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Dedication


For Ed Wood.
This one might not be one of yours, but thank you for all those that were. And for the fun you made it. And for the chicken, obviously.













My little dog – a heartbeat at my feet.


Edith Wharton
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Later on, when DS Declan Miller wasn’t busy practising the slow foxtrot he was finally getting to grips with, or caring for a rat that was shedding enough fur to stuff a small cushion, he would reflect on the disturbing way in which certain situations could go quickly from bad to worse, until they eventually spiralled out of control.


The tendency things had to … escalate.


Obviously, escalators were the foremost example of this, though Miller would be thinking about things that were rather more dangerous – this despite the fact that a dancer he and Alex had once competed against in Ormskirk had got a flip-flop caught in the mechanism of an escalator at the Houndshill shopping centre and was never able to cha-cha in quite the same way again.


No, Miller was thinking about the kind of escalation that involved people with guns and knives and resulted in multiple fatalities. A few angry words, perhaps a shove, and before you knew it there was blood sloshing around in a lake and bodies all over the shop.


The really bad kind.


One thing led to another – that was the way of the world, and it would be a pretty strange world if that wasn’t the case. Sunset was followed by sunrise, that flashy new gadget would be outdated before the guarantee expired, and a visit to the Pleased 2 Meat U kebab house opposite the north pier would almost certainly result in hospitalisation. Life was, at bottom, a series of interconnected events, most of which could not be prevented, even if some were rather more unpredictable than others.


A few months before the Simmons case had even begun, Miller’s partner DS Sara Xiu had skidded on a dog-turd while chasing a suspect along the seafront and turned her ankle very badly. This led to a few days spent hobbling around the incident room which, in turn, led to DI Tim Sullivan referring to her with tedious regularity as ‘Florence Shiteingale, the Lady With The Limp’. Xiu, who rarely saw the humour in anything – even if there wasn’t actually any there to see on this occasion – was extremely upset at Sullivan’s continual mockery, and it was the sight of her limping to the toilets in tears one day that prompted Miller to pop out at lunchtime to a nearby DIY store. To ­Sullivan’s subsequent discovery of the legend I AM A THUNDERING KNOB JOCKEY spray-painted across the bonnet of his beloved blue Mercedes E-Class.


One thing had led inexorably, and perfectly, to the other.


Later still, after justice of a sort had been served, and thankfully before Miller’s beloved pet rat Ginger had gone completely bald, he would be struck by a strange and satisfying coincidence.


A series of events had led to the new paint job on Tim Sullivan’s Merc, while an altogether separate sequence of very different events had caused the violent deaths of several people. Even if Miller had to concede that the latter was rather more serious, they did have one thing in common.


Both had been set in motion by an extremely anxious dog.













STEP ONE THE SOLDIER & THE SAUSAGE DOG
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ONE





‘Ruby, no. Stop it! Ruby, please don’t do that …’


Barry Cheshire had always believed that however much the UK might consider itself a nation of animal lovers, and in spite of the popular saying, any man whose best friend was actually a dog must be a pretty bloody sad case. This was before his life had fallen apart in every respect that mattered and he’d become one himself. The saddest of sad cases.


‘Ruby …’ He hurried to catch up with the miniature brown sausage dog who, he was forced to admit, was now his best if not only friend, but not quickly enough to prevent her taking one last, luxurious roll in what to her clearly smelled of roses or freshly baked bread, but to the rest of the world was a smear of foul-smelling fox poop. ‘Why do you do that?’ He’d need to give her a bath when they got home, but that was OK.


It was something to do.


They quite often saw a fox, on their journey through the park every evening as dusk began to settle. A nice one, not manky like a lot of them, and with a decent brush. Thankfully, Ruby had given up chasing it after one occasion when the fox had stopped running, turned and stared defiantly at the small dog as if to say, ‘And now what are you going to do?’


Funnily enough, his ex-wife had given him much the same look when she’d outlined their new ‘living arrangements’ six months before. Barry wasn’t daft; it was clear that things between him and Stacey had come to a head. It was still something of a shock when she had politely informed him that from then on he would be living in the damp basement of the house he had paid for – and handing over a ‘reasonable’ rent every month for the privilege – while she and the bloke she was now seeing would occupy the rest of the place.


‘Are you serious? I’ve got to pay you rent to creep around down there while you and your fancy man swan about in my house? I have to sit like a lemon and listen to you two at it like rabbits, while I’m doing a sudoku or cooking beans on a plug-in hotplate? You must think I’m a complete mug. Well, you know what you can do with your so-called “living arrangements”, don’t you?’


That was what Barry had been thinking, and what, in hindsight, he wished he’d said. Pointing a finger or slamming his hand on the kitchen table, really letting her have what for. As it was, he’d simply looked at the floor and muttered, ‘Sounds fair enough.’


Having had her fox-poop fun and games curtailed, Ruby had charged off, and Barry was dragged from his less than pleasant reverie by the sound of her frenzied barking. He rounded the corner of the lake, moved through a tunnel of trees, and the reason for the dog’s alarm became obvious. A man was walking through the near darkness towards them and, somewhat more worryingly, so were the two extremely large dogs he had with him.


Barry had clocked the animals fifteen minutes earlier, as soon as he and Ruby had entered the park, and he’d deliberately chosen to walk around the lake well ahead of them. They must have changed direction and were now coming towards him from the other side of it. He hadn’t got close, and he was certainly no expert, but he was fairly sure the dogs were XL Bullys. Even if they weren’t, he didn’t much like the look of them, but, more to the point, Ruby had become extremely nervous around other dogs since recovering from a serious back injury a few months before. The cost of her surgery and the assorted therapies that followed had virtually cleaned Barry out, but it had been worth it to see her walk again, even if she was still a bit wobbly sometimes. Wobbly and nervous. If other dogs came close, she’d cower for the most part, hiding behind his legs, but every now and then she might suddenly decide she was somewhat bigger and braver than she was, which, in this instance, Barry did not think was a good idea. He called her back, removed the lead from around his neck and leaned down to clip it to Ruby’s collar. She was quivering.


