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For my mother – for bringing me to Brighton and my father – for the stories.




   
Each to his choice, and I rejoice

The lot has fallen to me

In a fair ground – in a fair ground –

Yea, Sussex by the sea!

Rudyard Kipling








Prologue


Then


Brighton, Thursday, 9 September 1969


‘You bruise like a peach, Harry. I didn’t expect that. Not a tough old bloke like you.’ 


There was a time, Arthur knew, when Robert had feared Harry Trill. Ex-Army, with the tattoos and the medals to prove it. He’d killed a dozen men in service to his country and probably the same again since – in service to something else. 


But Robert wasn’t scared now – hard to be frightened of a half-naked old bloke tied to a chair. Arthur watched Robert adjust his grip on the snooker cue, lift it back over his shoulder and bring it down hard on Harry’s fat, fleshy back. The thin end of the cue made a whipping sound as it travelled through the air. A swish, then a thwack … and a muffled cry. More a whimper than a cry now; Robert’s interrogation of Harry Trill had been going on for a while.


Arthur sat at the opposite end of the games room, a twelve-foot-long snooker table away, operating the record player and wishing he was somewhere else. Robert hadn’t wanted him here either, but orders were orders. 


‘Bob.’ Arthur pushed his black-framed glasses up the bridge of his nose. ‘How about …’


Robert lifted his hand, silencing Arthur mid-sentence. He returned the cue to the rack and took a closer look at Trill’s bare back – examining his work. 


‘See … that last hit he took is bruising up already. Red … and yellow.’ He turned and stared at Arthur. ‘Red and yellow. How’d it go? Pink and green. Purple and orange and … blue.’ Robert got the musical phrasing just right. ‘You remember they used to have us sing that one at school, Art?’ Arthur nodded. ‘Turn the music right down, let’s see if Harry’s got anything else he needs to tell us.’ 


This was Arthur’s job – turning Harry Trill’s expensive radiogram up while he was taking a beating. Turning it down when he was ready to talk. It had taken an hour and several splintered snooker cues, but Harry had talked. He’d said a lot. He’d admitted taking the cash; several thousand pounds he’d skimmed. And the drugs – he’d held his hands up to that too. Then there was the business involving Mr Starley’s wife. He’d asked to speak to Mr Starley in person about that. Apologise. Explain. When that request had been refused, he’d tried another tack. He’d suggested to Robert that he disappear. Leave Brighton and never come back. Robert had enjoyed that.


‘A runner, Harry? Now?’ The old man had nodded. ‘You’d look a bit funny – jogging through Brighton with a chair tied to your arse.’


Harry Trill had told them where the safe was and given them the combination. The last time Robert had removed the gag – Harry’s own canary-yellow socks rolled up into a ball – from Trill’s mouth, the old man had tried begging. Arthur had found that especially hard to listen to. He wondered what else Robert could possibly be hoping to hear. What else did Mr Starley think his business partner knew? But it wasn’t Arthur’s job to wonder. 


‘Turn the bloody singing down, I said …’ 


Arthur turned the volume on the radiogram down until it was little more than a whisper.


‘That’s better.’ Robert pulled the socks from the old man’s mouth and allowed him a couple of deep, lung-filling breaths. Harry’s Brylcreemed hair was a dishevelled mess; he was shivering – cold or scared. Probably both. Robert crouched down and stared hard into Trill’s bloodshot blue eyes. ‘What else you gonna tell me?’


Harry shook his head.


‘I … I’ve told you everything, Bob. I’ve got nothing else.’


‘Shame.’ 










PART I
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Now


Brighton, Thursday, 9 September 2019


Susan Cotton sat in her car, listening to her father’s phone ring out – the third time she’d tried him that morning. Third time unlucky. The message clicked in: ‘This is Arthur Cotton. I’m …’ She hung up.


‘You’re an annoying old git is what you are.’ She could phone the care home and ask them to check his room, but they already had her down as an over-protective pain in the backside, and a pound to a penny his mobile was buzzing away on his bedside table while Arthur was out on another of his endless, seemingly pointless walks. Susan had asked him, begged him almost, to just keep the phone in his jacket pocket; that way he’d have it with him whenever he went out. He’d refused, complaining that it would spoil the line of the suit.


‘It’s called a mobile for a reason, Dad. How can we stay in touch if you don’t keep it with you?’


‘We can’t. And that’s no bad thing. Not for my self-respect or your mental health. You worry too much.’


‘Right, but what if …’


The what-if question went unasked. Neither father nor daughter wanted to go there. Arthur’s dementia was in its early stages, its progress was slow … but it was steady. The what-ifs would arrive soon enough. 


Susan checked the dash; the clock showed 7.45 a.m. Her first client of the day, Mrs Evers, was expecting her at eight. As one of the few fully trained nurses on Shoreside Care’s books, most of her days were busy, but this one particularly so. There was nothing she could do about Arthur right now. She’d talk to him about it again later – another conversation or, more likely, another row.


Arthur Cotton had other things on his mind. That bulky-looking item washed up down at the shoreline, for one thing. At first sight and from that distance you might have guessed it was driftwood. An old tree trunk or telegraph pole rubbed smooth by the sea and bleached white by the weather lying there on the shingle. But that wasn’t Arthur’s guess. He glanced to his left, at the shuttered entrance to the Palace Pier. Either the opening hours had changed or he’d got his timings wrong. Most likely the latter. The sandwich board on the concourse in front of the pier said the place wouldn’t open for another couple of hours.


‘Might as well go see what this bollocks is all about.’


