ignored him. Not least because he should have remembered – he’d only served her some fifteen minutes earlier and the bar was practically empty.

			

			‘What would you like, love?’ the barman said.

			‘I’m not your love,’ she said before turning to his boss. ‘And I’m no lady either so I didn’t realise you were talking about me.’

			The gangster’s son laughed. He had great teeth. Bought and paid for by his people-­trafficking dad, no doubt. She’d have loved to smash them out of his mouth but would have to wait for that pleasure.

			‘You don’t want that drink then?’ Connors said, still smiling.

			‘I didn’t say that. As you’re paying, I’ll have a gin and tonic, Hendrick’s.’

			The barman got right on it this time.

			‘I haven’t seen you in here before,’ Connors said. ‘I’m Harry.’ He held his hand out but she ignored it.

			‘Oh, I know who you are,’ Emma said.

			‘And vice versa, DS Steel,’ Connors said, with a wink. ‘I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure.’

			‘And nor are you likely to,’ she fired back.

			Emma cursed her bad luck. She thought the guy who’d gone into the back earlier had looked a little too long her way but had put it down to a combination of the outfit and the bar stool, which worked together to show her long legs off to best advantage. Clearly it had been a bit more than that. Maybe she didn’t look quite as different as she’d believed.

			

			‘I’d heard you were prickly,’ he said.

			‘I won’t say what I’ve heard about you.’

			‘So you are a lady after all! I can promise you my reputation is entirely unwarranted and mostly down to jealousy. I’m just an honest businessman.’

			‘A contradiction in terms, surely.’

			‘Like a sexy copper?’

			‘Maybe.’

			‘You don’t sound like you’re from around here. How long have you lived in my wonderful city?’

			‘It’s your city, is it?’

			‘In a manner of speaking.’

			She let it go.

			‘I came here about four months ago. A vacancy came up and I fancied trying my luck in the north. My predecessor was killed in a hit and run incident.’

			She was watching him closely but he didn’t blink. A very cool customer.

			‘I think I read about that. Such a tragedy. She was too young.’

			They were interrupted by the arrival of their drinks. Once the barman had disappeared again Connors picked up where they’d left off.

			‘Have you caught the driver yet?’

			‘Not yet, but I think there’ll be an arrest any day now.’

			‘Excellent.’

			He raised his glass in a toast.

			‘Here’s to justice prevailing.’

			Emma picked up her glass and clinked it against his.

			

			‘To justice.’

			Leon had warned her that Connors had a reputation as a ladies’ man and from the way his eyes flicked down to her heels and moved slowly back up again it looked like his information was pretty solid.

			‘I assume you’re not on duty, given the drink.’

			‘You assume correctly.’

			‘Shall we grab a booth?’ Connors said. ‘It’s much more comfortable than perching here. And your legs are distracting my barman.’

			Emma looked across the room to the cosy cubicles at the back, where the lighting was a little more subdued. She guessed it was where couples headed for a little privacy.

			‘Why not?’ she said. If you wanted to slay the dragon you had to enter his lair at some point.
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			4 November 2024

			I’d spent the evening rehearsing my intended conversation with Helen again. After a couple of hours of staring at myself in the mirror I had a splitting headache so took a couple of paracetamol and went to bed early, hoping to get a good night’s sleep for a change. A plan that worked perfectly until Leon rang me shortly after midnight, panicking.

			‘Emma’s not answering her phone,’ he said.

			‘Maybe she’s asleep. Like I was.’

			He ignored the barb.

			‘She said she’d ring me when she got back.’

			‘Come on, Leon, she probably just forgot.’

			‘I don’t think so. Her flat’s empty.’

			‘How do you know?’

			‘I’m standing outside. I’ve been banging on the door for ten minutes.’

			‘The neighbours will love you.’

			‘It’s not funny, Jack, I knew I should have gone with her.’

			

			‘Calm down, Leon. Harry Connors is not going to do anything to Emma.’

			‘You probably thought that about Laura and look what he did to her.’

			‘We don’t know that for sure.’

			‘You seemed pretty confident the other day.’

			I took a breath. I liked to keep things informal but I had my limits. Leon was edging towards insubordination. He had a bad habit of letting his heart rule his head.

			‘Calm down, son,’ I said. ‘You know that Stevie’s Bar has a late licence, she could still be there.’

			‘She went out about eight o’clock, why would she still be there?’

			‘I don’t know, maybe she’s having a good time. Maybe she’s pulled!’ He deserved a bit of mockery given his shitty attitude. ‘Or, maybe she’s doing what we asked her to do and getting valuable information.’

			‘I didn’t ask her to do anything.’

			I sighed. ‘You know this is exactly why we discourage relationships between team members, don’t you?’ Then added, ‘Look, I’ll text her to make sure she’s OK, will that stop you fretting so much?’