‘It’s OK, Rubes, no need to panic.’


The man himself – actually no more than a teenager – was paying them no attention whatsoever, transfixed by whatever he was looking at on his phone, but the two big dogs had already spotted Ruby and were picking up their pace. Barry kept walking, keeping his head down and murmuring words of reassur­ance to his pet, but imagining that the eyes of the two far larger dogs just twenty or so yards ahead were narrowing. That they were already sizing up the tiny dachshund and thinking, Mmmm, tapas …


Just when Barry had decided that everything was going to be OK, the slightly larger of the two dogs suddenly charged towards Ruby. She immediately began to yelp, which only served to excite the Bully further, and before Barry had a chance to pull Ruby out of harm’s way it was on her.


There was a horrifying cacophony of growling and squealing and it took Barry a few seconds before he was able to drag the big dog away – dodging the teeth and the flying slobber – and haul the whimpering Ruby up into his arms. She was shaking as Barry checked for any obvious signs of injury and, seeing none, turned to leave, only to find the second of the dogs blocking his way, teeth bared. Unable to move and cradling the still-shivering dachshund, he was aware that the Bully’s owner had finally rea­lised that something might be amiss and was ambling over.


‘You need to keep those bloody dogs on a lead,’ Barry said. The larger of the bloody dogs in question was now snarling and snapping at him, while behind him its companion had started to bark and run around in crazed circles. The owner leaned to grab it by the collar as he spat back a predictably crude response.


‘Those are XL Bullys, aren’t they?’ Barry waited, but the teenager only had reassuring words for his dogs, as though consoling them for their failure to finish off their prey. ‘They should be on a lead – by law. Muzzled too, if I remember rightly. I’ve got half a mind to call the police.’


The lad released the dog he was holding and told it to ‘stay’, while Barry remained rooted to the spot, transfixed by the bigger animal, now pawing at the ground like it was ready to attack. Barry did not take his eyes off it, even once he’d become aware that its owner had moved unnaturally near to him and was leaning in, tight on his shoulder. Close enough for Barry to feel the teenager’s scrubby beard against his neck.


‘Do you want to “go”?’


‘What?’


‘You heard me.’


Barry turned round to face the lad and held his stare. He had bad skin and a scar across his forehead, and his breath smelled as though he and his dogs had been sharing tins of Chappie. ‘Do I want to what?’


The lad stepped smartly back, reached into his pocket and produced a knife as casually as if it was a railcard. ‘I’m going to stab you up,’ he said.


‘Seriously?’


‘Stab you up proper.’


Barry looked down at the knife for a second or two, then raised his eyes and leaned forward. ‘Go on then.’ He smiled. ‘Do me a favour.’


The teenager’s cockiness gave way momentarily to confusion, but it was just long enough for things to change drama­tically. The dog that had been snapping at Barry jumped into him from behind and Barry held out a hand to steady himself. He stumbled against his aggressor’s chest, knocking him off balance, whereupon the lad with the knife fell backwards over the second dog who was now sitting patiently behind him and tumbled into the lake.


His ‘Fu …’ perfectly censored by the splash.


Barry could do little but watch as the little shitehawk’s hoodie disappeared along with the rest of him beneath the surface of the brown water. Then he turned and began walking quickly towards the exit, the two Bullys barking up a storm behind him. He clutched Ruby to his chest as he marched away in the gathe­ring dark; grinning to himself and muttering to his best friend as he went.


‘Well, that was fun, Rubes, wasn’t it?’


The dog stretched up to lick his face.


Now, for the first time in a good while, Barry was laughing. ‘When he asked me if I wanted to go, I didn’t know he meant for a swim …’













TWO





The sun had managed to claw its way up only ten minutes earlier, but Miller was already awake and lying in bed making a mental list of inappropriate songs for a funeral. ‘Another One Bites the Dust’ and ‘Going Underground’ were way too obvious, so he was trying to decide between ‘Baby Shark’ and ‘Agadoo’, when DCI Susan Akers called.


‘There’s no need for you to come in this morning,’ she said.


‘Well, I knew this day would come,’ Miller said, ‘but I thought you might break the news a little more gently. Is this about Tim Sullivan’s car?’


‘What?’


Miller hesitated, having realised he might have said too much. ‘What … ?’


‘I need you to go straight to Claremont Park.’


‘Oh, right. Well, that sounds lovely.’ Miller kicked off the duvet and swung his feet down on to the floor. ‘Can I get an ice cream?’


Akers ignored him, but Miller didn’t mind, because he was used to it. ‘They pulled a body out of the lake an hour ago.’


‘Got it, and because we’re a homicide unit I’m guessing it wasn’t a fish. Or a water vole.’


‘Just get down there now, Declan.’


‘I’m on my way, ma’am. I’ll get dressed first, obviously.’ He stood up and stretched. ‘Oh, and my ice-cream question still stands.’


‘I’ll want a full report when you get in.’


‘About the ice cream, or—’


Akers hung up.


The crime scene tape sealing off the Claremont Road entrance had been strung preposterously low, so rather than attempting to limbo his way in Miller guided his moped round to an entrance on the other side of the park, where the tape had been arranged somewhat more sensibly and he could just about duck beneath it while retaining at least a little dignity.


The small white tent was easy enough to spot.


This was the location where the body had been removed from the water but, if foul play had been involved, was not necessarily where that had taken place. Nevertheless, Miller took the forensic clothing handed to him and clambered into it, just to be on the safe side. Belt and braces or, in this case, white polypropylene suit, gloves and bootees.