He buttoned up his camel-hair coat against the chill wind, then set off down the steps alongside the pier, holding the wooden handrail with one hand and gripping his walking stick with the other. At the bottom, once the promenade stopped and the fat-pebbled beach began, you could smell it. He shook his head. ‘Not good.’ There were half a dozen policemen standing down near the shoreline. One or two were gazing at the washed-up object, most were looking away. The officer in charge was holding a blue spotted handkerchief over his mouth and nose. They’d given the most junior copper – bumfluff on his face and a freshly pressed uniform – the job of keeping the crowd back. Not that there was much of a crowd; it was too early, the milky-coloured autumn sun barely visible on the grey horizon. The small gathering of early risers included a couple of fluorescent-clad joggers who’d interrupted their run to take a look and a few members of the Brighton Swimming Club in branded swim hats and long towelling robes. The group were chatting amongst themselves, trying to make some sense of what it was they were looking at.


‘Maybe it’s a shark or some kind of seal? I read about a few of those beaching themselves up the coast in Kent.’ 


Heads nodded.


‘In that case they should really try and pull it back out to sea, past where the waves are breaking.’ 


More nodding. A problem had been posed and now a plan was emerging. One of the swimmers mentioned the nearby coastguard’s hut. Someone else knew where the fishermen stored their ropes. Arthur cleared his throat, then spoke.


‘It’s way too late for that.’ 


Few people paid much attention to anything Arthur said these days. He’d joined the ranks of the easily ignored old people. But there was something authoritative about this intervention. The group turned towards him. One of the joggers spoke.


‘You think it’s already dead?’


‘He. Not it. And he’s dead alright. Even if he wasn’t, dragging him back out to sea wouldn’t do much good. They’ve taken his arms off … and his head.’ 


‘You’re joking. It’s … a person?’


‘Was a person. A man.’


‘Why would anyone’ – the jogger pointed in the direction of the body – ‘do that?’


‘To make him harder to identify would be my guess …’ Arthur hesitated. He was remembering something. Something significant. ‘Belt and braces. That’s what he told me.’


The old fellow was rambling now. The group turned back towards the shoreline, keen to see something that might prove Arthur’s grisly appraisal wrong. No such luck. A female officer had arrived carrying a roll of yellow plastic and she and a colleague were unfurling it, pulling it across the waxy white form. 


The wind off the English Channel was blowing more strongly now and the officer with the polka-dot handkerchief ordered his team to locate some large stones or driftwood heavy enough to hold the yellow plastic sheet in place. Arthur heard sirens in the distance. Soon there’d be a proper cordon in place, one of those white marquees would go up and a lot of forensics people would arrive – it was going to be a right old circus. He doubted there’d be any more jogging or sea swimming for a while. Especially the swimming. He wouldn’t stay and watch. He needed to find a bench and sit down; get his notebook out. This was how it worked – if you remembered something important you had to stop what you were doing and try to concentrate. Remember it as well as you could and write it down, before it slipped away, back into the fog. And this memory felt particularly important. Something to do with the man’s missing arms. 


‘Tattoos.’ Arthur was talking again. But no one was listening.


Susan got her meds kit, a small roll-along suitcase, from the passenger seat and climbed out of the car, slamming the door hard behind her. The last little prang – an altercation with a concrete bollard in the Tesco’s car park – had put a dent in that underneathy bit near the door frame. She had to remember to bump the car door shut with her backside, or else the door wouldn’t close and the battery would run down. This had happened often enough that her friend Marcia had bought her a set of jump leads.


Susan liked Furze Croft and most of the half-dozen elderly men and women she looked after who lived here. There was just one awkward bugger. At the front door of the block she stopped and checked her reflection in the dark glass. The Shoreside Care branded tunic could have used an iron, but other than that she looked okay. Her make-up was more or less in the right place and her blonde hair looked clean. She tucked a few loose strands back behind her ear. She liked to look presentable for Jean Evers, who never opened her flat door appearing anything less than immaculate. Susan jangled her way through her embarrassingly large collection of keys until she found the one with the purple plastic fob: fuchsia for Furze. The key was new; there’d been a burglary recently and the ever-vigilant residents’ committee had decided to change the locks. She let herself in. Built in the 1930s and well maintained since, Furze Croft was all polished walnut panelling and shiny brass fixtures. The lobby was a rather grand, high-ceilinged affair, with mirrored walls, two marble columns and red leather banquettes around the side. Sitting wide-legged on one of these banquettes was a thuggish-looking young man wearing a dark tracksuit and white Adidas trainers. He sat staring at her and smiling. Susan realised he’d been watching her while she was fixing her hair and checking her reflection in the glass. Something about this had clearly amused him. She walked on towards the lifts, nodding at him as she went by.


‘Good morning.’ 


‘Alright.’ 


Still the grin. Susan had seen this boy before. He and an older, dark-haired man had been hanging around outside one of the other blocks where she worked. She’d sensed something odd about the boy’s appearance then, and she saw it properly now. The ink-black pupil in his right eye had split and spread, like the broken yolk in a fried egg. She stopped. 


‘Are you … waiting for someone?’


‘I was.’


Susan hesitated. Confused. ‘But … you’re not now?’


‘Well, you’re here now. Ain’t you?’


Arthur walked as far as the old bandstand, collecting his thoughts as he went. The sky out to the west was brightening with the early morning sea mist and cloud lifting. He chose a bench close to the bandstand, sat and stared out at the long horizon line. The giant wind turbines were still shrouded in mist, but he could see their red warning lights blinking in the grey. The young lady at the Memory Clinic had told Arthur to treat this remembering business like a game. She told him about one of her other clients, who liked to pretend she was out in the Sussex countryside, standing in a field of wildflowers. There were butterflies floating by and she was catching them with a huge billowing net. Each of these bright, colourful butterflies signified a memory. 


