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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Kevin Short tugged the navy baseball cap over his ears and squinted in the bright early morning sunshine. A freshness clung to the air, a slight dew pooling across the tops of the second-hand cars lining the concrete hardstanding.

      Traffic roared past, motorists ignoring the speed limit sign concreted into the pavement a few yards from the forecourt’s entrance. They wouldn’t slow down until they rounded the corner, just before the speed camera and a good half mile before the pedestrian crossing.

      The doors to the sales office were pegged open, the sound of a vacuum cleaner scrubbing back and forth across the thin carpet and a faint scent of pine furniture polish wafting out to where Kevin stood beside an outside tap, a hose aimed at the yellow plastic bucket at his feet.

      Eyeing the vehicles arranged across the concrete apron, he assessed the ones that would take the longest and which ones would only need a quick wipe down.

      His gaze rested on a vehicle parked at the end of the left-hand side of the line.

      It was older than the rest, and wasn’t there when he finished work yesterday.

      The car had been parked nose-first beside the whitewashed brick wall bordering the forecourt instead of being reversed in but the burgundy paintwork looked all right from here, not too shabby.

      He reckoned if he T-cut the scuff he could see on the rear passenger door, it’d be ready today, and then he could get a head start on the paperwork for it once all the other vehicles were primed and ready for the day’s trading.

      Kevin glanced down as water sloshed over his shoes.

      He cursed, reaching for the tap and turning it off before coiling the hosepipe behind one of the doors. Lifting the bucket in one hand and box of cleaning materials in the other, he slouched towards the four-year-old silver hatchback at the right-hand end of the semicircle display nearest the road.

      The hatchback suffered the most wear and tear out here, as did any car in that position. Parked next to the pavement, it was subjected to all the splatter and dirt ejected from passing vehicles and bore the brunt of any bumps and scrapes from careless or vindictive pedestrians.

      The weekend mornings were the worst.

      Kevin never knew what he would find thanks to the number of drunken patrons from the pub up the road who walked past the garage on their way home at night.

      Today, a Monday, was better.

      Quieter for a start.

      An old bus rumbled to a standstill at the stop opposite the garage, belching out diesel fumes and a pair of pensioners who meandered up the road towards the traffic lights as it drove away. Kevin turned his head to one side and blinked, coughing to clear his throat as he began to work.

      Squirting a liberal amount of soap over the bonnet of the hatchback, he slopped water across the vehicle, grimacing as he rubbed at the bird shit that clung to the roof.

      It was why Mike, the owner of Mike O’Connor’s Used Car Sales, insisted that the cars be wiped down every morning before the official opening time. Most occupants of the vehicles going past were watching Kevin as he worked, perhaps eyeing up their next car.

      You never knew where the next sale was coming from, that’s what Mike said.

      Kevin straightened and stretched his back before carrying the bucket over to the next vehicle, wiping it down while his thoughts turned to the couple who had taken the car for a test drive yesterday afternoon.

      They made all the usual noises when they got back, trying their luck, trying to haggle a better deal.

      Mike was having none of it, and sent them packing with a recommendation they try the auto barn on the other side of Maidstone if they wanted a cheap vehicle – one that would probably break down with alarming regularity.

      He only dealt in quality used cars here, nothing less.

      Kevin squeezed out the sponge, pulled a cloth from his back pocket and swiped moisture from the windows and windscreen.

      The water was cool against his warm skin, and he slicked back his floppy fringe with the back of his hand before adjusting his baseball cap.

      The weather app on his phone promised a blisteringly hot day, and he wanted to be done before the sun crested the buildings opposite the forecourt.

      He worked as fast as he could, moving around to the front of the next vehicle and scrubbing dead bugs from the radiator grille.

      Another test drive yesterday, another sale later this week perhaps.

      By the time he’d squeezed out the cloth and rolled his neck, sweat prickled at his forehead. Pausing to take off his sweatshirt, he tied it around his waist and glanced over his shoulder at the passing traffic as a horn honked.

      Half past eight now, and tempers were starting to fray.

      A phone rang inside a dark blue four-by-four, the hands-free system booming out the caller’s voice as it was answered, the volume increasing while the vehicle inched past and an argument ensued.

      Kevin shook his head, wondering if people knew how much of their conversations escaped their metal cocoons.

      Whistling under his breath, he worked his way along the cars back towards the office, stopping to empty and refill the bucket with clean water before returning to his work.

      He paused to check his watch as Mike’s voice carried out through the open doors, his broad Wiltshire burr carrying over the sound of the traffic as he spoke into his mobile phone.

      Kevin raised his hand to his forehead, shielding his eyes from the sun’s glare as he peered inside the office to see Mike pacing back and forth, gesticulating with his free hand, a frustrated edge to his voice.

      The vacuum cleaner had been abandoned in the middle of the carpet.

      He turned, saw Kevin, and lowered the phone. ‘Finished yet?’

      ‘Almost.’

      ‘Clock’s ticking. Aren’t you meant to be at college by eleven o’clock?’

      ‘Class got cancelled. I’m not due there until two now. Do you want me to do the paperwork for the new one when I’m done?’

      Mike’s brow furrowed and he opened his mouth to reply, but then someone squawked on the other end of the phone and he waved Kevin away.

      Kevin took the hint.

      Twenty minutes until opening time, and five more cars to wipe down.

      Wandering along the forecourt to the new car at the end of the line, he squinted as sunlight caught the rear window, blinding him for a moment.

      He placed the bucket on the concrete next to the back wheel, wrung out the sponge and peered at the damage to the door.

      It looked deeper upon closer inspection, and recent too. There was no rust embedded in the cut, and, as he crouched to take a closer look, he noticed the wheel arch bore scuff marks as well.

      ‘Shit.’

      Kevin ran his hand over the paintwork, reckoned on a couple of hours’ extra work to fix that, then straightened. Reaching out for the door handle, he gave a satisfied snort as it gave under his touch.

      For a fleeting moment, he wondered if Mike realised the car had been left unlocked overnight.

      Then his eyes fell upon the figure slumped across the back seat, the man’s face turned away from him, and his legs curled at an awkward angle.

      A dark puddle of liquid had soaked into the polyester upholstery beneath the man, and Kevin’s top lip twisted into a snarl as he sniffed the air.

      If he’s pissed all over the seat…

      ‘Bloody great,’ he muttered, and raised his voice. ‘Mate, wakey-wakey. Pubs closed ten hours ago. Time to get up.’

      He frowned, then sniffed the air.

      No alcohol fumes.

      No signs that the man had been sick.

      That was something, at least.

      But how the hell had he managed to park his car on the forecourt overnight?

      And why?

      Kevin reached out to shake him awake, then paused.

      There was a damp coldness to the man’s denim jeans, scuff marks to his leather shoes, and when he looked closer he could see that the man’s hair was wet as well.

      But it hasn’t rained in days…

      Kevin’s heart lurched, a sickness clenching at his bowels.

      ‘Mate, are you all right?’

      No answer.

      Leaving the door open, Kevin walked around the back of the car to the other side. Hand hovering over the door handle, he glanced across the roof to the sales office but Mike was still busy, phone to his ear and his back turned to the forecourt.

      He took a deep breath and pulled open the door, then staggered backwards, arms wheeling as he tripped over the low kerb stones between the forecourt and the pavement.

      The man stared at him from the back seat through terror-stricken dead eyes, mouth open in a rictus scream exposing blue lips and tongue, his fingers clawing at an invisible enemy.

      Kevin screamed.
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      By half past nine, the road had been blocked in both directions and a diversion route put in place that led disgruntled drivers away from the Tonbridge Road and onto a circuitous route between Barming and Maidstone.

      Warm sunshine bathed the pavement outside the used car dealership, the coolness of early morning long forgotten.

      The kerbside was cluttered with liveried Kent Police cars, vans and a growing cluster of uniformed officers who fanned out along a line of blue and white tape that already sagged in the middle as the sun’s rays beat down on the concrete forecourt.

      A quartet of white tents placed strategically across the far side of the property provided shelter to the working crime scene investigators from both the weather and any passing unauthorised drones.

      Detective Inspector Kay Hunter popped her seatbelt as the blue pool car came to a standstill behind a plain panel van and frowned at the sight of a lanky individual smoking a cigarette while he leaned nonchalantly against the rear doors.

      ‘The body’s still in situ, then,’ she said. ‘That’s Simon Winter from the morgue.’

      ‘From what I’ve heard, he won’t be going anywhere for a while.’ Detective Sergeant Ian Barnes turned off the engine and opened his door.

      Kay climbed out and shrugged off her suit jacket, placing it on the back seat before her colleague locked the car and fell into step beside her. ‘What’ve you heard, then?’

      ‘He’s frozen solid,’ Simon called out as they drew near, stubbing out his cigarette before placing the butt in an empty soft drink can.

      Barnes narrowed his eyes. ‘In this weather?’

      ‘That’s what Lucas said.’ Simon jerked his chin towards the cluttered sale yard. ‘He’s still back there if you want to take a look.’

      Kay rolled an elastic band off her wrist, tied her shoulder-length blonde hair into a ponytail at the nape of her neck and strode over to the first cordon that stretched across the pavement between a speed limit sign and a fencepost.

      Beyond the tape, the used car business appeared to be in good shape with a cluster of newer model vehicles for sale and none looking older than about seven years. The signage above the open double doors was bright and clean, and the concrete apron appeared to have been pressure-washed on a regular basis.

      Someone took a lot of pride in their work, and cared about first impressions.

      She pursed her lips as she approached the tape.

      It didn’t look the sort of place that would attract trouble, so why had a body been found here?

      ‘Morning, guv.’ Police Sergeant Tim Wallace shot her a cheerful smile and thrust a clipboard at her.

      At six feet five, he towered over Kay, his stab vest and equipment belt adding to his bulky frame.

      ‘Morning.’ She scrawled her name across the sign-in sheet, then passed it to Barnes and ducked under the tape. ‘What’s the latest?’

      ‘Lucas Anderson is over there inside the main cordon,’ he said, pointing at the largest of the white tents. ‘He’s confirmed the bloke’s dead but wanted to hang around and run some more tests while Harriet and her lot are working. I’ve got a team of eight constables taking statements from businesses and home owners along this stretch of road, and we’ve put in a call to the council requesting their assistance to obtain CCTV images.’

      ‘Good work – you’ve been busy. Any idea who he is?’

      ‘No, guv. Harriet’s lot didn’t find a wallet or mobile phone on him. There’s no documentation in the glove compartment, either.’

      ‘A mystery man, then.’ Kay’s gaze followed the small crowd milling about between the cars. ‘Who’s currently managing the scene?’

      ‘Gavin Piper.’ Wallace pointed to the office. ‘He’s in there, speaking to the owner and the young lad who found the body. Apparently he only works three or four days a week in between his college timetable.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Shall we take a look before we speak to the owner?’ said Barnes, nodding towards the tent beside the pavement. ‘Might as well see what we’re in for.’

      ‘Lead the way.’ Kay fell into step beside her colleague, holding up her hand to greet a slim CSI technician swathed in protective clothing as they drew near. ‘Morning, Harriet.’

      ‘Good morning, Kay.’ The CSI lead wiggled her mask free from her mouth and nose. ‘Lucas is just finishing his examination if you want to suit up and join him.’

      ‘If that’s all right with you.’

      ‘We’re finished with the preliminaries so as long as you don’t touch anything, you’ll be fine.’

      ‘No problem.’ Kay took the protective suit another of the CSI technicians held out. ‘What do you know about the vehicle so far?’

      ‘Nothing yet. Your officers are still interviewing the kid who found it and the yard’s owner.’

      Kay tore open the suit’s plastic wrapper. ‘I’ll catch up with you again before we leave for the station, then.’

      Ten minutes later, protective booties over her shoes and attired in the full body protective suit and gloves, Kay followed Barnes through the tent opening and immediately baulked at the temperature caused by so many people working within the confined space.

      ‘Christ, it’s stuffy in here,’ Barnes mumbled behind his mask.

      A figure crouched beside the back door of the car glanced over his shoulder and raised an eyebrow at him. ‘Look on the bright side – he’ll defrost quicker that way.’

      ‘Morning, Lucas,’ said Kay. She edged closer, peering past the pathologist’s shoulder, then swallowed. ‘Jesus. That’s different.’

      ‘Isn’t it?’ He prodded the dead man’s arm with a gloved finger. ‘You won’t be getting the post mortem results for at least forty-eight hours. He’s going to take most of today and tomorrow to return to some sort of normality.’

      Kay’s eyes roamed over the blue tinge to the victim’s skin, and she shuddered at the terror in his frozen gaze.

      He had been placed on the back seat on his right side, his knees pressing against the back of the front passenger seat and his feet now dangling out the opposite side of the car.

      She raised her hand to shield her eyes as Patrick, one of the CSIs, leaned in and raised his camera, the flash illuminating the interior while he worked his way around the vehicle.

      ‘All right,’ she said, moving to one side so that Barnes could peer in, ‘what are your first impressions?’

      Lucas tossed the last of his instruments into a canvas bag at his feet and straightened. ‘There are no signs of any wounds or trauma other than the obvious signs of frostbite to his fingers and nose. There’s no blood in his hair, but I can’t rule out a head wound until we get him back to the morgue and I can take a closer look. Same as the rest of his body, really. We can’t risk moving him just yet while he’s still so frozen.’

      Barnes gave the dead man a final glance before turning his back to the car. ‘How did he get into this state?’

      Lucas held up a gloved hand. ‘That’s all you’re getting from me until I carry out the post mortem, detective. I’m not going to hazard a guess – there are too many considerations. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to organise getting him out of here.’

      Kay followed him outside and squinted in the bright sunshine. ‘Unusual for you to hang around to do that, Lucas. Isn’t that what Simon’s here for?’

      ‘This one’s going to be a bit tricky.’

      ‘Oh?’

      The pathologist grimaced. ‘Put it this way, Hunter. I don’t want anything important to fall off if we can help it.’
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      Kay placed her discarded protective suit, gloves and booties into a biohazard bin outside the tent and took a moment to assess the cars arranged across the forecourt.

      She glanced over her shoulder at the rear of the vehicle where the victim was found, the back bumper showing through a gap in the tent as Patrick stood outside talking to Harriet, thumbing through images on the back of his camera.

      The four-door car was older than the others on display – scruffier, worn.

      And a different colour.

      All the other cars were varying shades of white, grey or silver.

      The burgundy paintwork looked out of place alongside a gleaming white four-by-four only a couple of years old, and as she craned her neck across the roof of the nearest two-door hatchback she wondered why the car salesman – O’Connor – had purchased it or taken it as a part-exchange.

      ‘We got Emma’s car from here,’ said Barnes as he joined her. ‘Couple of years ago after she passed her test.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘In the nick of time by the look of it. The prices have gone up a lot since we were here. There’s no way I’d spend this much on a first car.’

      ‘Perhaps O’Connor is aiming for a different clientele to make more money?’

      ‘Maybe. Shall we ask him?’

      ‘Come on, then.’

      Kay followed him into the sales office and, as her eyes adjusted to the subdued lighting, she spotted a familiar lanky figure with spiky hair sitting at a desk in the middle of the room opposite a thick-set man in his early sixties.

      Gavin Piper was a capable detective constable whom she had grown to rely on more over the past year as personnel within her team had changed, and a surge of pride enveloped her as she listened to him guide Mike O’Connor through his preliminary questions.

      She held up a hand to Barnes and paused beside a floor-to-ceiling display of brochures for insurance, car detailing and servicing companies local to the area, taking a moment to have a look around the small office.

      A lemon scent hung in the air and, as her gaze moved across the room, she saw a vacuum cleaner abandoned beside a second desk off to the right. The walls needed a fresh coat of paint but, overall, the business seemed to be well looked after.

      The man sitting opposite Gavin twitched as the phone rang, his eyes moving to the flashing lights displayed across the top of a black plastic unit beside his elbow before he pressed a button and it fell silent.

      The lights kept flashing.

      O’Connor raised his gaze as she and Barnes approached and Gavin turned at the sound of her footsteps.

      ‘Morning, Gavin.’

      ‘Guv.’

      The detective constable rose from his seat, notebook in hand.

      He gestured to the older man sitting behind the desk who wore a pale grey suit that matched his pallor. ‘This is Mike O’Connor who owns the place. Laura’s chatting with Kevin Short, the teenager who found the body. They’re in the kitchen, out the back.’

      ‘How’s he holding up?’

      Gavin sighed. ‘I don’t think he’ll be going to college this week, guv. I might see how Patrick’s getting on out there if you’d like to speak to Mr O’Connor.’

      ‘Thanks, Gavin.’

      Kay introduced herself and Barnes. ‘Mr O’Connor, the car the victim’s body was found in – is it one of yours?’

      ‘God, no. Too old for a start.’ Despite the circumstances, the salesman’s chest expanded as he straightened in his seat and cleared his throat. ‘I only deal in quality used vehicles here.’

      ‘In that case, how do you explain why you didn’t notice it when you arrived this morning?’ Kay glanced out through the open doors. ‘It does rather stand out compared with the other cars you have out there.’

      O’Connor ran a hand over his head, worry lines creasing his brow. ‘I had a lot on my mind, detective, it’s as simple as that. Besides, the entrance to the forecourt is on the opposite side to where that car’s been parked and I live in Wateringbury so I come in from the opposite direction, too. I didn’t see it in my haste to park around the back of the building and get into the office this morning.’

      ‘How is business?’ said Barnes.

      ‘What do you mean?’ O’Connor’s gaze shifted from Kay to Barnes, then back. ‘It’s fine. Fine.’

      ‘It’s just that you mentioned you had a lot on your mind at the moment,’ said Barnes, his voice level.

      O’Connor slumped in his chair, and held up his hands. ‘The ex-wife’s trying to get more money out of me, that’s all. Reckons she didn’t get a fair share of the profits when I bought her out last year.’

      ‘She owns the business too?’ said Kay.

      ‘No – owned. Partners, or we were.’ O’Connor snorted. ‘I told my accountant it was a mistake to make her a shareholder when I bought the place.’

      ‘When Kevin told you about the dead man he found, did you have a look?’

      ‘I didn’t believe him at first,’ he said, a shaking hand picking up a pad of sticky notes that he thumbed through while he spoke. ‘I was arguing with the wife at the time. Ex-wife. Kevin bowled in here as white as a sheet. I got as far as the four-by-four and could see the bloke on the back seat. That was enough for me. I called your lot straight away.’

      Kay nodded to Barnes and waited while the detective sergeant pulled his mobile from his pocket.

      ‘We’re going to need you to take a look at this photo,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry, it’s not pleasant but I’d like you to tell me whether you recognise him.’

      She watched as O’Connor dropped the notepad, his eyes widening.

      ‘But…’

      ‘Please, Mr O’Connor. It’s important to our investigation.’

      ‘Oh… okay.’ His eyes filled with horror as Barnes turned the screen to face him. ‘No – no, I don’t know him.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Kay turned at the sound of a door opening to see DC Laura Hanway leading a teenager into the sales office, then rose from her seat. ‘Mr O’Connor, thank you for your time. We’ll be in touch. In the meantime, you can speak with DC Piper at any point during the course of this morning but I would ask that you remain here in the sales office rather than out on the forecourt.’

      ‘I understand.’ O’Connor jerked his chin towards the open doors. ‘Any idea how long they’ll be out there?’

      ‘As long as it takes, Mr O’Connor.’
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      Laura Hanway introduced Kay and Barnes to Kevin Short, then placed her hand on the teenager’s arm and led him over to the second desk.

      ‘I’ll get you a glass of water while you speak to Detective Inspector Hunter,’ she said. ‘Won’t be long.’

      She shot Kay a small smile as she disappeared back out through the inner door, and Kay realised that her latest protégée was learning fast under the tutelage of the more experienced team members.

      Her decision to interview a key witness alone, while her colleague spoke with the kid’s boss so that they could move through the initial stages of the investigation in a timely manner, demonstrated a new confidence that radiated from their latest recruit.

      The care and attention she’d shown towards the young witness was reassuring, too.

      ‘Kevin, we’d just like to go over a few things if that’s all right?’ Kay began.

      The teenager might be as tall as her but the fluff on his chin bore the signs of someone desperately trying to leave his childhood years behind while his wide eyes retained a boyish innocence.

      An innocence that had received a rude awakening only hours before.

      He shrugged one shoulder, then seemed to remember who he was speaking to and stood a little taller, gesturing to two upholstered chairs in front of the desk.

      ‘Would you like to take a seat?’

      ‘We’re fine, thanks. How old are you, Kevin?’

      ‘Seventeen.’

      ‘Been working here long?’

      ‘Since October last year.’ He sighed, ran a hand through thick brown hair that flopped in his eyes, then leaned against the desk, his knuckles white as he gripped the edge. ‘I wanted to get settled in college first, get used to the routine there and then find something so I could earn some money on the days I didn’t have classes.’

      ‘What are you studying?’ said Barnes, looking up from his notebook.

      ‘I’m doing an electrical apprenticeship.’

      ‘You didn’t fancy working for a local electrician, then?’

      Another shrug. ‘I thought I’d keep my options open.’

      Kay noticed the slight quirk that appeared at the side of Kevin’s mouth, and lowered her voice. ‘Do you get on all right with Mike?’

      ‘Yeah,’ he said, nodding enthusiastically. ‘He’s a good boss. I don’t just wash cars, you know. He has me doing all the paperwork for the new vehicles, and I’m better on the computer than he is so I put through most of the sales he makes, too.’

      ‘What about the business here? Everything all right?’ said Barnes.

      ‘As long as I get paid, I don’t really take any notice, to be honest. Especially if he’s talking to the ex-wife.’

      ‘Oh? Problems there, are there?’

      Kevin dropped his chin. ‘I can’t help overhearing stuff, that’s all. I think she’s trying to buy him out or something. I don’t really know.’

      ‘Noticed anything untoward lately? Anyone hanging around who shouldn’t be?’ Barnes asked.

      Kevin shook his head. ‘No, and that’s what I said to Laura too.’

      He blushed.

      Kay smiled at the use of her DC’s first name. Evidently her flame-haired colleague had made an impression. ‘What about the dead man? Do you recognise him?’

      The teenager shuddered. ‘Never seen him before in my life. Do you know what happened to him? I mean, how the hell did he end up like that, and here?’

      ‘It’s too early to comment at the moment,’ said Kay. ‘Do you have someone at home you can talk to about this, or a teacher perhaps?’

      ‘My dad’s a firefighter. I get on really well with him, and he’s seen some gruesome stuff in his time so I won’t shock him.’ He stood, his voice stronger. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll be okay.’

      ‘All right,’ said Kay, handing him her business card. ‘This is my number, so if you think of anything you might’ve overlooked chatting to us – or Laura – then give me a call. Doesn’t matter what time, either. I’ll always answer.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      She turned to follow Barnes, but then paused. ‘What about CCTV out there? Do you have that?’

      Kevin blushed. ‘It broke last week and Mike asked me to get the company in to fix it but I forgot. It was on my list of things to do today before I headed over to college.’

      Kay bit back the sigh of frustration that threatened to escape her lips, and forced a smile instead. ‘Not to worry. Thanks.’

      When she stepped outside she spotted Harriet and Patrick beside the farthest cordon, their heads bowed in conversation, takeout coffee cups clasped in their hands.

      They had removed their masks and gloves, and pulled back their hoods revealing hair slicked with sweat from working in the confined space of the tent.

      ‘How’s it going in there?’ said Barnes.

      ‘Warm,’ Patrick replied.

      ‘Which means we should be able to remove our victim from the car within the hour,’ Harriet added, then wrinkled her nose. ‘Just as soon as we can get him unstuck from the upholstery without causing more damage.’

      ‘Anything from your initial inspection of the car?’ said Kay.

      Patrick moved closer so she could see the display on the back of the digital SLR camera he held, and flicked through the images. ‘Kevin mentioned a scuff mark on the near side back door, and there’s damage to the paintwork and trim on that side, too. I’ve extended our search out to the pavement, and it looks as if whoever was driving it clipped a sign next to the kerb that separates the pavement from the forecourt over there.’

      Barnes cupped his hand around the display to shield it from the sun’s glare, then frowned. ‘Do you mean that whoever dumped the car was in a hurry and didn’t use the entrance – they drove straight over the pavement and kerb to park?’

      ‘That’s what I’m thinking,’ said Patrick. ‘Once the body’s been removed I’ll take a closer look at the front of the car – we’ll need to roll it back from the wall so I can get underneath to see what damage might be there.’

      Kay turned her attention to the people milling about outside the tent, then exhaled. ‘So our victim was killed, kept somewhere cold for enough time to freeze his body, and then dumped here. Why?’

      She moved away from Patrick as a shout carried over from the tent to where they stood.

      ‘That’s us,’ said Harriet. ‘Time to get back to it.’

      The CSI lead handed her empty coffee cup to a passing colleague with a nod of thanks, then pulled up her hood.

      ‘Good luck,’ said Barnes. ‘I think we’re all going to need it on this one.’
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      Kay walked through the incident room door and into a cacophony of phones ringing, voices calling across the space to each other, and a flurry of administrative staff bickering over the printers and photocopiers that lined the far wall.

      A quick scan of her emails provided no new information about the dead man found in the car and she turned her attention to the blinking voicemail light on her phone, working through the messages that ranged from requests for management reports and personnel changes to demands from local journalists for information about the gruesome find.

      She cursed under her breath as her pen ran out of ink, then leaned over and snatched a biro from the pot on Barnes’s desk opposite hers. She wrote out the reporters’ phone numbers and a reminder to herself to speak to Detective Chief Inspector Devon Sharp about organising a media conference sooner rather than later.

      Before the rumours started.

      The aroma of burning coffee beans and someone’s egg sandwich wafted in the air as she made her way across to the whiteboard where Gavin Piper was making preliminary notes with a heavy black pen.

      He took a step back to peer at his work when she joined him, his jaw clenched.

      ‘We haven’t got much to go on, guv,’ he said under his breath.

      ‘There’s always something. We just have to start digging. Round up everyone and we’ll have an update.’

      Kay added her own notes to the whiteboard based on her conversations with Mike O’Connor and Kevin Short, while the sound of chairs scraping across the thin carpet tiles and the banter between her colleagues drew to a few silent murmurs, then turned to face them.

      PC Debbie West hurried over from the tiny kitchenette at the edge of the incident room and handed her a mug of coffee before taking a seat beside Laura Hanway.

      ‘Thanks, Debs. Good morning, everyone. For those of you who may be new to the team, I’ll be Senior Investigating Officer on this one and DS Ian Barnes is my deputy.’ She aimed a smile at the four administrative staff seconded from headquarters at the last minute who hovered at the fringes of the group. ‘We’re a friendly bunch, so if you can’t find something don’t hesitate to ask – unless you want something from the stationery cupboard, in which case Debbie’s your contact point because she guards the stuff like it’s the Federal Reserve gold at Fort Knox.’

      A ripple of laughter passed through the group, and Kay saw the newcomers relax a little.

      ‘Right, down to business – we have the frozen body of an unknown man in his late thirties to early forties on the back seat of a nine-year-old vehicle dumped on the forecourt of a used car sales garage. Neither the owner – Mike O’Connor – or his part-time assistant Kevin Short recognise the victim, or his vehicle. We believe the car was driven over the pavement and kerb onto the forecourt sometime between O’Connor closing for business at six o’clock last night and eight o’clock this morning when Kevin turned up for work. The body is still frozen, so it may be that the timeframe is after midnight rather than before – but don’t assume anything until we’ve got evidence to support that. O’Connor states he didn’t spot the vehicle when he arrived at seven-thirty because he entered the forecourt through the main entrance on the opposite side and said his mind was otherwise occupied.’

      Kay paused to take a sip of coffee while her colleagues caught up with their note-taking. ‘Has anyone had a chance to run the photos of our victim through our missing persons database?’

      A hand shot up from the back of the group and PC Phillip Parker raised his voice. ‘Guv, we got lucky on that one – I think it’s a bloke by the name of Carl Taylor. His wife, Helen, reported him missing on Friday night. I’m waiting for confirmation from a uniform patrol who’ve gone to speak to her – she lives over at Lenham.’

      ‘Let me know as soon as you’ve got confirmation, Phillip, and if she confirms it’s him then I want you to work with Laura to put together everything you can about him – background, work, friends, the lot.’

      ‘Yes, guv.’

      ‘What do we know about Mike O’Connor so far? What’s his history?’

      Barnes cleared his throat. ‘He bought the used car business a year ago from the original owner, Marcus Tavistock – that’s who I remember running the place when we bought Emma’s car for her from there. Marcus retired, and from what I’ve managed to find out from a quick online search, O’Connor sold off all the old bangers Marcus had left and brought in newer models.’

      ‘Like you said earlier, aiming for a different clientele,’ said Kay, turning to update the notes on the whiteboard. ‘What do we know about his ex-wife’s involvement? There seems to be some antagonism there.’

      ‘I took a look at the Companies House website and she was made a non-voting shareholder at the time of the purchase,’ said Barnes. ‘It looks like she was struck off six months ago. I’m going to go through the accounting paperwork that’s on the site to see if I can find out what went on there money-wise but if I don’t find anything I’ll contact the accountant – they’re using his address as their registered office address.’

      ‘Good work, thanks. Do we know what Mike was doing before he bought the dealership?’

      ‘He and his missus ran a restaurant near Eccles,’ said Laura. ‘Ian had me looking into that while he was investigating the garage. They sold it three months before buying the used car business – I found some old news articles online and they made a huge profit. Apparently, after buying the run-down pub six years ago they turned it around and made it into an upmarket bistro sort of place and offered catering for weddings. It was featured on a travel show on television two years ago, so that probably helped. Ann – O’Connor’s ex-wife – had quite a reputation as a chef. She wrote a cookery book off the back of her television appearance.’

      ‘Any trouble while they were there?’ said Kay.

      ‘None that I could find, guv – nothing online in the news, and nothing on our system either.’

      ‘How much was the restaurant sold for?’

      ‘One point two million.’

      A chorus of low whistles filled the air, and Kay blinked.

      ‘Wow. Wish I’d gone there while they were running it now if it was that good.’ She leaned against an empty desk beside the board. ‘If they were doing so well, why sell the restaurant, I wonder?’

      ‘Might’ve just had enough,’ said Debbie. ‘Six years is a long time in that industry, isn’t it? Especially in one place.’

      ‘Maybe the shine was starting to wear off,’ Barnes added. ‘Both in the business and the marriage – after all, it looks like she filed for divorce within a few months of him buying the used car place.’

      ‘It seems a strange choice – buying that after the restaurant. And why the three-month wait in the middle?’ said Kay. ‘Gav – can you find out from Mike O’Connor what went on there?’

      ‘No problem, guv.’

      ‘Right then, other actions for the day.’ Kay paused, flipped back a page in her notebook and scanned the words, raising her gaze as a mobile phone began to ring. She spotted Parker answering his, then turned her attention back to the rest of the team. ‘We need more background on Mike and Ann O’Connor – find out who their friends and business associates are. Has anyone spoken to Ann this morning?’

      ‘Uniform broke the news to her half an hour ago,’ said Laura.

      ‘I’d like you to do a follow-up interview with her, and take Gavin. Make it formal, just in case.’ Kay’s brow furrowed. ‘Until we know more about our victim, everyone’s a suspect.’

      ‘Okay, will do.’

      Parker waited until she finished speaking, leaning forward in his seat. ‘Guv – I think Carl Taylor is our man. Uniform are at the house, and his wife’s told them he works as a delivery driver – for a frozen food distributor.’

      The room exploded with noise as the team absorbed the news.

      Kay held up her hand. ‘Quiet please, everyone. Phillip – did you get a note of his employer’s name?’

      ‘Yes, guv.’

      ‘Right – Gavin and Laura, change of plan. Interview Ann O’Connor tomorrow and get yourselves over to Carl’s employers now. Barnes – you’re with me. I want to speak to Helen Taylor myself and find out what her husband has been up to, and why he was found at Mike O’Connor’s sales yard.’

      Kay paused to check her watch. ‘We’ll reconvene here at four o’clock for a further briefing. Dismissed.’
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      Gavin forced his hands to relax on the steering wheel as he accelerated towards Hawkenbury, adrenalin coursing through his body while Laura called out directions from the passenger seat beside him.

      The landscape flashed past his window, leafy oak and horse chestnut trees blurring with grass verges as he powered the car out of Maidstone, pushing the speed limit.

      Laura wrapped her left hand through the strap above her window as he took a particularly sharp right-hand turn, and he relaxed his jaw when the road straightened once more.

      ‘All right, Lewis Hamilton,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘I know this is urgent but I’d like to get there in one piece.’

      In response, Gavin checked his mirrors, then overtook a slow-moving moped rider.

      ‘How far along here is it?’ he said, easing his foot off the accelerator as a signpost came into view.

      ‘Just up here. Look out for their logo on a square signboard – you can’t miss it.’

      He started to brake when he spotted it, turning in to a driveway bordered by wire mesh fencing that separated the depot from the main road.

      Gravel shot out from under his tyres as he slowed to the speed limit imposed by the owners of the truck fleet, and he peered through the windscreen at the low-slung office buildings set at the rear of the broad yard.

      Following the signs for car parking, he threaded the vehicle between a mixture of medium-sized and small trucks – all of which had refrigeration units attached to them.

      The firm’s logo was emblazoned down the side of each trailer, the cheerful colours at odds with the reason for their visit.

      A demarcated route led them to a car park devoid of trucks at the rear of the office buildings, and Laura jerked her chin towards the reception doors that faced them after Gavin braked in a spot marked for visitors.

      ‘Someone’s keen to speak to us, look.’

      A man in crumpled grey suit trousers was hurrying towards the vehicle, his blue shirt sleeves rolled up and sweat patches under his arms. His thin hair looked as if he’d been running his hand through it all morning.

      He paused a few metres from the car, his expression one of a man with a lot of questions, and no answers.

      ‘Are you the police?’ he said, his gaze moving from Gavin to Laura when they climbed out. ‘Is this about Carl?’

      Gavin locked the car and crossed to where the man moved from foot to foot, wringing his hands.

      ‘And you are, sir?’

      ‘Simon Thomas. Depot manager.’

      ‘I’m Detective Constable Gavin Piper, and this is my colleague DC Laura Hanway. Is there somewhere we could talk inside?’

      ‘Of course, please – follow me.’

      Thomas turned away without waiting for an answer, and Gavin took a moment to share a glance with Laura before following the man, his thoughts racing while he rephrased his planned interview questions.

      The depot manager led them through the glass reception doors, past a woman at a desk in a box-like office on the other side, then left through a solid wooden door and into a conference room.

      The oval pine-effect table in the middle seated six, and Thomas gestured to the seats farthest from the door, before sinking into a seat opposite.

      Laura already had her notebook out ready by the time Gavin pulled out a chair for her, and he wasted no more time.

      ‘Mr Thomas, you don’t seem surprised to see us.’

      ‘Carl didn’t turn up for work this morning,’ said the man, drumming his fingers on the desk while the thin skin under his left eye twitched. ‘I wasn’t going to panic, not until I’d spoken with him – after all, staff fall ill, family issues, that sort of thing – but then Sally out there on reception saw the news online half an hour ago. The dead man found frozen to death – it’s Carl, isn’t it?’

      His words came out in a rush, tinged with panic, fear.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Gavin. ‘Yes, we believe it is.’

      Thomas stopped fidgeting, his fingers falling silent. ‘My God. Poor Helen.’

      ‘We need to ask you a few questions, Mr Thomas––’

      ‘Of course, of course – go ahead.’

      ‘When was the last time you saw Carl?’

      ‘Friday morning. All the drivers clock in from about six-thirty onwards. We spoke about a mechanical issue with the truck he’d been driving that week and agreed it would go in for a service later this month.’

      ‘What sort of mechanical issue?’

      ‘He thought that the clutch was going. It was replaced a couple of years ago, so it’s due.’

      Gavin craned his neck to peer through the window beyond Thomas’s chair to the trucks peppering the yard beyond. ‘Is one of those his?’

      ‘No, that’s the thing, you see.’ The finger drumming started again. ‘I got a text message from Carl to say he was running late on Friday afternoon because he got a flat tyre and that he planned to drop off the trainee at home on the way back once he’d fixed it. He said he’d park the truck at home afterwards and come back to fetch his car over the weekend.’

      Gavin heard Laura’s intake of breath as his heart skipped a beat. ‘What trainee?’

      ‘Will Nivens. He lives with his mum over near Tovil. He passed his Class 2 licence last month and came to us through one of the agencies in Maidstone to drive one of the rigid trucks we use.’

      ‘Did Will turn up for work this morning?’

      ‘No – and both his car and Carl’s are still out there. And our truck is still missing.’

      ‘Have you spoken to Will?’

      ‘Their manager, Adele, tried calling his mobile this morning but there’s no answer, and when she phoned his next of kin details on file and spoke to his mum, she was told he hadn’t been seen since Friday.’

      ‘Has his mum reported him missing?’ said Laura.

      ‘No – but she was going to if he didn’t show up by this afternoon. Will told us he was meeting some friends after work on Friday and they were going up to London for the weekend so none of us worried,’ said Thomas. His brow puckered. ‘Until we saw the news, of course.’

      ‘Why haven’t you reported this earlier today?’

      ‘Because I thought there would be a simple explanation for all of this. None of us wanted to believe that was Carl you found.’ His eyes turned desperate. ‘What’s going on? If Carl’s dead, where’s Will?’

      Gavin pushed back his chair, indicated to Laura to follow him and moved to the door. ‘I’d be grateful if you said nothing to your staff at the moment, Mr Thomas. We’ll send over a uniform team to take a formal statement from you shortly.’

      He raced from the room and through the reception area, Laura at his heels. Tossing the car keys to her as they ran towards their vehicle, he pulled his mobile from his pocket and put it to his ear as he got in.

      ‘Back to the incident room?’ said Laura, pulling away so fast he was thrown back in his seat.

      ‘Yes – quickly as you can.’ Gavin gritted his teeth as he fastened his seatbelt. ‘I’ll let Kay know she needs to meet us there.’
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      Helen Taylor was a tiny woman with spindly arms poking out from a sleeveless summer top.