He ambled, somewhat awkwardly across to where Priya Acharya, the on-call pathologist, was crouched over the body. ‘Morning, Priya.’


The pathologist glanced up. ‘Dec.’


‘Drowning?’


‘Well, I’m certainly busy, but I wouldn’t go quite that far.’


Miller smiled. Not only was Acharya one of the few colleagues not overly put out by his manner – which even those who liked him would probably describe as ‘Marmite’ – but she was someone who occasionally chucked in some less-than-­professional chit-chat of her own.


‘I can’t be certain until I’ve completed the PM, obviously, but yes, I would guess he drowned.’


‘Water can do that,’ Miller said.


‘Then again, the back of his head’s quite interesting.’


‘I hope so,’ Miller said. ‘Because the front isn’t much to look at.’ He watched as Acharya turned the victim’s head to the side, revealing a clear and ragged indentation and a large clump of blood-matted hair. ‘Ah …’


‘It’s a substantial injury. So it’s possible that he wasn’t conscious when he went into the water.’


‘Where?’ Miller asked.


‘I just showed you.’ Acharya pointed. ‘The back of his head.’


‘Where did he go into the water?’


‘Not a clue,’ Acharya said. ‘I think your lot are trying to find out.’ She nodded across to where half a dozen or so uniformed officers were walking slowly round the lake, trying to locate the place where the victim had entered it. Looking for signs of a struggle, disturbed foliage, whatever. As Miller watched, he thought he saw one of the coppers pointing excitedly to the spot they were after, but quickly realised that the officer was merely drawing a colleague’s attention to an unusual-looking duck.


Miller turned at the rustle of a bodysuit behind him to see his partner, DS Sara Xiu, approaching. She was scribbling notes against a clipboard and gave the impression of having been at the scene for a good while longer than he had.


‘Beat me to it, then, Posh?’


She looked up, but there was no long-suffering sigh any more, or exasperated shake of the head. ‘Posh’ as in ‘posh gravy’, as in jus, which was exactly what Sara Xiu’s surname sounded like when it was pronounced correctly. Miller had got a bit fed up explaining it, and the woman herself had long given up pointing out to him how stupid she thought it was. She believed that all nicknames were stupid, and when Miller caught her nodding approvingly after he’d called Tim Sullivan a spunktrumpet she was quick to explain that ‘spunktrumpet’ was an insult and not strictly speaking a nickname, so she deemed it to be acceptable. Miller thought nicknames were not only essential for morale but, if they were the right nicknames, could also be bloody funny. On top of which, he wasn’t going to let Xiu forget that a nickname had been the key to unlocking a murder case they’d worked on together three months before.


‘Obviously I beat you to it,’ Xiu said. ‘Because I drove here on an 890cc six-speed-engine Yamaha Tracer 9 and I’m guessing you arrived on … whatever the hell you call that pitiful hair­dryer on wheels you pootle around on.’


Miller was not about to bandy words about engine size or cubic capacities with her. He knew better. ‘I just call it the Beast,’ he said.


‘Of course you do.’ Xiu looked back down at her clipboard. ‘Because you’re an idiot.’


Miller clapped his hands. ‘Right then, Detective Sergeant, enough of this tomfoolery and chit-chat, we have important detective work to do. So, come on, let’s … detect stuff.’ He looked down at the pale face of the dead boy, who could not have been more than seventeen. There was hair plastered to his cheek and mud streaked across his forehead. Now, Miller regretted what he’d said about it a few minutes earlier, suddenly not feeling quite so perky any more. ‘I don’t suppose we’ve got an ID?’


Xiu shook her head. ‘Priya saw some tattoos on his neck and she may find more when she gets him back to the mortuary. They might help.’


‘No wallet?’


‘Chances are it’s still in the water.’


‘So … ?’


‘So, we’re waiting for frogmen.’


‘Waiting for what?’ Miller stared out across the lake. ‘It’s only three feet deep, for God’s sake. Why can’t we just get somebody in there?’


‘Health and safety.’


Miller sighed. ‘I’ll risk it. Find me a pair of waders.’


‘Not happening,’ Xiu said.


Acharya said she was about done and two CSIs came forward to help prepare the body for removal. Miller heard his name being called and turned to see a uniformed officer he did not know beckoning him from the path. Standing next to the PC and waving frantically was a man Miller most definitely did recognise. He told Xiu he’d be back in a minute.


‘Sorry to interrupt, sir,’ the PC said, when Miller reached the path. ‘This bloke says he knows you and that he’s got helpful information.’ The PC rolled his eyes. ‘Reckons this is his park, as well.’


‘OK, I can handle it from here.’ Miller watched the PC walk away and turned to the man who’d been his closest friend since they were at school together. ‘Your park?’


Imran Mirza stuck out his chest and proudly fingered the Lancashire Parks Department logo embroidered on his overalls. ‘Well, yeah … more or less.’


As chief groundskeeper, Imran was responsible for the upkeep of Claremont Park. Perks of the job that he was happy to share with Miller included free use of the tennis courts (only taken up once), unlimited rides on the big mower (a regular treat), and a fiercely fought putting competition that took place every month and which Imran invariably won.


‘So, what’s this helpful information, then?’


‘Well, I won’t know that until you tell me what’s happened,’ Imran said.


‘You know I’m not allowed to divulge that information.’


‘Of course,’ Imran said. ‘I also know that you will.’


‘Oh, you do, do you?’


‘You’re a divulger.’


‘Body in the lake,’ Miller said. ‘Appears to be a suspicious death.’


Imran stared down towards the figures who had begun to carry the body bag towards the exit. He stroked his beard and nodded, knowingly. ‘Yeah, I knew that something was going on because I woke up to loads of messages from council colleagues. Complaints from local residents about dogs baying in the night.’