‘Lucky cow.’ Arthur sighed. He took his glasses off, closed his eyes and tried to better recall the events of a night long, long ago. No bright, butterfly-like memories, these. But he needed to gather them nonetheless.
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Then


Thursday, 9 September 1969


Robert forced Harry Trill’s mouth open with one hand and pushed the balled-up socks back down his throat with the other. The old man gagged and made snorting sounds as he tried desperately to draw a full breath through his snot-filled nose. Robert took a new cue from the rack and examined the tip. ‘You’re under-chalking these snooker cues of yours, Harry. Makes no odds to me, but as a point of interest …’ He looked across at Arthur. ‘Music, maestro, please.’ 


Arthur turned the record player back up – obedient as always. Harry’s record collection was not to Robert’s liking. Too much Deutsche Grammophon and not enough jazz. The only LP to pass muster was Songs for Swingin’ Lovers! Arthur had lost count of how many times he’d had to listen to that record that night. The curved tone arm moved, the needle dropped and found the groove, there was a brief crackle, then the strings and the brass and Sinatra himself. Arthur wished Robert would let him leave, order him upstairs to check the combination of the safe or outside to wait in the Daimler. Anything but stay in that room. He didn’t. He couldn’t. Mr Starley’s orders were that Arthur stay, that he watch, although their boss had put it rather more colourfully than that. 


Robert beat Harry Trill systematically. Methodically. When the music finished, he had Arthur turn the record over again. He kept at it for another quarter of an hour, but to no effect. Harry had nothing else to say. The old man was barely moving now; he sat slumped as low in the chair as the ropes would allow, barely breathing. Arthur sensed that his friend was getting bored. Robert checked his watch, then walked over and put the snooker cue back on the rack, like a man clocking off from work. He picked up his suit jacket from the green baize table, gave it a shake and strode over to see Arthur.


‘I’ll go and check the combination Harry’s given us is kosher. If it is, you can go up and empty the safe … You stay here and watch him.’ 


He put his double-breasted jacket back on and adjusted the cuffs. Several members of the gang had bought similar suits after Bonnie and Clyde came out, but it was only Robert who’d really managed to pull off the Warren Beatty look that every likely lad in Brighton was after. The others had bought off the peg, Robert’s was tailor-made in London and cost fourteen guineas. Arthur had accompanied his friend on the hour-long train ride up to the capital for the fittings and eventually to pick the suit up. They’d made a day of it. When he told Mary about all the clubs and hot spots they’d visited even she was jealous, and she went up there all the time.


Harry Trill had his safe hidden at the top of the house in the master bedroom. Arthur heard the stairs creak under Robert’s heavy tread as he ascended. He’d been out of the room less than a minute when Harry roused himself and started making noises – mumbling as loudly as the balled-up socks in his mouth would allow and twisting around in the chair; twisting his old half-naked frame so vigorously that the chair started to move, its legs scraping on the wooden floor. Arthur tried ignoring him, pretending nothing was happening. Until the noise made that impossible. He glanced across and Trill was staring straight at him. Eyes fixed on Arthur’s. An imploring look on his tear-stained face. 


Arthur didn’t know exactly why he decided to remove the gag from Harry’s mouth. Out of kindness? In part perhaps, but it wasn’t only that. Curiosity was closer to the truth, but not the whole truth either. 


Ungagged, Harry didn’t shout out or try to beg or bargain as Arthur expected. He took a single deep breath and then he whispered. Arthur had to move close to the old man’s bloodied face to hear. At first the handful of words he was whispering made no sense. But then he repeated them, and they did.


‘Wh-why are you telling me this?’ 


Harry smiled and jutted his chin in the direction of the door Robert had left by.


‘Cos you’re not him. You’re not like any of them. Us, I should say. Not yet, anyway.’ 


By the time Robert returned, the gag was back in Harry Trill’s mouth. The room was quiet. Robert looked around a little suspiciously, then at Arthur.


‘The safe opens just fine, we’re good as done.’ He turned to Trill. ‘Harry, you’ve been the perfect host but now we need to say our goodbyes.’


Robert killed Harry Trill quickly. He put his large hands around the old man’s neck and simply pressed the life out of him. Arthur watched Harry struggle, his legs kicking against the chair, fighting instinctively against strangulation. Arthur watched because their boss, Mr Starley, had ordered it that way: ‘We need to dip young Arthur’s hands in the blood.’ Those were the words he’d used. Once it was done, Robert turned to Arthur.


‘You go and empty the safe. Just empty it, don’t start reading this or that. Remember what I said: the less you know, the longer you live. I’ll tidy up in here, and then we can go and grant Harry that last request of his. He can disappear …’ He lifted the dead man’s arm, then let it flop. ‘I just need to make sure it’s done properly. Belt and braces.’ He saw the colour leave Arthur’s face. ‘Don’t worry, Kenny Pitts and me will take care of all that. You’ve done what Starley wanted, seen what he wanted you to see. That’ll be an end to it. Your first job and your last. I’ll make sure of that.’


Arthur nodded. He was halfway out the door when Robert spoke again. 


‘But Art …’ Arthur turned to face his friend. ‘You’re in now. Properly in.’ 


Arthur nodded again. It was true. Truer than even Robert knew.
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Now


As the old lift juddered its way up to the fifth floor, Susan looked at the letter the thuggish-looking kid in the lobby had been waiting to give her. She’d felt a definite sense of relief when the lift doors closed with her inside and the boy with the broken eye on the outside. She’d pressed the buttons for the third and sixth floors as well as the floor she actually wanted to get off at. A pointless precaution, when she thought about it. He could just wait until she came back down. She was being silly, she was sure, but there was something about him. Something … threatening. Although no threat had been made. She opened the letter and skim-read the contents. It was strange – part promotional flyer, part job offer.