      Eyes filled with grief, her overall appearance when PC Aaron Stewart led Kay and Barnes into the living room of a semi-detached house on the fringes of Lenham was of a gaunt figure who looked as though she would fade away at the slightest breeze.

      She rose from a tan-coloured armchair and held out a slim hand to Kay. ‘Aaron tells me you’re the detective in charge of finding out who murdered my husband.’

      Her voice was soft, reed-like.

      Kay gave her hand a gentle squeeze. ‘I am, and I promise you I’ll do everything within my powers to bring them to justice. I’m so sorry for your loss.’

      ‘Thank you. Would you like to take a seat?’

      Barnes remained standing, notebook in hand, while Kay lowered herself into an armchair.

      She took a brief moment to collect her thoughts while she gazed around the room, her eyes taking in the framed photographs of Carl and his wife on their wedding day and various holidays and events since. She turned back to Helen Taylor, and saw the woman watching her.

      ‘I’ve seen you on the television,’ Helen said, and dabbed her nose with a paper handkerchief. ‘When there’s an appeal for a crime you’re trying to solve.’

      The woman paused, swallowed, and then took a deep breath. ‘I never thought it’d be me you’d be trying to help. This sort of thing happens to other people, doesn’t it?’

      ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Taylor.’

      ‘Helen, please.’

      ‘Thank you. How long were you and Carl married?’

      ‘Thirteen years.’ A faint smile brushed the woman’s lips. ‘We met a little later in life – I’d just split up from a long-term relationship and Carl was the same. It was my thirtieth birthday – I was out celebrating with a couple of close friends, and he was at the bar we went to with some work colleagues. We bumped into each other on the way out and went for a drink somewhere quieter. We’ve been together ever since.’

      Kay paused a moment while fresh tears streamed down Helen’s cheeks.

      ‘When did you last speak with your husband?’

      ‘Friday morning – he phoned me at work to ask if I could leave early.’

      ‘Why was that?’

      ‘He said that he’d arranged for a plumber to come around. He sounded so… well, insistent. I mean, it wasn’t a problem for me to leave early – I’m only a contractor anyway and I haven’t had any time off since I started eighteen months ago – but it was the way he asked. Like it was really urgent and he wouldn’t take no for an answer if I’d said that.’

      ‘What time did he phone you?’

      Helen’s gaze dropped to the carpet, and she frowned. ‘I can’t remember for certain. About half past ten, perhaps?’

      ‘So you left early, and came back here?’

      ‘Yes. I got home at two o’clock – he said the plumber wasn’t due until about two-thirty.’

      ‘Where do you work, Mrs Taylor?’ said Barnes.

      She twisted in her chair to face him, lifting her chin slightly. ‘I’m a receptionist at a firm of solicitors in Sittingbourne. They specialise in personal injury claims, insurance, things like that.’

      ‘Mrs Taylor, have you or your husband received any threats in recent months?’

      ‘No,’ she sniffed. ‘That’s what I don’t understand. Carl wouldn’t harm anyone – he’s a delivery driver, for goodness’ sakes.’

      ‘Have you had any issues with friends, perhaps, family?’

      ‘No, nothing like that.’ Helen paused, then gestured to the photographs lining the bookcase. ‘Carl and I didn’t have a wide social circle, to be honest. Neither of us is on social media. We spent what we saved on travelling. I suppose we’re quite introverted – we love… loved our own company.’

      Kay lowered her gaze as Helen’s eyes filled with fresh tears. ‘Helen, I’m sorry but I have to ask these questions. Do you know if Carl might’ve been having issues at work? Did he have any concerns that he spoke to you about?’

      The other woman shook her head, plucked a fresh tissue from a box on a small wooden table next to her armchair and twisted it between her fingers. ‘No. He would’ve told me if he was worried about anything. That’s why I was panicking by the time I reported him missing. It was so unlike him. I knew something was wrong…’

      Kay’s phone started to vibrate from within her bag, and she gave Helen an apologetic glance before checking the screen.

      ‘I’m sorry, Helen, but I have to take this call.’

      She didn’t wait for a response. She signalled to Barnes to follow her out to the hallway and swiped the screen the moment he shut the living room door.

      ‘Gavin?’

      ‘Guv, you need to get back to the incident room. Now.’
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      A rising panic threatened as Laura swept aside the reports piling up on her desk and logged in to her computer.

      She and Gavin had returned to the incident room fifteen minutes ago, her colleague sharing the news about Will Niven’s disappearance with the team by phone while she drove back. Now he was issuing orders that would at least get the search for him underway while they waited for the arrival of Kay and Barnes.

      It was pandemonium – the entire space was filled with phones ringing, colleagues shouting to be heard over one another, and underlying it all was the fear that a young man was either dying or dead.

      Laura glanced across the room to where Gavin stood, his arms crossed over his chest while he listened to PS Hughes speaking to headquarters, requesting additional help from uniformed officers to assist alongside the investigation team.

      His whole body language emanated a quiet confidence, his voice no more than a murmur in contrast to the noise around him.

      She hoped she would one day assume the same responsibilities with such outward calm.

      ‘Laura, have you got that list of the places on Carl and Will’s route from Friday?’

      Phillip Parker’s voice jolted her from her thoughts and she looked up to find him hovering beside her desk.

      ‘It’s just been emailed through from Simon Thomas,’ she said, gesturing to a spare seat nearby. ‘I’ll forward it to everyone and then we can make a start with the ANPR records from Friday as well as CCTV.’

      Parker scooted the chair across, a loose caster rattling in its housing before he sank into the seat and joined her. ‘Do you think we’ll find him alive?’

      She pursed her lips. ‘I don’t know, Phil. I don’t have a good feeling about this.’

      ‘Me neither.’

      He fell silent as she moused across the screen, sent the email and then logged in to the National ANPR Data Centre’s site.

      Reaching out for her notebook, she entered in the licence plate for the refrigerated truck Carl had been driving and waited while the data processed.

      ‘Here we go,’ she said, spotting the record highlighted.

      Working her way through the system, she wrote down each location the truck had passed on the driver’s route around the local area while Parker accessed the CCTV cameras that would enable them to visually track Carl Taylor’s last movements.

      ‘How’s it going over here?’ said Gavin, leaning on her desk and peering at the screen.

      ‘We’ve just started with the CCTV,’ she replied. She pulled a fresh notepad towards her, copied the locations from the ANPR system and ripped out the page. ‘This is what we’ve got to work with so far if you want to add those to the map.’

      ‘Brilliant, thanks.’ He snatched the note from her hand and hurried over to the cork board at the end of the room as his mobile phone started to ring.

      Laura turned her attention back to the screen as Parker clicked on the first camera angle listed, and fast-forwarded the recording closer to the time that corresponded with the route list provided by Carl’s employer.

      Sure enough, at half past seven on Friday morning, a cream-coloured truck with the cold chain fleet’s logo down the side of the trailer flashed past the camera on its way to Carl’s first drop, a 24/7 convenience store on the Loose Road.

      ‘Okay, so Simon Thomas says that all their drivers collect their daily loads from a cold chain distribution warehouse at Laddingford, then start their rounds,’ said Laura, glancing at the depot manager’s email. ‘The route can change from day to day depending on customer requirements, but their regular drops make up three quarters of their daily route.’

      Parker adjusted the settings and found a CCTV camera facing the shop. ‘This angle shows Carl and Will unloading the truck outside the shop, look.’

      Twenty minutes later, the delivery truck pulled away from the kerb and disappeared from view.

      ‘Next stop…’ Parker murmured, and clicked on the relevant camera listing.

      Laura leaned back in her chair as her colleague worked his way through the list and tried to batten down her impatience.

      They needed answers, and soon.

      The incident door swung open, and Kay hurried in with Barnes at her side.

      She made a beeline for the whiteboard as Barnes tossed the car keys onto his desk before joining her.

      ‘Back in a minute,’ said Laura.

      Parker said nothing, his gaze fixed on the screen.

      When Laura reached the other detectives, Gavin was providing Kay with more detail about their interview with Simon Thomas.

      ‘Wasn’t there a GPS system fitted to Carl’s truck?’ said Kay.

      ‘I’ve spoken to Simon Thomas again since we got back here,’ Gavin replied. ‘He says that when it was suggested to them, their drivers weren’t keen. He’s always been satisfied with their work, and there haven’t been any serious complaints from customers, so he was happy to acquiesce. Given that having GPS on the trucks isn’t a legal requirement he felt it saved him having to gain their consent to collect data. The idea was dropped back in January one week after it was put to them.’

      ‘They might reconsider it after this,’ said Barnes.

      Laura glanced over her shoulder at the sound of footsteps approaching to see Parker advancing towards them, notebook in hand.

      ‘I think I might have found the last known whereabouts of the truck,’ he said. He moved to the map Gavin had been using to plot Carl’s route and tapped his finger on a wooded area south of the town. ‘He never made the drop-off at Yalding, and the one before that was here, in Mockbeggar. If it was me, I’d use this lane to avoid the worst of the traffic along this road here.’

      Kay turned to the room and raised her voice as PS Hughes looked up from his computer screen. ‘I need three patrol cars over to this location – now. Either Will Nivens is our main suspect for the murder of Carl Taylor, or he’s another victim and could be trapped in that refrigerated truck. Let’s go.’

      Laura raced back to her desk, gathered up her belongings and tried to batten down her renewed panic.

      ‘Gavin, Laura – get Simon Thomas to meet us there, along with the fire service so they can cut open the back of that truck if we need help.’ Kay pulled her stab vest from the bottom drawer of her desk before heading towards the door with Barnes, calling over her shoulder as she hurried after him.

      ‘Lights and sirens on the way there, everyone. No hanging about.’
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      Blue flashing lights from two police patrol vehicles greeted Kay as Barnes slid the car to a halt alongside an overgrown grass verge.

      The uniformed traffic officers were already placing road cones to block off access to the lane and creating a diversion through alternative routes, their yellow high visibility vests stark against the hawthorn hedgerows that lined the road and encroached along the edges of the pot-holed surface.

      A gentle breeze shook the oak and sycamore trees above Kay’s head, the leaves hissing in the wind as she pulled a hi-vis vest over the bulky stab vest and lumbered from the vehicle.

      ‘Jesus, I don’t miss wearing all this stuff,’ Barnes grumbled at her side.

      ‘At least you’re not carrying all the equipment as well,’ she said, and raised a hand in greeting to the tall uniformed officer who turned at the sound of their footsteps. ‘Tim.’

      ‘Guv.’ Police Sergeant Tim Wallace nodded to Barnes, then jerked his thumb over his shoulder. ‘We’ve found your driver’s truck. It’s about a hundred metres that way, down a turn-off for a track that hasn’t been used in a while. It’s all overgrown, except for a few branches that have snapped off – presumably by the truck being parked down there.’

      ‘Have you opened the back of it?’

      ‘We can’t, guv. Someone’s put a heavy-duty padlock on it, and none of the keys in the cab fit it.’

      ‘The keys were there?’

      ‘Yes, guv – in the ignition.’

      ‘How far away are the fire brigade?’

      ‘A couple of minutes.’

      ‘Any signs of the trainee driver?’

      ‘We’ve had a look around the area and in the cab, but there’s no sign of him.’

      ‘In that case, I want––’

      Kay stopped at the sound of another vehicle approaching, a second car in its wake.

      Both parked behind hers.

      ‘That’s Gavin and Laura,’ she said, ‘and I think this must be the depot manager from the truck company. With any luck he’s got a set of master keys to open the padlock so we can preserve any evidence rather than cut it open.’

      ‘Best tell them to hurry, guv,’ said Wallace. ‘If that bloke has been in the back of it all this time…’

      She murmured her agreement, then gestured to Simon Thomas to approach.

      Gavin and Laura emerged from the second car, both detectives jogging over to where she stood.

      ‘Mr Thomas, a padlock’s been fitted to the back of the truck. Have you got the keys?’ she said.

      In response, the man reached into his pocket and held up two brass keys. ‘But we don’t use padlocks, detective. These are for the door locks.’

      ‘Shit.’

      Kay turned at the sound of a heavy vehicle roaring along the lane, and held up her hand as a fire engine braked beside her.

      The driver lowered his window and peered down at her. ‘Where do you want us?’

      ‘I need bolt cutters – now. A man’s life is in danger.’

      The driver turned and called over his shoulder to the crew in the cab behind him.

      The door opened, and two firefighters jumped down, the second man turning and reaching up for the bolt cutters that a colleague passed to him.

      ‘Okay, let’s go,’ said Kay.

      She followed Wallace as he threaded his way between the two parked patrol cars blocking access to other vehicles, her heart racing.

      The pungent scent of pine needles and damp undergrowth permeated the air, the silence of the lane broken only by the lowing of a cow in a field beyond the dense wooded area to either side of her.

      Deep ruts in the cracked and dried mud turned soft, cradling dank pools of water in the shaded areas beside the trunks of decades-old trees. Overgrown ferns and thick grass covered the verges, the foliage blocking all but a narrow strip of sunlight along the middle of the track where tall grass had been flattened by the passing of a heavy vehicle.

      ‘There are fresh tyre tracks in the mud here too,’ said Gavin.

      Kay followed him along the uneven surface, careful where she trod in order not to roll her ankle in one of the ruts.

      The narrow track kinked to the left after a few metres, and then she stopped.

      Barnes took a deep breath beside her at the sight of the abandoned truck.

      It had been driven nose-first along the track, only its rear doors visible amongst the undergrowth and branches that impeded their progress towards it.

      Kay eyed the padlock fixed to the handles on the back doors of the truck and waved the depot manager forward.

      ‘Mr Thomas, can you confirm that truck is your missing vehicle?’

      ‘It is, yes.’ His voice shook. ‘That’s the truck Carl was driving on Friday.’

      She craned her neck until she could spot two of the firefighters who had followed them. ‘Get us in there, then.’

      The man didn’t wait for further instructions. He rushed forward, and began cutting at the padlock while she and Barnes worked their way around to the driver’s door.

      ‘The door was unlocked when we got here,’ said Wallace. ‘That’s how we found the keys in the ignition. They were left in the “on” position.’

      Kay lowered her gaze from the driver’s cab, running her eyes along the length of the truck. ‘The back tyre’s flat.’

      ‘There’s a small nick in it like it’s been cut with a knife, guv,’ said Wallace. ‘The one around the other side is the same. I wondered whether that was done once the truck was here so it couldn’t be moved.’

      ‘Why leave the engine running though?’

      Simon Thomas took a step forward and called to her from where he hovered at the back of the truck alongside Gavin and Laura.

      ‘Detective? The engine would mostly likely have been left on to keep the motor running for the refrigeration unit,’ he said. ‘Our drivers control the temperature from the cab.’

      ‘How long would it stay cold for once the fuel ran out?’

      ‘A couple of days, as long as the doors remain closed.’

      Barnes swore under his breath. ‘If there’s someone still inside––’

      A dull thud from the back of the truck reached Kay, and she shrugged off the tendrils of blackthorn that clung to her vest as she fought her way to the rear of the vehicle.

      Gavin and the others formed a tight semi-circle across the width of the narrow track, a silence descending on the group as she reappeared.

      The firefighter stood to one side with the bolt cutters in his hand, the padlock on the ground where it had fallen amongst the weeds.

      Kay saw Laura glance her way, and realised they were all waiting for her.

      She paused, pulled out a pair of protective gloves from her stab vest and slipped them on.

      The rest of the crime scene might have been compromised by their presence in the rush to find Will Nivens, but it was her duty to take reasonable precautions to conserve evidence where she could.

      She wiggled her fingers, then stepped forward and rattled the handle of the right-hand side door.

      ‘They’re quite heavy,’ Simon Thomas said. ‘You’ll need to pull down hard on it to release it.’

      Kay did as he instructed, and the door opened with a metallic groan.

      A blast of ice-cold air burst from the narrow gap, frigid tentacles reaching out and wrapping around her face and forearms.

      She shivered, peering into the darkness as she wrenched the door open wider, nodding to Barnes as he snapped on gloves and swung open the left door.

      Boxes of frozen chips, vegetables, pre-packaged ice cream and more lined the insides of the truck, a narrow gap down the middle of them creating a haphazard path.

      ‘Guv, look at the doors,’ said Gavin, moving until he stood beside her.

      She raised her chin to where he pointed, and swallowed.

      Within the layers of ice that still coated the thick steel metalwork were scratch marks, tainted with blood.

      ‘The poor bastards tried to claw their way out,’ said Barnes.

      ‘Give me a leg up there,’ she said, and placed her hand on his shoulder.

      He cupped his hands, waited until her foot was in place, then boosted her over the tailgate and into the vehicle.

      Kay reached out to the side of the truck to steady herself, the soles of her shoes sliding across the icy floor while her eyes adjusted to the gloom.

      ‘Anyone got a light?’ she said.

      ‘Here.’ Wallace reached into his vest and handed her a heavy duty torch.

      ‘Don’t let those doors swing shut.’

      Switching it on, she turned away from him and swung the beam across the frost covering the boxes.

      A thin white sheen glinted off the walls and ceiling of the unit, and she frowned at a series of scuff marks that had scraped against the boxes and the floor.

      Two thick uneven parallel lines tracked from the doors to the far end, as if something – or someone – had been dragged out.

      ‘Carl,’ she whispered.

      Goosebumps covered her arms, the icy atmosphere chilling her legs as she shuffled forwards.

      The boxes began to thin out, the space ahead of her widening as she approached the last metre of the refrigerated space.

      ‘How many more drops did Carl have left to do?’ she called.

      ‘Three,’ Laura replied. ‘The last drop was the largest one.’

      ‘That explains the amount of stuff still in here, then.’

      Kay paused a moment, the torch beam bouncing off the back wall of the truck, blinding her with the amount of ice that clung to the interior.

      She raised the light to the ceiling, noting that the refrigeration unit was above her head, the motor silent.

      Knowing in her heart what she would find, she exhaled.

      Sidling through the fine mist that escaped her lips, she lowered the beam and emitted a groan.

      A gangly man in his early twenties lay curled up in the foetal position, his shoes kicked away from his body and a thick sweater bundled up under his cheek.

      Ice covered his features, his arms and bare feet blue while his eyes stared sightlessly at a box that had split apart, a sprinkling of frozen peas scattered around his prone form.

      Kay had seen enough.

      She stumbled back to the open doors, took Barnes and Gavin’s outstretched hands and jumped to the ground.

      One of the firefighters stepped forward and wrapped a blanket around her shoulders, his eyes seeing the horror in hers before he gave her an imperceptible nod.

      Once she was sure her teeth had stopped chattering, Kay began issuing orders.

      ‘Mr Thomas, I need you to return to your car with Sergeant Wallace, please. Tim – could you radio in and request both a pathologist and SOCO attend as soon as possible? Let Traffic know that diversion needs to be in place for at least twenty-four hours.’

      As the uniformed sergeant led Thomas away, Kay dismissed the firefighters and turned to her team.

      ‘There’s a dead man inside, frozen like Carl Taylor. I’m assuming it’s Will Nivens until we have formal identification. We need to keep this story locked down until we’ve got that, so make sure everyone who reports to the crime scene understands I won’t tolerate anyone letting the media know, understood?’

      Her three colleagues murmured their agreement.

      ‘Right, Barnes – you’re with me. Gav, Laura – get yourselves back to the incident room to coordinate from there. Work with Debbie to sort out the roster for tonight and tomorrow, and order in some takeaway to keep everyone going.’ She turned back to the open doors of the refrigeration truck.

      ‘One way or another, we’re going to find out who did this, and make sure they pay for it.’
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      Kay’s heart sank as she peered through the tree canopy above and listened to the crime scene investigation team calling out to each other while they worked beyond the cordon.

      An indigo hue was starting to encroach on the summer evening, and a coolness was descending on the narrow lane.

      ‘It’s going to start getting dark soon,’ she said to Harriet Baker as the CSI lead approached the tape.

      Harriet closed the sketchbook she was holding, handed it to a colleague, then pointed to six tripods that had been arranged around the refrigerated truck.

      ‘Don’t worry – Charlie’s brought the lamps with him,’ she said.

      On cue, six powerful multi-bulb lights powered to life, illuminating the vehicle from all sides.

      Kay blinked to counteract the sudden flare, and raised her hand to shield her eyes. ‘Sorry, I’m holding you up.’

      ‘We’ll call out to you if we find anything significant,’ said Harriet. ‘We’re going to be here all night though.’

      Kay hovered at the outer cordon, pulled her jacket tighter around her shoulders and went through the growing list in her head that she would have to action on her return to the incident room the next morning.

      She stifled a yawn, aware that the people around her would be working even longer hours after Will Nivens was safely removed from the back of the truck, then heard footsteps on the asphalt behind her.

      ‘Here you go.’

      Her stomach rumbled as Barnes handed her a wrapped sandwich with the familiar logo of a garage forecourt shop and a steaming takeout cup of coffee.

      ‘Thanks, Ian. Did you phone Pia while you were gone?’

      ‘Yes, don’t worry – she’s used to this these days.’

      Kay smiled. Barnes’s partner worked as a conveyancing solicitor during the day, and she reckoned the woman was a calming influence on her colleague in more ways than one as she watched him tuck into a chicken salad bowl.

      ‘Stop grinning,’ he said, waving the plastic spork at her. ‘Apparently if I’m going to fit into the suit I want to wear to Emma’s graduation, I need to lose a few pounds.’

      ‘I can’t believe she’s graduating this summer,’ said Kay between mouthfuls of tuna sandwich. ‘What are her plans?’

      ‘Travelling to start off with,’ he replied. ‘She’s found a wildlife place out in Thailand she wants to volunteer at for three months, then she’s going to head over to Australia and New Zealand. Pia and I thought we might fly out and meet her there before she comes back – it gives us a good excuse to go.’

      ‘Sounds like a great plan.’ Kay finished the sandwich and scrunched up the wrapper before putting it in her bag as Charlie raised his hand and walked towards them. ‘What’ve you got?’

      ‘The truck’s fitted with a tachograph,’ he said, handing her an evidence bag. ‘The driver’s card was still inserted – thought you might want that straight away.’

      ‘Brilliant, thanks, Charlie. What about mobile phones?’

      ‘No sign of them – whoever did this made sure they wouldn’t be able to call for help.’

      ‘Those bastards,’ said Barnes as the CSI technician returned to his work. He sighed. ‘At least we’ve got the tachograph, though. There’ll be all sorts of information on that we can use.’

      ‘Do you mind dropping this off to the incident room on your way home tonight?’ said Kay, already swiping her phone screen and finding the number she needed.

      ‘No problem.’

      ‘Thanks. Hang on.’ She held up a finger as the call was answered. ‘Gavin? I’m sending Barnes over in a minute with Carl Taylor’s tachograph from the truck cab. When he gets there, can you phone Simon Thomas and ask him to work with you to have the driver’s log downloaded and emailed to us before tomorrow’s briefing?’ Kay paced the verge as she spoke, then paused and peered along the track to where Harriet’s team were working under the arc lights. ‘It’ll help us confirm his last movements, and I’m hoping it’ll also tell us when that temperature gauge was turned all the way down. With any luck, that’ll help us to establish a time when both men were locked inside.’

      ‘Will do, guv,’ said Gavin. ‘I’ll make a note in HOLMES2 to cross-reference that against the CCTV images that Laura and Parker have already made a start on.’

      ‘Good thinking. Let everyone get home by ten, all right? Back for a briefing by seven-thirty tomorrow morning.’

      ‘Guv.’

      Barnes beckoned to her as she finished the call, his brow creased as Lucas Anderson appeared from the opposite direction.

      The pathologist was accompanied by two men from the morgue, and Kay watched silently while he guided them along the track before returning.

      ‘If Will was cold, why did he remove his shoes and his sweater, Lucas?’ said Barnes. ‘That doesn’t make sense.’

      ‘It’s a common feature of hypothermia,’ said the pathologist, finally discarding his protective overalls and gloves before shoving them in a biohazard bin next to the outer perimeter tape. ‘As blood circulation slows and moves away from the extremities to keep the vital organs going, he would’ve felt as if he were overheating. He would’ve started becoming delusional towards the end, stripping away his clothes in an effort to cool down.’

      Barnes shivered. ‘The poor bastards.’

      ‘What I don’t understand is why whoever did this came back here for Carl?’ said Kay. ‘Why wait until he was dead, and then dump his body at O’Connor’s place?’

      ‘I’ll leave that part to you, Detective Hunter,’ Lucas replied, stepping to one side to let the two men carrying the stretcher past, Will’s body now sealed in a black plastic bag. Lucas’s gaze followed the two men to the end of the track, then he turned and pointed at the open doors of the refrigerated truck. ‘What I would say is that whoever did this never meant for Will to escape once they left with Carl – look.’

      Kay pivoted to see what he meant, and watched as Harriet’s team lowered another cardboard box from the truck.

      In the glare from the powerful lamps, she could see that the panel on the inside next to the right-hand door had been obliterated, plastic shards protruding from it and wires hanging loose.

      ‘Whoever shut him inside with Carl broke the safety release mechanism,’ she murmured.

      ‘It’ll be Friday morning at the earliest before I can do Will’s post mortem,’ said Lucas, ‘but at least by the end of the week you’ll have the full picture.’

      She thanked the pathologist, then watched as he walked back to his car, and shuddered. ‘As if this week couldn’t get any worse.’
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      When Kay followed Barnes into the incident room the next morning, she spotted a familiar figure in the office behind her desk, his back turned to the room.

      She wandered across and hovered at the threshold, running an appraising eye over the cardboard boxes under the windowsill, the contents only filling half of each.

      The topmost drawer to a filing cabinet was open with various folders and documents strewn over the top of hanging files.

      ‘You’re going then?’ she said.

      Devon Sharp glanced over his shoulder and raised an eyebrow, a sheaf of loose papers in his hand.

      The Detective Chief Inspector was rarely seen at the town centre police station due to his responsibilities growing to include more time spent at the new Kent Police headquarters, but his presence was always welcomed by the team.

      Ex-military police, his close-cropped hair greyer these days, he still walked with the agility of someone who exercised regularly. His charcoal-coloured suit jacket bore the tell-tale marks of a man who had spent the morning shredding inconsequential documents, and Kay’s mouth twitched as she crossed the room to where he stood.

      He leaned against his desk with a stifled groan and loosened his tie. ‘The Chief Super’s made it quite clear that she expects me to join the rest of her team at the new headquarters in Northfleet now that Sutton Road is closed. I’ve tried arguing the point that I prefer being here so I can be hands on, but my argument is moot. Times are changing, Kay.’

      ‘It’s the end of an era, guv.’ She turned her attention away from his pitiful attempts at packing for a moment while voices and ringing telephones filtered through from the incident room.

      ‘It is, isn’t it?’ He rubbed his fingers across the pockmarked surface of the desk. ‘Apparently, I’ve been given new furniture over there.’

      ‘Thank God for that.’ Kay patted the metal arm of one of the visitor chairs. ‘We’ve been telling you for years that this stuff is falling apart.’

      She frowned as he ran a hand over weary eyes. ‘Are you all right, guv?’

      ‘Politics, that’s all. It comes with the territory unfortunately.’

      Kay pursed her lips. ‘Doesn’t sound good.’

      ‘It isn’t. Anyway, tell me about the investigation.’ He got to his feet. ‘How are you getting on?’

      ‘I was about to brief the team. Would you like to join us?’

      ‘I will, thanks – I’m due at a media conference in an hour so I’d like to make sure our information is up to date.’

      ‘Give me a moment, and we’ll make a start.’

      She wandered out of his office and over to a water cooler, poured a cupful then took another over to where Sharp mingled with the rest of the investigative team as they gathered around the whiteboard.

      Her mentor had always had a way with people, listening to younger and less experienced officers, doling out advice where needed and trying to remain part of the team he had led for so long before receiving a well-deserved promotion three years ago.

      He took the cup of water from her with a grin. ‘I take it the coffee’s still shit, then?’

      The gathered officers laughed, and then Kay signalled to them that the briefing was starting.

      ‘Thanks for all your hard work yesterday – I appreciate it was a long shift,’ she said. ‘Let’s start with Carl Taylor. Does anyone have any further updates with regard to where he was found?’

      ‘Guv.’ Laura rose to her feet. ‘Lucas confirmed that it’s going to be Thursday before the soft tissue thaws out enough that he can conduct a proper post mortem.’

      ‘It is what it is – he can’t risk warming up Carl’s body too fast,’ said Kay. ‘He thought it would be Friday before he could do Will’s post mortem. Any news from Harriet’s office about the car that Carl was found in? Someone drove it and parked it on O’Connor’s forecourt, so is there any trace evidence?’

      ‘Whoever did it was careful, guv,’ said Gavin as Laura took her seat once more. ‘Harriet says the steering wheel, gearstick and door handles were all wiped down with bleach and she thinks whoever was driving was wearing full PPE – overalls, gloves, the lot – similar to what she and her team wear.’

      A collective groan filled the room.

      ‘But,’ said Gavin, raising his voice over the noise, ‘she has managed to find a hair in the headrest of the car, and there was dirt in the footwell, which she’s sending off to be analysed.’

      ‘What’s the timeframe on the soil testing?’ said Kay.

      ‘Two weeks.’

      ‘Shit.’ Kay sighed, added the updates to the board, and then turned back to face her team. ‘Who’s been running background checks on Carl Taylor?’

      ‘Me, guv.’ Phillip Parker raised his hand. ‘Carl started working as a delivery driver four years ago after being made redundant from his job as a manager at a retail outlet in town here. Simon Thomas reports no issues with his work – Carl was the sort of bloke who turned up fifteen minutes before his shift. Thomas’s words were “conscientious”. Nothing on our records about him, not even a speeding fine.’

      ‘Was that why Thomas selected him to train up Will Nivens?’

      ‘Yes – he said Carl had been good at getting their apprentices up to speed without cutting corners. Will was the third to join the company this year.’

      ‘Thanks, Phillip.’ Kay ran her thumb down the side of the report the HOLMES2 database generated and eyed the next actions to cover.

      ‘When Tim Wallace reached the truck’s location yesterday afternoon, both back tyres were flat and it looked as if a knife had been used to slash them,’ she said. ‘Where’s Debbie?’

      A hand shot up from the back of the group. ‘Here, guv.’

      ‘Could you work with Phillip to have a look at the CCTV footage along Carl’s route on Friday, particularly the last drop he made before the truck was abandoned? I want to know when those tyres were slashed and whether someone did this while he was parked at his last drop-off to create a slow puncture.’

      Sharp nodded as he listened. ‘Meaning by the time he got to that lane where the truck was found, he’d have had no choice but to pull over.’

      ‘They were ambushed, guv,’ said Barnes. ‘They were deliberately made to stop there, then murdered.’

      Kay took a step back from the whiteboard and eyed the map Gavin had tacked to the cork board beside it before turning to back to the team. ‘Barnes – I want you with me when I speak to Louise Nivens, Will’s mum, after this briefing. Gavin, Laura – get yourselves over to Ann O’Connor’s place and speak to her about her husband’s used car business. If she’s chasing him for money, she might know why Carl’s body was dumped there. I want to know more about their business arrangements at that restaurant they owned, and since.’

      ‘Yes, guv.’ Laura lowered her head and turned to a new page in her notebook.

      ‘In the meantime, Debbie, can you work through the list of the places that were on Carl’s route last Friday and split them between us? I want all the interviews conducted by the end of today. I also need someone to follow up the tachograph data from Simon Thomas to find out exactly when that truck pulled over, and when the temperature was turned down.’

      ‘Understood, guv.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Kay rested her hands on her hips and exhaled. ‘We need to make some good progress today, everyone, and I’m grateful for the effort you’ve put in so far. We’ve got a long way to go to find out why these two men were targeted but don’t make the mistake of rushing – we’re going to need every lead and piece of evidence we can get. We’ll reconvene tomorrow. Dismissed.’
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      Barnes eyed the red-brick façade of the Nivens’ family home through the car windscreen and exhaled.

      Warm sunlight caught an upstairs dormer window that protruded over a single garage at the front of the house, while a recently mowed lawn to the right of the driveway was bordered with fern-like plants and colourful shrubs.

      He pushed open the car door, tucked his sunglasses into his jacket pocket and peered over the vehicle at Kay as she emerged from the passenger side.

      ‘Do you want me to lead this one?’

      ‘If you don’t mind,’ she said, shuffling between the car and a six-foot-high privet hedge that separated Louise Nivens’ home from the neighbouring property. ‘It’ll give me a chance to listen and compare my notes to what we know about Carl at the same time.’

      ‘No problem. What time are uniform sending someone over?’

      ‘Any time now. Debbie’s put in a request for another FLO as well, but given that Sharp told me that resources are tight at the moment…’

      Barnes curled his lip, wishing they could do more, then led the way to the front door.

      After ringing the bell and hearing a sonorous two-tone response somewhere along the hallway beyond, he buttoned his jacket and took a deep breath.

      Breaking the news of a loved one’s death was the worst part of the job.

      Attending traffic accidents or the after-effects of an arson attack, post mortem examinations – those were bad enough, but this––

      The woman who opened the door wore her hair in a messy topknot, the fine lines in her face puckered by days of worry. Green eyes peered at them before widening, her mouth falling open at the sight of the two detectives on her doorstep.

      She staggered backwards, her hand fluttering to her lips.

      ‘Will, no…’ she managed.

      Barnes stepped over the threshold and took her by the elbow, steadying her as Kay followed and closed the door.

      ‘Mrs Nivens, I’m Detective Sergeant Ian Barnes,’ he said gently. ‘This is Detective Inspector Kay Hunter. Shall we sit down somewhere?’

      The woman nodded mutely, gestured to a door off to the right at the foot of a staircase, and let Barnes guide her through into a living room.

      A television was on in the corner, a shopping channel playing silently while the presenter used over-the-top gestures to demonstrate a vacuum cleaner.

      The air smelled musty, and as Barnes led Will’s mother to an overstuffed armchair next to the door he spotted a mobile phone on an occasional table beside it, along with a remote control.

      He reached out for it and turned off the television as she dropped into the armchair, tears spilling over her cheeks.

      ‘Here.’

      Barnes turned and took the packet of paper tissues Kay held out to him, plucked one from the wrapper and crouched beside Louise.

      ‘Mrs Nivens, we’re very sorry to say that we found the body of a young man late yesterday evening. He was carrying his driving licence in his wallet.’ Barnes leaned back on his heels as the woman’s shoulders shook. ‘I’m sorry to tell you that we believe it’s your son, Will Nivens.’

      Gasping sobs filled the silence as Louise covered her face with her hands.

      ‘What happened?’ she mumbled through her fingers. ‘Why…?’

      ‘At the moment, we’re still in the process of establishing the facts but we do know that he and his colleague were attacked while on their delivery route on Friday afternoon,’ said Kay. ‘I’m sorry we can’t tell you more at the moment, I really am.’

      ‘Is there anyone we can call for you?’ said Barnes, moving to a second armchair beside the woman while Kay sat at one end of a matching two-seater sofa. ‘Do you have a friend or relatives close by who can stay with you for a while?’

      ‘M-my neighbour, Sheila.’ Louise wiped her eyes before clutching the sodden tissue to her chest. ‘She isn’t at work today.’

      ‘We’ll ask her to come and keep you company,’ he said. ‘Louise, I realise this is a terrible time for you, but would you mind if I asked you some questions about your son?’

      The woman nodded, and closed her eyes.

      ‘Did Will have any concerns about his work for the delivery company?’

      ‘No – not at all. He didn’t have a job for six months after being made redundant from his last one, so we agreed at Easter that I’d pay for him to do a training course to get his truck driving licence and he’d pay me back. He liked working with Carl, too – said he was learning loads.’

      She wiped away fresh tears before continuing. ‘He was making plans to save for a place of his own – they have long-distance trucks at that place, too and he wanted to get the next licence up so he could drive one of those. They pay more for that, you know.’

      ‘He sounds like a wonderful son,’ said Barnes.

      Louise nodded, then pulled a fresh tissue from the pack. ‘After his dad died six years ago, he looked after his sister and me as best he could. Hard for a fourteen-year-old, but I’m so proud of him… was…’

      ‘Can you tell me about Friday? When did you last see him?’

      ‘I didn’t.’ Her face crumpled as her lips trembled. ‘He had to leave so early, see, to get to the depot for half past six. I saw him Thursday night – we went halves on a takeaway and watched the telly together. He was in bed by nine o’clock. His alarm goes off at five.’

      ‘And did you speak to him at all on Friday?’

      She shook her head, then rubbed at red-rimmed eyes. ‘No. Thursday night was the last time I ever spoke to my son, and all I did was tell him to make sure he put his laundry in the washing machine before he left for work in the morning.’

      Barnes swallowed to counteract the lump in his throat as he closed his notebook.

      He stood, straightened his jacket and looked at the shrunken woman who’d curled up in the chair as if trying to escape the evil that had ripped her family apart.

      ‘We’ll find who killed your son, Mrs Nivens. I promise.’
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      Gavin patted down his hair, scowling in the rear-view mirror as a stubborn spike sprang up the moment he lowered his hand.

      He ignored the grin on Laura’s face as they got out of the car, and instead peered over the roof towards a picturesque white cottage beyond a wooden gate.

      Thick thatch hung over the eaves hugging a red-brick chimney that housed a television aerial and a black metal weathervane in the shape of a stretching cat.

      A tall privet hedge growing on each side of the gate gave the front garden some privacy from the lane, and songbirds chirped from within the boughs of a horse chestnut tree above Gavin’s head.

      Through an open window on the ground floor he could hear soft music – some sort of acoustic guitar that drifted on the breeze to where they stood.

      ‘Very nice,’ Laura murmured as she crossed the road beside him. ‘Guess we don’t have to ask her what she did with her half of the restaurant sale.’

      ‘Don’t forget the book royalties, too.’ Gavin thumbed the cast-iron latch on the gate and swung it open, letting Laura go on ahead of him while he paused to take in the landscaped front garden.

      He recognised foxgloves and lilacs – things his mum grew in her garden – but the more exotic varieties huddled amongst dark green shrubs reminded him of holidays in the Mediterranean, South Africa and further afield. Bumblebees hummed around a fragrant display of lavender as he walked up the gravel front path and joined his colleague on the doorstep.

      Before Laura had a chance to reach up and ring the doorbell, a net curtain twitched in the window to the right of the door.