			‘I suppose.’ He sounded exactly like Aidan when I told him off for having an untidy room. I could hear him grinding his teeth on the other end of the phone. ‘Maybe I should go down there?’ he added.

			I could hear a siren disappearing into the night outside. Surely not?

			‘Please tell me you’re not driving there now?’

			

			‘I’m not. Not yet anyway.’

			‘That would be a big mistake. Don’t interfere. Let her do her job. If you barge in there you’ll not only damage our investigation but you’ll probably screw up your relationship too. She won’t thank you for it, you know that. You’ll be toast.’

			‘But—’

			‘No buts. I’m warning you, don’t go there.’

			The phone went dead.

			 

			It rang again at 7.15 a.m. I stretched out a hand and picked it up without looking at the caller. If it was Leon again he would be on school visit duties before the call had finished.

			‘Parker,’ I said.

			‘Hi, boss, it’s Emma.’

			I knew it wasn’t about the night before because I’d kept my promise to Leon and texted her. She’d said she was fine. I hoped he hadn’t ignored me and gone to find her as she might well have kicked the shit out of him. I wouldn’t have blamed her.

			‘We’ve been called to a crime scene in Gosforth,’ she said.

			‘Crime scene?’ As head of a murder team it normally took a body to get me interested.

			‘A missing person slash murder.’

			‘Well, which is it?’

			‘Possibly both,’ Emma said.
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			The house was like a land-­locked version of the Mary Celeste, stranded in a leafy street in Gosforth rather than the Atlantic Ocean. All of the usual household detritus was scattered around: washing up on the drying rack by the sink; a half-­full cereal bowl on the table next to a carton of curdling milk; the radio still on, though barely loud enough to hear.

			The rest of the house showed similar signs of life: a towel lying on the bathroom floor, a dressing gown discarded in the main bedroom; a handful of children’s toys at the bottom of the stairs. But the people had vanished.

			When I mentioned the famous ship to Emma she gave me a blank look.

			‘Sorry, did I wake you up there?’ I said. I hadn’t had the chance to quiz her on her late night yet but it was pretty clear she wasn’t at her sharpest.

			‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

			‘I thought you had a degree.’ Emma was a direct-­entry detective who’d been fast-­tracked into CID because of her qualifications. It wasn’t a route I was particularly fond of but she was a lot brighter than most.

			

			‘I do, but not in History.’

			‘Mindfulness, was it?’ I said, and got an eye-­roll that I probably deserved.

			‘Psychology, actually.’

			‘Same difference.’

			‘Regardless, I’ve never heard of her.’

			My sigh echoed around the room. The detective sergeants were getting younger every year. Or I was getting older. Though given my condition I guessed I should probably enjoy that while I still could. The alternative wasn’t great.

			‘Look it up,’ I said.

			She pulled her phone out of her pocket. Sometimes I forgot there was a world of knowledge at people’s fingertips nowadays.

			‘Not now,’ I said. ‘Just trust me, it’s a similar situation.’

			There were reasons to be concerned. The day before, Maria Groom’s estranged husband, Evan, had gone round to pick up his son Nicky for his regular monthly access, only to find there was no response to his knocks and rings. He’d returned early this morning at the crack of dawn, reasoning that she’d have to be in at that time but still no joy. Furious at what he thought was his ex-­wife’s refusal to answer, he’d woken another neighbour who often fed Maria’s cat when she was away and, equally concerned, she’d let him into the house with her key.

			The man and the neighbour had found the house in the same state it was now. But it wasn’t the signs of a sudden departure that had caused the neighbour to call the police. It was what she found by the back door.

			

			We walked back into the kitchen to take another look. I could sense Emma nodding her head next to me. There was no doubt about it. On the wall, right next to the door, was a bloody handprint that was so small it could only have come from a child.
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			Evan Groom was outside the house, bouncing from one police barricade to another like he was in a pinball machine. He’d been pacing around when we’d first arrived, had screamed at us for taking our time, and hadn’t calmed down since.

			The first uniform on the scene, a promising young PC, Sid Allan, had been doing his best to keep the man away from the house but Groom was as elusive as smoke, constantly slipping away from his minder.

			The third time Groom was blocked at the door was the final straw. I understood that the man was upset – his ex-­wife and child had disappeared under suspicious circumstances – but he’d already contaminated the scene when he broke into the house, so he wasn’t exactly flavour of the month with me.

			‘If you attempt to get back into this house once more, I will have you arrested,’ I shouted, as Sid Allan tried to move him away again. Beside me I heard Emma suck in a breath.

			

			‘Steady, boss,’ she whispered, ‘he’s lost his kid.’

			‘Arrest me! For what?’ the man yelled back.

			‘Obstruction,’ I said, a little more gently, lowering the temperature a fraction. Emma was probably right, there were journalists around and the optics of me shouting at the father of a missing child weren’t great – more of that recklessness that I’d vowed to stamp out surfacing again.