Meet Brighton and Hove’s newest, brightest home care company. The smart choice – for families and for the clever care worker.


There was a photo of a pretty young woman, a model by the looks of her, dressed in a pale blue tunic much like Susan’s. She was fussing over some old fellow, taking his blood pressure with one hand and squeezing his knee with the other. Both the model and the old bloke were grinning like they’d won the National Lottery.


‘What a load of nonsense.’ She scrunched the pamphlet up but, with no dustbin to hand, stuffed it into the front pocket of her roll-along case. When the lift doors opened Susan saw Mrs Evers waiting patiently at the other end of the brown carpeted corridor. 


‘Right on time as usual, Susan. Those chaps in charge of the Greenwich Meridian could set their clocks by you.’ 


Susan waved the compliment away. She got her phone out to check that it was switched off. The patients got so little of her time, the least they deserved was her full attention. 


‘You’re looking lovely as ever, Mrs E. Up and about for hours, by the looks of you.’


‘The early bird gets the insulin.’


Susan smiled. ‘She does indeed.’


‘The kettle’s on and I’ve made a little bit of breakfast.’ 


The smell of bacon came wafting down the hall.


‘I hope that’s not a full English fry-up I’m smelling?’


‘It’s for you, not me. Well, I might have a bite or two … but you don’t need to worry. I used olive oil.’


Susan raised an eyebrow.


‘I’m not sure that’s what Dr Rogers had in mind when he talked to you about the Mediterranean diet.’


‘Well, Dr Rogers needs to meet me halfway. There are tomatoes. Those are Mediterranean.’


‘Are they fried too?’


‘Of course. I could hardly serve them to you raw. You spend your whole day running around looking after other people. Someone needs to look after you every now and again. Come on.’ She practically pulled Susan into the flat. ‘Your visit is the highlight of my day. So let’s get this dread jab over with and then we can eat.’


Susan watched as Mrs Evers shuffled her large collection of scatter cushions around until there was enough room on the living-room sofa for them both to sit. She’d already got the insulin pen out of the fridge and had it ready to go. Susan checked the charts and asked a few questions. How was she feeling? Where had yesterday’s nurse injected her and where would she like today’s jab to go? They settled on the stomach. 


Jean Evers hitched up her cardigan and blouse. ‘There’s plenty of stomach down there for you to work with.’


‘I was just about to say that you were looking a little trimmer.’ 


Mrs Evers made a harrumphing sound.


The injection done, they ate the breakfast from trays on their laps and chatted about Mrs Evers’ day. A stroll around the communal garden later, if the clouds cleared; before that, a thorough clear-out.


‘Another decluttering session?’ 


If there was the hint of a tone in Susan’s voice, then her host decided to ignore it.


‘I’m going through the brooches today. I shall be ruthless. But it’s difficult. I have one piece – solid silver it is. From Tiffany’s, Fifth Avenue. An American boy bought it for me about a thousand years ago. Hopelessly in love he was.’ The old lady glanced down at herself and then at Susan. ‘Hard to believe now, I know.’


‘Not hard at all.’ 


‘Have you been to New York?’ 


Susan shook her head. ‘It’s on the bucket list.’ The list of places Susan had not been to but one day hoped to was a long one. 


‘Don’t leave it too late – that’s my advice. Go while your knees are still working.’ She pushed herself to her feet and headed in the direction of her bedroom. ‘I’ve got some very nice hatpins too. I want to show you a few things. There might be something that you can use …’ Susan’s protests went unheard; Mrs Evers was already rummaging. ‘The best stuff is in this hatbox. Let me see.’ 


Susan took the dishes back through to the kitchen, loaded the already half-full dishwasher and set it running. While she was there, she checked the fridge. Jean had three boxes of insulin, more than enough to be going on with. She checked how much food there was too. Half a wheel of Camembert, a pint of full-fat milk and a bottle of Pinot Grigio. That was it. Breakfast had exhausted Mrs Evers’ meagre supplies. Susan switched her phone back on and made a note. Shopping wasn’t part of the job description, but she sometimes did it for her regulars. Back in the sitting room Jean already had a dozen brooches and fancy-looking hatpins laid out on the coffee table for Susan to choose from.


‘I can’t take any of these, Mrs E. You know I can’t.’


‘It’s all real … No costume jewellery here, I promise you.’


‘I’m sure. That’s part of the problem.’ 


‘I’d like you to pick something. If not as a gift, then as payment, for a favour I have to ask.’


‘I’ll do the favour but no payment. Maybe you should offer your daughter-in-law some of these lovely things?’ 


Mrs Evers pulled a face. ‘She’s the one who referred to this as costume jewellery. It’ll be a chilly day in hell before I …’ 


The eventual compromise reached was that Susan would do the favour and Mrs Evers would reserve the right to give her a Christmas present in a couple of months’ time. ‘Those mean buggers at Shoreside Care can’t stop me doing that.’ 


The favour she wanted to ask concerned one of Susan’s other Furze Croft clients, the awkward one, Mrs Evers’ downstairs neighbour, Mr Pitts. The late-night noises that Jean had mentioned once or twice before were getting worse. ‘The sounds come up through the air vent but I’m the only one who hears it. The managing agent told me no one else has a problem, so if I put in a complaint it’ll just be one resident’s word against another.’ 


Susan nodded sympathetically. She was coming back to Furze later that day, and had an appointment to see Kenneth Pitts then. She would speak to him, see what she could do. Mrs Evers thanked her. 


‘It’s not just the volume of the noise, it’s the content. Films, I suppose, but not … nice films.’


‘You mean …’ Susan could feel her face reddening. ‘Pornography?’