      Seconds later, the music stopped.

      Footsteps clacked on a stone floor, and then Ann O’Connor opened the door.

      Dressed in cream-coloured trousers and a white vest top, she folded suntanned arms over her chest and cocked an eyebrow at the sight of the two plainclothes detectives.

      ‘So, it’s true then? There really was a dead body at Mike’s place?’

      Gavin made the formal introductions, then tucked away his warrant card. ‘Could we come in please, Mrs O’Connor?’

      ‘Call me Ann,’ she said and stepped to one side to let them in. ‘I’m in the process of changing back to my maiden name but the bloody paperwork is taking forever – at least that’s what my solicitor tells me.’

      Gavin ducked under the low door frame and into a box-like hallway with a flagstone floor and three doors leading off in different directions.

      ‘Come through here,’ Ann said, indicating the door to his right.

      Entering the room, he heard Laura emit a gasp under her breath and he stood for a moment, admiring the centuries-old inglenook fireplace that took up most of the far wall.

      Unlit, and with logs stacked either side of the grate, the hearth was being used to display glass vases filled with lilies and gladioli in vibrant colours.

      Through the open front window, he could still smell the lavender and when he looked to his left, patio doors had been incorporated into an extension off the original building, leading out to a paved area and a garden that to him seemed to go on for miles.

      Laura paused in the middle of the living room, her eyes full of wonder. ‘It’s a gorgeous place you have here, Mrs––’

      ‘Ann.’ The woman pursed her lips and gestured to two armchairs facing the inglenook. ‘Please, have a seat. How can I help? I’m sure Mike has told you I have nothing to do with the garage anymore, so I really don’t know why you’re here.’

      Gavin waited until Laura pulled out her notebook from her bag and had a pen poised ready, then turned his attention to O’Connor’s wife who sat on a two-seater sofa the other side of an ornate rug spread across the old flagstones.

      ‘We’re simply gathering some background information about the garage and its recent history to help us understand why a man’s body was discovered there,’ he began. ‘Whose idea was it to buy the business?’

      Ann rested her elbow on the arm of the sofa. ‘Mike’s.’

      ‘What was the attraction there?’

      ‘I think he was bored after selling the restaurant and doing nothing for three months,’ she said, then choked out a bitter laugh. ‘He never was any good at golf.’

      ‘But why a used car dealership?’

      She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I think he thought it would be easy after running a restaurant, and he was always good at a sales pitch. He’s a natural when it comes to talking with potential customers.’

      ‘And you agreed to buy into the business with him?’

      ‘He couldn’t afford to buy Marcus Tavistock out on his own, and I did own half the proceeds from the restaurant sale, after all.’ She sighed, and ran her fingers over the plush upholstery. ‘It seemed like a good idea at the time. Looking back, I should’ve seen the signs.’

      ‘Signs?’ said Laura, looking up from her notebook.

      ‘Yes. I found out that Mike was having an affair just after Halloween. Some woman he sold a car to within the first six weeks of running the place.’

      Gavin could hear the bitterness in the woman’s voice, and gave her a moment while she pulled a paper handkerchief from her trouser pocket and dabbed at her eyes.

      ‘I’m sorry. It still hurts. I feel so stupid.’ Ann sniffed, blinked and then raised her gaze to his. ‘What else do you want to know?’

      ‘Mrs–– Ann. We understand from Mike that he bought you out last year, but that you’ve contacted him to ask for more money. Why is that?’

      Her eyes hardened. ‘Because he still owes me money – did he tell you that? When we started divorce proceedings in December, he paid me half of what I’d put into the business. I might be angry about him cheating but I’m a business person at heart, detective. He needed the rest to get through the winter. It was always the understanding that he’d pay me the balance by the end of the tax year at the beginning of April. Now things are getting… more urgent. I need the rest of that money.’

      Gavin glanced around the room, at the lavish surroundings and tasteful artwork that adorned the wall above where he sat, then back to Ann O’Connor. ‘Why?’

      ‘Because my publisher has decided not to take on a second cookery book from me.’ Ann’s face fell. ‘The past six months’ sales of my first book haven’t been that good. My royalty earnings have dropped off – and I’m locked into the contract for another eight years so I can’t do anything about it. I can’t publish anything that might be deemed competitive to what I’ve already done with them. I need the rest of the money from Mike so I can start up a new business of my own. I don’t know what, though.’ She shuddered. ‘I can’t face working in another commercial kitchen again. Not now.’

      ‘Do you wish you and Mike hadn’t sold the restaurant?’ said Laura.

      The other woman blinked. ‘Do you know what? I used to think I did, but I like it here. I enjoy the peace and quiet. Yes, we did well with that business and we had some lovely customers but I want to do more with my life.’

      ‘One final question,’ said Gavin, reaching in his pocket for his mobile phone and scrolling through the images. ‘I’d like you to take a look at this photo and tell me if you recognise this man.’

      She paled. ‘Is– is it the dead man who was found at the garage?’

      ‘Yes. We’re trying to work out why he was taken there.’

      Ann nodded, straightened her shoulders and leaned forward. ‘Okay. Go on.’

      Gavin turned the phone, watching her face as her brow lifted and then softened.

      She shook her head and sat back. ‘No. Sorry. I don’t recognise him at all. I’ve never seen him before in my life.’
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      ‘So, what do you think? Was Carl the target and Will was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time, or what?’

      Kay sipped from a can of soft drink and flipped through the pages of her notebook as Barnes drove out from Maidstone, her fringe flickering in the breeze from a gap in the open passenger window.

      ‘Nothing came up on either of their background checks,’ he said, braking at a T-junction before turning right. ‘And no-one’s got a bad word to say about them. So I can’t understand why they’d be targeted.’

      Kay sighed and put the notebook away as Barnes slowed the car approaching the village outskirts. ‘I’ve never come across anything like this one.’

      ‘How are Gavin and Laura getting on?’

      ‘Laura texted to say they’ve spoken to Ann O’Connor, and now they’ve split up in order to get around the other shops on the route before the end of the afternoon. Neither of them has reported anything yet but I’ve asked her to make sure they request security camera footage as they work through the list, just in case.’

      ‘Okay, there’s the place Carl made his last drop at.’ Barnes pointed at a newspaper rack and a bucket containing bunches of flowers on the pavement a few metres ahead, a familiar mini supermarket logo emblazoned across a bright-green sign above the door. ‘There’s a parking space along here.’

      Moments later, Kay paused on the pavement and shaded her eyes while she looked along the street towards the shop.

      She spotted one security camera on the brickwork above the signage and another on the opposite side of the street closer to her, above the doorway to an antiques shop.

      Pointing them out as Barnes joined her, she jerked her thumb up at the camera above the antiques shop they passed.

      ‘Remind me to pop in there afterwards, Ian. With any luck, that camera’s got a view of the pavement outside the convenience shop.’

      ‘Looks like Carl would have parked on the opposite side of the street to the shop to unload,’ he said as they drew nearer. ‘There isn’t enough room outside the door with all those display racks.’

      ‘So there’d have been a brief time when someone could’ve slashed those tyres.’ She eyed a fox terrier tied to a lamp post outside and gave it a wide berth. ‘Okay, let’s see what we can find out here.’

      Kay stood aside to let an elderly man exit the shop, a newspaper under his arm and a hessian tote bag filled to the brim with fresh vegetables, and by the animated way the dog greeted him, he’d also purchased something from the meat counter advertised on the front door.

      She stepped forward before the electronic glass doors could swish closed and spotted two tills to her left that were placed either side of a counter display of cakes and pastries.

      A woman hovered at the nearest till, her squat form covered by a branded black polo shirt and matching trousers and offset by a shock of short red hair. Her eyebrow raised as Kay approached.

      ‘Can I help you?’

      ‘Detective Inspector Kay Hunter, and my colleague DS Ian Barnes. Could I have your name please?’

      ‘Alison North – I’m the owner.’

      Kay gestured to the shelves surrounding her. ‘This place is bigger than I thought.’

      ‘We cater for this village and two hamlets, and we look after our customers.’

      Kay noted the pride tingeing the woman’s reply. ‘We’re hoping you can help us – you had a delivery made here on Friday afternoon for frozen food. Could you confirm what time the driver was here?’

      ‘Carl? He turned up at about three-thirty, same as always.’ Alison beamed. ‘He’s one of the more reliable ones.’

      ‘Where would he take the delivery? Through the front door, and…?’

      ‘Out through there.’ Alison pointed over the shelves. ‘That’s our cold storage area.’

      Kay followed her gaze to an open doorway draped with plastic blinds, next to which stood three floor-to-ceiling refrigerated units with glass doors and an open chiller cabinet.

      The shelves were lined with frozen ready meals, bags of vegetables and – in the chiller cabinet – cheeses, soft drinks, and more.

      ‘Does he only do the one drop per week?’ said Barnes.

      ‘That’s pretty much all we need.’ Alison tapped the top of the till with her hand. ‘This links to a central stock system so we can see what we need to order, what’s more popular around here – it saves on wastage. Running a business like this, you don’t want to be throwing anything away. Can’t afford to.’

      ‘Have you had any issues recently? Any problems with your deliveries?’ said Kay.

      ‘No, none at all.’ Alison’s eyes travelled to a display of free newspapers on the counter, then widened. ‘Oh my God. Was Carl the dead man that was found yesterday?’

      ‘He was, yes.’ Kay lowered her voice as a woman entered the shop and stared at the two suited detectives at the counter before she scurried away towards the wine selection at the far end. ‘The CCTV camera you have outside – is the footage accessible here, or do we have to contact head office?’

      ‘Hang on, I’ll get Malcolm to show you.’

      With that, Alison walked to the end of the counter and bellowed the man’s name.

      Kay turned to see a stocky figure appear from a door at the far end of a shelving unit stocked with pasta sauces and cereal.

      ‘Yes?’ he said, his brow creasing.

      ‘Detective Hunter, this is my husband, Malcolm – he’ll be able to show you the footage.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      She introduced herself to the man, having to raise her chin to meet his eyes as an enormous hand clasped hers in greeting, then Barnes’s.

      ‘Come through to the office,’ he said. ‘What exactly do you need?’

      He gestured to a desk beside an open filing cabinet brimming with paperwork, a laptop computer open at an accounting package.

      ‘Sorry about the mess – it’s our end of year so I’m in the middle of trying to get everything ready for our accountant. Are you okay to stand? I can’t fit any more chairs in here.’

      ‘We’re fine,’ said Barnes, and pointed at the screen. ‘Does the camera feed record on that?’

      ‘Yes. Did I hear you say something about Friday?’

      ‘We’re trying to trace your delivery driver,’ said Kay. ‘We’re investigating his murder.’

      Malcolm swallowed. ‘Right. Okay. Hang on.’

      Kay hovered at the man’s shoulder while he scrolled through a list of files to the left of the screen.

      ‘Carl was here about three-thirty on Friday, so would half an hour before that be useful?’ he said eventually.

      ‘Perfect. Can you speed this up so we can watch it at double speed or something?’

      ‘Here you go.’

      The man offered his chair to Kay, showed her where the “play” button was, and moved to the doorway. ‘I’ll let you have some privacy – just give me a call when you’re done.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      Barnes dropped to a crouch beside her. ‘Right, let’s see what we’ve got here.’

      Kay was already staring at the screen, watching the occasional car drive past the front of the shop as the clock ticked away in the bottom right-hand corner of the black and white images.

      As the time reached three twenty-five, a boxy truck appeared in the left of the camera frame and eased to a standstill on the opposite pavement.

      Its rear end cleared the screen a fraction before the driver switched on the hazard lights.

      ‘Here he is,’ she murmured.

      Carl Taylor opened the door to the cab and dropped to the floor in a practised jump then sidled down the side of it as another car passed by.

      Reaching the tailgate, he pulled open the back door on the left as a lanky youth joined him.

      ‘That’s Will,’ said Barnes, his voice barely above a murmur.

      ‘I wish they’d parked farther forward – I can’t see anything beyond the door.’ Kay said, then held her breath.

      Seeing the two men laughing and joking together as Will lowered a trolley to the ground before they started loading it with boxes brought the reality of their perilous situation crashing into her mind.

      Within hours of the images before her eyes, both men were dying in horrific circumstances.

      ‘He looks too young to be twenty-odd,’ said Barnes, resting his chin on his arms as he watched.

      The two men checked the road for traffic, then crossed to the shop. A second camera placed above the till showed Carl wave to Alison, then point out the direction of the cold room to Will.

      ‘Keep an eye on the street while I watch them,’ Kay said.

      Carl followed his young trainee along the length of a shelving unit stocked with cereal packets and savoury snacks before they disappeared from view.

      They returned five minutes later, ambling back through the shop towards the door.

      ‘Anything?’ Kay said as she turned her attention back to the camera facing the street.

      ‘Not that time.’ Barnes stood and stretched his legs, his gaze never leaving the screen. ‘Next load’s on its way.’

      Kay didn’t bother watching the images from within the shop this time, instead concentrating on the truck parked in the street.

      She watched as Carl got into the back of the truck, his arms appearing every few seconds with a new box of supplies that he passed down to Will.

      Once the trolley was full, the trainee walked across the road towards the shop with it, Carl following with his arms laden with two more boxes.

      ‘There – what was that movement by the door?’ Kay reached out and paused the recording, found the button to reverse it and stopped it when she saw a dark shadow flit between the left-hand side of the image and the truck door.

      ‘Someone’s behind the vehicle.’

      ‘Well, both tyres were slit with a knife, so whoever it is has to come around this side in a minute.’

      ‘Whoever it is better hurry – they’ve been in that cold room three minutes already.’

      Kay held her breath as the seconds ticked by.

      The figure slipped into view again, and then a dark blue van passed the truck at the exact same moment he ducked beside the offside wheel.

      By the time the other vehicle had gone, so had the man.

      Barnes slapped his hand on the desk. ‘Bloody hell, the van blocked the view!’

      Kay sighed. ‘Jesus, we just can’t catch a break, can we?’

      ‘What do you want to do now, guv?’

      ‘We need the footage from that antiques shop. It’s the only way we’re going to find out who that was.’
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      Kay slipped her front door key into the lock, her gaze falling to the paraphernalia lining the hallway beside the staircase.

      A sack of cat food, another for cat litter and various small fluffy toys were placed alongside ceramic food and drink bowls.

      Hearing Adam’s baritone voice in the kitchen, she kicked off her shoes, hung her bag and jacket over the newel post and padded along the hallway.

      The back door had been propped open, letting in a warm breeze that carried the scent from the wisteria growing over the garden shed and the faint sound of traffic out on the A20. From the living room, one of Adam’s favourite albums playing in the background created a relaxing ambience.

      Entering the kitchen, she shielded her eyes from the sudden glare from the draining board, the sun setting over the rooftops at the end of their garden reflecting off the stainless steel, then turned at the sound of a loud and indignant mew.

      Her shoulders relaxed as the tall veterinarian beside the kitchen worktop turned at the sound of her footsteps, a grin on his face – and a tiny tortoiseshell kitten cupped in his hands.

      Kay stopped. ‘Okay, now that’s cute.’

      ‘Thought you might like this week’s visitors.’

      She wandered over to him, reached up to caress the nape of his neck as he bent down to kiss her, and twisted her fingers in his dark curls.

      ‘Bad day?’

      She sighed. ‘A frustrating one. What’s the story with this one?’

      ‘She and her three siblings were found abandoned in a cardboard box at the services area on the M20,’ said Adam, and rubbed his finger between the kitten’s ears. ‘Luckily someone rescued them before they wandered too far and got hit by a car. The other three are in a pen in the living room.’

      ‘Living room?’ Kay cocked an eyebrow. ‘Not in here?’

      ‘It’s cooler in there at the moment.’ He managed a sheepish grin. ‘Besides, we can play with them while we’re watching the TV, right?’

      She laughed. ‘I don’t think we’ll be watching much of that with this lot around. How long have you got them for?’

      ‘The bloke from Cats Protection says he’ll be over at the weekend to get them. I’ve sent him photographs so he can add them to the adoption page but they won’t be ready for that for another couple of weeks. We need to get some fat on them first.’

      ‘Are they healthy?’

      He nodded. ‘They seem to be. Scott gave them a thorough check over at the practice when they came in, and I’ve told the rescue centre that I’ll donate our time plus the cost of their vaccinations until they find new homes.’

      Kay reached out and squeezed his arm. ‘They’ve landed on their feet finding you.’

      ‘Ah, you know me – can’t resist an animal in trouble.’ He glanced down as the kitten wiggled in his hands. ‘All right, you can go back with your sister and brothers.’

      ‘Do you want a glass of wine?’

      ‘Please – I’ll just put her back in the cage and we’ll sit outside if you like. It’s lovely out there.’

      ‘Sounds good.’

      By the time Adam joined her on the patio, Kay was sitting in one of the two rattan chairs that had been delivered last week, a bucket of ice on the matching table next to her and two glasses filled with a chilled chardonnay.

      ‘Here – I thought you might need this as that sun goes down.’ He handed her a fleece running jacket she kept in the downstairs cupboard. ‘You look comfy.’

      She grinned. ‘I don’t think I’m going to get much of a chance to do this until we solve this latest one. I thought I’d make the most of it.’

      Wriggling her arms into the jacket, she leaned back and clinked her glass against his. ‘Cheers. Here’s to four kittens finding a good home soon.’

      ‘I’ll drink to that.’

      Kay took a sip and curled her legs under her, picking bits of grass from her socks.

      ‘You seem reticent tonight,’ said Adam after a few moments. ‘I take it this latest case is a trying one?’

      ‘That, and the fact that Sharp is leaving.’ She sighed. ‘He’s moving over to Northfleet this week. He can’t stay at Palace Avenue any longer, according to the Chief Super.’

      ‘You’ll miss him.’

      ‘I will. I mean, I know he’ll still come and help me if I need it, and I’ll have to go there for management meetings but it won’t be the same.’

      ‘How will that go down with the locals?’

      ‘I think they’ve forgiven me for putting one of their own away a few years ago. Anyway, you’d hope so by now.’ Kay wrinkled her nose. ‘I suppose I’ll find out soon, won’t I?’

      ‘Are you going to have to take on more of Sharp’s work that he was doing here in Maidstone?’

      ‘I’ll have to do more of the local press conferences on my own in future, I suppose.’ She paused, lowering her glass. ‘Speaking of which – did you happen to bring out your phone with you?’

      ‘Yes, here. What are you after?’ Adam pressed his thumb against the screen to unlock it, then handed it over.

      ‘I missed the media briefing on the news earlier – Sharp was going to make an appeal for more information about our victim’s last movements in case it turns up anything.’

      Her other half wrinkled his nose. ‘Your phones will be busy tomorrow, then.’

      ‘Yes, and unfortunately most of the calls will be useless – but you never know.’ Kay found the app for the regional news company and worked her way down the headlines until she found the conference under a headline that screamed clickbait.

      She clicked.

      The video started immediately, with Sharp flanked by the Chief Superintendent, Susan Greensmith, and a media officer whose face Kay didn’t recognise.

      After running through the facts to date, Sharp lifted his eyes from the prepared statement and looked directly at the camera.

      ‘We’re asking all members of the public to report any suspicious activity they might have seen between four-fifteen on Friday afternoon through to eight o’clock Monday morning,’ he said, pausing while a photograph was broadcast under his words. ‘In addition, we’re trying to trace the owner of this car, left on the forecourt of the used car garage where Mr Taylor’s body was found…’

      Kay tuned out while Sharp read out the Crimestoppers number.

      Instead, her gaze drifted to the condensation running down her wineglass as she thought about what Helen Taylor had said to her––

      ‘Kay?’

      She blinked, turning back to Adam. ‘Sorry?’

      He smiled and pointed at his phone. ‘The video’s finished.’

      ‘Oh, yeah.’

      ‘What were you thinking?’

      ‘Just something the delivery driver’s wife said to us. I didn’t think to ask at the time.’ She opened up his contacts. ‘You’ve got Ian’s number in here, right?’

      ‘It should be there.’

      ‘Okay. Won’t be a minute.’

      She took a sip of wine while the call connected, and then Barnes’s gruff voice answered.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Ian, it’s Kay. I’ve just had a thought – I never asked Helen Taylor about the plumber.’

      ‘The plumber?’

      ‘Yes. She said Carl asked her to leave work early because he was expecting a plumber to turn up.’

      ‘Right…’

      ‘But I never asked her if he showed up.’

      The silence at the other end of the line spun out a few seconds as Barnes mulled over her words.

      ‘Where are you going with this, guv?’

      She frowned. ‘I’m not sure, but I think I ought to have a quick word with her in the morning. There’s something about it that I can’t quite put my finger on.’

      ‘No problem. I’ll pick you up as planned, and if you want to talk to her face-to-face we’ll head out to her place before speaking with Mike O’Connor again if you like.’

      ‘Thanks, Ian. See you tomorrow.’

      As she handed back the phone to Adam, he cocked an eyebrow.

      ‘What are you thinking?’ he said, topping up their glasses.

      ‘Just tidying up some loose ends,’ said Kay, and forced a smile. ‘Call me paranoid.’
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      Kay’s heels crunched across the gravel of her driveway as an indignant blackbird squawked from its position on the gate post as she stalked past, phone to her ear.

      She frowned when PC Aaron Stewart answered Helen Taylor’s land line.

      ‘Aaron? DI Hunter. What happened to the FLO?’

      He gave a low snort under his breath. ‘There wasn’t one available, guv. I’ve had the training so I volunteered.’

      Kay rolled her eyes, then held up her hand in greeting as Barnes’s car appeared at the kink in the lane and slowed to a standstill outside her house. ‘Hang on, Barnes just got here. I’ll pop you on speakerphone.’

      Moments later, they were on the move and she held up her phone so Barnes could hear.

      ‘Aaron, when we spoke to Helen yesterday, she mentioned that Carl phoned her at work on Friday morning and asked her to leave work early. He told her he’d arranged for a plumber to fix something or other. Could you ask her if he turned up?’

      ‘Will do. Hang on.’

      There was a soft rustle as the constable put the phone down, and Kay could hear low voices in the background as he spoke to Helen Taylor. He returned within thirty seconds.

      ‘Guv? Mrs Taylor says he never turned up.’

      Kay bit her lip. ‘I don’t suppose she has a phone number for him, does she?’

      ‘No – says they’ve never had to call one out before, so Carl sorted it out and just phoned her when he made the appointment.’

      ‘Didn’t he tell her what the problem was?’

      ‘No – and she forgot to ask him.’

      Kay thanked Aaron, ended the call and held the phone in her hand, her gaze drifting out the passenger window.

      ‘What do you think, guv?’

      She turned to face her colleague as they approached the end of the road leading away from her suburb. ‘Let’s head over to Sittingbourne first. I want to have a word with Helen’s employers.’

      Barnes’s brow furrowed. ‘Where are you going with this?’

      She waited while he negotiated the twisting road around three roundabouts and didn’t speak until the car was powering up the hill away from Maidstone.

      ‘Okay, so this is what’s bothering me, Ian. Carl Taylor disappeared on Friday afternoon. He phoned his wife six hours before that, telling her she needed to get home because he’d arranged for a plumber to go there. Except the man didn’t show up.’

      ‘Right…’ Barnes’s voice dragged out, and he risked a glance across at her. ‘And?’

      ‘It’s a long shot, but we’ve got nothing else to go on at the moment, not until the post mortem results. What if Carl was up to something? What if he realised he was out of his depth and thought Helen was in danger?’ Kay exhaled. ‘What if he wanted to get her home as soon as possible? What if he thought she was being watched at work? I mean, he disappeared while he was out on his delivery route, didn’t he?’

      ‘So he lied to get her out of danger, you mean?’

      ‘Exactly.’

      The frown lines remained, creasing his forehead. ‘It’s a stretch, guv.’

      ‘I need to make sure. If anything, I need to rule it out. I can’t stop it going around in my head.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      The offices of Palmer and Twick Solicitors occupied the second storey of a 1960s-built office block that huddled between an abandoned haberdashery shop and a thriving bakery.

      Kay’s stomach rumbled as the aroma of freshly baked bread and pastries wafted across the pavement to where she stood.

      She cast a sideways look at Barnes. ‘Don’t say it.’

      ‘Wouldn’t dream of it. Best we get something on the way out though, right? Can’t have you fainting on the job.’

      Her mouth twitched while she raised her eyes to the dirty brickwork of the office building and the grubby display of buttons on the intercom beside the tired front door.

      ‘Christ, you need gloves to ring the bloody bell.’ Barnes reached out and used the knuckle of his forefinger to press the button marked for the solicitors, and stepped back as a furious buzz spat out from the speaker.

      There was a rattle at the other end, then a chirpy female voice at odds with the drab surroundings filtered through to where they stood.

      ‘Palmer and Twick, can I help you?’

      ‘Detective Inspector Kay Hunter and my colleague, Detective Sergeant Ian Barnes. We’d like to speak to Helen Taylor’s manager please.’

      There was a click as the door locking mechanism released.

      ‘Come up the stairs, second floor. Reception is on your right.’

      A faint smell of mould clung to the squat hallway when Kay followed Barnes into the building.

      A staircase to her left was ill-lit while the corridor leading towards the back of the building looked as if it hadn’t been painted for at least three decades. A bright fire exit sign was the only indication that the building was still considered habitable.

      ‘Cheap rent, at least,’ murmured Barnes as he led the way up the stairs.

      ‘You’d hope so.’ Kay kept her hands in her pockets, unwilling to risk placing them on the bannister and wrinkled her nose as she peered at the stains on the drab carpet.

      Two floors up, she raised an eyebrow.

      The door to Palmer and Twick was made from aluminium and glass with the name of the solicitors’ firm etched into the frosted pane in a brass swirling font. The handle was polished to a high sheen, and when Kay walked in she noticed fresh flowers arranged in a vase on the reception desk.

      The office was bright, airy and in stark contrast to the rest of the building she’d encountered.

      She turned her attention to the twenty-something woman who peered over a computer screen at her with a curious expression.

      Kay held up her warrant card. ‘DI Hunter.’

      ‘I’ll let Matthew know you want to speak to him,’ said the receptionist. ‘You’re lucky – it’s a quiet day today.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Barnes wandered across to a large window divided into sixteen panes while the woman picked up the phone and spoke in a low undertone, and when Kay joined him he jerked his chin towards the street.

      ‘If Helen was being watched, there are a couple of places,’ he murmured. ‘The public car park over the road there, or the portico of the building that’s been boarded up on the corner.’

      ‘Let’s see what happens,’ said Kay. ‘If we need to, we’ll put in a request for CCTV.’

      ‘Detective Hunter?’

      She turned at the sound of a male voice to see a man in his sixties advancing towards her, hand outstretched.

      ‘Matthew Twick.’ Piercing blue eyes peered out from under a shock of white hair as the solicitor shook hands with her, then Barnes. ‘Come on through to my office. Would you like something to drink?’

      ‘We’re fine, thank you.’ Kay followed him through a door to the right of the reception area and took a seat in one of two visitor chairs he indicated.

      The office held the familiar mustiness of paperwork gathered over the years. The bookcases were lined with leather-bound legal tomes, and a plethora of framed certificates had been hung on the wall behind Twick’s oak desk.

      He sank into a soft leather chair behind it, and clasped his hands in front of him. ‘Such a shock to hear about Helen’s husband.’

      ‘When did you find out?’

      ‘One of your officers telephoned us this morning from her house. I told him that if there was anything we could do…’

      Aaron, thought Kay.

      ‘We understand that Helen left work early on Friday,’ she said. ‘Could you confirm what time?’

      Twick’s bushy eyebrows bunched together. ‘About one o’clock, I believe. She usually takes her lunch break at noon, so she suggested missing that so she could go. Her husband phoned to say he’d had to call in a plumber apparently.’

      Kay waited while Barnes noted the detail, then turned her attention back to the solicitor. ‘Has Helen had any issues at work lately?’

      The eyebrows shot upwards. ‘Helen? Good God, no. Model employee. She’s been working for me going on six years now.’

      ‘What I meant was, has she seemed nervous about anything of late?’

      ‘No, not at all.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Happy, I’d say. I think they were planning on a trip to London to see a show this Saturday from what I recall from a conversation last week. They were just normal people. It’s what makes what’s happened to Carl all the more shocking.’

      ‘Mr Twick, have you had any trouble lately with disgruntled clients or others who might have a reason to threaten you or your staff?’

      The solicitor’s jaw dropped. ‘No – not that I’m aware of and I can assure you we’d take any sort of threat very seriously, detective. Both Helen and Sophie – my receptionist, you’ve met – know they can come and talk to me about any issues they might have, and neither of them have told me they’ve been threatened.’

      Kay bit back a sigh, realising her hunch had been wrong, and pushed herself from the chair. ‘Then we won’t take up any more of your time, Mr Twick. Thank you.’

      ‘Not a problem, Detective Hunter. Come, I’ll show you out.’

      He opened the door and gestured for her and Barnes to go ahead of him, and followed them into the reception area.

      ‘Thanks again, Mr Twick.’ Barnes shook the man’s hand, nodded to the receptionist, then turned for the door.

      Kay went to follow him, then paused and glanced over her shoulder.

      Twick and his receptionist were conferring about a document Sophie held out to him, heads bowed.

      She cleared her throat, and they both looked up.

      ‘One last question – did anyone phone for Helen after she left on Friday afternoon?’

      The receptionist’s gaze flittered to Twick’s, then back. ‘Yes. A man phoned at four o’clock. He wanted to speak to her but I said she wasn’t available.’

      ‘Did he say anything else?’

      ‘He asked if she was coming back.’

      ‘Were those his exact words?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘What did you say to him?’

      ‘I said she’d gone home early, and that I could pass on a message.’ She paused, her expression changing to one of tired resolve. ‘By the time I’d finished talking though, he’d hung up. Some people don’t have any manners, do they?’

      Kay forced a smile. ‘No problem. Thank you very much, both of you, for your help.’

      ‘Feel free to call if you need anything else, Detective Hunter,’ said Twick.

      Out on the street, Kay moved away from the entrance to the building and paused opposite the public car park. ‘So someone was checking up on her. Notice the phrasing he used? “Was she coming back”?’

      ‘He was watching her.’

      ‘Right. And it sounds as if he screwed up. She left the office while he wasn’t looking.’

      ‘You were right, guv,’ Barnes murmured as they walked back to the car. ‘Carl must’ve lied to protect her.’

      Kay paused when they reached the vehicle and looked back at the solicitors’ office.

      ‘He did, Ian. And I think he saved her life.’
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      Barnes buttoned his jacket, tucked his mobile phone into the inside pocket and locked the car.

      Above his head, next to the entrance to the dealership, a metal sign swung back and forth in the draught from a passing articulated truck, the painted lettering for O’Connor’s Used Car Sales stark against a dark-blue background.

      The forecourt was silent, devoid of people save for him and Kay as they walked towards the sales office. The burgundy vehicle where Carl Taylor’s body had been discovered was gone, the space next to it empty as well.

      The concrete forecourt appeared to have been recently jet-washed.

      There had been no blood, no traces of whatever had happened to Taylor, so the task seemed pointless.

      Maybe Mike O’Connor and his young part-time helper felt that by washing the place down they were eliminating the memory of the horrors that had visited them earlier that week.

      Barnes sighed and turned his attention back to the office.

      The place was silent and the desk that Kevin Short had used while they were speaking to him yesterday was clear of paperwork, the computer screen void of activity.

      As his eyes grew used to the gloomy interior, he noticed O’Connor at his desk to the right of the small space resting his chin in his hands while he watched them.

      ‘Ever since the reporters stopped ringing, the phones have been dead,’ he said, his eyes downcast. ‘I don’t know if the business is ever going to recover from this.’

      Barnes dragged a visitor chair towards him, then pulled out his notebook and balanced it on his knee. ‘We have a few more follow-up questions we’d like to ask, Mr O’Connor.’

      The used car salesman lifted his chin and waved a hand at him. ‘Go ahead. My schedule appears to be clear for the rest of the day.’

      Noting the man’s rancour, Barnes shot him a sympathetic look before he began his questioning. ‘Mr O’Connor, have you received any threats over the course of the past few weeks?’

      The other man blinked, then straightened in his seat. ‘No. None at all. Do you think that man – Carl, wasn’t it? – was left out there as some sort of warning to me?’

      ‘I’m unable to comment on that at the moment,’ Barnes said smoothly. ‘You’re absolutely sure, though? Any threatening phone calls, or something in the post perhaps?’

      ‘Nothing like that, no.’

      ‘We understand that the business owes your ex-wife a substantial amount of money. Could you tell us why you haven’t paid her back?’

      O’Connor glared at the change in tack, then looked at Kay. ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’

      ‘Please, answer the question, Mr O’Connor,’ she said, moving away from a display of car accessory brochures to stand next to Barnes’s shoulder.

      ‘Because I can’t pay her back, not yet.’ O’Connor sighed and rubbed his palms on the desk, smoothing away imaginary dust. ‘I haven’t told Ann but I’m trying to sell the business. I made a mistake buying it in the first place, to be honest.’

      ‘Go on,’ said Barnes.

      ‘I’m not enjoying it. I thought I would – I was bored three months after we sold the restaurant. I suppose you know about that? I’ve been putting out feelers for this place. It was doing all right before all this, so I was hoping not to lose much from the original investment. I had a good price negotiated with someone at the beginning of last week after some haggling between him and another interested party but he phoned me at home last night. He’s got cold feet.’ He snorted, his cheeks flushing. ‘Christ, sorry – that sounds crass in the circumstances. He told me he’s not going ahead with the purchase because of all the negative publicity around what’s happened.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that, Mr O’Connor,’ said Barnes.

      O’Connor shrugged. ‘It is what it is. I phoned the other potential buyer this morning. He hasn’t lost interest but he has put in a lower offer. I might just have to accept that so I can pay back Ann. At least that way, I can put this whole sorry mess behind me without losing too much money.’

      ‘Where’s Kevin today?’ said Kay.

      ‘At home, I expect. I told him to take the rest of the week off so if he isn’t due in college…’

      ‘Does he know the business is on the market?’

      ‘God, no. To be honest, I’m hoping he’ll stay on once it’s sold. The bloke who put in the lower offer is a sole trader – he’d do well to hang on to the lad if the business picks up again.’

      ‘From what you’re saying, I presume there’s nothing wrong with Kevin’s employment record?’ said Barnes.

      ‘None at all. Wish they were all like that,’ said O’Connor. ‘The last pair of teenagers we had working for us when we had the restaurant were a nightmare to deal with. Always on their bloody phones.’

      ‘We’ll need a note of your two buyers––’ Barnes held up a hand as O’Connor began to protest. ‘It’s a formality, that’s all. As you can appreciate, with a murder investigation we do need to speak with everyone connected to this business.’

      ‘If you must.’ O’Connor paled, but flicked through the recent calls list on his mobile phone and read out the details.

      Barnes drew two lines under his handwriting and snapped shut the notebook. Rising to his feet, he gave a curt nod. ‘Thanks for your time, Mr O’Connor.’

      ‘You can see yourselves out.’

      Moments later, Barnes walked past a grey two-door hatchback and headed towards the pool car, Kay beside him. ‘What do you reckon, guv?’

      ‘You’ve got to feel for the poor bastard, haven’t you?’

      ‘People make mistakes. I suppose he thought doing this would be a change from running a restaurant and a way to keep his mind active.’ Barnes turned the key in the ignition. ‘Damn shame about the sale falling through, though.’

      ‘Maybe.’ Kay clicked her seatbelt into place as he pulled up to the road and waved his hand at a courier driver who let him into the traffic stream. ‘I want to speak to these two buyers as soon as possible, Ian.’

      ‘In person, or over the phone?’

      ‘In person.’

      Barnes chuckled. ‘Don’t you believe O’Connor about the sale taking place so he can pay back his wife?’

      ‘No,’ said Kay. ‘That’s not it.’

      He glanced across at her, noticing the way her gaze was drifting into the distance as she mulled over whatever thoughts were going around in her head. ‘What’s up, guv?’

      ‘What if someone dumped a dead body at O’Connor’s business so they could snap it up at a bargain price?’
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      Kay ran her gaze over her team of officers, noting the tangible excitement in the air as they took their seats and assembled for the afternoon briefing.

      The pace of the investigation had shifted as different pieces of the puzzle started to take shape, revealing tantalising glimpses of Carl and Will’s last hours.

      The murmured conversations passing back and forth held a different energy, one that sent goosebumps racing across her forearms and spiking her heart rate.

      ‘Okay, let’s make a start,’ she said, checking her notes. ‘You’ll recall from Helen Taylor’s statement that Carl phoned her at work on Friday morning asking her to leave early because he’d organised a plumber. She confirmed earlier today that he never showed up. Barnes and I went to speak with Helen’s employers, a legal firm in Sittingbourne.’

      She paused, and pointed to a photograph pinned to the cork board, a blurry black and white CCTV image of a man dressed in jeans, heavy boots and a dark-coloured T-shirt.

      ‘The receptionist at Palmer and Twick told us that a man phoned on Friday afternoon after Helen left, asking if she’d be coming back. Sophie – the receptionist – informed him that she wouldn’t return until Monday, and he hung up.’ Kay paused, taking in the rapt faces of her team. ‘The phrasing the caller used – “was she coming back?” – made us wonder whether someone was watching her place of work and had missed her leaving. This image was sent to us by our colleagues over at East Division an hour ago, along with a video recording of this same man lingering outside Helen’s offices on Thursday as well.’

      ‘Do we know who he is?’ said Laura.’

      ‘Not yet. As you can see, the camera angle isn’t brilliant and nor is the picture quality. Neither Matthew Twick nor his receptionist recognise him. East Division are speaking with local businesses along this road to find out if anyone recognises him. We won’t have the results of that until late tomorrow, given their workload is as bad as ours.’ Kay exhaled as she eyed the photograph. ‘Based on this, though, and what happened to Carl and Will, we’re thinking that Taylor told his wife to leave work early in order to protect her. Who’s running background checks on her?’