Miller had been told about the dogs on his way into the park – two of them found sitting at the water’s edge like a pair of howling sentinels. He didn’t know where the animals were now, but having been given a description, he was glad he hadn’t been the one called on to remove them from the scene. No signs of struggle had been found where the dogs had stationed themselves, but the few hours of rain in the night would explain that. Unless those officers scouring the perimeter of the lake discovered a more obvious location, it might end up being their best bet as far as a murder scene went.


‘See, you wouldn’t get rats doing that, would you?’


Miller looked at him. ‘Doing what?’


‘Keeping vigil for their master like those two dogs. Rodents just aren’t … faithful, are they?’


‘Fred and Ginger love me,’ Miller said. ‘They’re just not as … needy as dogs.’


Imran scoffed. ‘If you dropped dead in your living room they’d probably eat you.’


‘I’m trying to remember that we’re friends,’ Miller said. ‘But you’re making it very difficult.’


‘Sorry,’ Imran said.


‘Now, if you want to be useful, tell me you’ve got some CCTV cameras dotted around the park.’


Imran laughed. ‘You’re joking, right? I had to practically beg the bean counters at the Parks Department to stump up for a new shovel a couple of weeks ago.’


‘Right …’


‘Well, actually there is one camera. I bought it myself to try and stop the little bastards nicking stuff from my equipment shed.’ He nodded across to the other side of the water, the metal roof of the large shed in question just visible above a line of low trees. ‘Hasn’t made any difference, obviously, and now it’s even worse because I have to watch them doing it.’ He poked a finger into Miller’s arm. ‘You should really do something about it.’


‘As soon as I’ve solved this murder, I’ll make the theft of your composting tools an absolute priority,’ Miller said. ‘So, can you make yourself useful and check the footage? Everything from sundown last night until about five a.m.’


‘Does this make me one of the team? Like … an honorary detective?’


‘I’ll see if I can find you a badge.’ Miller stepped away and then turned back. ‘Oh, I don’t suppose you’ve got a pair of ­waders have you?’


‘I did have,’ Imran said. ‘They were nicked out of the shed a fortnight ago.’













THREE





Listening to DI Tim Sullivan summarise the results of a post-mortem was only marginally less likely to make someone chuck up their chips than watching one. The way he oh-so-­carefully enunciated every technical term, stretching out the syllables – cer-e-bellum, sub-du-ral hae-ma-tom-a – as though banging on like some nasally restricted newsreader, conferred an authority which, in reality, he only had on paper. Miller would very much have liked to tear that paper into as many tiny pieces as possible and use it to line Fred and Ginger’s toilet.


‘Thank you, Tim,’ Akers said. Miller blinked and focused on the DCI, who had been listening to Sullivan’s summary from behind her desk. ‘So, we can officially begin a murder investigation.’


‘I think so, ma’am.’ Sullivan glanced at Miller. Being a detective inspector, Sullivan would nominally be Senior Investigating Officer on the case, though as usual the majority of the donkey work would be down to the likes of Miller and Xiu. ‘Having said that, Dr Acharya is continuing her examination of the wound to the posterior occipital region of the cranium, in an attempt to identify the particular blunt object responsible for the fracture.’


‘Very good,’ Akers said.


‘Sorry, which region of the cranium?’ Miller’s not insubstantial juvenile side just wanted to hear Sullivan say posterior again, but Akers was not going to give him the satisfaction.


‘Well, copy me in when Acharya’s made a determination,’ she said.


‘Will do,’ Sullivan said.


Akers looked at Miller. ‘And I gather you might have a lead on some CCTV footage, Dec.’


‘Well, lead might be putting it a bit strongly,’ Miller said. ‘I’m waiting for the groundskeeper to get back to me, but I’ve got a feeling we’ll just be watching a gaggle of local herberts running away with half-inched gardening equipment.’


Sullivan turned to him, serious. ‘You think that might be connected to our body in the lake?’


‘What?’ Miller looked towards Akers for help, but she didn’t seem about to offer any. ‘No, obviously not.’


‘A good copper should keep an open mind.’


‘Right, so you seriously think some twelve-year-old did our victim in with a stolen trowel?’


‘I’m ruling nothing out at this stage.’ Sullivan nodded to Akers as if to underline his brilliance.


‘Nothing?’


‘It’s what experience has taught me. What can I tell you?’


‘OK, so would you rule out the possibility that our killer is the bloke off Pointless? Or what about cheeky TV chef Jamie Oliver? Maybe the victim was bludgeoned to death with a really big Turkey Twizzler.’


‘Now you’re just being stupid, Miller.’


‘You started it.’


‘Take it outside, you two.’ Akers turned to her computer. ‘On your way to doing, you know, some actual work.’


Stepping from the DCI’s office into the incident room, Sullivan leaned close enough for Miller to smell the Lynx bodywash.


‘I know it was you,’ he hissed.


‘Sorry … what?’ Miller stared at him wide-eyed, like a slightly raddled choirboy.


‘I know it was you who …’ Sullivan swallowed hard, ‘abused my Mercedes.’


‘Oh, I thought it was you who was being abused,’ Miller said. ‘Surely the Mercedes was just the chosen medium.’


Sullivan had begun to redden. ‘You’re not going to get away with it.’


‘It’s such bad luck the camera in the car park wasn’t working that day.’


‘I know that was down to you as well,’ Sullivan said. ‘And I’m going to prove it.’


Miller shook his head sadly. ‘Shame there isn’t a decent detective around to help you.’ He waited for a pithy comeback, thoroughly enjoying the good-natured back and forth, but Sullivan had nothing. Miller watched him stalk away towards his desk, all but quivering with rage and frustration. He counted to three, then shouted, ‘Knob jockey!’


He tried to mask it with a cough, but not particularly hard.