‘I’m assuming so, although I’m not, as you might have guessed, an expert. But the sounds I hear floating up through that vent, the things being said and the noises they make, it’s …’ She hesitated. ‘Bestial.’
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Quinn walked. He wasn’t heading anywhere in particular; he had no more stupid letters to deliver, no more errands to run or appointments to keep. But he liked to walk. His head worked better; his thinking was clearer when he was on the move.


Underneath the baggy navy-blue tracksuit top, in a holster strapped across his chest, was a black leather sheath. Inside that – a butcher’s knife. The short sort. Quinn himself had only ever cut up pigs or poultry with it, but he knew how to use it. And he knew what else it was capable of. The fellow who’d shown him – Zef’s contact – had a whole toolkit full of knives and saws and such, but he’d told Quinn that a knife like his would have done the job well enough if necessary. He’d taken the knife with him when he left his previous job, put it in his bag along with the butcher’s smock after the owner of McGarry’s Butcher’s told him he wouldn’t be kept on after the apprenticeship ended. Good riddance. He hadn’t planned on working there for much longer anyway. The pay was rubbish – fourteen grand a year. He was already making twice that working for the Albanians. And his prospects were good: the boss, Ariana, had taken to him from the get-go and now her son, Zef, was starting to trust Quinn too. Trust him to do some of the proper work, some of the serious stuff. Quinn walked west, past the cricket ground, then left, down towards the seafront. 


Today’s job wasn’t serious. Today’s job was a waste of bloody time. Ariana was away somewhere; Quinn knew better than to ask where or for how long. Her husband was in charge. In theory. But he was old and sick and stuck in a wheelchair, so it was Ariana’s sons who were calling the shots this week. There were two brothers, and it was Arjan, the youngest, who’d had these letters printed up and ordered Quinn to distribute them. 


‘Not through letter boxes. You put it in their hand.’ The recipients were either well-to-do pensioners or care workers who got to do the home visits at the posh blocks around Brighton and Hove. The idea was a good one, which meant that it was almost certainly Ariana’s – but the way her youngest son Arjan was going about it was all wrong. For starters, the letter was no good – neither one thing nor the other. Either you’re pitching to the rich wrinklies or you’re pitching to the care workers, you can’t have one leaflet for them both. What’s more, handing them out in person was not, as Arjan thought, more professional. It was amateurish. It stank of desperation. Quinn looked down at what he was wearing: the blue trackies and trainers. He could have dressed smarter, worn a suit, but then he would have looked like some kind of door-to-door salesman and that was worse. 


Quinn had a better plan, and the next time he got the chance he’d tell his boss about it. He just needed to figure out the right way to pitch it without telling Ariana her youngest son was a moron. 


At the seafront, he turned left and walked up the promenade heading home. He’d go back to his flat, smoke half a spliff and get some sleep. He was on duty at the casino tonight, working the 6 p.m. to 6 a.m shift, and you needed to be on your game for that one. Just the thought of the casino put a spring in Quinn’s step. Ariana’s two sons didn’t spend much time there, they didn’t get it. The focus of their attention and most of their chat was either the drugs business or else the girls. That stuff was fine, and there were obviously perks, but as far as Quinn was concerned the casino was a lot more interesting. He loved the place. He walked faster.
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Susan’s morning rounds took her on a triangular route up to Lewes, down to Seaford, then Peacehaven, before driving back along the coast to Brighton and the second round of visits to Furze. She tried phoning Arthur before and after every appointment but more in hope than expectation. If she could get her visits done by six, then maybe she’d have time to drive over to Redwoods care home, check her dad was alright, and then shove his mobile phone where the sun didn’t shine. But finishing by six was a long shot. She was due to meet Marcia in the Paris House at 6.30 and was chock-a-block with appointments between now and then. Perhaps she could push Marcia back a bit? She messaged her friend. She thought about messaging her dad’s mate Robert too. There was a fair chance of him knowing where Arthur was and what he was up to. The phrase ‘thick as thieves’ came to mind. She decided against contacting Robert. It wasn’t an emergency – not yet – and she tried to keep the contact she had with Bob Holter to a minimum. He was already more involved in the workings of her small family than she liked. Her daughter Ruby worked for him at the weekends, in spite of her mother’s initial protestations. Robert paid her so generously and treated her so well that it was hard to mount a convincing case against the man. Not one that Ruby would listen to, anyway.


Susan dug around inside the plastic bag of shopping she’d picked up for Mrs Evers at the same time as getting her own lunch – a Tesco’s meal deal. It was the third meal deal this week and the detritus of these, plus several disposable coffee cups and a bag with her spare Shoreside Care tunic in it, filled the passenger-side footwell. Along this rubbish she had at least a week’s worth of copies of the Evening Argus. Susan liked to stay across the local news – although the number of pages devoted to real news seemed to diminish every month. The other attraction was the horoscopes which she was more or less addicted to. Susan read her own and Ruby’s most days of the week. Sometimes her father’s too, if the pair were getting along. She looked again at the debris and made a mental note to clean it all up before meeting Marcia. She didn’t want any more gags about driving around in a skip. She ate the sandwich and the packet of Quavers, drank the Diet Coke, grabbed her case and climbed from the car. The sky above Furze was gunmetal grey, and it was turning cold again. She hoped Arthur wasn’t still out wandering in this. She scanned the semicircular drive. Non-residents were allowed to park here, but only for twenty minutes, and the local traffic warden was an ever-vigilant pain in the backside. 