      ‘That’s me, guv.’ Debbie West held up her hand, then dropped her gaze to her notebook and flicked through the pages. ‘As with Carl Taylor, Helen’s never come to our attention before – no driving offences, no unpaid fines. She’s been working at Palmer and Twick for nearly six years and before that she was based at a larger firm in Ashford. Two years ago she completed a diploma in business management through an online college. Her social media profiles didn’t give me any cause for concern either, guv.’ The constable lowered her notebook and sighed. ‘That’s it, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Thanks, Debbie.’ Kay ran her finger down the notes in her hand, then glanced up. ‘Anything from the antiques shop about their camera footage? When Barnes and I spoke to the owner yesterday, he was going to send a link to it.’

      ‘I’ve got something for you there.’ Phillip Parker wandered to the front of the group and handed Kay a pair of photographs, before turning to the board and pinning up enlarged copies. ‘These are the best stills I could get from the file images he sent over. You can see in this first one that there’s someone crouched down by the back wheel of the truck on the opposite side of the road. The next one shows a view of the street when the same person is bending over the other back tyre as a car goes past.’

      Kay flipped between the two photographs in her hands, then frowned. ‘This is great, Phillip, but unfortunately it doesn’t help us. We still can’t see the man’s features.’

      Parker blushed, then held up a third photograph. ‘But we do have this one. It’s a motorbike that passes the antiques shop about a minute and a half after that person walks away from the truck. And it shows a partial number plate.’

      A shocked silence followed his words before a cacophony of voices filled the incident room.

      ‘Thanks, everyone,’ Kay called, and held up her hand. ‘Okay, Phillip – if you haven’t already, make a start on trying to match that number to motorbikes registered in the area. Work with Debbie if you need an extra pair of hands, but I’d like an update at tomorrow’s briefing.’

      ‘Will do, guv.’

      ‘And get all of those image files over to digital forensics. Maybe Andy Grey and his team can clean them up some more.’ Kay turned to dismiss the team, then saw PS Wallace raise his hand. ‘Yes, Tim?’

      ‘What about Carl Taylor, guv? Do we know if he died in the back of that truck, or was he killed and then left inside the stolen car?’ said Wallace, his voice carrying over the rustle of paper as people stood and chairs scraped across the thin carpet tiles.

      A silence descended as if everyone was holding their breath.

      ‘Not yet.’ Kay sighed. ‘Lucas is doing the post mortem tomorrow morning, so let’s hope to hell he finds something to help us.’
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      ‘Jesus, guv. I’m starting to think Adam has a point about not letting you near the kitchen knives.’

      Kay followed Barnes’s gaze to the scratches that crisscrossed the backs of her hands and fingers and grinned. ‘Adam brought home kittens. We were playing with them last night.’

      ‘That’s your story.’

      She laughed, grateful to her colleague for the chance to alleviate the thoughts leading up to the post mortem that morning, and drew the seatbelt across her chest as he steered the car away from her driveway.

      He turned into the main road winding through the suburb and she watched a steady stream of schoolkids of varying ages wandering towards a bus stop outside a busy supermarket and petrol station.

      Young mothers with prams and pushchairs idled on the pavement, stopping to chat as they walked with older children who kicked at stones or played games on their way to kindergarten and schools.

      Bright clothing and the familiar colours of local school uniforms blurred as Barnes accelerated over the slight rise, and Kay turned her attention back to her colleague.

      ‘I find this part hard,’ she said. ‘Everything looking normal out there, and here we are on the way to witness a post mortem.’

      ‘I know what you mean.’ He indicated right, joined the queue of traffic leading to the motorway junction, and turned down the police radio fixed to the dashboard until the crackle of voices faded into the background. ‘The only way I can deal with it – always have, really – is to think that it’s another step forward in finding justice for the poor bastard.’

      Kay bit her lip. ‘I just hope Lucas finds something. Apart from a blurry photograph of a man who might have been looking for Helen Taylor and either him or someone else who slashed the tyres on Carl’s truck, we’ve got nothing, have we?’

      An hour later, Barnes turned into the entrance to Darent Valley Hospital and found a spare parking space at the back of one of the buildings reserved for visitors.

      They hurried through the southern entrance into the building and up a flight of stairs rather than wait for a lift, Kay leading the way into the mortuary through a set of wooden doors set with vertical glass panels.

      Simon Winter turned as they entered, and held out a visitor log book. ‘We’ve finished setting up in there, so if you want to go and get suited up, we’ll wait for you.’

      Kay entered her name in the log, then followed Barnes along a narrow corridor. ‘I’ll see you in there, Ian.’

      ‘Will do, guv.’

      Entering the ladies’ changing room, she placed her bag and suit jacket in a locker and pocketed the key. A pile of protective gowns sealed in plastic bags had been left on a small table beside the door and she opened one before pulling the bulky clothing over her blouse and trousers.

      That done, she twisted her hair into an elastic band, pulled a protective bonnet over her head and donned the gloves and booties remaining in the plastic bag.

      She walked out of the changing room and saw Barnes ahead of her, his feet swooshing along the polished tiles in booties matching hers.

      ‘I always find you so fetching in that,’ she said as she joined him. ‘It’s very on trend right now.’

      He grinned. ‘Does it make my bum look big, though?’

      ‘Enormous.’ She pushed open the door into the morgue and paused on the threshold beside him.

      Lucas and Simon had laid out Carl Taylor’s body on a steel gurney in the middle of a set of three, the man’s neck supported by a rubber rest and his hands by his sides, palms facing down.

      Bright lights hanging from the ceiling illuminated Lucas’s work area, tools and saws and drills gleaming.

      A chill hung in the air, and Kay shivered.

      ‘Shall we begin?’ said Lucas, his keen brown eyes flickering to Barnes then back to her.

      ‘Might as well,’ muttered Barnes, shuffling closer.

      ‘How long did he take to defrost?’ said Kay, her gaze sweeping over the blue and black markings that covered Taylor’s hands, feet and other extremities.

      ‘Until nine o’clock last night,’ said the Home Office pathologist. ‘Simon stayed here until we were sure – we had to be careful that we brought up his temperature to a point where we could conduct soft tissue analysis but avoid any further decay. Will is going to take another twenty-four hours.’

      Kay blinked, then set her shoulders.

      She owed it to both victims to watch, to listen, to learn.

      It would be the only way to find out what happened to them both on Friday, and why someone had left them to freeze to death.

      ‘I can confirm the lividity,’ said Lucas, using his little finger to point to the staining to the man’s skin. ‘When he died, he fell on to his left side but when he was moved and placed into the vehicle he was found in, he was put on his right-hand side. Now, to the discolouration you see on his fingers, toes and, ahem…’

      Kay saw Barnes wince as Lucas waved his hands over the dead man’s genitals. ‘Is that frostbite?’

      ‘Exactly. Often the first sign of trouble when someone’s body temperature is dropping.’

      ‘How long does that take?’ said Barnes after clearing his throat.

      ‘Not as long as you’d think. Depending on the temperature setting, anything from eighty seconds to two minutes. That’s how our bodies start driving down the blood supply to our skin in order to preserve the vital organs. His fingers look worse because they froze more quickly – if he had been wearing gloves, you’d see a little less damage to the tissue, same as with his genitals.’

      ‘I used to work for an oil company in Alaska as a medic before working here,’ said Simon, lowering the clipboard in his hand. ‘The surgeon there used to do two or three finger amputations a week during a bad winter.’

      ‘Jesus,’ Kay murmured. ‘So even if someone had found them and rescued them, Carl might have lost his fingers due to frostbite anyway?’

      ‘Exactly.’ Lucas picked up a scalpel. ‘We found traces of some sort of material under his fingernails – perhaps a plastic residue. You can see where the nail bed was bleeding, too – that confirms to me you were right, and he was trying to claw his way out of the back of that truck. He wouldn’t have been able to keep that up for long though. The frostbite would’ve been setting in and, although shivering keeps you warm for a little while, it uses a lot of energy.’

      ‘He’d have been tiring quickly,’ said Kay. ‘And he’s not overweight, is he?’

      ‘Despite what people think, fat doesn’t help. He’d have still lost heat, and once his core body temperature dropped below thirty degrees Celsius, he’d have been unconscious.’

      Kay’s eyes drifted to Taylor’s eyes, a milky-coloured glaze to the once bright irises. ‘His whole expression is one of terror, isn’t it?’

      ‘He would have been fighting for his life, detective, that much is certain.’ Lucas moved to the man’s chest, his scalpel poised ready. ‘Now, let’s see what else he can tell us.’

      Kay looked away as Lucas and Simon settled into their work, and noticed Barnes flicking through text messages when a large saw whirred to life.

      She wanted – needed – answers, but there were some aspects of a post mortem that she would never get used to.

      A little over two hours later, it was over.

      Simon sat on a stool to one side of the room beside a galvanised steel table, labelling various samples that had been taken while Lucas finished stitching Carl Taylor’s chest together.

      ‘All right,’ said the pathologist eventually, snapping off his gloves before tossing them into a biohazard bin and moving over to a sink. ‘I can confirm that cause of death was our man freezing in that refrigerated truck, so I’ll be noting hypothermia in my report. There are bruises around his arms, and one to his thigh as well, so he didn’t get in by choice.’

      ‘Was he conscious when he was put there?’ said Barnes, his features paler than when he’d entered the room.

      ‘Oh yes,’ Lucas said, raising his voice over the gush of water from the taps as he scrubbed his hands. He slopped more soap onto his fingers. ‘There’s no sign of a head injury.’

      ‘Someone wanted him to suffer,’ said Kay, and clenched her jaw. ‘Bastards.’
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      Kay shifted through the pile of manila folders stacked in the tray on the corner of her desk and swore under her breath.

      Her computer screen and keyboard were strewn with coloured sticky notes, urgent requests for returned phone calls, and messages from members of her team. The desk had suffered the most since she and Barnes left the incident room that morning, with a stack of reports balanced precariously on one side of it and two revised agendas placed in the middle for meetings she couldn’t remember agreeing to attend.

      She scowled at the emails that had bred in the inbox while she had attended the post mortem.

      None of the subject lines helped their enquiries.

      By now, she hoped she would have heard more from Harriet Baker – some preliminary forensic results perhaps, or a breakthrough from the house-to-house enquiries that were continuing.

      But there was nothing.

      Nothing at all.

      ‘Bugger.’

      She dropped the manila folders back into place and glared at the paperwork.

      Gavin meandered past carrying a cardboard tray of takeout coffee. He paused, ran his eyes over the desk, then handed one of the cups to her. ‘Best hang on to that. I’m scared to put it down anywhere.’

      ‘Very funny. Have you seen a green folder? It’s got my monthly budget workings in it, and I need to email them to Sharp.’

      He pointed to her keyboard. ‘That one, under there?’

      Kay rolled her eyes and plucked it out. ‘Thanks, Gav.’

      ‘You can borrow these if you want,’ Barnes called over from his desk, waving his reading glasses at her.

      ‘Don’t start.’ Kay dropped into her chair, flipped open the folder and bit back a groan.

      She needed more manpower for the investigation, someone to help her sift through all the information that was overwhelming her, but the funding allocation was earmarked for training existing staff and she couldn’t touch that.

      It looked as if they would have to get by with the team she had available.

      Disgusted, she tossed the folder into the tray and picked up her coffee before heading over to the whiteboard as the administration staff and officers started to congregate for the briefing.

      ‘Okay, let’s make a start.’ She waited while a couple of stragglers found seats. ‘Lucas Anderson has emailed through the results of this morning’s post mortem so you’ll be able to access that in HOLMES2. Briefly, he confirms Carl died as a result of freezing to death – there are no signs of a head injury or broken bones, despite the bruising to his skin. He confirms he’ll do Will Nivens’ post mortem tomorrow and let us have an update in the afternoon.’

      She paused to check her notes, then continued. ‘Moving on to the other aspects of our enquiries, Barnes and I spoke with one of the buyers interested in Mike O’Connor’s business earlier this afternoon, Bernard Hastings. He owns a similar business near Canterbury. As O’Connor suspected, Bernard’s lost interest since Carl’s body turned up on Friday – he says his reputation as a family business would be at risk.’

      Gavin grimaced. ‘You can see his point.’

      ‘Indeed. We left a message for the bloke who’s put in a lower offer – Steve Luxford. He phoned back half an hour ago to say he’d been in Margate all day looking at a couple of other used car garages for sale but he’s around in the morning so Barnes and I will head over to his house in Kings Hill to speak with him then.’ Kay ran her thumb down her notes. ‘Laura – have you heard back from East Division about those door-to-door enquiries they were running this morning?’

      ‘I did, guv.’ Laura took a couple of steps forward and faced her colleagues. ‘They’ve spoken to the owners of the businesses and residential flats around the solicitors’ offices. None of them report seeing anyone hanging around outside the building, although a woman in a betting shop said that street does get quite a lot of foot traffic, so Helen’s stalker might not have stood out. I’ve asked them to pass on any CCTV images of people they do see acting suspiciously so we can take a look. They’re also requesting CCTV recordings from the ATM at the far end of the street in case we can get a clearer image of him or confirm whether he was acting alone.’

      Kay thanked her colleague, then walked over to a spare desk and leaned against it. ‘To me, this sounds like something that was put together in haste. Unplanned, rather than a targeted attack on Carl given the shoddy surveillance of Helen’s workplace––’

      ‘Do you think someone panicked, guv?’ said Barnes.

      ‘I do, yes.’ She sighed and ran a hand through her hair, hooking a strand behind her ear. ‘Now we just have to work out what on earth Carl Taylor did to cause that panic.’
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      PC Aaron Stewart turned to the back page of the local newspaper and tried to feign interest in a report about a football team that were currently bottom of their league.

      He perched on a kitchen bar stool beside a gleaming worktop that held the scent of fresh lemons, his right hand hovering beside a steaming mug of tea.

      The last rays of sunlight stole through the kitchen window and cast a warm glow throughout the room. It lent a peaceful atmosphere to the place – one that was a stark contrast with the reason why he was here.

      Helen Taylor’s voice carried through from the living room as she spoke to her brother for the second time that afternoon, her tone becoming impatient.

      No, she didn’t want him and his family to come to Kent. He was too busy with his plastering business.

      Yes, the police were here.

      No, they didn’t have any news.

      And on and on.

      Aaron ran a hand over his cropped brown hair and sighed, eyeing the mobile phone on the worktop next to him. His wife had tried to phone him half an hour ago, the screen lighting up with her name while the phone vibrated in earnest.

      It had vibrated again seconds later, this time with a text message.

      Are you coming home tonight? x

      He sighed, picked up the mug and blew across the hot tea before taking a tentative sip, then messaged her back.

      Probably not x

      Debbie West had arranged for another constable to stay at the house with Helen earlier that day – long enough that Aaron could go home and get his head down for a few hours until he had to return at four o’clock, the time too short to see his wife and daughter before leaving again.

      He knew about the caller to Palmer and Twick now, knew that his role as Family Liaison Officer had shifted into something less tangible because of that caller, and felt an even greater obligation towards Helen.

      He needed to know she was safe.

      It was the least he could do for Carl Taylor.

      ‘That bloody man.’ Helen stalked into the kitchen, clutching her cardigan around her waist. She made a beeline for the kettle. ‘Would you like another cup of tea?’

      Aaron held up the mug and smiled. ‘Still going strong with this one, thanks.’

      He turned his attention back to the newspaper, folded it and then slid an abandoned gossip magazine closer.

      ‘Didn’t take you for a fan of those.’

      Glancing over his shoulder to see Helen leaning against the kitchen sink, he smiled. ‘I’m not really. My daughter’s the one who’s always going on about this and that celebrity. I can’t keep up with her.’

      ‘What does she do?’

      Aaron shuffled on the stool to face her. ‘She’s doing a hairdressing apprenticeship over at Tonbridge at the moment.’

      ‘Is she enjoying it?’

      ‘I think so, yes.’

      Helen’s eyes turned wistful and she turned away, fussing with a line of mugs that had gathered in the sink before rinsing them under the hot tap. ‘Your wife must be annoyed you have to work.’

      ‘She’s a nurse – she understands.’ Aaron rose from the stool and placed his empty mug on the counter beside her. Plucking up a tea towel that was dangling from a nearby drawer handle, he began to wipe the crockery she was stacking on the draining board. ‘And she’s got me well trained.’

      That elicited a chuckle, and he smiled at her response.

      Christ, anything he could do to ease her grief for a few seconds was a result.

      ‘Oh, bugger.’

      She dropped her hands into the suds and stared out through the window.

      Aaron followed her gaze to see a drain set into the patio bubbling with soap, water pooling under the steel grille.

      ‘I knew I should’ve asked Carl for that bloody plumber’s phone number,’ she said, and then burst into tears.

      Dropping the tea towel on the worktop, Aaron placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘I’ll take a look at it.’

      ‘God, sorry.’ She reached into her cardigan pocket and pulled out an already sodden paper handkerchief before blowing her nose. ‘I just…’

      ‘It’s all right. Where do you keep your toolkit?’

      ‘In the garage. It’s under… oh, I’ll show you. It’ll be quicker.’

      Helen led the way through a connecting door out of the kitchen and into a single garage that was used for storage rather than parking.

      A faint mustiness clung to the air, and someone – Carl, Aaron presumed – had fixed shelves along one wall. They were lined with cardboard boxes of various sizes, old jam jars brimming with nuts and bolts, and power tools.

      ‘It’s here.’ Helen was standing beside a tumble dryer, pointing to a large metal box under a workbench. ‘I don’t know if there’s anything in there you can use. That drain’s never done this before – not that I’ve seen, anyway.’

      ‘Is there a light out there, in case it gets dark while I’m doing this?’

      ‘No, sorry.’ Her features crumpled once more.

      ‘Not to worry.’ He crouched, pulled back the lid and selected a couple of tools. Spotting an iron crowbar propped against the wall, he took that as well. ‘Have you got a couple of bin liners? Or disposable gloves perhaps?’

      ‘There’s a roll of plastic sacks we use for garden waste here.’ She reached up to a shelf above the tumble dryer and tore off two bags before handing them over with a shy smile. ‘Hopefully you won’t have to stick your hand down there, though.’

      ‘I hope so, too.’ He gestured to the door that led into the garden. ‘Through there?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Okay, won’t be long.’

      ‘Thank you. Really – I’m sure this isn’t in your job description.’

      ‘What job description?’ He winked, then stepped outside.

      The air was cooler now, a purple tinge creeping into the sunset as twilight drew closer. Somewhere at the back of the garden, near the blackthorn hedgerow lining the perimeter, a blackbird sang. Another answered from a neighbouring garden, the soothing notes only broken by the occasional whoosh from traffic on the motorway in the distance as the breeze changed direction.

      The patio pavers were made from cheap concrete, chipped and mottled in places with tufts of grass sticking up through the cracks.

      ‘Right…’ Aaron stopped next to the overflowing drain, wrinkling his nose.

      There might be soap suds escaping through the grille but he could smell the stink from years of dirty washing water and run-off from the patio and surrounding flower borders.

      Emitting a sigh, he leaned over and used the crowbar to jemmy the grille away from its housing.

      To his surprise, it came away easily.

      He peered into the hole.

      Soapy water filled it to the brim but there was definitely something down there, blocking the water from entering the main sewer.

      A dark grey object bobbed to the surface before a gurgling slurping sound belched from the hole and it disappeared from view.

      Aaron frowned.

      ‘What the hell…?’

      He knelt beside the drain, then shoved the crowbar down the side of the polymer lining that had been applied to the original stone pipework.

      There was something down there, that much was certain.

      Pausing to shove his hand into one of the plastic bin bags, he pulled it up over his arm and then picked up the crowbar once more.

      Turning it so the hook faced inwards, he latched on to whatever was stuck down the drain and dragged it up towards him, bending down to wrap his plastic-covered fingertips around the end as the brick-shaped object broke the soapy surface.

      His heart missed a beat as he pulled it from the water and dropped it on the paver beside the drain.

      ‘Bloody hell.’

      Aaron dropped the crowbar, pulled away the bin liner and ran back to the kitchen, ignoring the look of shock on Helen Taylor’s face as he passed.

      He slid to a standstill next to the worktop and snatched up his phone, hitting the speed dial.

      ‘Guv? I’m at Helen Taylor’s house – I think you’d better get over here.’
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      When Kay arrived at Helen Taylor’s modest semi-detached house, two patrol cars and a van belonging to Harriet’s CSI team were choking every available parking space within the cul-de-sac.

      After parking in the next street, she slung her bag over her shoulder and hurried across the road into the semi-circle of houses.

      Lights were on in every home, a number of front doors were wide open, and an excitable atmosphere emanated from those who were standing at the end of their driveways as they tried to see what was going on.

      A gaggle of neighbours hovered beside the front brick wall outside Helen Taylor’s house, necks craned towards the front door while they murmured theories and gossip between them, their faces a mixture of suspicion and barely suppressed excitement.

      Kay slunk past, keeping her head down.

      As she hurried up the driveway, the door opened and Tim Wallace stood to one side, the sergeant’s radio squawking from its clip on his stab vest.

      ‘Evening, guv,’ he said, shutting the door. ‘Mrs Taylor is in the living room. We’ve based ourselves in the kitchen at the moment – Charlie and Patrick are outside setting up a tent and some floodlights.’

      ‘Thanks, Tim.’ She turned at heavy footsteps to see Aaron Stewart walking towards her from the kitchen, a perplexed expression creasing his brow. ‘Quite the find out there, wasn’t it?’

      He emitted a faint snort. ‘No kidding, guv. Not quite what I was expecting.’

      ‘Can we can talk?’ Kay jerked her chin towards the kitchen. ‘Just for a moment before I have a chat with Helen?’

      ‘Come through here – you’ll be able to see what Charlie’s doing while I bring you up to date.’

      She left Tim in the hallway and followed Aaron through to a light and airy kitchen full of modern appliances that were neither expensive, nor too cheap. It seemed that Helen and Carl Taylor had created a comfortable home for themselves, and she sighed as she cast her gaze over the worktops, spotlights in the ceiling shining on the highly polished surfaces.

      The kitchen window revealed a paved area illuminated by two floodlights on aluminium stands placed at each end. Two figures in white protective body suits paced the area and the flower borders beyond, their heads bowed as they worked.

      Kay turned away, her thoughts racing.

      What had happened to this small family in the past few weeks that had left a man dead and a distraught widow?

      Not to mention the kilo of drugs that had been placed in an evidence bag in the middle of the central worktop.

      She sniffed the air.

      ‘Sorry, guv.’ Aaron pointed at the package. ‘It stinks from being down that drain.’

      ‘Have they found any more of it?’

      ‘Not down there, no. Helen told us about another drain that’s over by the back door into the garage but that was clear. Patrick is trying to check the rest of the garden for any signs of recent digging but Charlie reckons they’ll be here until morning. It’s hard to work under lights – and we don’t want to attract anyone with a drone.’

      ‘Fair enough.’

      Kay prodded the evidence bag containing the package before picking it up and testing its weight.

      It was on the heavier side, almost like a bag of sugar.

      She could see white powder through the layers of clear plastic that had been wrapped around the drugs before it had been taped closed, sealing the narcotic within a tight waterproof parcel.

      ‘Christ, no wonder it blocked the bloody drain.’ She replaced the evidence bag on the worktop. ‘What’s this worth these days?’

      Aaron shrugged. ‘Prices have dropped since last year, but I reckon you’d still get about thirty thousand pounds for that. Maybe a bit more.’

      ‘So what the hell was Carl Taylor doing with this?’

      ‘Helen says she hasn’t got a clue. She was as shocked as me when I showed her.’

      ‘All right – I’m going to have a word with her, and then I’ll get out of your way. Could you drop by the incident room tomorrow on your way home and give us an update, in case Patrick and Charlie find anything else?’

      ‘Of course, no problem.’

      ‘Thanks – and good work, Aaron.’ She winked. ‘Bet you didn’t expect this sort of excitement with the FLO role.’

      Making her way back along the hallway, she nodded her thanks to Tim as he opened the living room door for her and found Helen Taylor curled up in an armchair, her face miserable under a curtain of dark hair.

      ‘You think you know someone, don’t you?’ she said, her voice little more than a whisper. ‘Thirteen years we were married, and I never took Carl for someone who would do this.’

      Kay hovered beside the shelf lined with photographs. ‘Did you have any idea that the drugs were in the drain?’

      A look of horror shot across Helen’s features, her mouth dropping open. ‘Of course I didn’t. This is the first time I’ve ever seen them.’

      ‘Did you ever see Carl acting strangely out in the garden?’

      ‘No…’ Helen paused, flicked her hair over her shoulder, then sniffed. ‘He must’ve hidden them when I was at work. His shift finishes before I leave the office so he would’ve had a few hours before I got home. I-I can’t believe this is happening…’

      ‘What about strangers in the street, Helen?’ Kay took a step closer. ‘Have you noticed anyone you don’t recognise hanging around in the past few weeks?’

      The woman shook her head. ‘I would’ve told you if I had.’

      ‘I’m going to ask you a question, one that I have to ask as a routine part of my enquiries.’

      ‘Okay.’ Helen’s voice wavered, her eyes wide. ‘What?’

      ‘Did you and Carl argue about anything in the weeks and days leading up to his death?’

      ‘I… No, we didn’t.’ Helen brought a shaking hand to her lips. ‘Oh my God. You think I killed him?’

      ‘Did you?’

      ‘No.’ Dropping her hand to her lap, Helen jutted out her chin. ‘I didn’t kill my husband, Detective Hunter – and I resent the question.’

      ‘As I said, it’s a routine one. I’m sorry if it caused you further distress.’ Kay ran her gaze around the room, listening to the muted voices of her colleagues out in the hallway. ‘I’m going to leave you now, but Aaron will stay as your Family Liaison Officer – is that all right with you?’

      ‘Yes.’ The woman sighed. ‘Look, I know you’re just doing your job. I’m glad he’s here. I-I feel safer.’ Helen sighed, her face crestfallen. ‘I have no idea what Carl got himself into, detective. I really don’t.’

      ‘We’ll do our best to find whoever was responsible for his death, Helen – and hopefully some answers for you as well.’

      Kay took her leave, joining Aaron and Tim in the hallway before glancing over her shoulder towards the closed door to the living room.

      She lowered her voice. ‘Do you think she’s lying?’

      Aaron exhaled, then leaned against the stair balustrades and shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. I think she was genuinely surprised by it all.’

      ‘Interesting,’ said Kay, biting her lip. ‘Maybe Carl never called a plumber to unblock the drain. Maybe he was sending a message that there was something down there.’

      ‘A back-up in case he got killed, you mean?’ said Aaron.

      ‘Yes. What if Carl Taylor maybe saw or overheard something, or someone found out he had those drugs? Whatever it was, it left him fearing for his life – and hers.’
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      When Barnes pulled into Kay’s driveway the next morning, he was ten minutes early despite the nose-to-tail traffic on the roads leading out of the suburb.

      Not that he doubted getting out again in order to reach the motorway was going to be a whole different matter.

      Climbing from the car, he took a moment to stretch his back.

      The faint tick tick of the engine cooling parried with a pair of sparrows bickering above his head on the telephone lines stretching along the lane, and he inhaled the fresh air.

      The house he now shared with his partner of four years, Pia McLeod, was closer to town. As that was usually surrounded by the noise from passing traffic and the constant shouts from his neighbours’ kids out in the box-shaped garden beyond the boundary fence they shared, he savoured the brief moment of peace in the quieter suburb.

      He turned at the sound of a bolt being shot back, then the front door opened and Kay appeared.

      ‘Sorry – Sharp phoned wanting an update, and I’ve tasked Gavin and Laura with speaking to Carl’s supervisor from the cold chain fleet this morning.’

      His gaze dropped to the sticky plaster across the back of her left hand as she closed the door, and he raised an eyebrow. ‘Kittens again?’

      Kay rolled her eyes. ‘There’s a particularly vicious tortoiseshell one that Adam swears he’s going to call Wolverine. The problem is, he’s cute.’

      Barnes laughed and opened the car passenger door for her. ‘At this rate, I can’t see you giving them back.’

      ‘Trust me, they need to go,’ she said as he got in and started the engine. ‘I’m not getting anything done in the evenings, and our armchairs aren’t going to survive for much longer.’

      By the time they reached the motorway, Kay had pulled a briefing folder from her bag and was flicking through the pages, pen in hand while she jotted notes in the margins.

      ‘Is that the information Debbie found out about this bloke we’re going to see?’ he said, changing lanes as the sign for West Malling flashed past.

      ‘Yes. Steve Luxford.’ Kay waited until he’d braked at a set of traffic lights leading off from the motorway junction and held up a copy of a photograph. ‘This was taken at a local rugby fundraiser a couple of years ago.’

      Barnes checked the car in front wasn’t about to pull away, then glanced at the photo.

      Luxford appeared to be in his late thirties, a buzz cut to his hair. Small dark eyes peered out at the photographer, a sneer tearing the man’s mouth as he raised a pint glass to the camera, his thick arms protruding from a T-shirt that appeared to be a size too small.

      ‘He looks like a rugby player.’

      Kay flipped the photo around. ‘He does, doesn’t he?’

      She went back to reading her notes as the lights turned green. ‘It says here that he’s divorced, lives on his own – three points on his licence for a speeding offence from a couple of years back. He used to own a car washing business over near Swale but sold that in February. Must’ve done all right out of it to be able to put in an offer on Mike O’Connor’s place.’

      ‘That depends on how much he was offering,’ said Barnes, falling behind a white van that was losing a battle with the amount of dirt splashed over its back doors. ‘After all, this is the guy who came back with a lower offer after Carl’s body was found. Did Debbie find any connection between Carl and this Luxford bloke?’

      ‘Not yet.’ Kay lowered the pages to her lap as he turned into the Kings Hill estate while she surveyed the different commercial businesses they passed before entering the residential area beyond.

      Barnes paused after negotiating a roundabout, thumbed his mobile phone screen on, and checked the maps app. The blue location dot showed their position, and Luxford’s house was only a couple of streets away.

      ‘How do you want to do this?’ he said as he pulled away from the kerb. ‘Do you want to lead?’

      ‘No, you ask the questions. I want to be able to gauge his reaction.’

      ‘Okay.’ He jerked his chin towards a terrace of slim houses, the beige-coloured render looking tired and worn. ‘This is his place, the middle one.’

      Number 6 was identical to its neighbours, save for a pale-green door that appeared the worse for wear.

      Evergreen shrubs grew half-heartedly in the borders between the properties, and the front garden appeared to have been abandoned mid-way through the owner laying new turf at some point in its history.

      Barnes led the way along an uneven paved footpath, noting a large motorbike that had been parked off to one side and covered with a tarpaulin against the elements.

      He rapped his knuckles against the glass panel set into the door as he eyed the broken electronic bell beside it.

      ‘Rented or owned?’ said Kay in a low voice.

      ‘Owned.’

      ‘Christ, you’d think he’d do something with the––’

      The door opened and Steve Luxford peered over a brass chain.

      ‘You the police?’

      ‘Mr Luxford?’ Barnes held up his warrant card. ‘DS Ian Barnes. We spoke on the phone yesterday.’

      ‘Hang on.’ The chain rattled a moment, then Luxford beckoned to them. ‘This better be quick. I’ve got a meeting to get to at ten o’clock with my accountant.’

      The moment Barnes stepped over the threshold, he wondered when the place had last been decorated – or cleaned.

      An ancient-looking flock wallpaper covered the hallway walls, and whoever decorated the place must have got a good deal. The pattern continued through into a rectangular-shaped living area that stank of cigarette smoke, takeaway food, and stale alcohol that might or might not have been spilled on the chipped laminate flooring.

      It was hard to tell amongst all the other stains.

      Luxford scuffed through a pile of dirty washing beside a small wooden table covered in pizza boxes and opened a single door that led out to a tiny garden.

      ‘I had some mates around to watch a match last night,’ he said defensively. ‘Take a seat.’

      Barnes took one look at the expression on Kay’s face as she took in the state of the upholstery, and turned back to Luxford. ‘It’s okay. This shouldn’t take long. We’re investigating the death of a man––’

      ‘The bloke found at O’Connor’s place. Yeah, you said on the phone. What do you need to speak to me for?’

      ‘We understand you put in an offer to buy O’Connor’s Used Cars a few weeks prior to the incident. Why was that?’

      Luxford moved to the table, swept back a pizza box and snatched up a crumpled cigarette packet. Moving to the back door, he leaned against the frame, pulled a lighter from his pocket and lit up.

      Barnes waited, watching while the other man tipped his head back and blew a cloud of smoke into the air before it was snatched away on the breeze.

      Finally, Luxford turned back to him, the familiar sneer on his lips. ‘Because I could. I used to own a car wash place. Sold that a few months back for a good price. Thought I’d try something different.’

      ‘Have you done that sort of thing before?’

      Luxford shrugged. ‘It doesn’t take a genius to sell cars, does it?’

      ‘Why that place?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Why O’Connor’s business?’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Did you take a look at any others?’

      ‘One or two. Too far away, though.’ Luxford took another drag on the cigarette and scratched the inside of his elbow. ‘The missus wants me somewhere closer.’

      Barnes blinked, peered around at the detritus covering almost every surface, then back to Luxford.

      The man spat out a bitter laugh. ‘She don’t live here. Can’t you tell? We split up. She just wants me working nearby so I can take turns picking up our little girls after school, that’s all. Charlotte’s got a new job working for an estate agent and can’t always be there for them.’

      ‘With a young family, I’m surprised the fact that a dead man was found at O’Connor’s hasn’t put you off,’ said Kay.

      ‘It did for a bit. Sort of.’ He grinned, exposing uneven teeth stained by nicotine. ‘But then, I reckoned that the longer you lot take to find out who did this, it’ll drive the price down. I’ll probably pick up that business for a bargain.’

      ‘Mr Luxford, could you tell us where you were between the hours of three o’clock Friday afternoon and seven o’clock Sunday morning?’

      The man walked over to the coffee table and crushed the end of the cigarette into a plastic ashtray bearing the name of a local brewer.

      When he met Barnes’s gaze, there was a dangerous flash in his eyes.

      ‘Am I a suspect?’

      ‘Just a routine question, Mr Luxford. Where were you?’

      ‘Here, Friday night with me girls. I dropped them back to their mum’s house Sunday morning at ten o’clock. On the dot, too. Charlotte gets antsy if I’m late. Says it buggers up their routine.’

      ‘We’ll need the phone number and address for Charlotte,’ said Kay.

      ‘Fine.’ Luxford rummaged in his jeans pocket and extracted a battered mobile phone. ‘Here you go.’

      Barnes wrote down the details, then handed Luxford a card.

      ‘Thanks for your time. We’ll be in touch if we have any more questions.’

      ‘No worries.’ Luxford grinned. ‘Take your time though, eh? I reckon I could get a few more thousand knocked off the price in another couple of weeks.’
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      ‘How come we’re not speaking to Adele Marchant at the depot, then?’

      Gavin held up his hand in thanks as another driver allowed their vehicle to exit the police station car park into slow-moving traffic.

      ‘She had a rostered day off organised before all this happened,’ said Laura, checking the woman’s address in her notebook. ‘Kay wanted her interviewed sooner rather than later, so I phoned her last night to see if she was around this morning. She sounded quite distraught about Carl.’

      ‘I can’t imagine what it’d be like if something happened to one of us,’ said Gavin. ‘I’m not surprised she’s upset. Where’s her house?’

      ‘Take a left up here. She lives just around the corner from the grammar school.’

      She gave Gavin directions through a series of roads that twisted and curved beyond the school towards the leisure centre, then pointed out Adele Marchant’s house to him as they drew near.

      Semi-detached with a brown tiled roof, the building had a stone-clad ground floor with a rendered upper storey. A bay window protruded over a tidy front garden that abutted an asphalt driveway.

      Gavin rang the doorbell, and Laura heard footsteps descending a staircase in a hurry.

      A woman in her mid-fifties opened the door, her short blonde hair damp and a green towel in one hand. She wore a harried expression. ‘Are you the police?’

      ‘Adele Marchant? I’m DC Laura Hanway, and this is my colleague DC Gavin Piper. I spoke to you on the phone last night about Carl Taylor.’

      ‘Crumbs, sorry – I’m running late. Just got back from the leisure centre,’ she said, taking a step back. ‘Come in.’

      Laura paused in a bright hallway, the faint smell of varnish emanating from freshly sanded skirting boards that hugged pale-cream paintwork.

      A stack of framed prints lay against a small wooden table at the base of the staircase, the surface covered with what appeared to be unopened bills and a discarded bunch of keys.

      ‘Shall we go through to the kitchen?’ Adele Marchant turned without waiting for an answer, furiously scrubbing at her cropped hair with the towel so that by the time they caught up with her, her hair was sticking up on end.

      The woman continued a running commentary as she tidied a pine dining table, collating a mixture of old local newspapers and sales brochures before gesturing to them to sit.

      ‘I thought I’d make the most of my day off – a Pilates class, followed by a swim. It’s not often I get time to myself what with two kids in the house––’ She broke off, her hand moving to her lips. ‘I’m sorry – I probably sound callous, what with everything going on. I just feel so helpless. I needed to do something rather than be here on my own. Carl’s death has been a shock.’

      Gavin emitted a noncommittal noise.

      ‘People cope with grief in all sorts of ways, Mrs Marchant.’ Laura gave the woman a faint smile.

      ‘I suppose so. Call me Adele, by the way.’

      She sank into one of the matching pine chairs, resting an elbow on the table as she peered up at them. ‘Have you found out who killed him yet?’

      ‘We’re following a number of leads,’ said Laura, ‘which is why we wanted to speak with you. Did Carl have any trouble at work recently?’

      Adele frowned. ‘No, not that I’m aware of. He was a model employee. Turned up well before his shift every morning, and he was happy to help out around the depot or swap routes if someone needed to take a day off. He got on well with the businesses on his usual route, too. He received more Christmas cards than any of our other delivery drivers last year.’

      ‘You mentioned about swapping routes – how often did that happen?’

      ‘Only occasionally these past few months. Of course, once we’re into the school summer holiday season it happens more regularly.’ A wistful look passed across Adele’s eyes. ‘I know Carl and his wife didn’t have kids – he mentioned it to me once, a while back – so he was always volunteering to help out over the summer. They tended to go away in September once the schools went back when it was cheaper, anyway.’

      ‘Did Carl ever mention any concerns to you about his route?’