Miller was still in a decent mood a few hours later, when he looked up to see Sara Xiu marching towards his desk. It might have been good news or bad; her expression rarely made it easy to tell. The only thing Miller had learned to watch out for, and be extremely wary of, was the slight twitch around his partner’s right eye which was only in evidence when he’d really pissed her off about something. Questioning what he saw as a dubious method of selecting sexual partners would usually do it, or mocking her penchant for Death Metal.


It was unfortunate that those two things normally went hand in hand.


‘I just talked to the head of the Underwater and Confined Space Search Team,’ Xiu said. ‘The senior diver or top frogman or whatever. I’m not actually sure what to call him—’


‘Kermit?’


‘I don’t know what his name is, but the good news is that they recovered a wallet. It’s already at the lab, but we do now have an ID for our victim.’


‘Excellent.’ Miller slid over to his keyboard, opened up the Police National Computer database and sat waggling his fingers, ready to type in the name. ‘OK, hit me.’


For a moment, it looked as though Xiu quite fancied the idea. ‘He’s called Ezra Simmons.’


‘Ezra?’ Miller typed in the information, then looked up. ‘That’s like a biblical name, isn’t it?’


‘Possibly.’


‘You think there might be a religious element to all this?’


‘I highly doubt it.’


‘Always keep an open mind, Posh. That’s what our beloved DI says.’


‘Right, but since when do you—’


‘Maybe we should be on the lookout for a killer called Moses or Noah. Or Beelzebub. Weird, isn’t it? Those first two are quite popular with parents, but you hardly ever come across kids named Beelzebub, do you? I get it, though … it’s not like you’d want to shout that across a playground, is it?’


‘They also found a knife,’ Xiu said. ‘In the lake, quite close to the wallet.’


‘Right, and I take it we’re not talking about the kind of knife you butter your bread with. You mean a knife knife, right? A nasty, pointy, I’m going to carve you up like a Christmas turkey, you bastard-type knife.’


‘Yes, the second one.’


‘I thought so,’ Miller said. ‘God, I’m good.’


‘And both the wallet and the knife were found near the edge of the lake, close to where the two dogs were seized. So, that looks like our crime scene.’


‘Okey-dokey, let’s have a gander and see if young Mr Simmons is, as we euphemistically say, “known to police”.’ Miller hit the search button and barely had time to sit back before the PNC results were displayed. ‘Bloody Nora. Know him? He’s virtually family.’


Xiu walked around the desk and leaned down to study what was by any standards a voluminous arrest record. ‘Drugs,’ Xiu said.


‘Well, personally, I’m gobsmacked.’ Miller looked at her. ‘I’m joking, obviously, Posh. This is Blackpool, not Belgravia. Of course it’s drugs.’


They scrolled through the list of Ezra Simmons’s arrests, most of which had led to charges and a number of short prison sentences. With the exception of three counts of GBH, two of assault and one of criminal damage (after his local chip shop had run out of saveloys), all the offences involved drugs of one kind or another. Some were cases where drugs had merely been consumed prior to car-theft or burglary, but the majority of the arrests were for possession with intent to supply.


‘Three guesses who he was working for,’ Miller said.


‘I only need one,’ Xiu said.


‘Well, you certainly couldn’t fault Ezra when it came to looking the part,’ Miller said. ‘You know, having all the necessary accoutrements. A knife and two big, scary dogs. That’s pretty much page one of the drug dealer’s instruction manual.’


‘So, who do we think killed him then? Another dealer?’


‘No idea,’ Miller said. ‘But I’m starting to think Jamie Oliver might be out of the picture on this one.’ He raised his hand when Xiu opened her mouth to ask the question. ‘Doesn’t matter.’


Xiu walked back around the desk and stepped away. ‘I’d better go and pass all this information on to DI Sullivan,’ she said.


‘Yes, he’s easily upset, so you better had.’ Miller leaned forward and lowered his voice. ‘Thanks for bringing it to me first, though. It demonstrates a wisdom beyond your years and, more importantly, a touching degree of loyalty.’


Xiu was no better with compliments than she was with jokes, but she was unfailingly honest. She said, ‘I have to go past your desk to get to his, that’s all.’


‘OK, so I can see that might make some sense geographically,’ Miller said. ‘But I’m sticking with the loyalty thing.’













FOUR





Along with the camp bed, an electric heater, a ratty old armchair and a microwave she’d recently replaced with a flashier model, Stacey had been generous enough to let Barry bring their old portable TV down to the basement. So at least he had something to watch while he ate his ready meals, or lay awake wondering how exactly his life had gone so spectacularly down the pan.


Home from home, if he didn’t think about it too much.


He dropped the remains of his Lidl Deluxe Premium Cottage Pie for One into a plastic bag, lifted Ruby up on to his lap and stared at the small, dusty TV screen. He half-watched the end of The Chase – an easy win for the Governess – then tried not to get overly depressed at a string of adverts for holi­days and distracted himself by compiling a mental list of the pros and cons vis-à-vis his current domestic situation.


Pros: Ruby. Nothing obvious to worry about, health-wise.


Cons: Everything else.


‘A murder investigation has begun following the discovery of a body in Claremont Park early this morning. It’s believed that the victim, whose body was removed from the lake, has now been identified, though police are refusing to release any details until next of kin have been informed.’


Barry sat up so suddenly that the dog jumped from his lap and scampered into the corner. ‘Sorry,’ he said. He pointed helplessly at the television, but the newsreader had moved on to another story, already talking about the drunken reveller who was in a stable condition after falling from a roller coaster at the Pleasure Beach while attempting to display his penis to fellow thrill-seekers. Ever the consummate professional, the newsreader somehow managed to keep a straight face, despite the fact that the roller coaster in question was called the Big One.


A murder investigation?