Inside the building she ignored the lifts, opting instead to take the stairs from the ground floor to the fifth – penance for the Quavers. She stopped at the third floor to catch her breath. Even the stairwells in this block were kept spick and span. Susan shook her head. She had argued as hard as she could against Arthur’s decision to move straight from their old family home into the care home. Surely he’d have been better off in a place like this. She’d tried to sell him on Furze or a similar residential block but he was determined. He knew he was going to end up in a care home sooner or later and he only wanted to move once. ‘Redwoods is a decent place, more like a guest house than a care home. I’ll be happy here.’ And maybe he was. He hadn’t said otherwise, but he wouldn’t, certainly not to Susan. She was sure a place like this would have been a better fit; it would certainly have been cheaper, that was for sure. Maybe she’d try and talk to him again. Or ask Ruby to have a go – he’d listen to his granddaughter in a way he would never listen to her. Susan and Arthur rubbed each other up the wrong way very easily. Too alike, some people said. But there was more to it than that.


She dropped the shopping off with Mrs Evers, refusing her attempt to tip her twenty pounds for the trouble. She confirmed that she was going next to see ‘Mr You-Know-Who’ and that she’d have a word about the noise. 


‘See if you can see where that air vent might be,’ the old lady whispered. ‘Pretend you’re Nancy Drew.’


‘I’m not going to do that, Mrs. E. I’m just going to politely ask him to keep the noise down.’


One floor below, Susan rang the bell and waited. Eventually Kenneth Pitts opened the door in a tartan dressing gown and slippers. His face was unshaven, and he didn’t smell too good even at a welcome mat’s distance away. Susan was going to have to get a good deal closer than that.


‘You’re late. More important people to see?’


‘No, course not. Good afternoon to you too, Mr Pitts.’ 


With all her other regular clients Susan had moved beyond the surnames stage. Not with Kenneth Pitts. And this despite him having some vague connection to her father. He’d mentioned that once, then never again. 


‘Afternoon.’ 


Pitts turned and walked back towards his living room, leaving her standing outside. She walked in and shut the door behind her. Even by his standards, this was a frosty welcome.


‘How are you feeling today, Mr Pitts?’


‘Same.’


She put her case down. The hallway walls were decorated on both sides with small, framed cinema posters – lobby cards. Pitts had worked as a cinema projectionist at one of Brighton’s oldest cinemas back in the day and had collected them then and ever since. Most of the stills were from old horror and monster movies – Dracula, Frankenstein and other more recent and considerably gorier-looking films from the seventies and eighties. Susan preferred the framed cards that Pitts had up in his kitchen and bedroom: these were old too, even older than the horror movies, she guessed, and at least half a dozen featured the actress Louise Brooks. Mr Pitts had obviously been a big fan: Pandora’s Box, The Canary Murder Case, Diary of a Lost Girl; those, plus a few other ‘flapper films’, as he’d once called them. Susan put her case down beneath a picture of a bloodthirsty Bela Lugosi and got to work. She saw Mr Pitts on Thursdays and Fridays. The job was to keep an eye on his meds and fill his dosette box with what he needed for the weekend and the following week, but she did that on the Fridays. Today the main thing was to check and, if necessary, change his bedding and then, and most awkwardly, examine him for pressure sores. He led a sedentary life with little exercise apart from the short walk between bed and armchair and an occasional stroll to the off-licence. She did the bed first. There were flecks of blood on the sheets and duvet from the old man’s eczema but nothing dramatic. She changed the bed. Pitts stayed in the living room watching daytime television on his huge 86-inch TV screen – an eyesore if ever Susan had seen one. At least he had the volume turned down. Once she’d finished with the bed she walked through. She smiled.


‘Quick pressure sore check?’ 


‘The highlight of your day, no doubt.’ He pushed himself up from his armchair. ‘I’ll have to go and put something else on.’ He usually wore baggy Y-fronts for this brief examination and the thought that he wasn’t right now made Susan feel slightly nauseous. 


While he was off getting changed, Susan looked around the room, trying to figure out how and where any noise from here might travel up into Mrs Evers’ flat. The only air vent visible was on the opposite side of the room from the television, alongside the fireplace and hidden behind a set of brass-handled fire tools. Pitts would have to have the TV volume turned up ridiculously high for sound to reach there and travel further. Other neighbours would have complained as well. That couldn’t be it. She scanned the room again. Then she looked up. There on the ceiling, camouflaged by the cornicing and in the same shade of cream as the ceiling and walls, was a drop-down screen. She’d never noticed this before. If you had a TV that big, why would you want a drop-down screen as well? When she looked around, Kenneth Pitts was standing in the doorway, staring at her.


‘Taking it all in, huh? Getting ready to give me a little interior decorating advice, are you?’


‘No. I …’


‘Usually, you’re in and out of here like your hair’s on fire. You don’t seem to be in so much of a hurry today. Why’s that?’


‘Right. Well, there was something … It’s a little awkward.’


‘What?’


Susan told him. She did it in as delicate and diplomatic way as possible. Mrs Evers had mentioned something during Susan’s visit, and she thought she should tell him. Some of the sound from his living room – ‘music, TV or whatever’ – was finding its way up into her flat. While she was explaining this, Mr Pitts just stared at her, stony-faced. When she’d finished, he said nothing. Just continued staring. Then:


‘How about you go back upstairs and tell that stupid bitch to mind her own business?’


Susan felt her face redden.


‘There’s no reason to react like that, I was just trying to …’ 


Pitts laughed. An ugly sound. ‘What? Just trying to help? No harm intended? Of course, your motives could only ever be good.’ His voice was loud now. ‘Butter wouldn’t melt, just like your father. Like every member of your family, in fact, come to think of it.’ He turned and walked back down the hall. Susan heard him struggling with the front door. It opened with a bang. The collection of walking sticks and coats that were hanging behind the door crashed to the floor. Susan picked up her meds case and followed.