      ‘Not at all.’ Adele sat up straighter, evidently more comfortable talking about work-related matters. ‘Occasionally we’d loan him to our Ashford depot but that’s only happened maybe once or twice this year. I don’t recall him mentioning any trouble there, though.’

      ‘Would he have come to you with any concerns?’ said Gavin.

      ‘Oh yes. We had a terrific working relationship. All my employees know they can come and talk to me about anything, any time. Open door policy and all that.’

      ‘What about Will Nivens?’ said Laura. ‘How come he was paired up with Carl when he joined the company?’

      Adele sighed, a sad smile appearing. ‘Carl was so dependable. He was a natural choice as a driver trainer. He was patient with the new ones, especially people like Will who hadn’t done multi-drops before – always willing to spend an extra week or two with them to make sure they knew what they were doing, and insisted on them calling his mobile if they had any problems once they were out and about on their own. Goodness knows how many phone calls he saved me over the years.’

      ‘And were there any issues with Will since he joined the company?’

      ‘No, nothing. Again, it was probably Carl’s influence but Will was turning out to be quite an asset to the company.’

      ‘Did Carl swap routes with anyone in the past, say, during the three to four weeks leading up to his death?’ said Gavin.

      Adele’s brow furrowed. ‘A couple of times, yes. There was a Monday or a Tuesday – I can’t remember which. Bonnie Hopkins, who usually does the Aylesford route, was off – she has a young daughter who went down with a bad cold and had to stay home from school, so Carl offered to cover for her on those days.’ She broke off, and sniffed. ‘I don’t know what we’re going to do without him.’

      ‘Did either Carl or Will ever fail one of your mandatory drug and alcohol tests?’ said Laura.

      ‘No – never.’ Adele’s eyebrows shot upwards. ‘Why?’

      ‘It’s just a routine question. Did Bonnie or Carl ever mention anything that gave them cause for concern about that route?’

      The woman’s jaw dropped. ‘Do you think Carl was killed because of his job?’

      ‘We’re looking at everything in relation to a possible motive,’ said Gavin calmly. ‘Has Bonnie said anything to you over the past couple of weeks since that may have given cause for concern in hindsight?’

      ‘No – nothing at all.’

      ‘We’d like to arrange to speak with her as soon as possible,’ said Laura, and handed over one of her business cards. ‘Could you get her contact details for me and email them over today?’

      ‘I – of course, yes.’ Adele swallowed, then rose from the table. ‘I’ll dry my hair and head over to the depot straight away. I can’t access the personnel records from my computer here, and she’ll be out and about at the moment anyway.’

      ‘We appreciate that,’ said Laura, following the woman back to the front door.

      Adele paused beside it, her hand on the latch, and turned to face them both.

      ‘It’s the least I can do, isn’t it? I’d do anything to find out who killed Carl and Will. They were such lovely blokes – they didn’t deserve to die like that.’
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      Kay popped the top of her ballpoint pen as her team assembled in front of the whiteboard, a mid-afternoon sun speckling the desks and carpet with thin streaks of light.

      Their murmured conversations were tinged with frustration, and she felt an underlying sense that the days were slipping away from them without a single suspect in Carl Taylor’s death.

      Aaron Stewart hovered at the fringes of the group wearing a fresh shirt, his head bowed as he listened to something Debbie was saying beside him.

      Kay admired the constable for his dedication to the role he had been thrust into. He had turned up five minutes ago telling her he wanted to be as up to date as possible before heading back to Helen Taylor’s house for another shift as Family Liaison Officer.

      ‘Let’s start with the drugs Aaron found last night,’ she said, raising her voice over the throng.

      The team fell silent as all eyes turned to the constable.

      ‘Charlie and Patrick didn’t find anything else in the garden over the course of this morning,’ he said. ‘The package of drugs found in the drain outside the kitchen window has been logged into evidence and Debbie’s arranged for a sample to be sent to the lab to check its grade. That’ll give us a better idea of its value.’

      ‘What about prints?’ said Gavin, leaning forward in his chair to better see Aaron. ‘Anything?’

      ‘Patrick found a latent print that matches Carl’s but that’s all. They unwrapped the package once they got it to the lab this morning, but whoever packed it was careful,’ said the constable. ‘Harriet reports they couldn’t get any other prints off of it.’

      Kay tapped her pen against her notebook as she listened. ‘Has anyone in the Serious Crimes Directorate reported a quantity of drugs going missing from anyone they’ve got under surveillance?’

      ‘There isn’t anything on the system, guv,’ said Debbie, ‘but I’ll give headquarters a call after this to find out if any new reports have come in within the past twenty-four hours.’

      ‘Do that, please – and ask them if they’re aware of any sort of threats about retribution, things like that.’ Kay turned to the whiteboard and tapped the photographs Aaron had taken while the package of cocaine was still on Helen Taylor’s kitchen worktop the night before. ‘From what everyone’s been telling us about Carl Taylor, he doesn’t come across as a drug dealer, does he?’

      ‘It’s always the quiet ones, guv,’ Barnes said.

      ‘True.’ She turned, her gaze seeking out Laura. ‘Have you heard back from Adele Marchant? Wasn’t she going to give you the contact details for a work colleague of Carl’s?’

      ‘Yes, guv.’ The detective constable rose from her seat at the far side of the cluster of chairs so everyone could see her. ‘I’m heading off after the briefing with Gavin to go and speak to Bonnie Hopkins – Carl covered her route a couple of weeks ago. Adele told us she delivers to the Aylesford area, so we’ll ask her for a better idea of what that entails and whether she’s aware of any issues Carl might’ve been having.’

      ‘Good, okay.’ Kay waited until Laura had returned to her seat, then looked up from her notes. ‘Lucas carried out Will Nivens’ post mortem today. He’s recorded the same cause of death as Carl Taylor but also noted traces of carbon dioxide poisoning in Will’s lungs.’

      ‘What caused that, guv?’ said Phillip.

      ‘Will was in the back of that truck longer than Carl, and given that he was younger he probably survived for longer. Unfortunately, Lucas says that left him exposed to a deteriorating atmosphere. Those trucks are sealed units – they have to be, to keep the cold air in. Will was running out of air. The cold killed him, but he wasn’t far off from suffocating to death.’

      A silence followed her words, broken only by a couple of murmured curses before she cleared her throat and continued.

      ‘Gavin – a task for you in the morning. While we’re working through Carl’s different delivery routes these past few weeks, we need to focus on where those drugs might’ve come from. Obviously being a delivery driver means that Carl could be the perfect person to transport drugs from one place to the other, so we need to find out how that could be done. Simon Thomas at the fleet depot says that as soon as the drivers leave there each morning they go over to a cold chain distribution warehouse where the trucks are loaded. I want you to head over there to see what their security measures are like.’

      ‘Do you think that’s the source of a possible smuggling operation, guv?’

      ‘We need to rule it out.’ Kay rapped her knuckles against the map on the board. ‘And if that’s not the source, then one of these places on Carl’s route could be. We need to start somewhere.’

      ‘No problem – I’ll arrange that.’

      ‘Don’t phone ahead, whatever you do. I don’t want to give someone a warning we’re interested. Just go over there first thing.’ Kay turned to the rest of the team. ‘Any other updates?’

      ‘Guv, we finally got a lead on who owned the car that Carl Taylor was found in,’ said Parker.

      All eyes turned to the uniformed constable, and Kay noticed he stood a little straighter.

      ‘What’ve you managed to find out?’ she said.

      ‘It was reported stolen last week, early on Monday morning so it must’ve been stolen on Sunday night. The owner works at Maidstone hospital – she parked her car in a communal area around the back of the flats where she lives in East Malling. When she left her flat to go and start her shift, she found her car missing.’ Parker frowned. ‘She was pretty upset when she found out what had happened to it. She told me she doesn’t want it back after Harriet’s lot have finished.’

      ‘I don’t blame her.’ Kay wrote his update on the whiteboard. ‘Any CCTV where she lives?’

      ‘There’s a camera farther along the road from the flats, and apparently the building’s management company have cameras on the stairwells and places like that. I’ll give them another call in the morning to chase it up if I don’t get anything.’

      ‘Thanks, Phillip – that’s good information. How are you getting on with the CCTV images from the antiques shop? Anything from digital forensics yet?’

      ‘Nothing yet, guv. I was going to chase up Andy after this to see how they’re getting on.’

      ‘Ask him to let me have an update by Monday, please – sooner if he can.’ Kay side-stepped away from the board so her team could see the additional notes. ‘Barnes and I interviewed Steve Luxford this morning. He’s an interesting character – doesn’t have a lot of empathy for Mike O’Connor and certainly wasn’t put off by the fact that Carl was found murdered in the front lot of the used car dealership, either.’

      ‘Do you think he could be a suspect, guv?’ said Gavin. ‘After all, it’s like he said to you – he’ll get the business for a cheaper price now, won’t he?’

      ‘It certainly moves him to the top of the list,’ Kay replied. ‘Okay, everyone. Next briefing will be tomorrow afternoon, unless anything significant comes to light in the meantime. Check the roster for weekend cover before you leave today. Let’s see what the next twenty-four hours brings us.’
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      Gavin thrust his mobile phone back into his pocket and straightened the cuffs of his jacket as Laura opened the passenger seat door to the pool car, a grin on her face as she slung her handbag into the footwell.

      ‘What’re you smiling about?’ he said, releasing the handbrake and edging the car in behind a four-by-four belonging to the traffic division heading towards the security barrier.

      ‘You had a grin like the Cheshire cat on your face when I walked out the back door,’ she said, dimples in her cheeks. ‘Hot date, or what?’

      Heat rose to his face, and he concentrated on manoeuvring through the traffic instead of answering.

      ‘Come on, spill the beans. Don’t be coy.’ Laura shifted in her seat, her face eager. ‘You’ve never said whether you have a girlfriend or whatever, so what gives?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said, relenting with a sigh. ‘Been too busy, I suppose. You know what it’s like working all different shifts and then getting a phone call in the middle of the night if you’re on roster.’

      ‘So who is she?’

      ‘There’s no stopping you, is there?’

      ‘No.’ She reached out and prodded his arm. ‘And if you don’t tell me, I’ll tell Barnes. He’ll get it out of you, one way or another.’

      Gavin rolled his eyes. ‘You’re not wrong there. She’s someone I met online, that’s all. You know – one of those dating apps.’

      ‘Does she know what you do for a living?’

      ‘Yes.’ He couldn’t prevent the smile that twitched at the corner of his mouth. ‘And, surprisingly, it hasn’t put her off.’

      ‘Been on a date yet?’

      ‘First one was meant to be this weekend.’ His smile faded. ‘I’ve just called her to let her know we might have to postpone, depending on what happens with this case.’

      Laura stopped grinning, and when he glanced over she was wearing a look of concern.

      ‘How did she take it?’

      ‘Surprisingly well, actually. She said it didn’t matter, and that we could make up for it once I could find the time.’

      ‘She’s a keeper, then.’

      He laughed. ‘Christ, Hanway – we haven’t even been on a date yet. Anyway, keep it to yourself for the time being, all right? I don’t want to jinx it.’

      ‘Fair enough.’ She turned away and pointed through the windscreen. ‘Take the right-hand turn up here by the lights – Bonnie lives in Downswood.’

      Moments later, Gavin braked at the kerb outside a modest detached house with a pale stone-clad finish.

      A tidy garden led to a UPVC front door, and he raised his gaze to the alarm box set above one of the upper floor windows.

      Ringing the bell, he turned his back to the house and lowered his voice.

      ‘How’d she afford this on a delivery driver’s wage?’

      ‘Her husband’s a software engineer,’ whispered Laura, then jerked her chin at the door at the sound of a latch being released.

      A suntanned woman stood on the doorstep, her frown disappearing when Gavin held up his warrant card and made the introductions.

      ‘Come in,’ she said, ushering them over the threshold and closing the door behind them.

      Gavin heard a male voice emanating from behind a door off to one side of the hallway, the discussion growing in volume.

      ‘Sorry,’ said Bonnie. She gestured towards the back of the property. ‘Go on through to the garden – Mark, my husband, works from home and he’s in the middle of a video call about a software project with a client in Australia at the moment.’

      Laura led the way through an open-plan kitchen and dining area, then out into a rectangular garden that sloped down towards a stream.

      Gavin spotted a swing set beside an apple tree, then the wire fencing between the garden and watercourse. A small wooden shed had been painted in bright colours, and a sign on the door warned away intruders.

      ‘My youngest daughter’s cubby-house,’ said Bonnie. She smiled and gestured to a set of six chairs around a metal patio table. ‘Woe betide you if you go anywhere near it.’

      ‘Noted,’ said Gavin. He waited until they had all settled, then turned his attention back to the woman. ‘When we spoke to Adele Marchant yesterday, she said that your daughter had been off sick from school recently and that Carl covered your shift for a couple of days.’

      ‘Yes, Emily – that’s my youngest – caught a cold and couldn’t shake it off,’ said Bonnie, plumping up a blue canvas cushion and leaning back in her chair. ‘It was about three weeks ago now. I made the decision on the Monday morning not to let her go to school as she was developing a temperature, and luckily Carl was able to do both days for me.’

      ‘Does he always cover your route if you’re not able to work?’ Laura asked, glancing up from her notebook.

      Bonnie shook her head. ‘Not always, and Emily doesn’t get sick that often but he’s – sorry, was – an absolute saint at volunteering if someone needed help.’

      She sniffed, and turned her gaze to the stream, using her fingertips to wipe away sudden tears.

      ‘Mrs Hopkins, could you tell us the area that your route covers?’ said Gavin. He waited while Laura unfolded a map from her bag and flattened it on the table. ‘Aylesford, isn’t it?’

      ‘Yes.’ Bonnie sniffed, then leaned forward and pulled the map closer. ‘Most of my deliveries are out as far west as there, east to West Malling and then north of Snodland on the way back to Maidstone. That includes all the villages in between such as Burham.’

      Laura used a pencil to trace the area as Bonnie spoke. ‘And Carl would’ve covered this area while he was working your shift three weeks ago?’

      ‘Yes, that’s right. I mean, he’d only go into the village stores if there was anything to deliver that day, of course.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Laura passed the map across to Gavin and he ran his eyes over the boundary she’d drawn before lifting his gaze to Bonnie.

      ‘When you came back to work on, what – Wednesday…’

      ‘Wednesday, yes.’

      ‘Did Carl mention anything to you that seemed out of place on that route? Perhaps something that jarred with him?’

      ‘In what way?’ Bonnie’s voice held a note of defensiveness as she looked from Laura to Gavin. ‘Has someone made a complaint?’

      ‘Nothing like that,’ said Gavin, his tone smooth. ‘We’re trying to work out if perhaps Carl’s death might be connected to his work, or something he might’ve seen or overheard while out on his route.’

      ‘When we heard that he’d covered your shift a few weeks ago, we wondered if he might’ve said something to you on your return to work,’ Laura added.

      ‘He didn’t, no.’ Bonnie’s shoulders relaxed a little, although a frown creased her brow. ‘Although, come to think of it, he was quieter than normal when I got back to work on the Wednesday morning. I thought at the time that perhaps he was coming down with something, like Emily had.’

      ‘Did you notice anything else?’ said Gavin.

      Bonnie rested her chin in her hand, her gaze dropping to the floor. ‘Like I said, he was quiet around the depot that week. We’d have a laugh while we were working, cleaning out the trucks at the end of the shift and that sort of thing. There are a few of us in there at any one time, and there’s the usual banter. He seemed… preoccupied. A couple of times, Adele had to repeat herself because he wasn’t listening.’

      ‘She didn’t mention that to us,’ said Laura, her pen poised above her notebook.

      Bonnie straightened and managed a smile. ‘She’s probably forgotten – she has a lot on in that role, and we’re understaffed as it is.’

      ‘You said that was the week you were off, three weeks ago,’ said Gavin. ‘What about the last couple of weeks? How did Carl seem then?’

      ‘If anything, he was even quieter last week. Nervous about something, too.’ Bonnie bit her lip.

      ‘Did you ask him what was wrong?’

      ‘I didn’t want to pry – I wondered if maybe there was trouble at home, something like that. I thought I’d leave it another week and if he still seemed under the weather then I’d ask him this week.’

      Bonnie’s face fell. ‘And now, of course, I’ll never get the chance.’
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      Kay tied back her hair into a low ponytail and placed her glass of lager on a wooden table beside the sofa before sitting on the living room carpet, her legs curled up beneath her.

      Two white and tabby kittens tumbled from a small cardboard box that Adam had upended on the rug in front of the television, their stubby tails high in the air as they chased after each other around the coffee table.

      Kay laughed, then picked up a stick with a toy fish strung to the end and waved it above a tortoiseshell kitten hovering at the open gate to their wire enclosure beside her.

      ‘You know he’s waiting for you to get closer so he can take another swipe at you,’ said Adam, bending down from the sofa to scoop up its sibling before she got caught in the crossfire.

      ‘He won’t,’ said Kay. ‘He’s getting used to me now, look – ow!’

      ‘Told you.’ Adam laughed, shook his head and then took a sip of beer before turning his attention to the football game on the television.

      Kay hung the fishing rod on top of the cage before joining him, then swung her legs over the arm of the sofa and leaned her head against his shoulder as the second half of the match kicked off.

      Barnes had insisted she leave the incident room at the same time as him rather than work late as usual, reasoning that until they had a breakthrough in the investigation she might as well get as much rest as possible.

      She couldn’t fault his logic – after all, it was a solid reason and one she’d used often enough herself when managing her team.

      They only needed one piece of information to cross their desks to provide them with the breakthrough they so desperately needed, and there would be no rest for any of them until Carl Taylor’s killer was arrested.

      She glanced at the new scratch on the back of her hand with a rueful grimace, then reached out as Adam passed a bowl of crisps her way.

      Taking a handful, she peered at her mobile phone screen as it began to vibrate on the coffee table in front of them.

      ‘That’s Laura – I’m going to have to take it,’ she said, sweeping the phone off the table.

      ‘Do you want me to mute this?’

      ‘No, don’t worry. I’ll go in the kitchen. Do you want another drink when I come back?’

      ‘Please. I’m going to need it if this lot concede another goal like the last one.’

      She smiled, picked up her beer and answered the phone while she padded along the hallway.

      ‘Sorry to phone you at home, guv,’ said Laura. ‘Thought you might like an update now rather than wait until the morning.’

      ‘No problem.’ Kay took a sip of lager, placed the glass on the kitchen worktop and slid onto one of the stools beside it. ‘How did you get on with Bonnie Hopkins?’

      ‘She gave the impression that she and Carl worked closely together,’ said the detective constable. ‘Nothing untoward, just that they got on really well, which is why I suppose she felt she could rely on him to cover her route when her daughter got sick the other week. We got her to provide us with a rough guide to the area her usual delivery round takes her, too, so I can get Hughes onto that first thing tomorrow.’

      ‘That’s good work.’

      ‘Thanks, guv.’

      Laura paused at the other end of the line, and Kay could hear her turning pages.

      ‘One thing Bonnie did tell us was that when she came back to work on the Wednesday, Carl had changed – he was always the chatty type but after covering that shift of hers three weeks ago, she said he was quieter than usual, and nervous as well.’

      ‘Did he tell her why?’

      ‘No – she said she planned to ask him this week if things hadn’t improved. She said she wondered if he and Helen were having problems at home, which is why she didn’t want to ask him straight away.’

      Kay put down her glass, the drink forgotten. ‘I wonder if he didn’t want to tell her?’

      ‘Do you think maybe she was up to something, and he found out about it?’ Laura’s voice held a note of wonder. ‘Bloody hell, guv – I hadn’t even considered that.’

      ‘Let’s not jump to conclusions yet. But something rattled Carl that week, didn’t it? I mean, you said Bonnie didn’t mention anything about him being out of kilter the week prior to him covering her route, only afterwards.’

      Laura fell silent a moment, and Kay’s thoughts shifted a gear.

      ‘Tell you what – do what we agreed. Work with Hughes to research the types of businesses in that area of Bonnie’s, and when I come in tomorrow morning I’ll work with Barnes to dig into Steve Luxford’s past. I’ll also have Gavin go through the system and see who lives in the area Bonnie’s route covers to find out what prior convictions they might have.’

      ‘Do you still think his death is connected to his work, rather than his personal life?’ said Laura.

      ‘I’m not ruling anything out at the moment,’ said Kay. ‘Not until we work out what connects Carl covering for Bonnie’s shift, that parcel of cocaine hidden at his house – or why he wound up frozen to death and dumped at Mike O’Connor’s garage.’
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      Kay elbowed the side door into the police station the next morning, a takeaway coffee cup in one hand and a greasy paper bag in the other.

      Hughes looked up from sifting through paperwork at the front desk as she turned the corner to go upstairs and raised his nose in the air.

      ‘Bacon butties?’

      She grinned. ‘I need Barnes to do me a favour later on today. Figured I’d appeal to his better side.’

      ‘You mean his stomach?’ Hughes laughed. ‘It should work, no problem.’

      ‘That’s what I thought. See you later.’

      Still smiling, she made her way up the flight of stairs leading to the first floor and headed towards the incident room allocated for the investigation.

      Before she reached the doorway, Gavin hurried out with his jacket halfway up his arms and his keys in his hand.

      ‘Off out?’ said Kay, moving aside to let the young detective pass.

      ‘I’m heading over to that cold chain distribution place over at Laddingford, guv.’

      ‘Good work – see you later.’

      Kay smiled as he hurried away, and turned her attention back to the incident room.

      A hubbub of noise greeted her.

      Several of her colleagues were already at their desks despite the early hour, eyes locked on their computer screens while the tap tap of fingers stabbing at keyboards filled the lulls in conversation.

      Laura and Hughes had their heads bowed while they sat side by side at two desks in the far corner, and at the sight of a large map of the local area spread out on the table beside them she realised they were already working through the tasks she had set the young detective constable the previous night.

      Kay sidled between a cluster of desks and a photocopier, then placed the bagged sandwich on Barnes’s desk while he finished a phone call.

      He stuck his thumb in the air as she switched on her computer screen and logged in.

      She let out a groan when she saw the list of new emails waiting for her, and bit back a curse at a meeting request from Sharp to join him that morning at headquarters.

      A briefing with the Chief Superintendent was the last thing she wanted to do in the middle of a murder enquiry, but if she wanted to retain the staff that had joined the team in the past few days to help, then a request for a progress update was inevitable.

      She emitted a huff when she read the last line of the email suggesting a way to progress the investigation.

      Barnes ended his call and glanced across his desk at her. ‘Thanks for breakfast. What’s the long face for?’

      She let him get away with the candid remark as none of the others were within earshot, knowing that his lack of formal address to her within the incident room was simply his way of trying to lift her spirits a little.

      There weren’t many people who could get away with it, and there weren’t many who understood the underlying responsibilities that came with her rank.

      Barnes did.

      Kay sighed, conceded his point and forced herself to relax. ‘Sharp wants me to attend a reconstruction of Carl and Will’s last movements with him this morning. The Chief Super insisted on some reporters being invited along.’

      ‘Ooh, lucky you.’ Barnes polished off the warm sandwich, wiped his fingers on a paper tissue and tossed the rubbish into the bin under his desk. ‘Cheers for that. What’s the plan of attack for this morning, then? You probably saw Gavin on his way out just now.’

      ‘Yes, and with any luck that side of the investigation might turn up something we can use.’ Kay picked up a pile of manila folders that had been stacked on one side of her desk and dropped them into her in-tray. ‘What you and I need to do before I disappear over to headquarters is check Steve Luxford’s background. His old car wash place was an incorporated company so we should be able to confirm that. I want to know what his prior businesses were, and whether there are any money trails in and out of those. If we can find balance sheets on the Companies House website, we might spot something that gives us cause for concern – or at least a reason to dig deeper.’

      Barnes pulled his chair closer to his desk, fingers already tapping at his keyboard. ‘What’ve we got here… okay, what he said about the car wash place is true, look. Sold it three months ago, and hasn’t registered a new business since then.’

      Kay moved around to his side of the two desks and sank into a spare chair. ‘What about previous businesses? Was he incorporated, or a sole trader before that one?’

      ‘If he was a sole trader, we won’t find anything on here.’

      Barnes entered Luxford’s name into the search bar once more, then sat back in his chair and emitted a grunt of surprise. ‘Two previous limited companies, both dissolved. The one before the car wash was a used car garage out near Thanet.’

      ‘Knows a thing or two about how to run a business, then,’ said Kay, chin in hand as she leaned closer. She skimmed the scant details listed. ‘Okay, so as far as we can see here he tends to trade legitimately––’

      ‘Even if he does come across as callous about O’Connor’s situation.’

      ‘Right.’ Kay sighed. ‘But that doesn’t make him a murderer, does it?’

      Barnes frowned. ‘My gut feeling is that he’s up to something, even if it isn’t connected to Carl Taylor’s death. I mean, look at these micro accounts that were listed for the used car garage. He wasn’t making much from it.’

      ‘Do you think most of his trade was done cash-only?’

      ‘It’d be an easy way to launder money, wouldn’t it?’

      Kay’s heart leapt as she turned to her colleague. ‘It would, although we’ve got nothing to suggest Luxford has anything to do with drugs, so how does that tie him to Carl’s murder?’

      ‘I don’t know, guv, but I think it’s worth spending some more time looking into it.’

      Kay checked her watch, then pushed back the chair and moved back to her desk. ‘Okay, I’m going to have to make a move so I don’t get stuck in traffic. Let’s keep our fingers crossed that this reconstruction jogs people’s memories.’

      ‘It’s a good idea, even if you’re going to have reporters there,’ said Barnes. ‘The phones have gone silent, and we’ve got no real leads. I presume since you’ve fed me, there’s something you want me to do while you’re out?’

      ‘Yes – can you arrange to speak to Charlotte Luxford, and let me know if you find out anything from her that might help with the background checks on her husband’s businesses?’

      ‘Will do.’ Barnes raised his mug of coffee. ‘Do you want me to ask her anything in particular?’

      ‘Yeah – ask her if she thinks her husband killed Carl Taylor.’

      Kay smiled at the sound of her colleague choking on his drink as she hurried away.
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      Gavin tugged the sleeves of the calf-length protective jacket over his hands and huddled beside a set of open steel doors set into a wall twice the length of the incident room.

      His breath frosted on the air in front of him, goosebumps prickling his arms while he peered through wide plastic strips that dangled from the door frame, the sound of truck engines rumbling from behind a corrugated iron door at his rear.

      His usually spiky hair was covered with a blue plastic hat, his shoes encased in matching booties similar to those he wore at active crime scenes.

      Peering from his booties to the tiled floor, he noticed the corridor was spotlessly clean.

      Door handles sparkled, and a faint smell of disinfectant wafted his way as another steel door at the far end of the corridor opened.

      A man in his forties hurried towards him, clipboard in hand and a perplexed expression on his face.

      ‘Detective Piper, sorry to keep you,’ he blurted before the door had swung shut behind him. He was out of breath by the time he reached Gavin and handed him a yellow high visibility vest. ‘I’m Rupert Penrose, Operations Manager. You’ll need to wear that once we’re through there.’

      Gavin slipped the vest over the jacket and used the Velcro fastenings to secure it across his chest. ‘Thanks for letting me have a look around.’

      ‘I’m not sure what help I can be to your investigation. It would be highly irregular for any sort of impropriety to take place here. We run a tight ship, you know.’ His footsteps swished over the tiles as he switched the clipboard to his other hand and gestured for Gavin to follow him through the curtained-off area.

      A fresh blast of cold air swirled around Gavin’s neck when he entered the cavernous space beyond, and he flicked up the collar of the protective jacket.

      After Kay’s instructions to visit the site at yesterday’s briefing, Gavin had spent the time between conducting other witness interviews and filing paperwork developing his interview strategy.

      The company’s website was deceptively opaque about what went on behind the high wire perimeter fence that separated its concrete forecourt from the B-road beyond, and Gavin was keen to see what was behind it.

      Penrose paused beside a bright-green forklift truck and waved his hand over the lines of stacked pallets that filled the warehouse.

      ‘What do you know about cold chain distribution, detective?’

      The operations manager had to raise his voice above the noise from a cacophony of machinery as refrigeration units battled for dominance over the clatter of pallets being moved and the whirr of forklifts as drivers zipped back and forth.

      ‘Only what I’ve gleaned from your website,’ Gavin replied, half expecting his breath to fog in front of his face in the chilly atmosphere. ‘You act as a third party between local food producers and major supermarkets. Apart from that, there wasn’t much to go on.’

      ‘We prefer to keep it that way.’ Penrose gestured to a demarcated path that zig-zagged across the concrete concourse. ‘Stay between the yellow lines, please.’

      Gavin followed the operations manager along the path towards the far end of the warehouse and peered through doorways into three glass-fronted offices that hugged the perimeter of the path.

      Inside each, men and women sat with heads bowed as they monitored computer screens or spoke into phones, their attention taken fully by their work rather than the detective and his escort.

      ‘We’re part of a national food distribution chain and most of what we have here is time-sensitive,’ said Penrose as they passed the last open doorway, a woman’s voice filtering out to where they stood. ‘A lot of our produce heads to large wholesale markets while the prices are still being negotiated.’

      Surveying the throng of warehouse workers who scurried back and forth between the long lines of floor-to-ceiling shelves, Gavin watched as a forklift carried a pallet of lettuces through the doors at the end to a waiting articulated truck, a familiar supermarket logo emblazoned down the side of its trailer.

      ‘Does this place run twenty-four hours?’ he said.

      ‘Yes – we run two shifts with an hour after each for a thorough cleaning,’ said Penrose. ‘The offices are manned overnight as well.’

      Gavin watched as two men in navy security guard uniforms and yellow vests appeared at the end of a row and walked in the opposite direction, their focus on the next shelves in line.

      ‘What about at night? Do you maintain the same levels of security at all times?’

      ‘We have to, detective.’ Penrose shoved his hands in the pockets, his gaze determined as he warmed to his subject. ‘Food safety is a major focus for businesses like ours. The entire cold chain is dependent upon our suppliers and ourselves maintaining high levels of service so that all this food arrives fresh at its destination. No-one gets in here without the same rigorous health and safety checks you went through as a visitor.’

      ‘So if someone was found sneaking around…’

      ‘But they wouldn’t. That’s my point.’ Penrose pointed to the large steel doors that blocked off the far end of the cold warehouse. ‘Even the delivery drivers can’t access this place. Those doors are operated by a security system that only our employees have access to. The drivers stay by their vehicles at all times during the unloading and loading process – that’s as much about their own safety as food security – and all of our employees undertake stringent security checks. We simply can’t afford for the food to get contaminated.’

      ‘Could your security system be breached, or could someone tamper with it? Or perhaps…’ Gavin realised he sounded desperate, and clamped his mouth shut.

      ‘It’s a different world from a decade ago.’ Penrose gave him a rueful look. ‘We don’t just have to worry about the old threats such as E-coli forming naturally in food that isn’t stored correctly – now we have to ensure we can mitigate any risk of bio-terrorism, too.’

      Gavin sighed, ran his gaze over the lines of enormous shelving units once more, then thanked Penrose and turned to leave.

      Reaching his car after discarding the protective clothing and signing out at the distribution centre’s reception desk, he pulled out his mobile phone and pressed the speed dial.

      ‘Guv? I don’t think this is the place. We’re back to square one.’
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      Kay shielded her eyes against the glare from the late morning sun and watched as a camera crew set up a new scene a few hundred metres away along the tree-lined lane.

      The abandoned refrigerator truck had been removed by Harriet’s team late on Tuesday afternoon under cover of a protective tarpaulin, and only a remnant of blue-and-white crime scene tape fluttered pathetically from the trunk of a sycamore tree at the entrance to the track.

      Kay fought her way through the undergrowth and picked at a knot in the plastic tape until it loosened, then tore it away and wrapped it around her fingers as she wandered back to the road.

      She lifted her eyes from the asphalt to see Devon Sharp walking along the lane towards her.

      ‘Are they going to film the whole route from the last drop-off?’ she said.

      ‘Yes – they’ll edit it into a shorter sequence but I want to catch as many familiar landmarks for locals as possible.’ He stopped beside her and peered back at the camera crew. ‘I’m hoping that’ll help jog people’s memories.’

      ‘What about the CCTV footage we’ve got from the antiques shop?’

      Sharp shook his head. ‘Might be too much information at the moment, until we know who that is. Especially given the situation with the drugs.’

      A man in his early twenties holding a microphone on a long pole stood next to a refrigeration truck that Adele Marchant had loaned them for the purpose of the reconstruction. He looked bored, resting his weight on one foot while he rubbed the back of his leg with his scuffed shoe.

      In front of him, the older cameraman leaned against the driver’s cab, pointing out the proposed angle along the lane he wanted the driver to take. He nodded, edged away and laughed before gesturing everyone away from the shot he wanted as he lifted the camera to his shoulder.

      Kay frowned. ‘Anyone would think the way those two are carrying on that they’re filming a bloody commercial instead of the last moments of someone’s life.’

      ‘To them, it’s just another job,’ said Sharp, shoving his hands in his pockets. ‘Come on, let’s wait over here while they film this part so we’re not in the shot.’

      He led the way over to a shallow lay-by, turning his back to the blackthorn hedgerow.

      As Kay joined him, she heard the buzzing of bees, the air thick with sweet pollen. A tractor engine moved back and forth beyond the hedgerow, the scrape of machinery reaching her ears as it passed by with a hay baler lowered to the earth.

      The countryside was still bursting with life at this time of year, contrasting starkly with the reminder that two men had lost their lives in such a horrific way.

      She sighed, watching the truck drive past before someone yelled “cut” and the camera was lowered once more.

      ‘Do you want to move on to the next location?’ she said after the driver pulled over to the side of the lane to await further instructions.

      ‘Let’s speak to the reporters first,’ said Sharp. ‘At least that way we can answer any questions they’ve got as we go along rather than waiting until the end. It might help us tweak the planned footage if we think we’ve overlooked something.’

      ‘Okay.’

      A small crowd gathered beside the sound engineer, a select group of journalists who were invited by the media relations team to attend the reconstruction and give a personal account of proceedings, rather than rely solely on the finished product.

      Kay recognised Jonathan Aspley from the Kentish Times at the back of the group, the reporter holding his phone to his ear while he watched them approach.

      He held up his hand in recognition, ended the call and broke away from the group.

      ‘Detective Hunter,’ he said, phone held out in front of him. ‘Does this reconstruction indicate that you have no suspects in the killing of Carl Taylor or Will Nivens?’

      Six other reporters turned away from the sound engineer, their interest piqued.

      Kay took one look at the eager faces, forced herself to remain calm and gave Jonathan a small smile.

      ‘Not at all, Mr Aspley. As you know from previous investigations you’ve covered, we have to gather as much evidence as possible to present a case to the Crown Prosecution Service. This reconstruction is simply a way to convey to the general public how important their contributions may be if they recall seeing Carl or Will in the last hours of their lives.’

      ‘Well done,’ Sharp murmured out the corner of his mouth. ‘Right, ladies and gentlemen. Two more questions, and then we must move on to the next location. Suzi?’

      ‘Was Carl Taylor having an affair?’

      Kay bit back a snarl at the sight of the tabloid reporter.

      Suzi Chambers had a reputation for sensationalism, something that had backfired on more than one occasion. Somehow, the woman had always managed to fight her way back, and it seemed she was once again seeking to use a murder investigation to further her career.

      She heard Sharp take a deep breath before answering.

      ‘I’d expect a little more professionalism, even from you,’ he said. ‘Next question.’

      Suzi’s smile faded as her shoulders dropped, evidently disappointed not to get the reaction she’d been seeking.

      Kay shot her a glare, then listened as Sharp explained to a reporter from the local TV news station about what the police hoped to gain with the public’s help.

      That done, the group dispersed to their cars.

      She sighed as she followed the detective chief inspector back to his vehicle, and hoped the rest of her colleagues were having better luck with their endeavours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Barnes looked up from his mobile phone screen as a woman in her late thirties hurried across Jubilee Square to where he hovered beside a wooden bench.

      The sound of her heels clacked over the decorative pavers laid by the borough council during the refurbishment several years ago that reflected the sun’s heat.

      Barnes ran his finger around the collar of his shirt as she drew closer, already missing the air-conditioned incident room.

      The woman’s navy skirt and matching jacket were made from a lightweight material, and she wore a cream blouse underneath. Noticing his gaze, she reached up and removed a name tag pinned above her left breast, tucking it into her handbag.

      ‘Mrs Luxford?’

      ‘Charlotte, please.’ She gestured to the bench. ‘Thanks for not coming to the office, Detective Barnes. I don’t think it would have gone down well, given that I’m still in my probationary period with them.’

      ‘How’s the job going? Are you enjoying it?’

      She forced a smile. ‘I could do without having to work Saturdays. It’s money coming in though, that’s the main thing. Have you been through a divorce, detective?’

      ‘Once. That was enough.’

      ‘Exactly. I want what’s best for our daughters but it doesn’t mean I want to depend on Steve’s income to bring them up. Hence working for the estate agents. It’ll do for now.’ She placed her handbag between them, wrapping the leather strap around her fingers. ‘So, what did you want to talk to me about?’

      ‘We’re investigating the death of a man who was found murdered and left in a car––’

      ‘The man found at O’Connor’s place?’ She wrinkled her nose, her gaze moving to a group of teenagers who meandered past. ‘Yes, I heard about that. Steve put an offer in on the place a few weeks ago.’

      ‘He’s put in a lower offer since.’

      Charlotte’s eyes snapped back to him, her mouth dropping open. ‘Really?’

      ‘You seem surprised.’

      ‘Well, it’s… unusual, isn’t it? I mean, I can’t imagine anyone wanting to buy a car from that place.’

      ‘Do you think your husband might be of the belief that if a new owner goes in there, things will pick up again?’

      She bit her lip. ‘It’s possible, I suppose.’

      ‘Did you have any involvement in the last used car business Steve ran? The one over at Thanet?’

      ‘No.’ A smile almost appeared at the side of her mouth. ‘I was pregnant with our eldest at the time. He only ran it for a year anyway, and then had the opportunity to buy the car wash business.’

      ‘Why did he change to doing that?’