‘But I just pushed him,’ Barry said aloud. ‘I mean, I didn’t even push him, not deliberately. It was an accident.’ He held his arms out and stared at the dog, as though expecting a response. ‘Come on, Rubes, you were there, you saw what happened.’


The dog stretched out her paws, then laid her head down on them.


‘Obviously I’m sorry that he couldn’t swim, but that’s hardly my fault, is it?’ He sat back and sighed, closing his eyes. A tight knot was forming in his stomach and he could feel the sweat, clammy around his neck. ‘Giving it Charlie Big Potatoes and waving a knife around like he was a hard man, and the stupid sod couldn’t even doggy-paddle his way out of a chuffing lake. Christ on a bike, the luck I’m having.’


Barry sat there, half-frozen and panting.


The luck …


It had already become blindingly obvious to Barry that from now on, when it came to luck, he was only ever going to be on the receiving end of the wrong sort. That his would always be the shitty end of the stick. It hadn’t always been like this: he’d had his fair share, same as everyone else, but now he knew he’d used up his quota of good luck years ago, back in Afghanistan and Iraq. He’d wriggled out of a fair few scrapes over there, and unlike plenty he’d known – more than a few mates, in fact – he’d come back in one piece. He supposed that was about as lucky as anyone could wish for.


He’d counted his blessings back then, thanked God and anyone else he could think of for his good fortune. How could he have known that would be his lot?


Murder, though?


No bloody chance. He’d done some things he wasn’t particularly proud of when he was in uniform, and he’d known a few nutjobs who’d skirted close to the edge of legality when it came to the rules of engagement, but he’d always tried to do what he believed was right. He was not and could never be a murderer.


‘Not got it in me, have I, Rubes?’


The dog didn’t argue, which was oddly reassuring, but Barry knew that he needed to talk about this to someone who might actually respond. Someone he could have a proper conversation with. A friend would be the ideal choice, but he’d been right about Ruby being the closest thing to one of those that he’d got, so he’d have to settle for second best.


As far as Barry could remember, Lance Corporal Neil Battersby hadn’t been anyone’s friend back then. He was a bit of a loner: one of the nutjobs, truth be told, and every unit had at least one. They’d had each other’s backs when it mattered, because that was what you did, but Barry couldn’t recall a single conversation with Neil Battersby about anything remotely serious or significant. Football and women, that was about the long and short of it. The rucks he’d had following Man United up and down the country and the women he’d given a good seeing-to. There’d been plenty of them, if Battersby was to be believed; ‘lively sorts’ from Morecambe to Southport who were always ‘up for it’.


It would be fair to say that the man had not been a deep thinker.


They’d met up once or twice since coming home, but it was obvious almost immediately that Battersby’s experiences in the army had only exacerbated his frankly antisocial tendencies. To be fair, the man was clearly suffering with serious PTSD, and Barry sympathised, being prone to a somewhat milder form himself, but it had been clear that, beyond a few war stories, they had little in common. Certainly nothing like enough to cement any kind of friendship.


Beggars could not be choosers, though, and Barry needed to talk to someone. He picked up the phone, looked across at Ruby and shrugged.


‘Cheesy, you great, gormless twat! What can I do you for?’


Barry had expected little else by way of greeting. ‘Nice to talk to you too, Neil. How’re you doing?’


‘Who am I doing, more like.’ There was a hacking cough and then a low chuckle. ‘I’m knackered, mate, I swear, the amount of action I’ve been getting.’


Same old Battersby. ‘Listen, Neil—’


‘There’s this one lass I’ve been seeing, Nikki … she’s a dancer in one of them shows at the Winter Gardens. I’m telling you, mate, she goes like a bat in a biscuit tin. Not just me, neither, she doesn’t much care who she takes home. I can give you her number if you like.’


‘Well, thanks for the offer, but—’


‘Honest, she’ll go with anybody. She’s been rogered more often than a copper’s radio—’


‘I’ve got a problem, Neil.’


‘Oh … right.’


‘I need your advice.’


Barry could sense the change in Battersby’s attitude immediately; could imagine him standing to attention. An old ­comrade-in-arms in need of his help – especially one whose orders he’d once had to follow – evidently trumped any number of horizontal adventures. ‘So, let’s have it, then.’


Barry told him everything, from the moment he and Ruby had entered Claremont Park to the announcement on the news. He tried not to sound as scared as he really was.


Battersby took his time. He lit a cigarette, then sniffed and said, ‘Sounds like the little gobshite got what he deserved.’


‘Well, I don’t know about that,’ Barry said.


‘Course he bloody did. He threatened to stab you, didn’t he?’


‘To stab me up.’


‘Well, that sounds even worse. You should be proud of yourself, mate.’


‘But I didn’t actually do anything,’ Barry said.


‘One less druggie to worry about.’


‘You think?’


‘Course he was. They all are. I’m telling you, Cheesy, this town’s gone to the sodding dogs. Sometimes I reckon we were better off in Kandahar, do you know that? Fine, so you couldn’t get a decent meat pie and some of the locals were trying to kill you, but at least you knew where you were. These kids round here, though, with their spice and spliffs and horse tranquillisers and what have you … it’s getting ridiculous. Like the bloody wild west out there.’


‘So what’s the best thing to do, then?’


‘I’d bring back National Service, simple as. Ten weeks’ basic training, that’ll sort the little beggars out. Then a tour of Afghan, get a few IEDs up their druggie arses—’


‘Best thing for me, I mean.’ Now Barry didn’t much care if he sounded scared or not. ‘You think I should go to the police?’


Battersby thought about it. ‘Did anyone else see you in the park?’


‘No, I don’t think so.’


‘Don’t talk daft, then. Just keep your head down.’


‘But I didn’t do anything, did I? So I’ve got nothing to worry about. I can just go to the police, tell them what happened and it’ll be fine.’


‘You think?’


‘Yeah, why wouldn’t it be?’