‘Let me help you …’


‘No. I want you out. Get out.’


He slammed the door behind her, then stood in his hall, trying to get his breath back and waiting until he was sure Susan had gone. Once he was, he went to get his toolkit from the kitchen cupboard and a few old clothes from his bedroom. In the sitting room he crouched down on the floor, moved the brass-handled fireset out of the way and unscrewed the grille covering the air vent. He looked inside the hole, then put his hand inside to gauge the size of the hole and the crumbliness of the brick. Digging through the pile of old clothes, he stuffed the cavity with a couple of pairs of stained tracksuit bottoms and a moth-eaten woollen jumper. He was mumbling to himself. He’d been careless. Got carried away. He would need to get some proper sound insulation as soon as possible. But this would do the job for now.
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The red digits on the clock radio by her bedside said 12:00. Ruby gazed at the clock, trying to decide whether that meant noon or midnight. The sun, a watery white ball in a grey sky on the other side of her net curtains, should have provided the necessary clue, but Ruby wasn’t thinking straight yet. She had a hangover. Was that right? She put a hand to her head. No headache. So not a hangover. Still drunk. That was worse. She needed black coffee. Either that or some blackout blinds. The coffee was more achievable in the short term. She gave her alarm clock an accusatory stare. Two alarms she must have slept through. It wasn’t the first time. She was a famously heavy sleeper. The opposite of her mother. Back in student halls she’d slept through both an ear-splitting smoke alarm and a visit from the fire brigade. She’d woken to see two burly-looking firefighters, one male, one female, staring at her, first with concern, then amusement. Student halls! The good old days. Having to move back in with her mum had been a pain in the arse and detrimental to every aspect of her life – Ruby worried how it looked to her friends, she worried what it was doing to her self-esteem and mental health. But not even these worries could stop her getting a solid eight or nine hours a night. She slid out of bed and crawled across the floor in her T-shirt to check the charge on her phone; it was knackered and needed to be plugged in almost constantly. The thing had been charging for hours and was still only on 79 per cent. She’d have to do something about that. 


Down the hall in the bathroom, she stripped off her T-shirt and gave it a sniff before chucking it in the dirty washing basket. She showered under the hottest water the thermostat could manage. The sensation of hundreds of needlelike jets of scalding water ricocheting off her scalp was one of the best medicines for a hangover Ruby knew. Second only to a run along the seafront, and she didn’t feel up to that right now, maybe later. She washed, using one of her mum’s many moisturising body products and the fancy Eve Lom facial cleanser Susan usually kept hidden. Back in her bedroom she saw that her good jeans had been cleaned and folded and left on top of the chest of drawers, together with a stack of fresh T-shirts and sweatshirts. There were, she had to admit, some advantages to being back at home, but they were hugely outweighed by the disadvantages. Susan had been over-protective and overly interested in Ruby’s life even at a distance; living under the same roof again had sent her mother’s mothering instincts into overdrive. She dressed and checked the phone for messages. There were a couple of new ones from her mum, obviously. One had something to do with Arthur and Susan’s concerns about whether his new care home was the right place for him. Ruby made a mental note to call her grandad later. There was also one from a guy in her post-war American literature class – she’d ignore that in the hope that the boy would lose interest and go away. Robert, her grandad’s best mate and her boss, had texted to ask if she could do an extra-long shift in the shop this weekend; the weather forecast was good, and he wanted to bunk off work and go fishing. She messaged back a big yellow thumbs-up. More hours meant more cash. 


Downstairs in the kitchen she made herself some mushrooms on toast and ate it with the last of the HP sauce. She put her plate in the sink and went to check the wipeable day-planner – her and her mother’s other main means of communication, and one that Susan relied upon when Ruby wouldn’t answer phone messages. She took the marker pen and added HP sauce to an already lengthy shopping list. She looked to see what inspirational quote or horoscope nonsense from the local paper her mum had stuck next to that day’s date. There was nothing. That was a relief. All her mother had written down for today was Mum out. This piqued Ruby’s interest. Usually, her mother would write down exactly what she was doing, where she was going and who with – Cinema and pasta with Marcia, home by 10.30 was a typical entry. Ruby wondered what her mum might be up to. Something fun, she hoped. Her mother needed to pay a little more attention to her own personal life and a lot less to Ruby’s.
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Arthur put the pen back in his coat pocket and read what he’d written. The new red Silvine notebook he’d bought from his local corner shop yesterday was already half full. Luckily he’d bought half a dozen. He reread his account of that night at Harry Trill’s house; of the old man’s murder and its immediate aftermath. No pretty, butterfly-like memories here. The contents of Arthur’s net looked more like those monstrous-looking fish you found in the deepest, darkest corners of the ocean. That was what he was dredging up. And yet, as he read, Arthur knew that he was still letting himself off too lightly: Mr Starley ordered … Bob organised … Kenny Pitts was to help … Where was Arthur in all this? An onlooker? The innocent bystander? No. Not on that night anyway. If this exercise of his – these rememberings – was to have any value, then his account had to be accurate. The notebooks had to contain the truth and the whole truth. He’d have to try again. And quickly, while his memory was working the way memory should. But not right now. The sound of the sea pushing the shingle up and down the beach was in danger of being drowned out by the sound of Arthur’s rumbling stomach. He put the notebook away, picked up his walking stick and stood. He’d pick up his morning routine where he’d left off and head back to the pier for a bag of doughnuts and a cappuccino. Or perhaps a plate of fish and chips from the Palm Court restaurant, the place he and Mary used to go to regularly, back in the day. He hadn’t been there for a while. He didn’t think he had anyway. 