      ‘Steve has a short attention span, detective. He got bored and fancied a change. It’s the same this time around, I would imagine – three years is the longest I’ve known him stay in one place.’ She choked out a bitter laugh. ‘It’s why marriage didn’t suit him – or being a responsible parent.’

      Barnes shifted in his seat to better see her face. ‘Charlotte, I need to ask you – do you have any suspicion that Steve might’ve been involved with anything illegal?’

      He registered the shock that flashed in her eyes, and waited.

      Eventually, she shook her head.

      ‘I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘Look, I know he probably knows some unsavoury characters – it comes with the trade from time to time, especially at that lower end of the market. I don’t think he’d do anything illegal, though.’

      ‘Could someone have used him to do something illegal? Blackmail, perhaps?’

      ‘No,’ she said vehemently, but then her face relaxed. ‘Steve wouldn’t do anything he didn’t want to do. Besides, why would someone blackmail him – and how? Steve might come across as a rough character but all he’s ever wanted is to get ahead in life.’

      Barnes let his gaze slip away from her and bit back his frustration.

      ‘All right, Charlotte,’ he said eventually. ‘Thanks for your time. I appreciate it.’

      She nodded, and rose from the bench, then paused and glanced over her shoulder at him.

      ‘I meant what I said about Steve. He was a crap husband, but he’s no killer, detective.’

      Barnes leaned back as she walked away, and checked his watch.

      Kay would still be at the crime scene reconstruction with Sharp.

      He sighed, then looked up to see Charlotte Luxford disappear around a kink in the road and out of sight.

      Somehow, he believed what she said about her husband.

      He pushed himself off the wooden bench and unbuttoned his jacket as he turned down Gabriel’s Hill towards the police station.

      ‘We’re barking up the wrong tree,’ he muttered.
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      The next morning, Kay pulled her car into a free parking space outside the Kent Police headquarters at Northfleet and hurried towards the forecourt outside the four-storey modern office building.

      A concrete framework surrounded darkened privacy glass that overlooked a busy main road sweeping along the north Kent coastline beside Gravesend.

      The modern structure was a stark contrast to the red-brick late-1930s building that had housed the police headquarters until the previous year, and there were some detractors within West Division about the decision to move east.

      Despite this, most of her colleagues from Sutton Road were enthusiastic about the move.

      As Adam had pointed out, visiting here brought with it a different kind of risk for Kay though.

      Ever since she and her team had uncovered a corrupt pair of officers working alongside one of the country’s worst people traffickers, she had avoided the place, unwilling to face the unspoken rancour from some who resented her eventual promotion to detective inspector at the expense of once-respected former colleagues.

      And so she found herself here on a Sunday morning, hoping to avoid anyone who might take offence at her presence.

      She carried a cardboard tray with two large takeout cups of coffee in one hand and swung her bag over her shoulder with the other, depositing her car keys inside as she crossed the concrete path and reached the front doors.

      Kay swiped her security pass across a panel set into the wall and hurried up a flight of stairs, following signs for the digital forensics team. Reaching the landing, she made her way along a quiet corridor to the far end and rapped her knuckles against a beech-coloured door with a vision panel set into the wood above the handle.

      Moments later, a figure moved into view and she heard a beep before the locking mechanism released.

      ‘Morning, Hunter.’

      ‘Thanks for doing this, Andy.’

      ‘I have no social life. You’re lucky.’ Grey’s mouth twitched as he closed the door behind her and led the way over to a set of six screens.

      ‘How’re you settling in over here?’ she said, handing him one of the coffees and gazing out of the window. ‘The view’s not much better, is it?’

      ‘As if I have time to stare out there and daydream,’ he muttered, running a hand through unruly hair. ‘We still haven’t located a box of camera lenses that went walkabout during the move from Maidstone.’

      ‘Oops.’ Kay took a sip from her takeout cup and pointed at the screens. ‘How did you get on with our CCTV footage – anything useful?’

      ‘Actually, that’s been one bright beacon of light in an otherwise crappy week, Hunter.’ He waved her to one of two pedestal chairs next to the desk and sank into the other. ‘I’ll start with the bad news first, though. This recording here, the one the antiques shop owner provided, is about as good as we’re going to get – and I’m afraid it’s of no use to you at all.’

      Kay squinted at the pixelated image on the first screen and sighed. ‘If this is your idea of progress, Andy…’

      ‘Hang on – remember I said this week wasn’t all shit. Look at this one.’ He tapped the middle screen and then moused over the controls to zoom in. ‘This is a CCTV camera outside a newsagent in Sittingbourne. This man here walks out of this alleyway and gets onto a moped parked outside the shop. And this is a different angle showing him entering the alleyway at the other end, close to a firm of solicitors. So, he’s probably—’

      ‘—the bloke who was watching Helen Taylor.’ Kay’s voice held a note of wonder as the digital forensics expert clicked on a sequence of buttons and a new photograph appeared on screen with greater clarity. ‘That’s perfect.’

      A fresh excitement surged through her as she looked from one image to the other, and then her gaze fell on the sequence of numbers displayed at the bottom of each screen.

      ‘Shit. Hang on – this can’t be our bloke. Look at the time stamp on here – he couldn’t have been watching Helen’s office then. This is the same timeframe we know Carl’s truck tyres got slashed.’

      ‘He was watching her,’ said Andy, holding up two enlarged images. ‘They’re two different people.’

      Kay took the photographs from him and immediately saw what he meant.

      The first figure, the moped rider, was slight in build and appeared to be in his late teens or early twenties.

      The second man was older, bulkier, and moved with the gait of someone with a knee injury or similar, his weight taken by his left leg as he paused to cross the busy intersection.

      ‘Please tell me you know who they are,’ she said, handing the photographs back to Andy.

      He smiled, and tapped the image of the younger man. ‘I’ve only managed to get the name of one of them through DVLA records – Adrian Whitely, seventeen. The records show that he lives with his dad in Boxley.’

      ‘Well, one out of two isn’t bad, I’ll give you that,’ she said, already pushing her chair back.

      ‘I reckon if you have a quiet word with him within earshot of his dad, you might find out who this other bloke is, too.’

      Kay winked, and patted his shoulder. ‘Best I go and ruin their weekend then, don’t you think?’
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      Laura smoothed down her suit jacket and hovered outside the closed door of interview room three, her excitement tempered by the fresh memory of a terrified teenager being shown into the room ten minutes before.

      Adrian Whitely was accompanied by his father, a man in his fifties who emanated an attitude problem and stank of stale body odour.

      The man had glared at her as he passed in the wake of his son and Harry Davis, the custody suite sergeant on duty that weekend.

      By comparison, the teenager appeared shrunken within the baggy jeans and ill-fitting white T-shirt that spilled over his waistline, his feet shoved into branded training shoes that were so large they made the rest of his skinny frame resemble a hockey stick.

      Harry had nodded to her as he left, then returned moments later with an officious man in a crumpled suit that looked as if it had been fished out of the laundry basket in a hurry – introducing him as the solicitor requested by the family – before showing the man into the room.

      Laura slapped a manila folder against her trouser leg and paced the tiled floor while she waited for Kay to join her, her eyes skimming the pages of her notebook.

      There was nothing to suggest the teenager had a history of trouble. His name had never appeared on a juvenile charge, or been associated with anyone the police were interested in.

      So why now?

      ‘Has his brief arrived yet?’

      Laura raised her eyes from her notes as Kay approached, and jerked her chin at the door. ‘Got here a couple of minutes ago.’

      ‘Okay, well, that’s long enough for them to get acquainted. Let’s make a start.’

      With that, the detective inspector swiped her card across the lock and pushed her way into the room, walking to the table and dropping a stack of manila folders in front of the teenager.

      Adrian’s eyes widened at the pile of documentation, and Laura bit back a smile.

      No doubt the teenager was wondering how it was that his short life had filled so many pages, while she knew Kay used the gesture as a way to assert her authority over her young interviewee.

      In fact, Adrian Whitely’s life to date filled less than three pages of notes within the file in Laura’s hand – and the majority of that was from a copy of a meagre résumé he’d posted online nine months ago that was buried on the internet amongst his social media and a feeble attempt at a profile on a popular job-hunting website.

      Laura reached out and pressed the “record” button on the machine at the far end of the table and kept her gaze steady as she recited the formal caution and introduced the people in the room. That done, she rested an arm on the table and listened as Kay began the interview.

      ‘Before we begin, I must make clear that you are only here to act as legal guardian for your son, is that clear, Mr Whitely? I won’t tolerate any attempts to sway Adrian’s answers to my questions,’ said the detective inspector. ‘Nor will I put up with any interruptions. If there is a legal issue or concern with the direction this formal interview takes, it is up to Adrian’s solicitor to interject. Do you understand?’

      Laura watched as Whitely turned a darker shade of red, his jaw clenching.

      Silence descended on the room for a few moments before he nodded.

      ‘All right,’ he said sulkily.

      The teenager swallowed as Kay’s eyes swept to him.

      ‘Adrian, I have to say I’m surprised someone as young as you is involved in a double murder but stranger things have happened.’ Kay flipped open the manila folder on the top of the stack before her, and pulled out a photograph.

      The seventeen-year-old turned grey at the sight of Will Nivens’ frozen form laid out on one of Lucas’s mortuary gurneys, his eyes widening at the gruesome image. He wiped his mouth with his sweatshirt sleeve before lowering his arm to his lap.

      ‘I don’t know ’im. Never seen ’im before in me life,’ he blurted.

      His voice shook, a sudden reminder that here was someone on the brink of becoming an adult and barely out of his childhood.

      Laura resisted the urge to sneer at him, battening down her frustration that he had something to hide and willing her superior officer to eke out the information they so desperately needed.

      ‘Okay,’ said Kay briskly as she flipped over another photograph. ‘What about this woman?’

      Adrian took one look at the image of Helen Taylor and blinked. He shuffled in his seat, both hands clasped between his legs, then shrugged.

      ‘Answer the question, Adrian,’ Kay snapped. ‘I can hold you here for twenty-four hours. Thirty-six if my DCI signs off on it, and trust me – he will. Two men are dead, and you’re our only suspect. Start talking.’

      The teenager sniffed. He studiously avoided looking at his father, whose gaze bored into him, a silent fury oozing from the large man.

      Kay turned to the solicitor. ‘Do you think it might be prudent to ask Mr Whitely to leave the room, in case Adrian is more comfortable talking to us without him present?’

      Laura held her breath, relieved she wasn’t the only one sensing the undercurrent of tension between father and son. She was sure that Adrian knew something but Kay was right – he wasn’t going to talk.

      Not yet.

      The solicitor cleared his throat and leaned back in his seat until he could see past Adrian to his father. ‘The detective inspector may have a point, Mr Whitely. Would you mind?’

      ‘Of course I bloody mind!’ Whitely pushed back his chair and jabbed his finger towards Kay. ‘He’s my bloody son and you’re threatening him.’

      ‘Mr Whitely,’ said Kay, ‘if you don’t rein in your attitude problem right now, I will have no choice but to evict you from this room anyway. Adrian will be taken to the cells, and we’ll continue when you calm down. Alternatively, you can do as Adrian’s solicitor suggests. It’s up to you.’

      She glared up at the man, her features calm while she waited for his answer.

      Whitely stood with his fists clenched as if ready to fight and Laura lowered her hand to the table, her fingers seeking out the emergency button located under the metal framework.

      Eventually he turned on his heel, rapped on the door and left the room, brushing past the uniformed constable outside without a backward glance.

      Adrian let out a sigh and rubbed his hands down his face. ‘Thank fuck for that. I thought he was going to kick off in here for a minute.’

      Kay didn’t pause to let the teenager relax.

      Instead, she brushed aside the two photographs and slapped another on the table – the one Andy Grey had cleaned up from the CCTV images of the figure spotted beside Carl Taylor’s truck.

      ‘Who’s this man?’

      Adrian fiddled with the drawstring of his hoodie, running the cord back and forth across his lips as he peered at the photograph. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘He was recorded on camera slashing the tyres of that truck parked in the background. Why would he do that?’

      ‘I don’t know. I don’t know who he is.’

      ‘Let’s see if this helps to jog your memory.’

      Kay reached under the first folder, flipped open a second and pulled out a further image.

      The one showing Carl Taylor laid out on a gurney.

      ‘Oh, Jesus.’ Adrian reared back in his seat once more. ‘Who the fuck is he?’

      ‘A man by the name of Carl Taylor.’ Kay ignored his discomfort and laid out a sequence of four images, all depicting the bundle of cocaine found at Carl’s house.

      ‘Tell me about this,’ she said, tapping her finger on the nearest one. ‘Why would almost a kilo of drugs be hidden in the backyard drain of a dead man?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Adrian’s voice shook as his gaze shifted from Kay to his solicitor, then back. ‘Honest, I don’t.’

      Kay turned over a further image that showed Carl Taylor’s body in situ on the back seat of the car. ‘I’d like to know why this man was first left to freeze to death in the back of his delivery truck before being moved and dumped in the back of a car at Mike O’Connor’s used car garage.’

      ‘What?’

      Adrian leaned forward, his brow puckering as he peered closer at the photograph.

      ‘Do you know Mike O’Connor?’

      The teenager remained quiet, the digital timer on the front of the recording machine ticking over as the silence spun out.

      Eventually, he shifted in his seat and beckoned to his solicitor before whispering in his ear.

      Laura watched as the solicitor murmured something under his breath and then turned his attention to Kay.

      ‘My client wishes to help, but wants it on record that he had nothing to do with the murder of these two men.’

      ‘All right,’ said Kay. ‘Let’s hear it then, Adrian.’

      ‘I don’t know nothin’, all right?’ The teen straightened in his seat. ‘I’m just a delivery driver.’

      Laura glanced at Kay, her heart racing.

      The detective inspector narrowed her eyes. ‘A delivery driver? Since when?’

      ‘It’s only part-time, like. Cash. That’s why I didn’t put it on that CV you’ve got.’

      ‘How long for?’

      ‘About fourteen months, I guess.’

      ‘Who for?’

      ‘A catering company. Takeaways and stuff. You know – those food apps you get on your phone. They cook all them meals, and me and some others deliver it. There’s a bunch of us with mopeds, then a few of the others have cars. Easy money, innit?’

      ‘Where is it?’ said Kay. ‘Where do you pick up the food from?’

      ‘They run the kitchen out of a place near Sandling. They do pizzas, Asian food, burgers, things like that. Anything that’s ordered, really.’

      ‘How do you know Mike O’Connor? Did you buy your moped from him?’

      ‘Nah.’ The teenager snorted. ‘I used to work for him. Sort of.’

      ‘At the garage?’

      ‘No – at the last place. The posh restaurant he had.’ The teenager shuffled in his seat. ‘Well, not actually at the restaurant. They used to bring us in to help with the catering now and again.’

      ‘Who’s “us”?’

      ‘Alan – he’s me boss at the kitchen – and some of the other drivers. We used to help out.’

      Kay folded her hands on the table and glared at him. ‘Was Alan the one who told you to watch Helen Taylor?’

      ‘I guess so. I mean, I dunno. I just got a text message with a photo of her telling me not to go into work that day but to head over to an address at Sittingbourne and to watch where she worked and then text back when she left.’

      ‘Did you keep the text message?’

      ‘No – I deleted it.’

      ‘So, how did you know who sent it?’

      ‘I-I just assumed it were Alan, like. He’s always changing his phone number.’ A bead of sweat trickled down the teenager’s forehead and he glanced at the duty solicitor. ‘That’s all I know, I swear. I’ve got nothing to do with the dead bloke in the car. I don’t even know who he is, all right? I don’t know what’s going on.’

      Kay reached out and tapped the photograph of Carl Taylor.

      ‘This man, Adrian, is the husband of the woman you were told to watch. Now do you understand why you’re here?’ She paused a moment, waiting for the realisation to hit the teen.

      When it did, he paled, a breathless sigh escaping his lips.

      ‘Oh, shit.’
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      A late afternoon sun dappled beams across her colleagues’ desks when Kay walked into the incident room half an hour later, her back stiff from sitting in the hard plastic chair in the incident room while Adrian Whitely provided a formal statement.

      Leaving Laura to work with the custody sergeant to arrange for the teenager to be released pending further enquiries, she tapped Barnes on the shoulder as she passed.

      Frustration clouded her thoughts as she walked over to the whiteboard.

      She let the conversations in the incident room wash over her while she ran her eyes over the photographs pinned to the cork board beside it as Barnes pinned a fresh photograph of Adrian Whitely near the top.

      They had both added notes to the whiteboard over the course of the week, the neat capitalised letters Barnes preferred contrasting with her looping handwriting as they had summarised the key actions taken to date.

      ‘How did it go, guv?’ he said.

      ‘Adrian Whitely’s information about Mike O’Connor puts a different angle on the investigation, but he didn’t provide the answers we need about why Carl’s body was left in a stolen car on his garage forecourt. Nor does it explain why two delivery drivers ended their lives freezing to death in the back of their vehicle.’

      ‘Or why one of them had been in the possession of thirty thousand pounds’ worth of cocaine.’

      ‘Maybe it was a drugs deal gone wrong?’ she muttered as she paced the carpet, her eyes never leaving the board. ‘Or what if they saw something they shouldn’t have?’

      She glanced over her shoulder at the sound of her name, to see Gavin hurrying towards her.

      ‘I’ve got some more information about the catering place Adrian works for,’ he said. He squeezed past two administrative assistants’ chairs and approached the whiteboard. ‘The mailing address for it is a post office box in town here. They operate out of an industrial unit at an address in Sandling, though.’

      ‘Any idea how long it’s been operating?’

      ‘It cropped up about two years ago when the food delivery apps started to take off over here, according to the information on the website. They cater for the apps as well as providing overflow services for local takeaways and other businesses who need ad hoc food services during busy periods like public holidays.’

      ‘Is there anything on the Companies House website that might help us? Such as Alan’s surname if he’s a director?’

      ‘Nothing, guv – it doesn’t show up on a search there.’

      ‘Any indication who their customers might be?’

      Gavin nodded, and flicked to another page in his notebook. ‘Some of the large fast food franchises in the area – pizzas, burgers, things like that – although that wasn’t on their website. I had to go digging around for that.’

      ‘I don’t imagine that the franchises want their customers to know that they’re outsourcing the work,’ said Barnes.

      ‘True. It sounds like this company could be taking advantage of the brand names.’ Kay ran her gaze over the notes on the whiteboard and frowned. ‘What are the names of the people who own Mike and Ann’s old restaurant?’

      ‘Hang on.’ Gavin flipped through his notes once more. ‘Here you go – Tom and Zoe Peters.’

      ‘Reckon they might’ve continued using this same company?’ said Barnes.

      ‘It’s something we’ll need to take a look at,’ said Kay. ‘What about HOLMES2, Gav – any reports about the company in there?’

      Gavin frowned. ‘There’s nothing to suggest there’s been trouble with the company before, guv, but…’

      ‘… If whoever this Alan is has been getting kids like Adrian to do all the running about, then he’s managed to keep his head down,’ said Kay, and beckoned Laura over as she entered the incident room before moving to the maps spread out on the desk beside the whiteboard.

      Pushing aside copies of CCTV images and gently peeling away sticky notes that obscured the contours and place names, she tapped her finger on a minor road that bordered the M20 motorway.

      ‘Okay, Gav – where’s that catering business on here?’

      Her colleague leaned forward, indicating a dead-end road off to the left. ‘Just down here. There are only about six industrial units – the sort with a small warehousing space underneath with offices above.’

      ‘They must’ve converted the warehouse into commercial kitchens, then.’ Kay straightened. ‘Gavin, have a read of Adrian Whitely’s statement for context, but I want you to work with Laura to look into this kitchen business where he’s been working these past fourteen months. I want to know everything about the way it operates, and in particular the owner, Alan – Adrian doesn’t know his surname.’

      ‘No problem.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Kay checked her watch and pushed back her chair. ‘It’s getting on, so have as much as you can to me by the morning’s briefing at eight o’clock. Where’s the catering business in relation to Mike and Ann’s old restaurant?’

      ‘Here,’ said Gavin, and traced his forefinger along a winding route. ‘Not far, so it would make sense if they were using them for a takeaway service or catering for larger events. And look, they could do it avoiding main roads, too.’

      ‘Interesting.’

      ‘What do you want to do, guv?’ said Barnes. ‘Should we interview Mike and Ann O’Connor again?’

      ‘No – not until we know what we’re dealing with, given what happened to Carl and Will. We need some more background information about it while Gavin’s doing his research.’ Kay swept her car keys off the desk and handed them to her colleague.

      ‘But let’s go and have a word with the new restaurant owners, shall we?’
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      Kay paused next to the pool car and took a moment to appreciate the Grade II listed former vicarage that housed Mike and Ann O’Connor’s previous business.

      Standing atop a grassy elevated bank, the building was two storeys high with a pair of tall brick chimneys poking out either side of a slate tile roof. A sign beside the parking space indicated that the restaurant could be accessed by eight stone steps or a concrete ramp that sloped upwards from the asphalt forecourt.

      As she walked beside Barnes up the wide steps, Kay noticed a wide stone patio stretching the length of the front of the restaurant with six wooden round tables laid for pairs or groups of four people spaced out along the length of it.

      A couple sharing a bottle of red wine at the farthest table watched them approach, then went back to their conversation as the woman tossed back her hair and laughed, her date smiling indulgently.

      Kay paused at the wide oak door leading into the building, the cool interior inviting beyond a coir mat that was accompanied by a large ceramic drinking bowl for dogs beside it and a sign depicting a polite request that animals be kept outside.

      A blackboard next to the door greeted patrons with a note of that day’s specials.

      ‘£9.99 for a bowl of soup?’ Barnes muttered under his breath. ‘We should have them for daylight robbery.’

      ‘Good luck getting that past the Crown Prosecution Service.’ Kay elbowed him in the ribs and nudged him inside. ‘Behave, or else I’ll tell Pia you’re bringing her here for her birthday.’

      He led the way, grumbling under his breath, and after passing through a hallway with wooden panelling to the walls, Kay found herself in a front reception room of the old vicarage that had been turned into a welcoming space for guests awaiting a table.

      The original plaster cornices had recently been painted off-white, and a soft green hue covered the walls. Her heels resonated across a parquet floor until she reached a thin patterned rug that led to a reception desk.

      A young woman appeared through an open doorway off to the right, smiling while she held a pair of leather-bound menus in one hand.

      ‘Good afternoon, can I––’

      Kay flashed her warrant card. ‘DI Hunter, and my colleague DS Barnes. Could we have a word with Mr and Mrs Peters, please?’

      The woman’s jaw dropped, and then she placed the menus on the desk. ‘They’re both in the kitchen at the moment, prepping for the evening service.’

      ‘It’s urgent.’

      Blushing, the woman nodded before scuttling away.

      Barnes checked his watch after five minutes. ‘It’s half past four. How much time do they need to prep?’

      ‘We always insist on preparing our food the day it’s served, detective. It means some extra work but it’s worth it.’

      Kay turned at the sound of the voice to see a large man enter the room from the hallway beyond the reception area.

      His height caused him to stoop under the door frame before he held out his hand. ‘I’m Tom Peters. Zoe’s got her hands full at the moment in the kitchen but if I can help you while she’s finishing up…’

      ‘Thanks, Mr Peters. Have you got somewhere private we could have a chat?’

      ‘Sure. Why not come through to the restaurant? We’re not expecting our first guests until six-fifteen.’

      With that, he turned on his heel and led them out across the hallway and into a dining room that Kay realised stretched from the front of the property right the way through to the back.

      Decorative glass doors at the rear of the room overlooked a lawn that tumbled towards a river, the landscape beyond basking in the late afternoon sun.

      ‘This is quite a place you’ve got here, Mr Peters.’

      He shrugged. ‘Thank you. It needed some work when we first took over but we’re getting there.’

      Kay took a seat at the table beside the window he indicated and waited while Barnes got out his notebook. She admired the cutlery that had been polished to a high sheen then leaned back in her chair, unwilling to crease the freshly folded polyester napkin in front of her.

      ‘Mr Peters, we’re currently in the middle of a murder investigation and we’re hoping you might be able to help us with our enquiries,’ she began, ‘with particular reference to Mike and Ann O’Connor who sold this place to you last year.’

      Peters rubbed his chin and leaned forward, straightening a small posy of flowers in a glass vase in the middle of the table. ‘Is this about the dead man found at Mike’s garage we heard about? What do you want to know?’

      ‘Have you spoken to Mike or Ann O’Connor since the sale?’

      ‘No – no reason to, really. Once the stock-take’s been done on the day of handover that’s pretty much it – we were all set to open that evening.’

      ‘Were there any issues during the purchase of the restaurant that gave you cause for concern?’

      Peters shook his head. ‘Not that I recall. I mean, every owner has their own way of doing things. We made some immediate changes based on what myself and Zoe wanted to achieve with the place long-term, and other changes were more gradual, such as redoing the decor in here. There’s always a danger when you take over a place that you might upset regulars so it’s best to take it easy to start with. Mind you, it’s a lot easier with a place like this than, say, an established pub business.’

      ‘Where were you before?’

      ‘We had a hotel in Totnes.’ He gave a small smile. ‘This is better though – at least the clientele go home at the end of the day. It was always Zoe’s dream to have her own restaurant, and the hotel sale went through quickly so we decided to go for it.’

      ‘Have you experienced any trouble here since?’

      ‘No, not at all. It’s just doesn’t attract that sort of crowd, I suppose.’ Peters frowned. ‘A couple of Mike and Ann’s suppliers weren’t impressed that we stopped using them and tried to cause a few minor issues – trolling us on social media and leaving spurious reviews, that sort of thing, but they soon stopped once they realised it wasn’t making any difference. Our service to our customers speaks for itself.’

      ‘Who––’ Kay paused as a broad woman appeared in the doorway to the restaurant and, spotting the three of them sitting at the far end table, wandered across while she wiped her hands on her apron.

      ‘Sorry to keep you waiting,’ she breathed, pulling out a chair next to Peters and easing into it with ill-disguised stress. ‘One of our kitchen porters called in sick half an hour ago so it’s bedlam out there. I’m Zoe, by the way.’

      ‘Thanks for taking the time to speak with us,’ said Kay. ‘I was about to ask your husband about the suppliers he said were leaving bad reviews about the business – who were they?’

      ‘Oh, them.’ Zoe chuckled. ‘Mike and Ann… for the past couple of years they were here… decided to cut some corners, shall we say. I mean, nothing untoward – it’s becoming more popular, and let’s face it, they were looking to sell anyway.’

      Barnes looked up from his notebook. ‘What sort of corner cutting are we talking about? Health and safety?’

      ‘God, no. Just on the food side of things. They were using a company on the other side of Maidstone to provide the restaurant-style takeaway food service and catering for events that was an element of their business.’

      ‘What was the name of the company?’ said Kay, blinking when Peters told her. ‘And you say you’ve never used them?’

      ‘When we took over, we severed the contract with the caterers straight away,’ said Peters. ‘They weren’t happy about it – even went as far as sending someone over here to have a word.’

      Kay straightened. ‘Are you saying you were threatened? Did you report it?’

      ‘No, we didn’t report it.’ Peters shrugged. ‘It wasn’t anything we couldn’t handle, and besides – we had security cameras put in the day after we moved in, so if anyone did try anything we’d know about it.’

      ‘What about your customers? Didn’t they mind the change?’

      ‘We lost some money to start off with when we took over and closed that part of the business but it was worth it in the long run,’ said Peters.

      Zoe nodded at her husband’s comment. ‘We prefer to do things ourselves – we owe it to our customers to be honest about where our food comes from. If they thought we were farming out the work they think goes on out there in that kitchen, they’d be mortified. I’m surprised Mike and Ann did it for as long as they did without anyone finding out about it, to be honest.’

      Kay narrowed her eyes. ‘But Ann won awards for their catering and takeaway service, didn’t she? Wasn’t that the basis of that cookery book she published – something about quick meals for busy people?’

      Zoe glanced at her husband before turning back to Kay, a mischievous glint in her eye.

      ‘It’s probably why her publishing deal hasn’t been renewed. They finally found out that she can’t cook.’
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      Kay eyed the picture-perfect cottage that squatted amongst a pretty garden set behind a privet hedgerow threaded with honeysuckle, her hand on the car door handle.

      ‘Okay, before we go in there, what do I need to know?’

      Laura shifted in the driver’s seat, pulled the keys from the ignition and peered over her sunglasses at the property.

      ‘It must have cost her three quarters of a million, I reckon – and wait until you see the inside. Original flagstone flooring. The living room’s ama––’

      ‘I meant Ann O’Connor.’

      Her colleague’s lips quirked. ‘Sorry, guv. I mean it, though. It’s gorgeous inside. Ann, though… I’ve been thinking about her since you phoned last night and although she seems successful on the outside, I think she’s one of those people who’s afraid she could lose it like that.’

      She clicked her fingers.

      ‘Hanging on by a thread, you mean?’ said Kay.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Let’s go and see what she’s got to say about this catering company, then. Maybe she can explain why they threatened the Peters after they bought the restaurant.’

      Kay picked up a manila folder from the footwell and climbed out. Checking the lane for traffic, she crossed the road and followed her colleague through a gate in the hedgerow and along a path that needed weeding.

      The garden might have been landscaped to within an inch of its life, but the cracks were starting to show.

      She paused while her colleague rang the ornate iron bell fixed to the wall beside the door.

      After dropping Barnes back to the station, she’d caught Laura as she was leaving the incident room for the day and corralled her into a spare pool car.

      Reasoning that the young detective constable had already met and interviewed Ann O’Connor last week, and keen to engage the woman without having to start building a rapport from scratch, she was glad that Laura had leapt at the chance to visit the woman’s home once again.

      Now, lifting her gaze, Kay noticed thick cobwebs under the thatch and paint peeling away from the wooden window frame to her right.

      Her colleague might be enamoured with the place, but Kay’s impression was of a once-successful businesswoman living beyond her means.

      She wondered how long it would last.

      Turning as the door opened, she listened as Laura made the introductions.

      Ann O’Connor’s face was lined, with the features of a woman who had spent too much time in the sun over the years, the skin at her throat twisted and sagging. Despite the heavy make-up, Kay could see stress emanating from the woman’s eyes.

      ‘I don’t understand why you need to talk to me again,’ she said to Laura, stepping to one side and waving them in. ‘Hasn’t Mike explained that I’ve got nothing to do with his business?’

      ‘This is about the restaurant,’ said Kay. ‘I have a few questions I’d like ask you before I speak to your husband again.’

      Ann arched an eyebrow, then gave a slight shrug and gestured to the living room. ‘In you go, then. Although I’m not sure what help I’m going to be after all this time. It’s been a year since we sold to the Peters, after all.’

      She didn’t wait to see if they followed and padded across the stone floor in bare feet before curling up on one of the two-seater sofas in the room, pulling a cushion into her lap and picking at a seam while Kay sat opposite.

      Laura remained by the hearth, out of Ann’s line of sight but positioning herself so she could watch the woman’s reactions to Kay’s questioning.

      ‘We understand that you contracted out the catering side of the restaurant business to another company,’ Kay began. ‘Which one was that?’

      Ann snorted. ‘It wasn’t a company per se. More like a one-man band with a few spotty teenagers working for him out the back of Sandling somewhere. He was hardly ever there. Whenever I phoned, it was always one of the workers that answered.’

      ‘What sort of arrangement did you have with them?’

      ‘It was all above board.’ The woman pushed the cushion aside and swung her feet onto the floor, her eyes pleading. ‘Mike recorded all the sales and receipts and everything in the proper way. We always did when we paid with cash – a lot of food businesses don’t, you know. You can ask our accountant.’

      ‘Did you pay the caterers in cash?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Why?’

      Ann shrugged. ‘It’s just the way he wanted it.’

      ‘Who? The owner, or Mike?’

      ‘The owner – Alan Trentithe.’

      Kay waited while Laura jotted the name in her notebook, then turned her attention back to Ann.

      ‘Who approached Alan about providing the catering for the restaurant?’

      ‘Oh, we didn’t – Alan came to us.’ Ann’s brow puckered once more. ‘Must’ve been a couple of years ago, at least. He said he was just starting out and was looking for a high-quality establishment to work with. He said he wanted to turn the local takeaway reputation around, and offer something for more discerning clientele. Of course, that was perfect for us.’

      ‘And what happened when you sold the restaurant business?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘We understand Tom and Zoe Peters weren’t interested in continuing that arrangement with Trentithe. How did that go down with him?’

      Ann reared back as if she’d been struck. ‘How do you know about that? Did Zoe say something?’

      Kay said nothing, and kept her gaze on the woman.

      Eventually, Ann sighed and gave a slight shake of her head. ‘If I’d known at the time… Alan didn’t take it well. He said we were making a mistake selling the business, and that he could make it worth our while if we stayed. Of course, we weren’t interested. I think Mike and I knew our marriage was over – we just thought if we could get out of the restaurant and spend some time together that we could make it work.’

      ‘Did Alan threaten you?’

      ‘I wouldn’t say threatened. He got angry, yes. I suppose he was frustrated – I mean, he was doing very well out of us, what with the events catering––’

      ‘And the takeaway service,’ said Kay.

      Ann blushed. ‘Yes. That, too. Of course, that all backfired on me, didn’t it?’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Kay kept her tone light, watching the woman’s face for a reaction.

      ‘I suppose it’s all going to come out now anyway. I used a lot of the recipes for food they provided in my first cookbook, you see. Of course, I put my own twist on them – you can’t copyright an idea, and Alan had never thought of writing them down, let alone publishing them. By the time the book came out, the sale of the restaurant was agreed and Tom and Zoe were about to take over.’ She pursed her lips. ‘I suppose they didn’t tell you that they had the best three months of that business when the book came out? I know – I do all the hard work, and someone else reaps the benefit.’

      Kay ignored the self-pitying remark and instead flipped open the manila folder.

      ‘What did Alan have to say about the book?’

      ‘I don’t know – we never heard from him again after we left the restaurant. I suppose he has other clients and simply continued to work with them.’

      Kay lifted two photographs from the pages within, then held them out. ‘Do you recognise either of these two men?’

      ‘Who are they?’ Ann reached across to an occasional table beside the sofa and slipped on wire-framed reading glasses.

      ‘We were hoping you could tell us.’

      ‘Are these from security cameras?’

      ‘If you could just answer the question.’

      A silence descended on the room, broken only by the sound of Ann O’Connor flicking from one A4-sized photograph to the other.

      ‘Huh,’ she said, holding up one copied from the antiques shop CCTV. ‘That looks like Barry.’

      ‘Barry who?’

      ‘I don’t know his surname. He used to turn up to collect Alan’s cash every Monday.’

      ‘What did he drive?’

      ‘God, some beat-up looking car. I can’t remember the make or model.’ Ann frowned, and then her face brightened. ‘I do remember it was burgundy-coloured, though.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘How the bloody hell did we not know about this Barry character owning the burgundy car?’

      Kay marched into the incident room, ignoring the heads that turned at her barked question, and stalked towards the far end.

      A freshness had clung to the early morning air, while in here the sound of car horns and hydraulic brakes from larger vehicles filtered through the front windows that overlooked the main road outside the town police station. The stench of burnt coffee beans mingled with the fat from hurried breakfasts eaten on the move, and an exhaustion emanated from her colleagues as she swept past them.

      She paced the thin carpet tiles in front of the whiteboard, glaring at the notes that covered the shiny surface before turning to face the room once more.

      ‘Come on – one of you must have found out something, surely. It’s been over twelve hours since we interviewed Adrian Whitely and Ann O’Connor. You’ve all read their statements.’

      Parker hurried towards her, his mobile phone in his hand.

      ‘I’ve been onto the woman who reported the car as stolen, guv. She says she bought it for cash from a bloke twelve months ago. He told her he hadn’t bothered registering it as he only had it for a few days and changed his mind about keeping it.’

      Kay rolled her eyes. ‘And she didn’t think that was suspicious?’

      ‘She said she was broke at the time and just needed a car to get to work at the hospital, guv.’

      ‘What about a phone number for the bloke she bought it from? Has she still got that?’

      ‘She did, but it’s out of service, guv. I’ve checked and it was an old pay-as-you-go number, not a contract, so I can’t find an address for him that way, either.’

      ‘Okay.’ Kay sighed. ‘Gavin – what’ve you and Laura found out about this catering business?’

      ‘The lease was taken out through a local commercial agency by Alan Trentithe two months before he started operating the business from the industrial unit,’ said the detective constable. ‘We interviewed the manager of the agency late yesterday but he wasn’t the one who leased it – the bloke who did was taken ill last year and died so all the manager’s got to go on is the paperwork on file.’

      ‘Anything in that lot to help us?’

      ‘Only a list of contractors who the agency suggested to Alan Trentithe to help with the refit,’ said Laura. ‘And only one of those was any good – the company that provided the office furniture. The owner said he didn’t recall any issues, and the job went according to schedule. Apart from that, the contract itself doesn’t help us. Trentithe used a post office box address for all the correspondence about the lease.’

      Gavin raised his hand. ‘Guv, we’ve gone through the details for the routes Carl and Will took on their delivery rounds again just in case we spotted something we missed previously. It doesn’t appear on any of the tachographs we were sent in relation to those drivers, but this place is located on the fringes of Bonnie Hopkins’ delivery route.’

      ‘That’s too much of a coincidence, guv,’ said Barnes, turning his reading glasses between his fingers. ‘Especially based on what Adrian’s told us.’

      ‘My thoughts exactly.’ Kay rested her hands on her hips and huffed her fringe from her eyes. ‘Okay, Barnes – organise a search warrant for the industrial unit and we’ll ask Sharp to sign it off. Parker, I need you to liaise with Hughes and arrange for some uniform back-up to join us at the industrial unit. Our priorities are to formally interview Alan Trentithe – and this Barry character if we find him there – and to find further evidence to support our theory that Carl Taylor and Will Nivens were somehow connected to the place.’

      She paused, and took a moment to cast her gaze across the rapt faces of her team. ‘We’re not taking any chances with this one. I want justice for Carl and Will but I don’t want any of you putting your lives at risk, is that understood?’

      A rumble of murmurs met her words.

      ‘All right, let’s get on with it.’
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      Kay buttoned up her jacket and peered at the sign above the roller door of the industrial unit.