Battersby chuckled again, low and dark. ‘There he is. “Brightside” Barry. And I thought I was the one who came back with my head messed up.’













FIVE





Over the years, Miller had found himself in more than his fair share of tricky situations, many of which had demanded tremendous care and delicacy. He had once spent twenty tense and agonising minutes at the top of the Tower, attempting to talk down a jumper, and even though he now realised that Get a shift on, mate, I’ve got a pasty in the oven had not perhaps been the wisest thing to say, he still thought it had been some of his best work. The first nineteen and a half minutes, anyway.


This, though …


This required a level of precision beyond anything he could think of.


Admittedly, Miller had never defused a bomb or performed open-heart surgery, but he couldn’t imagine that they were any more exacting or required a greater degree of skill than was nece­ssary to give medication to a jittery rat with a skin condition.


‘Easy, girl … there you go. Just a few more mouthfuls …’


For the first couple of days, Ginger had seemed happy enough to take the antibiotic from a syringe. Then she had become stressed suddenly and stubbornly refused to entertain the idea any longer, leaving Miller with little option but to feed the liquid directly to her from a spoon. He’d tried mixing it with baby food, and on one occasion – when he was feeling particularly creative after watching an episode of MasterChef – avocado, but now he was sticking with mashed banana, which was definitely Ginger’s favourite.


‘Nearly gone. Good girl.’


Miller stared down at the balding rat perched on his chest. He watched her slurping happily away until the spoon was empty, then lifted her up for a cuddle. For a few minutes he let her whiskers tickle his neck and gently stroked the fur around the patches of pink skin. He told her how brave she was, and promised that he wouldn’t love her any less if she went full Kojak, before lifting her up and laying her back down in the cage/playpen/expensively equipped rat mansion that took up nearly a third of Miller’s front room and which Ginger shared with her best mate, Fred.


Fred, short for Frederica. So there would be no X-rated ratty shenanigans.


Miller slumped back on to the sofa, grabbed his phone and began to check his emails. There was a message warning him that his Facebook account was about to be deleted, which might have been alarming save for the fact that he didn’t have a Facebook account, on top of which it looked to have been written by a six-year-old who didn’t speak English.


You’re account going to be deleeted. Urgent! This not to be ignored!!


Miller shook his head, despairing at the glaring flaws in the machinations of the average scammer. Over his many years as a copper, he’d come to understand and even, on occasion, to sympathise with a certain sort of criminal, but he could simply not forgive a failure to check basic spelling and grammar. He carried on scrolling and deleting …


A delivery company had been unable to deliver a parcel (click on the link). He’d won an air fryer (click on the link). The next email also contained a link, but, noting the address of the sender, Miller decided that binning it would be over-cautious, so opened it to reveal a confidential message from Dr Priya Acharya. Yes, it could have been an extremely elaborate phishing attempt and there were one or two questionable choices when it came to syntax, but he felt on safe enough ground.


The pathologist was still working to identify the weapon that had killed Ezra Simmons, she said, but would hopefully have more information tomorrow. There was a smiley-face emoji after that. Acharya was a fan of emojis, and was always complaining there weren’t any that were more useful to her as a pathologist; that it would be nice to occasionally sign off with a cute emoji of a bone saw or a dissected lung.


It was definitely something heavy and blunt, though.


Miller fired off a quick and cheery reply, grabbed the pile of that morning’s unopened mail from the table by the front door and sloped into the kitchen to make tea.


Having taken three attempts to successfully toss a teabag into his mug from the other side of the room (about his average success rate), he flicked through the junk mail while the kettle grumbled behind him. Unrequested credit-card applications, faintly disturbing brochures for retirement homes, restaurant flyers—


He stopped when he saw the official-looking envelope bearing the logo of the Lancashire Constabulary.


His immediate thought was that Tim Sullivan had made some sort of official complaint. If it wasn’t him, there were any number of other candidates – coppers and members of the public alike – who might have felt that Miller’s interactions with them had been less than satisfactory. Taking a more positive if somewhat far-fetched, approach, he considered his next move should the envelope contain the surprising news of his immediate appointment to Chief Constable.


He would make sweeping changes, obviously. Shake things up a little.


He’d swiftly replace all sirens on police cars with jangly bells; maybe even the sort that played tunes, like the ones on ice-cream vans. He would compel any officer placing a suspect in handcuffs to wink and say ‘I borrowed these off your wife’. He would allow pets into Incident Rooms, demote any detective with a knitted mascot on their computer and attempt to soften the public’s often antagonistic reaction to police on the street by instituting ‘Casual Friday’ for all uniformed officers.


Miller opened the envelope and began to read.


He sucked in a fast breath and held it.




In compliance with the protocol following the death of a serving officer …





He glanced up, thinking he’d glimpsed a shape moving past the doorway, then went back to the letter. When he’d finished reading and folded the letter up again, he raised his eyes to see Alex leaning against the worktop.


‘Oh,’ he said.


‘Oh yourself,’ Alex said.


‘You’re back.’


‘You don’t exactly sound thrilled.’


‘No … I am, obviously. I thought you’d gone, that’s all. I watched you leave.’


‘You imagined that I’d left, same as you’re imagining I’m back again and stood here in the kitchen, which is filthy, by the way.’


‘Now, hang on—’


‘The state of that bloody grill pan!’ Miller’s wife shook her head and sighed. ‘I can’t believe you haven’t worked this stuff out yet.’


‘What stuff?’


‘The whole imagining business.’


‘I have.’ Miller was struggling for words. ‘Course I have. It’s just, I thought, you know …’


Alex smiled and stepped towards him. ‘Relax, my love, I’m just winding you up. Not about the grill pan, though. That really is disgusting.’


Miller bent down to open the cupboard under the sink and began rummaging in search of Brillo pads, tossing aside bottles of bleach and washing-up liquid. ‘I definitely bought some,’ he said.