On the concourse outside Palace Pier a group of thirty or so schoolchildren, eight or nine years old by the looks of them, were streaming off a coach, and being corralled by harassed-looking teachers and parental helpers. On seeing the pier, the kids started dervishing around, producing enough energy to power a small town. The teacher in charge of the trip called the group to order next to an oversized sandwich board listing the pier rules. She was encouraging the children to read them out loud:


‘No dogs. No bikes. No roller skates. No alcohol. No smoking. No …’ 


The children giggled as they read. None of the rules seemed particularly relevant to this group. Arthur suspected that the teacher was just trying to run down the clock. He skirted around the group and in through the entrance. 


The pier felt seedy at the best of times; it also had a scuffed-up, end-of-season feel to it. It was around now that they used to get the painters in to winter-proof the wood and iron work. Paying the crew that did that work was one of Arthur’s jobs, a long time ago. The painters were late this year. Or else the firm that owned it were trying to save a few bob by skipping the repaint.


The pier had changed a lot in the sixty-plus years since Arthur first set foot on it. Changed, but still recognisable, which was more than could be said for its sad-looking sister a few hundred yards down the coast. Arthur glanced to his right at the burnt and wave-beaten black skeleton that once was the West Pier. There was a time when the West had been the pick of Brighton’s two piers – prettier, glitzier, Grade I listed compared to the Palace Pier’s Grade II. Then came the fire. Devastating for the owners, horribly sad for the pier’s many fans. Not such bad news for its rivals. And then a second fire. Not one but two fires in the space of a few years. How unlucky was that? What were the chances? Robert might have been able to answer that one – he was good with odds. And even better with fires. He could have helped the police with their enquiries too, if he’d wanted to. And if Brighton’s police force had shown any real interest in investigating the matter. A lightning strike – that was the explanation given. The dogs on the Brighton streets knew there was more to it than that. Arthur knew it too. A couple of payments that he’d been asked to put through with no questions asked. Jokes he’d overheard at the Whisky-a-Go-Go about flammable piers. All that business could fill another notebook or two. Maybe it should. Arthur shook the thought away. No. He should stick to what he knew, not the many things he suspected. There wasn’t enough time. Nor enough notebooks. 


‘Stick to what you know. And what you can prove,’ he reminded himself.


He stopped to listen to the deep basso rumble from beneath his feet. The noise was a combination of the seabed shifting, waves breaking and pebbles crashing against each other and ricocheting off the pier’s cast-iron supports. It sounded like music to Arthur. Music you could hear and feel. The booming sound vibrated up through the pier’s thick wooden decking, through the soles of his brown leather brogues and into him. It was Mary who’d first shown him how to do this, to stop just around here. To listen, and to feel. 


He blew his nose and continued up past the first row of little gift shops. Brighton Pavilion teapots and seaside-themed shot glasses, plus T-shirts of the Good Girls go to Heaven, Bad Girls go to Brighton variety. Arthur caught the whiff of something other than seawater and salt – fried dough and burnt sugar. He licked at his lips. This smell signalled the first bit of good news he’d had that day: the doughnut stall was up and running. He headed in that direction, following his nose. As he got closer, he could see the Heath Robinsonesque machine squirting out coils of dough and transporting them in the direction of a silvery vat of fat to be dipped, cooked and after that pitched into a tray of white sugar. He felt his mouth beginning to water. The doughnut machine had always been a thing of wonder to Arthur. Unfortunately, the kid in charge of the doughnut stand seemed similarly spellbound. The skinny, whey-faced boy was standing with a book in one hand and a ladle in the other, staring at the contraption. 


‘It’s not working.’


‘I can see.’ The sugar tray contained an array of half-cooked misfits. Arthur pointed at the book in the boy’s hand. ‘Is that the manual?’ 


The young man glanced down; he seemed surprised to find that he was holding a book. ‘Oh, no. That’s poetry. Hughes.’ He put the book down and, using the ladle, pointed at the fruits of his labour. ‘This lot look more like doughy commas. Or … stillborn baby doughnuts.’


Arthur nodded. This was what you got if you hired Sussex University students to run your doughnut stand. 


‘Maybe it’s the mix. It looks a little watery.’ 


The student shrugged. ‘Maybe. You think I should start from scratch?’ 


He gave Arthur a questioning look.


‘Probably best.’ 


‘If you want any of these …’ He gestured again at the tray. ‘No charge.’


‘Thanks, I’ll come back later.’


‘Fair play.’ 


Arthur walked off, leaving the boy to work on a new batch of dough, or more likely a short doughnut-related poem.


A thickset, middle-aged man with a dark beard was standing a few feet behind Arthur. As he turned Arthur nodded at him. 


‘No doughnuts yet, he’s working on it.’ 


The bearded man nodded. Arthur remembered seeing the fellow earlier, standing around at the entrance to the pier. He’d assumed he was part of the school trip. Apparently not.
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Her run-in with Kenny Pitts left Susan angry and confused. She went back to her car, a reliable sanctuary always, and replayed the conversation in her head. What had she said or done to prompt such fury? She’d been trying to nip a straightforward noisy-neighbour dispute in the bud, not provoke a wholescale row between Pitts and poor old Mrs Evers. And it wasn’t just his fellow Furze resident that Pitts was angry with. What did he mean when he talked about Susan and her father both bothering him? Her whole family, in fact. Those were his words. What did he mean by that? She needed to speak to her father. Not that asking Arthur a straight question necessarily meant that you would get a straight answer. Susan had experience of that – a lifetime’s experience, in fact. She tried his mobile number again: still nothing. The questions would have to wait until later. More pressing and more important was the matter of Jean Evers’ safety. Was Kenny Pitts angry or unstable enough to go and knock on her door and confront her? Even if not, what might happen if she accidentally ran into him in the lobby or on the street?
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