      Beige-coloured render peeled from the exterior walls, an effect matched by the neighbouring properties that looked almost as run-down and neglected.

      Two vehicles were parked in front of a solid single metal door serving as a pedestrian entrance to the property – a four-door sedan a couple of years old and a panel van. The car had been polished to a high sheen, whereas the age-worn van bore scrapes and dents like battle scars.

      A line of five mopeds hugged a low wall separating the building from the road, and a sullen group of teenagers in liveried T-shirts eyed her as she took in her surroundings.

      The large roller door into the warehouse side of the building was of a battered dull grey aluminium variety, and, as she glanced over her shoulder at the other five units hugging the cracked concrete apron, she reckoned the original builders had found the cheapest materials they could get their hands on during the construction phase.

      The whole place looked as if it might fall down at any moment.

      ‘That’s the last time I’m phoning up for takeaway if it comes from a place like this,’ Barnes grumbled, handing her the signed search warrant.

      ‘It’s why we keep supporting our local one,’ said Kay. ‘Any problems getting this paperwork?’

      ‘No – Sharp said he wants an update as soon as we’re done here though. Apparently the Chief Super wants to make a statement to the media the minute we find anything to progress the investigation. Something about needing a good news story this week.’

      ‘Great. No pressure, then.’

      ‘Right.’

      She skim-read the wording of the search warrant, her heart rate lifting another notch. ‘This doesn’t allow us to do much, Ian. It’s going to be little more than a cursory glance.’

      ‘Sorry, guv. It’s all Sharp would sign off on at the moment. He said if we found something that justified a more detailed search then he’d reconsider…’

      ‘By which time, if they are breaking the law, they’ll have time to hide any evidence.’ She sighed and refolded the pages. ‘Okay, it is what it is. Let’s get on with it. Uniform can interview the delivery drivers out here.’

      They crossed the concrete forecourt, and Kay pressed the security intercom button beside the single door while trying to batten down the frustration that was seeping into her thoughts.

      She knew the request for a search warrant was an act of desperation, but despite all the work her team had carried out in the past week they needed a breakthrough.

      If they didn’t find something to advance the investigation before another major crime took place, she would lose half her resources and the people left behind would become resentful at the lack of progress.

      A heavy bolt shot back from the other side of the metal door and it opened to reveal a man of medium height wearing a well-cut grey suit.

      His mouth dropped open at the sight of the uniformed officers gathered behind her.

      ‘Can I help you?’

      ‘Detective Inspector Kay Hunter,’ she said, and held out the search warrant. ‘We have the authority to search these premises in relation to a murder investigation, and I expect your full cooperation, Mr…?’

      ‘Trentithe. Alan Trentithe.’

      ‘Just the person I was hoping to speak to,’ she said and stepped over the threshold while reciting the formal interview caution.

      A narrow stunted corridor led to a flight of stairs, a door to her right open and leading into the warehouse area of the unit.

      She waved Barnes towards the open doorway and moved out of the way before four uniformed officers hurried from the forecourt to join him, fanning out as they entered the floodlit warehouse.

      The sound of their voices carried through to where she waited beside Trentithe while they issued orders to a group of three workers who watched, stunned by the sudden turn of events.

      She peered through the door to see a woman and two men – all dressed in chef’s whites – standing beside gleaming gas ranges, their foreheads flecked with sweat from the heat emanating from within the cavernous room.

      A heady mixture of aromas filtered through from the space, a mixture of spices vying for attention amongst garlic and onion.

      ‘Right, Mr Trentithe,’ she said. ‘Shall we go upstairs and have a chat?’

      ‘I suppose so.’ He ushered his staff to one side while murmuring a reassurance that there was nothing to worry about, then turned and led the way up the steel staircase, the soles of his expensive leather shoes clanging on the metalwork.

      As she followed him, Kay ran her eyes over the certificates that peppered the plasterwork walls – health and safety accreditation, food safety standards, and other legalities to support the catering company’s trading practices.

      It seemed what went on inside the building was a much higher priority for Trentithe than the state of the exterior façade.

      At the top of the stairs, he turned right.

      After nodding to a young woman behind a reception desk in a glass-fronted office that seemed no bigger than the downstairs bathroom at Kay’s house, he ushered her into a second office at the front of the building overlooking the forecourt.

      Trentithe walked around an oak-effect desk that faced a double-glazed window slick with dirt, grease and bird shit, and sank into a tan leather chair with an ill-disguised sigh.

      ‘I hope there’s a bloody good explanation for all of this,’ he said. ‘All of my staff are legitimate employees, and we’ve received no complaints. What on earth’s going on? Why are you here?’

      ‘It’s all there, in the warrant you’re holding,’ Kay replied.

      She ignored the confused glance he shot her and pulled out one of the visitor chairs.

      It was more comfortable than the one she used at the police station.

      ‘I’ll remind you, Mr Trentithe, that you are currently under caution.’

      ‘I have nothing to hide, and I can assure you the accusations contained in this are wholly untrue. Has a competitor been making these false allegations?’ he asked.

      ‘I have some questions,’ Kay replied, ignoring his.

      Trentithe folded up the search warrant and placed it on the desk in front of him. ‘Ask away.’

      ‘How long have you been operating from this industrial unit?’

      ‘About two years. And we’ve never had any trouble, which is why I’m a little confused as to––’

      ‘Tell me about your business,’ she said. ‘This dark kitchen you run––’

      ‘I prefer the term “cloud kitchen”,’ he explained. ‘It’s a little more dignified, given the high quality of cooking by my employees, and relates to the way in which our orders are received. Through the cloud, you see – via mobile apps.’

      ‘The people working here––’

      ‘Are all legitimate contractors, detective.’ Trentithe jerked his chin towards a group of three metal filing cabinets beside the desk. ‘If your warrant provides for it, you can look at their employee records. Otherwise…’

      He held up his hands in a “what can you do” gesture.

      ‘When did you first employ Adrian Whitely?’

      Trentithe choked out a bitter laugh. ‘Are you here because he’s accused me of something?’

      ‘Answer the question, please.’

      ‘Adrian first started here a little over three years ago.’

      ‘What does he currently do?’

      ‘The same as the other riders out there, detective. He’s employed to deliver our meals to our customers in a timely fashion so their food arrives piping hot.’

      ‘Does he do any other odd jobs for you?’

      ‘I have no idea what you’re alluding to, but no – Adrian has a part-time job delivering food, and that’s it.’

      Kay decided to change tack. ‘How long have you known Carl Taylor?’

      ‘Who?’

      Trentithe reached forward and lifted the front page of the warrant once more, his eyes skimming the text.

      ‘Carl Taylor. He recently delivered the frozen food you use when preparing the meals downstairs.’

      Trentithe dropped the page, his brow wrinkling. ‘No – I don’t recall him, or the name. There’s a woman who does our food delivery. Bonnie, I think she’s called. Why do you want to know?’

      ‘He was found frozen to death in the back of a stolen car last week. His colleague, a nineteen-year-old by the name of Will Nivens, was discovered – also frozen to death – in the back of their refrigeration truck.’

      ‘That’s terrible.’ Trentithe shuddered. ‘What a way to go.’

      ‘Tell me about Mike and Ann O’Connor,’ she said, underlining their names in her notebook. ‘Did you have a falling out with them when they sold their restaurant?’

      ‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘We had a contract to provide them with catering services, and when they sold up without giving me the courtesy of letting me know they were doing so, the contract ended.’

      ‘Were you angry that the new owners didn’t want to continue the contract?’

      ‘It didn’t make any difference to me by then – we have other contracts to keep us busy, as you saw from the kitchen downstairs.’

      ‘How did you feel when Ann O’Connor published her book featuring your company’s recipes?’

      Trentithe looked at his blank computer screen and sighed. ‘There wasn’t much I could do about it. I hadn’t published anything or put any of the recipes in writing beyond what I needed to do for training new cooks – I didn’t think I needed to.’

      ‘She made a good six figures from the advance and subsequent sales,’ said Kay, flicking through her notes even though she knew the facts by heart. ‘Didn’t that smart a bit?’

      ’It did, yes. But like I said, I couldn’t do anything about it. I certainly don’t have the sort of money to try to take her to court to find out whether I was entitled to compensation, either.’

      ‘Is that why you dumped Carl Taylor’s body at her husband’s business? Payback?’

      ‘I’ve no idea who this Carl person is, and no – I didn’t dump his body at Mike’s business. Why would I?’

      ‘Who’s Barry?’

      ‘Again, detective, I’m sorry – I don’t know anyone called Barry. Is he a friend of the two men who died?’

      Kay watched the man’s face for any sign of stress, and forced down a sigh that threatened to escape.

      A knock on the door interrupted her thoughts, and she glanced up from her notebook to see Barnes standing in the corridor outside.

      He gave a slight shake of his head, and she bit back the curse that came to mind.

      ‘If that’s all, Detective Hunter?’ said Trentithe, pushing back his chair and gesturing to the door. ‘I’m a busy man, and I now have to explain to my employees downstairs that this raid of yours was based on unfounded accusations. I’ve a good mind to complain to your superiors.’

      He balled up the search warrant and threw it into a wastepaper basket beside one of the filing cabinets.

      Kay rose from her chair and stalked out.

      She heard the sound of his feet on the steel staircase as he followed her, and she ignored the stares from the three employees who stood at the internal door that led into the warehouse, their overalls covered in food stains while they looked from her to Trentithe, confusion clouding their features.

      ‘Back to work,’ said Trentithe, waving them away. ‘A misunderstanding, that’s all. Detective Hunter is leaving. Now.’

      Kay followed Barnes through the front door, then paused and turned to peer through the open warehouse door.

      Two uniformed officers weaved their way towards her past a line of six large industrial-sized chest freezers, the shorter of the two grimacing when he passed her.

      ‘Sorry, guv. There was nothing,’ he said under his breath. ‘The drivers are clean, too.’

      Kay glared at the signage above the warehouse as Alan Trentithe spun on his heel and stalked back inside, the door swinging shut behind him.

      ‘Bugger,’ she muttered.
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      ‘How is she?’ said Laura.

      Gavin tucked his mobile phone into his jacket pocket and sighed. ‘They didn’t find anything, and Trentithe denies all knowledge of anything to do with the two victims. Kay says she and Barnes have to go into a meeting with Sharp to update the Chief Superintendent. She wants to catch up with us before the afternoon briefing once we’ve spoken to Bonnie Hopkins. Has she arrived yet?’

      ‘Just got here.’

      ‘Anyone with her?’ He gathered up his notebook and the paperwork they needed and locked his computer screen.

      ‘I asked her if she wanted to call someone but she said there was no need.’

      Gavin held the incident room door open for his colleague and then followed her towards the stairs.

      He fell silent as they reached the ground floor and made their way through a security door from reception and into the corridor that led to the interview suites.

      Arranging with Hughes on the front desk to put Bonnie Hopkins in one of the larger rooms, he noticed the sergeant had left the door to number four open.

      Through the gap, he could see Bonnie cradling a cup of water between her hands while she peered at the wall above the recording equipment, her face turned away from him.

      She was wearing a black top with spaghetti straps paired with a floral-patterned long skirt that brushed against the tiled floor, her toenails peeking out from leather sandals and painted a shocking tone of pink.

      He knocked, then pushed the door open for Laura to enter the room ahead of him and waved Bonnie back to her seat as she rose.

      ‘Mrs Hopkins, thanks for coming in,’ he said, setting down his notebook and mobile phone on the table before taking the seat opposite hers. ‘We’re going to record this interview so we have to read out a formal statement to you before we make a start, is that all right?’

      The woman nodded mutely, her gaze shifting to the recording machine as Laura set it up and recited the caution in a clear voice that rang off the walls.

      By the time she’d finished, Gavin had unfolded the map shown to Bonnie at her home the previous week.

      ‘Mrs Hopkins, we wanted to clarify a few details with you about your route and where that takes you,’ he began. ‘Specifically, we’re interested in the catering company you deliver to at Sandling.’

      Bonnie leaned forward as he spun around the map to face her. ‘Oh, that’s Alan’s place.’

      ‘Any problems there in the past, say, six months or so?’

      ‘No – nothing at all,’ she said, taking a sip of water. ‘It’s out of the way compared to some of the places we deliver to. I don’t know if I could work there. It’s ever so noisy when the kitchens are at full capacity.’

      ‘Do you know Alan Trentithe?’

      ‘He’s not often there, but if he is he’s always laughing and joking.’ Bonnie beamed. ‘One of the nicest people on my route, to be honest.’

      ‘Do you always deliver there?’

      ‘Most weeks, yes. Sometimes an extra delivery on a Friday if they think they’re going to have a busy weekend or there’s a public holiday coming up.’

      Laura reached into the folder under her notebook and extracted an aerial photograph of the industrial units at Sandling. ‘Is this the place you deliver to?’

      ‘That’s right. There’s a sign next to the entrance for it so you can’t miss it.’

      ‘Do you deliver supplies to any other location for Alan Trentithe?’

      ‘No.’ Bonnie shook her head and pushed back the photograph. ‘If he does have another building somewhere, I don’t know about it. I’ve never delivered there. Only this place.’

      Gavin sighed, gathered together the photographs and map, and pushed back his chair as Laura formally ended the interview and switched off the recording machine.

      ‘Thanks for your time, Mrs Hopkins. We appreciate it.’ He handed her one of his business cards and led her towards the reception door. ‘If you think of anything else that might help us, would you call me?’

      ‘Of course.’ Bonnie nodded, tucking the card into the side pocket of her handbag. ‘I hope you find whoever did that to Carl and Will, Detective Piper. They were lovely blokes – wouldn’t harm a soul.’

      ‘Thank you.’ He watched until the woman had pushed open the front door and then turned to Laura. ‘What do you think?’

      Laura sighed. ‘She wasn’t any help at all, was she? If––’

      A mobile phone interrupted her, and Gavin fished it from his pocket before answering.

      ‘Phillip? Yes – we’re downstairs. She just left. What’s that?’ Gavin held out his hand to stop Laura heading over to speak to Hughes at the front desk and shook his head. ‘We’ll be right there.’

      ‘What’s up?’

      ‘Incident room – now. Phillip’s got something.’

      He jogged along the corridor and headed for the stairs, hearing the door swing shut as Laura tried to keep up with his long strides but unwilling to slow down for her.

      Entering the incident room, he made a beeline for Phillip Parker’s desk as the constable lowered his phone, a surprised expression crossing his features.

      ‘That was quick,’ he said. ‘What––’

      ‘Show me those tachographs,’ Gavin said, pulling a chair towards Parker’s desk and dropping into it before aiming an apologetic glance at Laura.

      She gave an imperceptible shake of her head and fetched her own chair before joining them while Gavin explained what Bonnie Hopkins had told them.

      ‘These were emailed through ten minutes ago,’ said Parker. ‘I asked Carl’s manager to provide the records for the day Carl drove Bonnie’s route as it wasn’t one he usually took – it’s the only anomaly in his schedule over the past month.’

      Gavin took the printed pages from him and angled them so Laura could read the lines of data at the same time. ‘What does all of this mean?’

      ‘The tachograph in each truck contains retrospective data about each journey, including a GPS coordinate along with the time, speed and other mechanical readings.’ Phillip leaned over and ran his finger down the text as he spoke. ‘Because these are refrigerated trucks, they’re also keeping a constant record on the temperature. If anything goes wrong and the food gets spoiled because a refrigeration unit goes on the blink, the depot needs to have proof for their insurance company.’

      ‘So…’ Gavin looked up, unable to keep the confusion from his voice. ‘How does this help us exactly?’

      Parker grinned, and tapped his finger on a GPS coordinate a third of the way down the second page.

      ‘Carl didn’t go straight to the next customer in Aylesford after visiting Alan Trentithe’s place. Look – the coordinates show him driving north beyond the M20, stopping at the industrial unit for five minutes and then after that he continued on along that road for a mile or so. He stopped there for half an hour, and then returned to the scheduled route. The half-hour stop wasn’t listed on the deliveries for that day.’

      ‘Do you know where he went?’ said Laura.

      Phillip jerked his thumb over his shoulder. ‘I was on the phone to the depot when you got here. They’re going to send us a summary of the delivery dockets.’

      ‘Got them.’ Debbie hurried over and handed them each a one-page document. ‘They just came through on the email so I’ll log it all into HOLMES2 as well.’

      Her words washed over Gavin as he ran his eyes down the text. ‘What time did Carl’s GPS show him at that location beyond the industrial unit, Phillip?’

      ‘Three-thirty.’

      Gavin slapped the signature line with the back of his hand. ‘Six boxes of frozen food delivered to Sandling on the Tuesday afternoon at three fifty-five. The address for Trentithe’s industrial unit has been crossed out. It just says Whites Lane. And look – it was signed for by B Clements.’

      Laura’s eyes widened. ‘Do you think that could be the Barry person that Ann O’Connor mentioned? The one who was in the CCTV images we got from the antiques shop?’

      ‘I don’t know, but given the tachograph information, it’s got to be worth checking out, hasn’t it?’ Opening a map app, Gavin typed in Sandling before switching it over to satellite view and shrinking the industrial estate, peering at the surrounding area. ‘Alan Trentithe’s business is the only link to all of this so far, isn’t it?’

      ‘Not necessarily,’ said Laura. ‘You heard Kay – they didn’t find anything.’

      ‘That could be on purpose,’ said Parker.

      ‘Exactly. Maybe the industrial unit is a front. All of that side of the business is legit, hence why they didn’t find anything,’ said Gavin.

      ‘What about Bonnie Hopkins though? She told us she’s only delivered to Trentithe’s industrial unit, not anywhere else.’

      ‘Maybe something changed the day Carl covered her shift.’

      ‘Or she’s lying.’ Laura turned her back to the whiteboard. ‘Should we take a look at the place before Kay gets back? I mean, we could be right but…’

      ‘… It wouldn’t look good turning up empty-handed twice in one day, would it?’ Gavin paused as he took one last look at the paperwork strewn across their desks. ‘Okay, let’s head over there.’

      ‘I’ll get my car keys.’

      ‘Debbie? Do me a favour, and log it in the system so they know where we’ve gone.’ He shivered. ‘I don’t fancy ending up like Carl and Will, no matter what we find.’
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      ‘Why do you think Carl and Will were killed?’

      Laura eased the pool car around a mini-roundabout beside the entrance to a supermarket, accelerating as the road widened.

      Urban sprawl gave way to countryside, the hedgerows encroaching onto the slim pavement that petered out within another half a mile until the properties on each side gave way to a panoramic vista over the Kentish landscape.

      Gavin thumbed through his emails as she drove, calling out updates from the team while she kept a lookout for the turning.

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said eventually, and lowered his phone as she indicated left. ‘But I wonder if Carl was the target, and Will was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

      Laura checked her rear-view mirror then slowed a little. ‘Okay, so here’s the industrial estate where Kay and Barnes were. According to Phillip we need to head up this road for another five minutes. Ready?’

      ‘Yes.’ Gavin shifted in his seat to look at her. ‘But let’s make a deal, all right? If we think we need to turn around and wait for back-up, then we do. No heroics, okay?’

      ‘Sounds good.’

      Her eyes moved from the twisting lane to her rear-view mirror as they passed different properties.

      She pulled into the verge to let a tractor pass, wincing as an overgrown hawthorn hedge scraped against the door mirror, then shoved the car into gear once more and accelerated away, a nervousness clawing at her chest.

      As they passed the industrial estate, her gaze shifted to the signage above the unit for Alan Trentithe’s catering business and she wondered if he was there now, keeping a watchful eye on his workers or perhaps lying in wait for them at their next destination.

      Despite the bravado in her suggestion to Gavin, she wondered if they should have waited until Kay and Barnes returned to the incident room before venturing out.

      Without the support from her senior and more experienced colleagues she felt exposed, and fought down a pang of fear that was starting to gnaw at her concentration.

      The lane narrowed beyond the industrial units, and save for a handful of stone cottages that huddled behind a low wooden fence leaning precariously towards the road, there was no-one else in sight.

      Half a mile down the lane, she slewed the car over to the verge, the sudden manoeuvre kicking up dust and small stones that peppered the wheel arches.

      Gavin’s chest pressed against his seatbelt and his mobile phone fell from his hands, tumbling into the footwell.

      ‘Jesus, Hanway…’

      He leaned forward, rummaged around and located the phone under his seat, muttering under his breath.

      She ignored him and peered through the windscreen.

      ‘Look.’

      A concealed track stretched beyond the end of the asphalt road, lined on both sides with thick conifers and ash. A metal five-bar gate blocked the entrance and a mixture of mud and stones spilled out over the road in front of them.

      Rust nibbled at the edges of a sign that had once issued orders to keep out, the lettering faded under the alternating assault of several winters and bright sunlight.

      On the other side of the gate, the carcass of an old school bus was parked under the trees, its wheels missing and the paintwork covered in rust and moss.

      Gavin squinted through the windscreen. ‘Is this the place?’

      ‘Must be. There’s nowhere else to go – this is the end of the road.’ She turned in her seat to face him, noting the determined expression he wore. ‘Shall we phone in for some back-up?’

      ‘No,’ he said, ‘don’t worry – we’ll just take a quick look. We might be wrong about this, after all. Park back by the cottages though.’

      Five minutes later, they approached the track on foot and Laura paused to take a series of photographs on her phone in case she needed to log them into HOLMES2 on their return to the incident room.

      A rattle of metal against metal reached her ears after she snapped an image of the rusting sign and she turned to see Gavin cradling a padlock and chain in his hand.

      ‘It was unlocked,’ he said, hooking it over the top bar of the gate and pushing it open.

      She closed the gate and eyed the abandoned bus with a mixture of disgust and intrigue. ‘That’s been here a while.’

      ‘Yes, but these tyre tracks are new – look.’ Gavin pointed to a series of crisscrossed lines that were carved into the dirt, all different tread marks churning up the ground.

      She bit her lip and trailed after her colleague as he set a brisk pace along the right-hand edge of the track, making sure they avoided standing on the tyre marks.

      Part of her wanted to be the one to find the breakthrough in the investigation, the other half was fighting the twist to her guts that reminded her they were at least thirty minutes away from any back-up should something go wrong.

      On each side of the dirt track, lined up like an ailing honour guard, were a mixture of cars, panel vans and an old Bedford army truck in various states of disrepair and rot.

      ‘This must have been a scrapyard at one time,’ she said, keeping her voice low as her eyes swept her surroundings for any sign of activity. ‘I wonder why they didn’t get rid of them…’

      ‘Scenery, perhaps,’ said Gavin. ‘A way to make it look as if there’s nothing going on down here.’

      ‘Maybe.’

      The track continued past an iron shed, twisting left before widening out into a stony yard cluttered with discarded plastic hubcaps, rusting carburettors and other vehicle parts.

      At the far end and nearest to the concrete motorway bridge were three steel shipping containers, the doors facing the track and resolutely closed.

      The roar of traffic filled the air, and Laura raised her gaze to see a series of articulated trucks with German and Hungarian lettering along the sides tear past the reinforced safety barriers that hugged the motorway. A lone siren passed on the opposite side, a pitiful bleat that faded into the distance within seconds.

      ‘Let’s have a look around,’ said Gavin.

      He crossed to the left side of the yard, hands in his pockets as he stooped to peer at some of the junk discarded around the fringes, before he moved forward once more and disappeared from sight behind the remains of an old pick-up truck.

      Laura swallowed, then wove between the carburettors and abandoned radiator grilles, her eyes skimming over the vehicles.

      Exhaling, she turned her attention to the three shipping containers, wondering whether to phone Parker and tell him the information from the delivery company was wrong, that there was nothing out here.

      Her breath caught in her throat at the sound of an approaching motorbike engine, and she spun on her heel.

      ‘Gavin! Someone’s coming.’

      She heard the sound of running footsteps and then a muffled curse and a clang as her colleague tripped over an engine exhaust pipe.

      ‘Here.’ He beckoned to her, and she ran across to join him beside an industrial-sized waste bin filled with empty cardboard boxes that were flattened and squashed under the protruding metal lid.

      She ducked behind it as a moped trundled into view, its rider fighting to keep it upright while weaving his way around the potholes and deep ruts.

      Gavin’s breath tickled her hair while they peered over the bin, and she frowned as the rider brought the moped to a standstill next to the two nearest shipping containers.

      He climbed off the bike and flipped up the visor to his helmet before removing it to reveal the acne-ridden face of a teenager.

      The rider then flipped open a large plastic box fitted to the back of the moped, reached in and extracted a set of squashed nylon bags.

      He let the lid fall back into place on the box and shook out the bags before he ambled over to the container farthest from where Laura stood and rapped his fist against the dark-blue surface above a metal handle.

      Laura couldn’t prevent her sharp intake of breath as the door swung open and a cloud of steam escaped through the gap.

      The aroma of frying oil, garlic and more wafted on the wind to where they hid, and she heard Gavin’s stomach rumble in protest as a woman in her thirties handed the teenager two pizza boxes.

      ‘Good job we’re not on a surveillance job,’ she hissed.

      ‘Sorry. Hang on, there’s someone else coming.’

      She craned her neck so she could see past him and back along the track.

      Sure enough, a second moped was bobbing and weaving its way towards them, the rider wearing a full-face helmet with the visor flipped up, his face one of determination while he tried to maintain his balance.

      A third rider appeared before he reached the yard, and within minutes Laura counted six moped riders milling about in front of the three shipping containers.

      ‘This is Alan Trentithe’s real dark kitchen,’ Gavin murmured. ‘These are all delivery riders, aren’t they? This is the start of their shift. Look – there goes the first rider.’

      The moped zipped past, the rider flicking down his visor before he reached the track and then drove away.

      Laura turned her attention back to the shipping containers at a shout from the third container set farther back from the others in time to see the door swing shut.

      She frowned, wondering whether the shout was one of warning or otherwise and then emitted a surprised snort as the door opened once more and a broad man emerged with a huge bag of frozen chips slung over his left shoulder.

      When he turned to shut the door behind him, Laura slapped Gavin’s arm.

      ‘Bingo,’ she said. ‘That’s the bloke Ann O’Connor identified from the CCTV footage. That’s Barry.’
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      ‘Dammit, I knew we were right about him.’

      Barnes slammed the heel of his hand against the steering wheel, then reached up and loosened his tie.

      They fell into place behind a liveried patrol car, its lights blazing as it carved a path through the afternoon traffic and headed towards Sandling.

      Kay held her breath and gritted her teeth as Barnes overtook a bus, then closed her eyes when he shot across the first set of traffic lights without lifting his foot.

      Her colleague continued to mutter under his breath as the landscape flew past her window, and she reached out a hand to steady herself as he cornered the car into a left-hand junction.

      Her stomach protested as the car descended a hidden dip in the road, Barnes turning the wheel with ease as he negotiated the twisting bends in the lane and sped towards the industrial units.

      He braked hard, spinning the wheel right and sent the vehicle bobbing over the raised concrete ramp into the car park.

      ‘Next time, I’m driving,’ she muttered as he came to a standstill behind the patrol car outside the building belonging to Alan Trentithe’s catering business.

      The occupants of the patrol car were already out and running into the open maw of the warehouse doors.

      Their shouts echoed from within the dark space while they rounded up the few workers who helped Trentithe keep up the pretence of a busy catering company operating out of the industrial unit, and then Kay heard the unmistakable sound of a constable’s boots thundering up the internal staircase beyond the front door and heading for the offices above.

      She took a step back and peered up at the first-floor window as the constable came into view, then groaned as the man shook his head.

      ‘Shit, we’re too late.’

      ‘Guv?’ The other uniformed officer called from the warehouse. ‘There’s a back door, guv – it leads out to a field.’

      ‘Go.’ Kay nudged Barnes forward before following him, pushing past an array of kitchen equipment.

      She turned her face away from a line of four chip fryers, heat from two gas stoves and boiling water in pans spitting at her skin as she passed, and tried not to slip on a splatter of oil that coated the painted concrete floor.

      The constable who’d called out to her kept a hand on the arm of a burly man in chef’s whites and pointed towards an open door.

      ‘It’s a fire exit, guv. I saw someone go through it when I was arresting this one.’

      Barnes was already heading through the door, and Kay gulped in a lungful of cooler air as she found herself on a rough concrete space overgrown with weeds at the back of the industrial units.

      Only a few metres wide, it was lined with large metal bins that amassed a wave of flies when they hurried past.

      Beyond the concrete, a wide field lay barren and separated from the units by a wooden fence with three rails between each post.

      A small cloud of dust rose from the middle of the scrubby pasture, and she squinted through it to see Alan Trentithe stumbling away, his progress hampered by large clods of dried mud, twisted brambles and tree roots that had taken over the paddock.

      Barnes sighed. ‘I suppose you want me to…?’

      Kay glanced over her shoulder at the sound of sirens to see a second patrol car slide to a halt outside the industrial unit, then turned back to her colleague with the sweetest smile she could muster in the circumstances. ‘If you wouldn’t mind. He’ll be gone by the time they get over here.’

      The older detective sighed, then half-stumbled half-vaulted over the wooden fence and took off across the field after Trentithe.

      Moments later, she was joined by the two new arrivals.

      Tim Wallace nodded a greeting to her before turning his attention to the foot chase taking place while his colleague radioed an update to the force’s control room.

      Barnes had almost caught up with Trentithe at the far end of the field, and they could hear him shouting at the man to stop.

      ‘He’s not doing too bad for an old fella, is he, guv?’ said Wallace, shielding his eyes.

      Kay snorted. ‘I reckon that diet Pia’s had him on is working.’

      ‘Reckon he’ll catch him?’

      ‘If he doesn’t, do any footpaths lead out of this field?’ said Kay.

      Wallace peered at his phone screen. ‘None that I can see. I think this was fenced off by the developers who own the land until they got the finance together to build more of these units. It just never happened.’

      ‘Here we go. He’s going for it.’

      Kay looked up from Wallace’s phone at his colleague’s excited commentary in time to see Barnes lunge at Trentithe, his hands grasping the other man’s shirt as they tumbled to the ground.

      She stood on tiptoe, craning her neck to see over the long grass and lopped tree trunks. ‘I can’t see a bloody thing. Is he all right?’

      Movement at the back of the field caught her eye, and she exhaled as Barnes reappeared before dragging Trentithe to his feet and marching him back to the fence.

      Kay glared at the man while Barnes recited the formal caution, then watched as Trentithe was handcuffed and led away by Wallace, who placed him in the back of the patrol car.

      She turned as Barnes leaned over and dusted down his trousers, a groan emanating from him as he straightened.

      ‘Are you all right?’ she said, reaching out as he staggered.

      He choked out a laugh.

      ‘Yes, but as the saying goes – I’m getting too old for this shit.’
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      Kay stood amongst the long grass at the edge of the dirt track and shielded her eyes against the late afternoon sun.

      A team of six crime scene investigators had descended on the shipping containers an hour ago, grumbling under their breath about having to carry all their equipment from their vans.

      All of the vehicles were parked on the road, and the entrance to the track was blocked off with a taped-off cordon guarded by a young police constable.

      The yard had fared little better and was now taped off in different quadrants within which Harriet’s team of forensic examiners paced back and forth with bowed heads and clipboards.

      The shipping containers and surrounding debris from a derelict business were now being analysed piece by piece by the group, their murmured voices carrying over to where Kay waited.

      In the middle of the yard, Barnes and her other detectives were gradually working their way through a line of ten cooks who had emerged from two of the shipping containers, the workers’ bleary-eyed and sweat-streaked faces full of confusion from the sudden interruption to their daily routine.

      Uniformed officers were taking statements from the young delivery riders while their mopeds were swabbed and tested for traces of drugs by a second group of CSIs who were working methodically through the nylon delivery bags and top boxes.

      The third shipping container turned out to be a storage facility for all of the ingredients required for the various takeaway meals being prepared, and were fitted out with industrial-sized chest freezers and aluminium shelving units stacked floor to ceiling with dried goods.

      Over to her right, a lone figure sat on the back seat of one of the patrol cars, his gaze thunderous as he stared through the glass at Kay.

      She ignored him and glanced down at her mobile as it emitted a ping.

      Relief tinged with a sense of excitement surged through her as she read the short text message from Debbie – Alan Trentithe was in custody, along with four of his workers from the industrial unit.

      All of them were now at Maidstone police station, waiting for her return.

      A second alert preceded a mollified congratulatory message from Sharp for the breakthrough her team had achieved.

      Like her, it seemed he was reserving judgement until all of the suspects were formally interviewed.

      The man identified as being the one who took a knife to Carl Taylor’s truck tyres scowled at her as she walked over to the patrol car, tucking her phone into her pocket.

      ‘All right,’ she said to the uniformed constable standing beside the driver’s door. ‘What’s he had to say for himself so far?’

      ‘Not much, guv. Says he wants a solicitor.’

      ‘Did you get his full name?’

      ‘The cards in his wallet and an old EU driving licence all identify him as Barry Clements. I radioed it through to HQ and they say he’s got a few assault and battery charges from three years ago – nothing since.’

      ‘Keeping his head down, eh?’

      ‘Either that, or he’s managed to avoid getting caught.’

      Kay glanced at the man on the back seat who now had his gaze turned away from her, then lowered her voice. ‘Okay, get him back to the station. Keep him out of sight of Trentithe though.’

      ‘Will do, guv.’

      She thanked him, then skirted around the area the crime scene investigators had roped off within the inner cordon and made her way across to where Gavin and Laura stood, their faces rapt as the shipping containers were meticulously torn apart.

      ‘Whose idea was all this, then?’ she said as she approached.

      Laura kicked at a loose stone while Gavin cleared his throat.

      ‘Erm, it was––’

      ‘Ours,’ said Laura. Her face turned scarlet. ‘We just wanted to make sure we were interpreting what we were seeing in the tachograph information correctly before raising the alarm, guv.’

      ‘The last thing we wanted was to turn up here and find nothing,’ Gavin said. ‘We knew the dangers though, guv – that’s why Debbie logged it on the system, and why we called in as soon as Laura recognised Barry from the CCTV images.’

      Kay eyed them both, wondering exactly how far they would have gone if not for the moment of clarity that resulted in that phone call, and recalling a previous detective constable with a similar streak of impetuousness and determination.

      No doubt they had spent the time since requesting back-up sorting out what they would tell her, but she couldn’t fault a job well done.

      A smile formed on her lips before she shook her head and turned to watch Barry Clements as he was driven away. ‘Good work, both of you. Just make sure you don’t miss anything out when you write up your reports. Now that we’ve got those two in custody, I want to make sure any charges stick. I don’t want the CPS questioning our results.’

      Gavin squared his shoulders. ‘Absolutely, guv. Thanks.’

      ‘All right. Best go and make a start, then. Make sure you update Barnes as soon as you get back to the incident room as well. He’s running that end of things until I get back.’

      She watched them head back along the track, then held up a hand in greeting as Harriet Baker wandered over from the first shipping container.

      After ducking underneath the tape that stretched between two iron stakes driven into the hard ground, the lead CSI pushed back her protective hood from her hair and peeled back her gloves.

      ‘How’s it going?’ said Kay, fighting down the urge to slip under the tape and go and look for herself instead of having to pace back and forth waiting for answers.

      ‘Slowly.’ Harriet turned back to face the shipping containers and wrinkled her nose. ‘You’ll be wanting to flag this place with the Food Standards Agency at any rate. God knows when they were last inspected for hygiene.’

      ‘There are different rules for places like this because they don’t serve food to the public at the premises,’ said Kay. ‘But I take your point. I’ll have one of my team make a phone call in the morning. What about my investigation – anything to link this place to the murders?’

      ‘No, but we’re only halfway through so don’t panic yet.’ Harriet pointed to a pair of CSIs who were pulling more equipment from the back of their van. ‘We’re getting the lights out ready just in case we end up working late. If that’s what it takes––’

      She broke off at a shout from the far side of the yard and Kay turned to see one of the other CSIs holding up his hand.

      He called again, and beckoned.

      ‘Looks like Charlie’s found something,’ said Kay.

      ‘And it looks like you’re going to have to get suited up after all,’ Harriet replied. ‘Come on.’

      Once Kay had donned protective overalls, bootees and gloves, she fell into step behind the lead CSI.

      Harriet led the way along the pegged-out route, weaving between the discarded vehicles and machinery until they were beside the third shipping container and could see through the doors to the large chest freezers Charlie stood beside.

      ‘What’ve you got?’ Harriet called.

      Charlie’s eyes crinkled above his protective mask. He waved them inside, then nodded at the cavernous freezer halfway along the shipping container.

      ‘I reckon they were doing more than cooking food here, guv.’

      Kay ran her eyes over the bags of frozen vegetables, chips and more, then bit back a surprised choke at the sight of a dozen familiar brick-shaped packages similar to that found in Carl Taylor’s garden drain.

      ‘I think they’d best tell their customers there won’t be any food on the menu tonight,’ she said. ‘Not until we find out what the bloody hell’s been going on around here.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Darkness hugged the sky outside the windows by the time Kay returned to the incident room.

      After phoning Adam to let him know she wasn’t expecting to be home much before midnight, she thanked Laura for the mug of coffee the detective constable thrust under her nose and helped herself to a slice of pizza from the selection Debbie had ordered to keep them going.

      She eyed the vegetable toppings with a renewed interest, wondering who had cooked the food and whether they too were working in conditions similar to those suffered by Alan Trentithe’s workers.

      ‘It’s from the place up the road,’ said Debbie as she passed her desk. ‘Don’t worry – I walked there and got them with Parker.’

      Kay grinned. ‘Thanks. I needed something to keep me going.’

      ‘We thought everyone might.’ Debbie inclined her head towards the table beside the whiteboard. ‘Have some more – there’s plenty to go around. Well, until Gavin gets back up here from the custody suite that is…’

      Kay didn’t need a second more to think about it – her stomach rumbled as she licked crumbs from her fingers, and she hurried across to where Barnes stood with a slice of pepperoni pizza in his hand as he eyed the notes on the whiteboard.

      ‘Hungry work, that running malarkey,’ he said between mouthfuls.

      She eyed the grass stains and dirt clinging to the back of his shirt and grinned. ‘I take it you’ve got a spare to wear for the interviews?’

      ‘In my locker downstairs. I’ll get changed in a minute.’ He took a sip from a soft drink can before suppressing a belch, and patted his chest. ‘When do you want to make a start?’