			‘Listen, Mr Groom, it’s like this: the more you interfere with our investigation the longer it will take. And neither of us wants that. What I would like you to do is sit down ­quietly with the family liaison officer and allow them to take a full statement from you. I need you to tell us when you last saw your wife and child, anything you know about their last known whereabouts and exactly what happened when you came to the house on both the most recent occasions. Can you do that for me?’

			‘But—’

			‘But nothing. If I’m going to find out what happened here, I need to know what you know as soon as possible. Including the names of anyone who might have reason to hurt your family.’

			‘You think they’ve been hurt?’

			There was no answer that wouldn’t set him off again, so I ignored the question.

			‘I’ll also need to know your precise movements over the last week or so and possibly for longer.’

			‘Am I a suspect?’

			‘Should you be?’

			

			Something that looked a lot like guilt flashed across Evan Groom’s face. I wasn’t surprised. There was a reason why ex-­husbands with custody issues were always high on our suspect list.
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			Detective Chief Superintendent Bob Curtis was one of my oldest friends, but he was also my boss, which meant it wasn’t the easiest relationship these days.

			If we’d been as close as we once were I would probably have told him about my diagnosis but his role meant he was more politician than policeman now and I couldn’t trust him to have my back. If he decided to play safe my career would be placed on the back burner. I’d be lucky if they let me man the recruitment stall at the Northumberland county show.

			We’d had a couple of disputes recently, mainly to do with Laura Kemp’s hit-­and-­run accident, but I was pretty sure he’d be on my side for the Maria Groom case. Even though I was head of the murder team and we didn’t have a body, I was intrigued enough to try and keep the case for the time being.

			‘It’s not like you to want a missing person’s case, Jack.’

			‘I think it might be more than that.’

			He glanced at his watch.

			

			‘You’ve got five minutes, and then I’m off to a meeting with the PCC. Unless you’d like to take my place . . .’

			Bob knew the answer to that one, just like he knew my views on the very existence of Police and Crime Commissioners. I tried hard to move with the times but didn’t believe that unqualified civilians had any place in the management of the police force. I got straight to the point.

			‘Maria Groom and her three-­year-­old son, Nicky, were reported missing early this morning by her next-­door neighbour. We’ve got uniforms doing a door-­to-­door and we’re currently interviewing the ex-­husband and a neighbour who was with him when they entered the house.’

			‘Any question marks over the ex?’

			‘Not sure yet. Sounds like there were issues over access to the kid. He was a pain in the arse at the scene but Emma is interviewing him now, so we’ll see how that goes.’

			‘Anything else?’

			‘Two other neighbours have come forward to express concerns about her. One is a family friend who usually gives her piano lessons every Wednesday afternoon when Nicky is at nursery, but Maria didn’t show up this week. When she went round to check on her there was no one there. Maria had never missed a lesson before and even messaged if she was going to be late but this time there’d been nothing. We’ve also spoken to a local childminder who usually looked after Nicky every Friday afternoon who had a similar story.’

			‘What else have you got?’

			‘We haven’t yet found anyone who has seen Maria or her boy since Tuesday night, nor even spoken to her. That’s almost a week. There were signs of the house being abandoned suddenly, foodstuff left out, things all over the floor and more worryingly a child’s bloody handprint on the kitchen wall. There were also bloodstains by a radiator in the hallway. The CSIs are there now. We’ve also found her phone in the house.’

			

			For the first time Bob Curtis looked concerned. We both knew it was unlikely she’d have forgotten it if she left of her own accord. Somehow phones had become people’s life-­support machines in recent years.

			‘Amazingly, there was no password on it. Emma went through it this morning, but I haven’t had a chance to talk to her about what she found yet,’ I added.

			‘OK. But putting the murder team on the case rather prejudges the issue, doesn’t it? Especially in the media’s eyes.’

			‘Maybe. That’s more your concern than mine. But surely if we go the other way and we’re wrong the fallout will be much worse.’

			That clearly gave Bob pause for thought so I pressed the point home.

			‘The ex-­husband was behaving a little erratically and I think he has a lot more to tell us which I’m sure Emma will get out of him. And there’s one other thing.’

			‘Go on.’

			‘One of the PCs spoke to a neighbour who said, “It was probably that peeping Tom we’ve been telling you about.” When he pressed her, she said that several of the people in the street had called about a peeper being seen in the gardens in the last couple of weeks, but they’d got no response.’

			

			‘Shit. That’s not good. The press are bound to get hold of that if it’s true. Or even if it’s not, come to that.’

			‘Aye. Gary Coxon from the Chron was sniffing around the scene this morning and you know what he’s like. Dog with a bone. I’ve got someone checking the call logs to confirm the truth of what the neighbour said. My guess is they sent a patrol car to cruise around but that was it.’