He knew exactly how Alex came to be there now; how he’d been able to have so many conversations with her in the weeks after she’d been killed, so many debates and even the occasional argument. She’d made it perfectly clear on day one that she wasn’t a ghost, and therefore, as nothing but a figment of his over-active imagination, was wholly unable to answer questions that Miller himself did not already know the answer to. They’d discussed several cases, including the investigation into her own murder, but all the time he’d essentially been talking to himself. Seeing and hearing her whenever he needed to; feeling her presence, the comfort of it, while the agony of her absence raged inside him.


That pain had not yet gone away and he wondered if the day would ever come when it might start to ease, even a little.


He longed for that day, and dreaded it.


‘I thought you stopped being around just because we’d caught the bloke who … did it,’ he said.


‘Murdered me, you mean?’


‘Yeah, that.’


‘You can say his name, you know.’


‘I’d rather not.’ Miller grimaced. ‘Just thinking about him makes me feel a bit gippy.’


The man who had been charged with Alex’s murder was yet to stand trial, and though there was more than enough evidence to put him away, Miller was not looking forward to the moment when he would have to step into the witness box and stare across at him. Now, looking at Alex, trying to keep his breathing nice and even, he pictured her killer’s face and ­reflexively stretched out the hand in which he’d broken several small bones during the somewhat over-zealous arrest.


‘Yes, well it was rather a pussy-arsed punch,’ Alex said.


‘Charming,’ Miller said. Abandoning the hunt for a scourer, he stood up and nodded, remembering how good it had felt to finally confront the man responsible for her death, the broken hand notwithstanding. ‘Anyway, that’s why I thought you’d gone.’


‘To be fair, it did seem like the right time to disappear for a bit.’


‘Made me wish it had taken me longer.’


‘It took you quite long enough,’ Alex said. ‘Some bloody detective.’


Miller was grinning as he reached to tear off a square of kitchen towel and dabbed at his eyes.


‘Oh, pull yourself together, you big soft bugger.’


‘Sorry,’ Miller sniffed.


‘I’m back, aren’t I?’


‘Yeah, and I’m, you know …’


‘Thrilled. Yeah, you said. Well, let’s see how thrilled you are after I’ve given you a decent bollocking or two.’ Alex put on her stern face, or tried to. Stern and sexy enough to make Miller catch his breath again. ‘I mean, someone has to keep you in line, my love. Tell you when you’re cocking up a case or upsetting more people than usual, or just reminding you to put the bins out.’


‘I can’t wait.’ Miller turned to flick the kettle on again. ‘Why now, though?’


‘I can’t think of a more suitable time, can you?’ Alex nodded towards the letter that was still folded in Miller’s hand. ‘Because I am dead and I was that serving officer.’













SIX





It was received wisdom that once a murder investigation had been opened, the first forty-eight hours after the discovery of a body were the most crucial. Evidence – whether forensic or physical – needed to be gathered quickly before it disappeared or became corrupted and unreliable. Witnesses had to be interviewed while incidents remained fresh in their minds. Leads had to be sniffed out fast and acted on.


Sometimes, though, you didn’t need any of that stuff.


‘Bit of a breakthrough on the Ezra Simmons murder,’ Xiu said.


Miller looked up from his desk. He’d been at work for a ­couple of hours already and, with no update on the murder weapon from Priya Acharya and no sign of Imran coming good on the CCTV front, he’d spent the morning exercising his deductive brain; honing what were already highly developed skills of logic and deduction.


Wordle.


Three medium-level sudokus.


The Blackpool Gazette’s ‘coffee time’ crossword.


Xiu said something else, but Miller was certain he’d misheard her. He pushed what had turned out to be a surprisingly tricky crossword away and blinked at his partner. ‘Sorry, Posh, I didn’t quite—’


‘I said, I’ve arrested someone.’


‘Oh, right.’ Miller sat up a little straighter. ‘Were you bored, or … ?’


Xiu stared at him. ‘I arrested the man who walked into the station half an hour ago and claimed responsibility for the death of Ezra Simmons.’ She waited. ‘Our murder victim?’


‘OK. Well, in that case it sounds like you did what any first-rate detective would have done. So, good job.’


‘I don’t see why it’s a good job,’ Xiu said. ‘It’s just the job.’


‘Of course it is, and I’m sure you did it perfectly.’


‘What else could I have done?’


‘Well, you could have given him tea and biscuits but, on balance, considering the situation, I’d say that arresting him was very much the right decision.’


There was the hint of a twitch around Xiu’s right eye as she passed her arrest sheet across. The details supplied by the man who was now in custody. ‘He’s down in the cells, but once you’ve had a chance to read through that, they’ll bring him up to Interview Room Two.’


‘Sounds like a plan.’ Miller began looking through the information as Xiu moved away. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve got any biscuits, have you?’


She answered without turning round. ‘I have zero biscuits.’


‘Fair enough,’ Miller said. ‘I was hoping that maybe you’d brought some in with you. Bit of a long shot, I know that, but talking about them just then made me suddenly fancy one.’ He looked up to see that Xiu had gone. ‘A nice ginger snap or something.’


‘You’ve been in trouble with the police before, haven’t you, Mr Cheshire?’ Xiu glanced down at her notes. ‘Ten years ago? Arrested for assaulting a police officer.’


Barry Cheshire looked embarrassed more than anything. Apologetic. ‘I was going through a bad time back then. Drinking a bit. I was finding it hard to adjust … you know? After coming out of the army.’ He reached to smooth down greying, fly-away hair and straighten the collar of a well-worn anorak. ‘They dropped the charges in the end, thank God, which was very good of them.’ He managed a nervous smile, but it vanished almost immediately. ‘I’m not actually in trouble now, though, am I?’
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