      ‘Is there food?’

      They turned at the sound of Gavin’s voice a moment before he joined them, enthusiastically helping himself to two slices and a paper napkin.

      ‘We’ll have this, and then get on with the interviews,’ said Kay, wiping her hands on a tissue and pitching it into the nearest wastebasket. ‘I take it they both have legal representation?’

      ‘Solicitors arrived twenty minutes ago, guv,’ said Laura, ‘and Hughes has shown them in to their clients.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Who do we interview first, guv?’ said Barnes.

      ‘Alan Trentithe, I think. Let’s see what he’s got to say for himself given that he lied through his teeth when we interviewed him this morning.’ Kay tapped Gavin on the arm as he picked up a third pizza slice. ‘I want you in on the interview with Barry Clements, so make sure you can give me a full background check on him within the hour, all right?’

      ‘Will do, guv.’

      ‘Laura – can you act as go-between on these interviews in case we need to follow up something one of them says? I’d like to keep this moving forward – Sharp still hasn’t come back to me about extending the custody time for these two, and I’m not taking any chances.’

      The detective constable nodded. ‘No problem.’

      ‘Okay, Barnes – if you’re ready, let’s go and see what our Mr Trentithe has to say for himself, shall we?’
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      Kay noted with satisfaction that Alan Trentithe’s features bore a striking resemblance to the crumpled shirt and trousers he wore.

      Dirt covered his sleeves where he and Barnes had tumbled to the ground, and a tear in the material above his left cuff revealed an angry-looking graze that appeared to have been cleaned by the custody sergeant upon the man’s arrival at the station.

      A white gauze plaster covered an area on the back of his hand.

      Beside him, a reed-thin man with black hair slicked back over his ears raised pale-grey eyes to hers and nodded by way of greeting.

      ‘You owe me a new suit,’ Trentithe snarled as Barnes took his seat.

      Both detectives ignored the comment.

      Kay waited until her sergeant started the recording equipment and recited the formal caution, then took a deep breath as she opened a folder and pulled out a stapled sheaf of papers.

      ‘Present in the interview are Detective Inspector Kay Hunter, DS Ian Barnes, Alan Trentithe, and…?’

      ‘Spencer Verdy, solicitor for Mr Trentithe,’ said the man, sliding a business card across the table.

      ‘Right.’ Kay folded back a page of the first document and folded her hands on top of it. ‘I’ll refer you to the statements you made under formal caution to me this morning, Mr Trentithe. A lot’s changed in that time, hasn’t it? Care to explain yourself?’

      ‘My client wishes to convey his shock at this afternoon’s turn of events,’ said Verdy, his voice as thin as his waif-like frame. ‘He has nothing to do with the day-to-day running of the temporary kitchens, and knows nothing about the alleged goings-on there.’

      Kay watched as Trentithe’s lower left eyelid twitched, then looked at his solicitor.

      ‘Nice try. Mr Trentithe here is the only signatory to the purchase of the shipping containers.’ She shoved the documentation across the desk to the two men, watching with some satisfaction as Trentithe rubbed the side of his nose and peered at the page. ‘We used the numbers from the Container Safety Convention approval plates still fixed to the side of the containers to trace the company you purchased them from three years ago. They were quite obliging. They even told us how much you paid for them in cash and provided a copy of the delivery docket too. DS Barnes here spoke to the crane driver an hour ago – he still remembers the job. Says it was a bitch getting his lorry down that track. He reckons the suspension was never the same again. How’s that memory of yours coming along, Alan?’

      ‘No comment.’

      Kay snatched the paperwork away from him and replaced the documentation with a mugshot taken of the man currently staring at the walls of interview room one. ‘Tell me about Barry Clements.’

      ‘My client employed Mr Clements to oversee the additional work operating out of a temporary cloud kitchen that was set up to cope with an increasing demand.’ Verdy shot a sideways glance at his client before continuing. ‘Mr Clements has sole responsibility for that side of the business. As we’ve told you, my client has nothing to do with the day-to-day––’

      ‘Oh, spare me the bullshit,’ Kay snapped. ‘What happened, Alan? Did Carl Taylor stumble across what you and Barry were really cooking in those shipping containers?’

      Barnes leaned forward and slid a transparent evidence bag towards Trentithe. ‘This was found in the garden drain of Carl’s house. The packaging is identical to others located in a blast freezer inside one of the shipping containers belonging to you, Trentithe. Cocaine.’

      ‘Are you using those teenagers to traffic drugs?’ said Kay. ‘Is that what Carl discovered three weeks ago when he made a delivery there? Did he steal it and you found out? Is that why you murdered him and Will Nivens?’

      ‘I didn’t kill them,’ said Alan, lifting his chin and glaring at her. ‘I had nothing to do with it, I told you. Ask Barry.’

      Kay gathered the documentation together, closed the manila folder and rose to her feet.

      ‘I intend to.’
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      Barry Clements was an ugly brute.

      Pock-marked skin covered his jaw, and his nose looked as if all the cartilage had given up years ago.

      Kay glanced down at his fleshy hands as he twisted a gold ring around his little finger, and reckoned he had a history of boxing – or at least fighting of some sort, if his criminal record was any indication.

      He still wore the grease-stained pale-grey sweatshirt and black jogging pants he’d been arrested in, and she wrinkled her nose at the stench of old chip fryer fat and body odour that filled the room.

      According to the background information Gavin provided her with prior to them entering the interview room, Clements had a charge sheet that started when he was nineteen – something that had ground to a halt three years ago.

      While her colleague recited the formal caution and introduced those present for the purposes of the recording machine, she ran her eyes down the list of fines, the community service orders and stints in various prisons around the south coast when the legal system’s patience ran out with the man, then wondered what had changed – and why.

      ‘How long have you worked for Alan Trentithe?’ She draped her suit jacket over the back of the plastic chair before crossing her arms over her chest as she glared at the man. ‘Well?’

      He shrugged, a gesture that was accompanied by a surly downturn of his mouth.

      ‘Answer the question, Barry,’ said Kay.

      She eyed the solicitor next to him, recognising him as one of the regular duty solicitors on call for clients who didn’t have their own legal representation.

      Henry Franks wore a bored expression and fiddled with the cap of his fountain pen, the lines streaking across his cheeks and around his eyes showing all of his sixty-four years.

      A weariness emanated from him as if his client’s situation was all too familiar, and she wondered whether his bloodshot eyes were an indication of the hours he was working, or an underlying health issue caused by the stress.

      Franks turned to his client and waved an impatient hand towards him. ‘Mr Clements helps Alan Trentithe from time to time, as and when needed. It isn’t a permanent arrangement.’

      Clements scowled at the words, then lifted his chin. ‘I just do as I’m told, that’s all.’

      ‘Oh, he speaks.’ Kay dropped her arms to the table and took the folder Gavin held out to her. She extracted copies of the photographs captured by the CCTV camera outside the antiques shop and turned each to face the two men. ‘Why did you slash Carl Taylor’s truck tyres ten days ago, Mr Clements?’

      The man sniffed, then wiped his nose with the dirty sleeve of his pale grey sweatshirt. ‘Alan told me to.’

      ‘When?’

      ‘Thursday night.’

      ‘Did he tell you why?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Did you know Carl Taylor?’

      ‘Seen him around once or twice.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Here and there.’

      ‘Did you ever see Carl at Sandling, near the shipping containers?’

      A stony silence met her question, and she took back the photographs while watching the man’s eyes flick towards the open folder in Gavin’s hands.

      ‘Answer the question, Mr Clements. Did you ever see Carl Taylor near the shipping containers?’

      ‘Once, maybe.’

      ‘When was that?’

      ‘I can’t remember.’

      ‘Well, try harder.’

      ‘Could’ve been three weeks ago. Maybe a bit before that.’

      ‘What was he doing there?’

      ‘Delivering food.’

      ‘How often does he do that?’

      ‘He don’t, not usually. That was the first time I’ve seen him. He ain’t been back since.’

      ‘Well, I’m not surprised, Mr Clements. He was found frozen to death in the back of a car last Monday morning.’

      Gavin leaned across and placed a different photograph on the table in front of the man and his solicitor. ‘More to the point, he was found in this car – which used to belong to you.’

      ‘I don’t recognise it.’

      ‘Where were you last Sunday night between the hours of six o’clock and four the next morning?’ said Kay.

      ‘Can’t remember.’

      ‘Perhaps I can remind you.’ She tapped the photograph. ‘You were stealing this vehicle from the woman you sold it to last year. You still had a key, didn’t you? An extra copy, which meant you could use it to transport Carl’s body from the refrigeration truck and leave it at Mike O’Connor’s business. Why?’

      Kay heard the distinct sound of Clements grinding his teeth before he ran a hand over his jaw and a silence descended on the room.

      ‘Mr Clements, we can currently hold you here for questioning for another twenty-one hours,’ she said, and gestured to the photographs. ‘Given the evidence to hand, my DCI will be quite willing to extend that by another twelve if necessary. In the meantime, my team are continuing to tear apart those shipping containers and Alan Trentithe’s offices. All of the cocaine found in the freezers at your place of employment has been seized. I’m sure we’ll find your fingerprints on it too.’

      Gavin lifted the flap of the manila folder, peered at his notes and gave a derisive snort. ‘So far, they reckon they’ve got in excess of four hundred thousand pounds’ worth of the stuff. I can’t imagine your buyers are going to be too happy when it doesn’t turn up.’

      ‘Nothing to do with me,’ Clements said, a snarl turning his lip. ‘It’s Alan’s business. Like I said before – I just do as I’m told.’

      ‘Including murdering two innocent delivery drivers?’ said Gavin.

      ‘I didn’t kill either of them.’

      ‘But you did move Carl’s body and place him in this old car of yours before dumping him outside Mike O’Connor’s place,’ said Kay.

      Clements shot a sideways glance at his solicitor, then turned back to her. ‘Only because Alan told me to.’

      ‘Oh, and you just went along with it, did you? What’s he got on you, Barry? Must be something pretty bad if he’s got you running around disposing of bodies.’

      ‘It wasn’t meant to happen like that. We were unlucky that day, that’s all.’

      Kay’s heart lurched. ‘Which day? The Friday you killed Carl and Will?’

      ‘I didn’t kill them,’ he snapped. ‘No – the day he turned up instead of the usual woman who makes the deliveries.’

      Gavin slid a photograph of Bonnie Hopkins across to the man. ‘Do you mean her?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Barry choked out a bitter laugh. ‘If it’d been her that day doing the delivery, it wouldn’t have been a problem.’
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      ‘It’s not your fault she lied.’

      Kay peered out the windscreen at the detached home set into a secluded corner of the cul-de-sac.

      A warm glow shone through the partly drawn curtains across the downstairs windows, interspersed with the flash of brighter colours from a television screen. Under the streetlight beside the front hedgerow she could see a neatly trimmed lawn surrounded by flowering shrubs in the borders and a window box under the largest of the front windowsills.

      ‘I should’ve known something wasn’t right,’ said Gavin, ‘but she denied any knowledge of Trentithe having a second dark kitchen business. She told us she only ever delivered to the industrial unit.’

      ‘What did her background checks come back with?’

      ‘All clear – nothing to suggest she could be involved with what Trentithe’s up to.’

      Kay bit her lip, then thrust the door open and ripped the keys from the ignition. ‘All right, let’s see what she’s got to say for herself.’

      She hurried towards the front door and rapped her knuckles against the UPVC surface before ringing the bell, determined that the occupants would be left in no doubt that she was in a hurry and wanted immediate answers.

      DCI Sharp had yet to confirm the extension to the period within which she could interview Trentithe and Clements, and she was all too aware of the hours ticking by.

      A man answered the door dressed in a plain black T-shirt and jeans, slightly taller than Kay and wearing a confused expression.

      She flashed her warrant card. ‘Is your wife in, Mr Hopkins?’

      ‘What’s this––’

      ‘This is urgent. May we come in?’

      Hopkins stepped aside, his brow furrowed. ‘It’s quarter past ten, detective. Can’t this wait until––’

      ‘No, it can’t. Where’s your wife, please?’

      ‘What’s going on?’ Bonnie Hopkins appeared at a doorway to Kay’s left, a half-empty glass of red wine in her hand. Her expression changed from one of confusion to fear as she saw Gavin standing in her hallway. ‘Is something the matter?’

      ‘A word, if you wouldn’t mind, Mrs Hopkins,’ said Kay. ‘Now.’

      ‘Mum?’ A young girl with long brown hair wandered down the stairs, ear buds draped around her shoulders, her tone anxious. ‘Why are the police here?’

      ‘It’s nothing, Beth. Back up to bed. You’ll wake your sister, and you’ve got school in the morning.’

      Bonnie turned back to Kay. ‘Come through here.’

      She put up her hand to stop her husband following, then led them through to the kitchen at the back of the house and closed the door from the hallway. That done, she turned to face Kay.

      ‘What do you want?’

      ‘I want you to tell me about Barry Clements, and the shipping containers you deliver frozen food to near Sandling,’ said Kay. ‘And then, I want you to tell me about the drugs Alan Trentithe is involved with.’

      The woman picked up her glass, drained the last of the wine and then uttered a shuddering sigh. ‘I suppose it was all going to come out sooner or later, especially after Carl and Will were murdered.’

      Kay noticed the woman’s hand trembling as she placed the glass next to the stainless steel sink under the window, and frowned.

      ‘How long have you known?’ she said. ‘Months? Years?’

      ‘About six months.’ Bonnie steadied herself against the worktop and blinked back tears. ‘It’s all my fault they’re dead, isn’t it?’

      Gavin pulled out one of the chairs beside the table in the corner. ‘Why don’t you sit down and tell us from the start?’

      The woman nodded, then sank into the seat and rested her elbow on the table, her eyes downcast.

      ‘I… I saw something there. Must’ve been just after the New Year. It was freezing cold – the track was icy. I was unloading the truck next to the shipping containers. There’s one almost under the motorway bridge – that’s where they keep all the food stock. Usually, there’s someone there to help me – Barry. He stands by the door to the container while I pass the boxes to him. I never usually went inside.’

      She cleared her throat, as if struggling to let the words pass her lips. ‘He wasn’t around when I turned up that day – one of the kitchen staff was having a smoke outside and saw me turn up, so she offered to help. I guess she didn’t know I wasn’t meant to go in the storage container and I didn’t think anything of it. I was cold, and I just wanted to get back in the cab and turn the heater up.’

      ‘What happened?’ said Kay.

      ‘We carried the boxes into the shipping container and she told me to put the two I was carrying into one of the chest freezers near the back.’ Bonnie wiped at tears that were now flowing over her cheeks and sniffed. ‘I opened the wrong one by mistake. I knew what I was looking at as soon as I saw it.’

      ‘What did you see?’

      ‘Drugs. Lots of packets of drugs, like the sort you see on the news when there’s been a big bust and they display it for the cameras.’

      ‘What did you do?’

      ‘Nothing, for a moment. I was too shocked. Then the woman hurried over to where I was standing – I don’t know her name – and slammed the lid shut. She was shouting at me that I should’ve listened, that I was stupid and she meant the freezer on the other side. I was backing out of the container when… I don’t know… I just sensed someone standing behind me, and there was Barry. I thought he was going to kill me. The look on his face…’

      Kay caught Gavin’s shocked glance, and gave a slight shake of her head. Now that the woman was talking, she didn’t want to interrupt.

      ‘He walked me back to the truck,’ Bonnie continued. ‘He said two things could happen. Either I could keep quiet about what I’d seen, or he’d make sure I never saw my family again. He said he was just storing the drugs for a friend – a favour – and that they’d be gone within the week.’

      ‘Do you think he was lying, and that Carl saw the drugs when he covered for your shift three weeks ago?’ said Kay.

      ‘Yes. He must’ve done. I don’t know whether he managed to get something to prove what was going on but whatever he did, they must’ve found out about it.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell us all this when we spoke to you last week?’ said Gavin.

      ‘I couldn’t.’ Bonnie shook her head and looked away. ‘I hoped you’d find something. And then earlier today, I wanted to help, I really did. But when I got to the police station and you started talking to me, I was too scared. It’s my day off, you see, so I thought if I told you what was going on, I could pick up the kids from school. I could protect them if Barry or Alan tried to do anything. I thought if I – I don’t know – gave you a nudge in the right direction, that all of this would end. After what happened to Carl and Will… I’m out of my depth. I can’t go on like this.’

      The woman’s face crumpled, tears streaming over her cheeks.

      ‘Bonnie, have you received any form of payment or bribery from Alan Trentithe for keeping quiet?’ said Kay.

      ‘No – nothing at all. They knew I couldn’t say anything – like I said, they know I have two girls and if I tried to say something to your lot they said they’d kill them. I was terrified.’ Her eyes moved from Kay to Gavin, then back. ‘You have to believe me. I’ve been so scared, I haven’t even told Mark.’

      ‘What about the moped riders?’ said Gavin. ‘Are they involved?’

      ‘I don’t know. There aren’t that many around during the day when I get there. You’d have to ask one of them.’ Bonnie’s shoulders sagged. ‘Believe me – these days, I do my delivery and I get away from that place as fast as I can.’
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      Kay’s thoughts echoed the shocked hiss that escaped from Gavin at the sight of Adrian Whitely.

      The teenager’s eye socket was purple and yellow from an angry welt that bruised all the way over his left cheek and caused his eyelid to droop as he tried to glare at them through a gap in the front door.

      ‘Where’s your dad?’ said Kay, craning to see past the scrawny teenager and along a brightly lit hallway. ‘Not in?’

      ‘Down the pub.’ Adrian scowled. ‘He’ll be back soon, though so…’

      ‘Don’t worry – we’ll make this quick.’ Kay placed her hand against the door so he couldn’t close it. ‘Let’s get inside before the neighbours wonder what’s going on.’

      ‘Okay.’

      The seventeen-year-old scuffed his socks along the carpet as he showed them into a sparsely decorated living room that stank of nicotine.

      Even the ceiling held a yellow tinge to it, and, as Kay cast her gaze around the latest models of a television and matching sound system equipment against one wall, she could see where his father’s priorities lay.

      Adrian slumped into a threadbare armchair that sagged under his weight and jutted out his chin, feigning indifference.

      ‘What d’you want, then?’

      Kay recited the formal caution, reminding Adrian of his rights and frowned. ‘Who hit you?’

      ‘What do you care?’

      ‘Did your dad do that?’

      ‘He were livid after I spoke with you. Told me I was stupid to get involved. Said he won’t pay for a solicitor to help me either, so I don’t know what I’m going to do now.’ Adrian shrugged, turning his head away. ‘All I wanted to do was earn some money so I could get out of here. Away from him.’

      ‘Tell me about Barry Clements and Alan Trentithe,’ said Kay as Gavin reached for his notebook. ‘What’s really going on at that dark kitchen of theirs?’

      ‘I can’t tell you. They’ll kill me if they find out I’ve talked to you as it is.’

      ‘Both of them are currently in custody. I’m investigating their involvement in the murder of two men. What you tell me now could help me put them away for a very long time.’

      She watched as the teenager scowled then dropped his gaze to the ugly carpet, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat.

      His shoulders heaved as he exhaled, and she held her breath in the hope he wanted to offload everything he must have been bottling up for months.

      She needed his help more than he could ever imagine.

      ‘It started with the catering business about three years ago,’ Adrian said, shuffling forward in his seat and resting his elbows on his knees. ‘I heard from a mate that they needed waiters and stuff to help serve food at events. They provided the uniforms and everything. All I had to do was turn up, and we was paid in cash. I used to get a lift off of one of the others who worked for them back then.’

      ‘How were the events organised?’ said Kay. ‘Do you know how they found clients?’

      ‘Word of mouth, I reckon. Especially once people knew what was really going on at them.’

      ‘Explain.’

      Adrian lifted his eyes to hers. ‘All them posh people with the big houses around here who can’t be arsed to cook for themselves when they have a party. They get in caterers, right? I reckon Alan saw an opportunity, like. All that money, all them people living it up. I don’t know when it started but by the time I started working for him he was getting regular jobs. Repeat work. Once people knew the catering offered a few… optional extras, it really took off for him.’

      ‘Are you saying he was using the catering business to deal drugs?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      Kay blinked. ‘Do you know Mike and Ann O’Connor?’

      ‘Yeah, but I ain’t seen them in over a year or more. I think they sold the place. I worked a couple of catering events they were doing in the village. Ann didn’t want to do all the cooking herself so they contracted out the work to Alan.’ A sly smile crossed his lips. ‘I don’t think they ever worked out why they were so popular, even when they won that award.’

      ‘When did the takeaway business start up?’

      ‘Just after the catering side of things, I think. Alan asked me to switch to that about eighteen months ago. Said he reckoned they were about to lose a big catering contract so he wanted to concentrate on that side of the business. He said it was going to take off and he needed all the help he could get.’

      She sighed, unable to contain her frustration and paced the carpet. ‘Why didn’t you tell us this when you were interviewed about following Helen Taylor?’

      Adrian paled, his bravado fading. ‘I-I couldn’t. More than me job’s worth.’

      ‘Adrian, if we charge Barry Clements and Alan Trentithe with the murders of Carl Taylor and Will Nivens, there is no job. Do you understand?’ Kay stopped in front of him, glaring. ‘Are you dealing drugs when you deliver the takeaway meals?’

      He nodded, his mouth downturned.

      ‘Look, all I wanted to do was make enough money so’s I could leave here, all right?’ He sniffed, angrily wiped at his eye and grimaced at the subsequent pain. ‘I ain’t got no qualifications so it’s not like I’m going to uni any time soon. I just want to get away.’

      Kay’s jaw dropped open as Adrian began to cry.

      He held his arm across his face, his cheeks red with embarrassment as sobs wracked his skinny frame.

      ‘I’m fucking scared, all right? I can’t leave. They’ll come after me. They said they would. Once you’re in, you’re in. And me dad’ll kill me when he finds out.’

      Kay heard a car pull up outside as blue flashing lights reflected against the closed curtains. ‘We’re going to need you to come back to the station with us to give a formal statement, Adrian. Let’s go.’

      She took a step back as Gavin helped the teenager to his feet and led him to the front door.

      Adrian locked it with a shaking hand, his head bowed as he was then shown towards the waiting patrol car.

      ‘Oi! What the fuck d’you think you’re doing?’

      Kay spun on her heel at the sound of the voice to see Adrian’s father stumbling towards them, his fist raised in the air as he picked up speed.

      She took a step back as he drew closer. ‘He looks three sheets to the wind.’

      ‘He’s going to kill me.’

      ‘Have you got somewhere else you can stay after all this?’ Kay said, turning to Adrian.

      ‘Me grandad lives over at Paddock Wood. He might let me stay, I don’t know. I’ve never asked him.’

      Kay turned and watched as one of the uniformed officers raised his hand and moved to block Adrian’s father from getting any nearer, then gave the teenager a gentle shove towards the house.

      ‘I’ll ask the lads to take you over there when they’ve finished with you and ask him to help for a while. Go and grab some clothes while I have a chat with your dad. Go on.’
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      It was well after midnight by the time Kay returned to the interview room and glared at the man in front of her.

      Alan Trentithe’s confident demeanour had slipped in the hours since she last interviewed him.

      Beside him, his solicitor looked shambolic in a now-crumpled suit, his face already weary with the realisation the new day was about to present him with some long hours.

      Kay didn’t waste time once Barnes had formally restarted the interview process.

      ‘According to the evidence, which is supported by two witness statements, Mr Trentithe, you have been using your business to deal in large quantities of cocaine, profit from that illegal supply and launder the proceeds.’

      Trentithe sneered. ‘The witnesses are liars, Detective Hunter. I’ve been doing nothing illegal. I’m a legitimate businessman and a supporter of many good local causes.’

      ‘You’ve been a supporter of a good many more things than that,’ she said. ‘Including extortion, bribery, threats to your employees and their families… It was all going well until Carl Taylor turned up, wasn’t it? Ruined all your plans, that one.’

      She watched as Trentithe clenched his fist, and knew she’d hit a nerve.

      ‘What did you do when you realised that he found out what you were really doing with that dark kitchen of yours? Did you threaten him first, or have Adrian follow Helen Taylor straight away?’

      Trentithe exhaled. ‘Fucking hell. I knew I should’ve never left Barry in charge of the place.’

      Beside him, Spencer Verdy’s eyebrows shot up to his fashionably shaggy fringe.

      ‘Detective, anything my client says…’

      ‘Shut up.’ Trentithe rounded on him. ‘It’s too late now, so just shut up.’

      Kay narrowed her eyes. ‘So this is all Barry’s fault, is it?’

      ‘Always is.’ Trentithe ran a hand over his face. ‘He was meant to be keeping an eye on things, especially after that bird found out. I thought he’d learned his lesson.’

      ‘Who gave Carl the drugs?’ said Barnes.

      ‘No-one. He nicked them off us a couple of weeks ago.’

      Kay’s pen froze about her notebook. ‘He did what?’

      Trentithe held up his hands. ‘I know, right? Barry thought he might’ve done. It wasn’t like the first time Carl turned up instead of Bonnie. There was no-one helping him unload this time around, so no-one to keep an eye on him. One of the kitchen porters – a new kid – just told him where to put the stuff. It was only when Barry was getting the goods ready for shipment later that afternoon he realised there was one missing.’

      ‘So he panicked.’

      ‘Bloody right he did. Came straight over to me at the unit and told me.’

      ‘What did you do?’

      Trentithe drummed a devil’s tattoo with his fingers on the chipped table surface before answering. ‘I run a business, detective. I did what I’m good at – I waited until Carl left work the next day, and I approached him with a deal.’

      ‘You mean you threatened him.’

      An evil glint flashed in the man’s eyes. ‘Oh, no – that never works, not threatening the people who’ve wronged you. No, it’s much more effective if you tell them what you’re going to do to their family or friends.’

      ‘Is that when you started having Helen Taylor followed?’

      ‘We already were – as soon as Barry came to me and confessed, I got eyes put on her. It was easy enough to do, because the pair of them share everything on social media. All I had to do was show Carl a photo of his wife walking along the street outside her office that morning, and he agreed to return what was mine.’

      ‘Except he didn’t.’

      ‘Cheeky bastard came to me a few days later and told me he wanted in on the work, and thought he could tell me what I was going to pay him for his silence.’

      Kay leaned back in her seat and hoped the shock hadn’t registered on her features as she took a deep breath.

      Trentithe smiled. ‘I guess all those foreign holidays him and his missus liked to take were costing him a fortune and he fancied he could muscle in on my business to help pay for them. Like I said, cheeky bastard.’

      ‘Did you agree?’

      ‘Fuck, no. ’Course I didn’t.’ Trentithe slammed his palm on the table, his face turning red. ‘What d’you take me for?’

      The door to the interview room opened, and Gavin peered in, concern etched into his features.

      Kay shook her head and waited until he’d retreated before she turned her attention back to Trentithe.

      ‘So you killed him.’

      He shrugged, as if they were discussing a minor detail in a business deal. ‘Can’t have people trying to tell me what to do.’

      ‘Why kill Will Nivens?’

      ‘We didn’t realise Carl had someone with him that day, until it was too late to back off. Wrong place, wrong time – that’s all. We couldn’t wait for another day – Carl had already threatened to take everything to the police if we didn’t comply with his demands. He left me with no choice. If anyone’s to blame for Will’s death, it’s Carl – not me.’

      ‘Why did you make Barry dump Carl’s body at Mike O’Connor’s garage?’

      Trentithe laughed then, his eyes twinkling. ‘The new restaurant owners weren’t interested in offering the locals catering, and none of the locals wanted to risk asking me direct. All the time Ann and Mike were offering the catering, the locals could pretend they knew nothing about how the drugs got to their parties if your lot raided it. More hands-off, you see?’

      ‘So you put all your time into building up the dark kitchen side of things instead to deal the drugs, is that it?’

      ‘It was all going well until Carl Taylor came along.’ Trentithe paused, ran a hand over the back of his neck and then exhaled. ‘Bloody Barry. I knew I should’ve taken care of it all myself.’

      Kay leaned back in her chair, and let his words sink in for a moment.

      Despite all her years as a serving police officer, the callous and barbaric way in which Trentithe spoke about the two dead men and the way in which he had Barry Clements dispose of Carl’s body – to settle a grudge – sent a chill across her shoulders.

      She took a deep breath, then spoke the words she hoped he would take to his grave.

      ‘Alan Trentithe, I am charging you with the murders of Carl Taylor and Will Nivens…’
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      Kay paused on the pavement outside Mike O’Connor’s Used Car Sales and emitted a surprised “huh” before Barnes bumped against her arm at the sudden deceleration in her pace.

      ‘Look,’ she said.

      Stretched across the front of the forecourt was a hand-painted banner, its bright colours screaming that all of the used cars were reduced in price and that potential customers should hurry while stocks lasted.

      She ran her gaze over the vehicles forming a semi-circle either side of the front doors to the office and noted that similar signs were displayed in each windscreen, with some of the older cars nearly half price.

      Movement towards the back of the forecourt caught her eye, and she peered over the top of the roof of the nearest vehicle to see Mike O’Connor carrying a bucket that sloshed dirty water over the sides as he stomped towards a drain off to one side of the building.

      ‘Is he on his own today?’ said Barnes.

      ‘Let’s find out what’s going on,’ she said, and stalked towards the used car salesman.

      O’Connor poured the water into the drain and then turned to face them, his mouth downturned. ‘Come to gloat, have you?’

      ‘Where’s Kevin?’ said Kay.

      ‘He decided he didn’t want to work here anymore.’ O’Connor shrugged. ‘Can’t say I blame him to be honest. The poor lad got one hell of a fright. Working for me wouldn’t look so good on his résumé anyway, I guess.’

      ‘How’s the sale going?’

      He glared at her. ‘I only started it today. Luxford decided he didn’t want to buy the business off of me after all, and I haven’t sold a single car since that bloke’s body was found here.’

      ‘If it’s any consolation, we’ve arrested two men this morning in relation to Carl’s murder. I think you’re familiar with at least one of them – Alan Trentithe.’

      O’Connor blinked. ‘Alan?’

      He staggered a little, and reached out to steady himself on a drainpipe that ran down the length of the building.

      Kay watched as his face turned grey. ‘What I’d like to know, Mr O’Connor, is why Barry Clements chose to leave Carl’s body here. Why target you?’

      ‘Because I tried to walk away. I told him I didn’t want anything to do with his business.’ O’Connor dropped the wet sponge into the empty bucket before crossing his arms over his chest. ‘And you don’t walk away from people like Alan Trentithe.’

      ‘Did he threaten you, prior to dumping Carl Taylor’s body here?’

      ‘Not to start with, no.’

      Barnes gestured to the open office doors. ‘Shall we go inside out of this heat and you can tell us what’s been going on?’

      O’Connor’s shoulders slumped. ‘All right. I suppose it’ll all come out in the end anyway if you’ve arrested Trentithe.’

      Goosebumps prickled Kay’s skin when she entered the sales office, the cool interior offering welcome relief from the sun that was reflecting off the car windscreens outside and baking the concrete hardstanding.

      She followed O’Connor over to his desk and waited while he sat, rolling up his sleeves as he appeared to mull over his words.

      Barnes sank into a chair opposite and pulled out his notebook. ‘Why don’t we start with the arrangement you had with Trentithe at the restaurant?’

      The salesman’s lip curled. ‘We honestly had no idea what was going on at those events, not until we told Trentithe we were selling the place. I’ll never forget the look on his face when he turned up that day.’

      ‘When was this?’ said Kay.

      ‘About four weeks before we moved out. We kept the sale to ourselves for as long as possible – it’s better that way for the new owners, and for us. Some people can take umbrage at change, you see, and we wanted to make it as easy as possible for Tom and Zoe to make a success of it.’

      ‘How did Trentithe find out?’

      ‘Ann spoke to the woman who works at his office to tell her we wouldn’t be needing the catering or takeaway services anymore. About an hour later, Trentithe came storming through the front door of the restaurant demanding to speak with us. He scared the shit out of the young girl on reception that day.’ O’Connor shook his head. ‘Thank Christ he didn’t turn up while we had customers in.’

      ‘And this is when he threatened you?’

      ‘He told us we had to convince the new owners to continue with the catering side of things, otherwise he’d make sure we’d never run a business again. That’s when we found out what had really been going on.’ He dropped his gaze to his hands. ‘If I’d known he was getting his lot to deal drugs at those events and using our takeaway service to set up his network, I’d have come to your lot and reported it.’

      ‘Why didn’t you?’ said Barnes. ‘I mean that was, what, more than a year ago you found out?’

      O’Connor shook his head, and when he finally looked up Kay saw the sadness in his eyes.

      ‘It was too late by then. Ann had gone and published that bloody book, and we’d made a lot of money because of the catering we subcontracted out to Alan Trentithe’s lot. You’d have had us for profiting from the proceeds of crime or something like that, wouldn’t you? And if we did report him, he’d have come after us.’ He jerked his chin towards the forecourt. ‘He did come after us. All because we sold the restaurant and he lost an income stream – a lucrative one, too. That’s the thing about Alan Trentithe, you see. He bides his time, but he never forgets. I’ll never be able to sell this business now. I’ll never be able to pay back Ann all the money I still owe her. I’ll probably never sell a car again, either.’

      Kay stepped back as Barnes pushed himself from the chair and tucked his notebook inside his jacket pocket.

      She sighed as she took in the broken man sitting behind the desk.

      ‘At least Trentithe and his colleague, Barry Clements, are in custody,’ she said. ‘Chances are, they’ll be held on remand until their trials, too. You won’t have to worry about Trentithe – he won’t be out for a long time.’

      ‘Good luck with that, detective,’ said O’Connor. ‘But just remember – there’ll always be someone ready to take the place of people like Alan Trentithe.’
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      A sense of relief filled the incident room as Kay tossed the last of a series of reports into her top tray and dropped her pen onto her desk.

      She cricked her neck and rolled her shoulders, then rose and leaned across to Barnes’s desk, taking one of the croissants from a plate next to him.

      ‘Oi, you said you didn’t want anything when I went up to the café, guv,’ he grumbled.

      ‘I lied.’

      She grinned, then took a bite and savoured the still-warm pastry. ‘Shall we get this last briefing done, and then we can let this lot have an early finish?’

      Barnes snatched away the last croissant before she could steal that one as well, then followed her over to the whiteboard while the rest of the investigation team gathered in a semi-circle around them.

      ‘First of all, thanks to all of you for a good job this past week,’ Kay began. ‘This wasn’t an easy one, and we’re still looking into whether any charges ought to be laid against Mike and Ann O’Connor but, for now, some of you will be moving on to other cases.’

      ‘Laura – I’ll need you to work with Debbie to make sure we catalogue everything for the CPS review. In the meantime—’ Kay paused and picked up the whiteboard eraser, then tossed it across the room to the younger detective ‘—I’ll let you, Phillip, and Gavin bicker about whose turn it is to clean the board. That was a great result based on your work in locating the shipping containers. Well done.’

      Her words were met with a smattering of applause, and she waited until it died down before clearing her throat.

      ‘Okay, on to the final task. Ian, can you arrange to visit Helen Taylor and Louise Nivens to let them know we’re charging Alan and Barry before you head home? I’ll follow up with them both once the CPS have processed everything, so you can assure them I’ll keep them up to date with progress.’

      ‘Will do, guv.’

      ‘Gavin, you’ll need to phone Lucas this morning to advise him that charges are being laid so he can release both bodies for burial please.’

      ‘No problem, guv.’

      ‘All right, thanks, everyone. That was a good result in difficult circumstances. You’re dismissed.’

      Kay popped the nib on her biro, shut her notebook and watched as her team dispersed to their desks.

      A lightness filled the room now, the invisible pressure that had underpinned the past week slowly retreating to the edges as officers cleared their desks and filed final reports.

      She knew it wouldn’t last for long but, as she walked back to her desk and eyed the blinking voicemail icon on her desk phone, she savoured the moment and let the resulting sense of achievement sink in.

      ‘Guv? Are you going to head off soon as well?’ said Gavin, approaching her desk and holding out a sheaf of documents needing her signature.

      ‘I am, but I was going to suggest we all catch up later at mine for a barbecue,’ she said. ‘Looks like it’s going to be the perfect evening for it.’

      ‘I’m never going to say no to one of Adam’s barbecues,’ said Barnes, looking up from his computer screen with a grin. ‘I’ll bring the wine.’

      ‘Sounds good.’ Kay caught Laura’s eye and waved her over. ‘Do you want to join us? You haven’t had a chance to have a proper catch up with everyone since you started.’

      ‘That’d be great, guv – thanks,’ Laura beamed. ‘Anything I can bring?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Barnes. ‘Sticky plasters. The guv might be a great detective, but she’s a bloody hazard with a knife.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Kay yawned while she locked her car and then crossed the gravel driveway to her front door.

      It opened before she could put her key in the lock, and Adam greeted her with a kiss and a steaming mug of coffee.

      ‘I took the day off,’ he said, ushering her into the living room. ‘I figured you’d need to rest after the past week, and I’ve got a deadline for a journal article so we can relax.’

      ‘Sounds perfect.’ Kay sank onto the sofa, toed off her shoes and rubbed her feet, her eyelids dry from lack of sleep. ‘I think I’m going to have this, then have a shower and sleep. I’ve invited the others over for a barbecue later – I thought it’d be a good idea to let off some steam.’

      ‘Good idea. I’ll go and get some steaks and things this afternoon.’

      Kay took another sip of coffee, and then sat upright. ‘Where are the kittens?’

      ‘The bloke from the Cats Protection League turned up last night to collect them – he reckons he might have them all rehomed within a fortnight.’

      ‘That’s good.’

      ‘You sounded a bit disappointed,’ he said, dropping onto the sofa beside her.

      ‘I was sort of getting used to having them around.’

      ‘Well, if you think you’re going to be lonely and you want some company while I’m up in London for that conference next week, you could always babysit Sid the snake. His owner’s off to Florida for a couple of weeks.’

      Kay narrowed her eyes at him.

      ‘Very funny, Turner. Carry on like that, you’ll regret it.’

      He laughed, draped his arm around her, and then winked.

      ‘Is that a dare?’

      

      
        
        THE END
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