			Bob Curtis closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead as if trying to erase any memory of this conversation. It clearly wasn’t the news he wanted before a meeting with the PCC. He took a deep breath and nodded.

			‘Given that, I think we need to be seen to be taking this seriously. Body or no body, it’s your job until Ms Groom turns up with a suntan from her last-­minute trip to the Canaries wondering what all the fuss is about. But stay focused on the husband. Mark my words, Jack, in these cases, it’s always the husband.’
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			Rosie Lloyd was enjoying being a witness a little too much. She had a big beaming smile and her eyes were darting around the room taking it all in. Not that there was much to see. Four bare walls, a table and four chairs. The only anomaly being the camera in the top corner of the room. Leon could tell she was storing up every little detail to tell her friends how she’d been ‘helping the police catch a killer’.

			Sid Allan told him she’d even been excited to get a ride to HQ in the back of a squad car. Normally witnesses were reluctant to get involved but Mrs Lloyd was clearly an exception.

			‘Tell me about what happened this morning, Mrs Lloyd. Right from the beginning.’

			‘Well, the first thing I heard was the banging and shouting.’

			‘And what time was that?’

			‘Just after six thirty a.m., I think. I remember cos I was listening to Zoe Ball on the radio and she’d not been on long.’

			‘What happened next?’

			

			‘I knew it was him straight away, like. Evan Groom.’

			‘Not the first time then?’

			‘Not by a long chalk. Last time I’d seen him they were having a screaming match about him bringing the bairn back late. He’s a nasty bastard that Evan. I can see why Maria got shot of him.’

			‘Not a fan then?’

			‘No. I’ve met a lot of bullies in my time, so it doesn’t take me long to spot them.’

			You and me both, Leon thought. As the only black kid in his school he’d been the target of more than one or two.

			‘Did you ever see him get violent?’

			She considered it for a while.

			‘Not physically, no, but it often seemed . . . imminent. He’s got a very threatening manner.’

			‘Did he ever threaten you?’

			‘Aye! This morning! When he couldn’t get any joy next door he banged on my door instead. Said if I didn’t give him the key to Maria’s house, he’d knock my effing block off.’

			‘But you didn’t give it to him, did you?’

			She smiled and seemed to grow a couple of inches taller.

			‘No, I bloody didn’t. I know how to stand up to folk like him.’

			‘But you did agree to check the house out.’

			‘Aye. Despite his shouting he had a point. I hadn’t seen Maria for a few days and she usually asked me to feed the cat when she went away, you see. I mean the poor creature lives round mine most of the time anyway but it’s unlike her to forget.’

			

			‘So the two of you went to check the house out.’

			‘I went. He followed me. I couldn’t stop him. As soon as I’d got the door open he barged past me, shouting the odds. I should have guessed, I suppose.’

			‘What happened next?’

			‘Well he charged all over the house, didn’t he? Waste of time if you ask us, I could tell the place was empty right from the get-­go. There’s something about an empty house, a stillness, ya knaa.’

			‘And it was you who called the police?’

			‘Aye, that’s right. It was that bloody handprint, wasn’t it. Freaked me out. Funnily enough he seemed a bit annoyed with me when he realised I’d rang you lot.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Aye, thought I was overreacting, gave me dog’s abuse. Soon as you turned up he changed his tune, acting all concerned and that. Like I said, he’s not a nice man. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he’s got something to do with this.’

			Leon was inclined to agree with her but kept his thoughts to himself. He suspected the woman didn’t need any encouragement to start the rumours flying.

			‘OK, now tell me about Maria. What’s she like?’

			A slight frown crossed her face.

			‘She’s nice enough.’

			‘I’m sensing a but.’

			‘You’re a sharp one, aren’t you? Look, I don’t like to speak ill of . . .’

			Leon could tell she nearly said ‘the dead’ but had realised that would sound bad.

			

			‘. . . anyone,’ she continued. ‘But she can be a bit stand-­offish.’

			‘How do you mean?’

			‘You know when you’re chatting to someone but you can tell they’d rather be somewhere else and they’re looking for a way out.’

			Leon hesitated.

			‘Maybe it’s just me,’ she added. ‘Gerald says I never know when to shut up.’

			Leon had some sympathy for her beleaguered husband – and for her neighbour – but being chatty was a good thing in a witness so he pressed on.

			‘Anything else? What about young Nicky?’

			‘Sweet bairn but very quiet. He spent a lot of time in the back garden on his own.’

			She leaned in closely as if someone else was listening in.

			‘I’m not sure Maria enjoyed being a mam. I mean she did her best, she didn’t neglect him, like, he was always clean and dressed, but I never really saw her playing with the lad. I wondered if she’d had the baby blues – they call it summat else these days though, don’t they?’
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