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It happened at a place where three roads meet. Junction 1A of the M25, heading east towards Gravesend.

There’s a killer on the road.

Just after dawn, on a bright June Sunday morning, Lee Royle was driving his dark-blue Land Rover Discovery home from a long night in Essex. He’d crossed the water at Dartford, idly dreaming of his ancient homeland. Kent, he mused as he changed down to ease into the slip road.

Then a red Mazda MX-5 roadster cut him up across the right-hand side, making his foot flinch sharply on the brake pedal. Lee raged and blared his horn. He flashed his headlamps full beam and gave chase, gaining on the impudent little sports car as they approached a roundabout at the foot of the slope.

As he overtook the MX-5, Lee glanced over to judge his tormentor. Just a kid. A boy racer. A baby driver. Royle caught the youth’s eye and gazed a gorgon glare, but the kid just smiled back and gave him the finger. Fucker, Royle thought, and swerved around to block him off broadsides. The kid braked hard, his grin gritting as his head jerked back against the headrest.

For a moment, all was quiet but for the low drone of the motorway above and a light descant of birdsong from the embankment. Royle wondered if the dazed look in the kid’s features was enough. He could drive off now, before the little bastard could recover his senses. But some impulse made him linger: That face. Something familiar about it.

And he knew then that he needed more. To humiliate him properly, give the boy a slap, if need be. Let baby driver know who was daddy. Just to make sure, he reached down beneath the driver’s seat and pulled out the small sheath knife he kept there. He slipped it into the pocket of his zip-up jacket, opened the door and climbed out onto the road.

The kid was already out of his car and walking towards him. Again, Lee wondered if he knew him from somewhere. As he thought of all his enemies, Royle was glad he’d brought the blade with him. He stroked its outline gently through the cloth of his jacket as he turned to face his opponent.

“Get that fucking thing out of my way!” the kid called to him.

“What’s your hurry, son?”

“Just move it!”

They closed in, circling each other in a lethal, courtly dance. Shaping up for combat.

“You want to watch yourself, sonny.”

He said the words softly, and for a curious moment felt a caring tone in his heart. This was just a hot-headed young man, after all. Out of his depth.

“You don’t know who I am,” Lee warned him with a grim smile.

“Just fuck off out of my way,” the kid spat out the words. “Old man.”

Royle was in his late fifties but had kept himself in shape. His loose-limbed frame tensed at this taunt, his forearms raised slowly, instinctively. He stepped forward.

“Someone ought to teach you some manners,” he said.

The kid bared his young chest and opened his arms in a beckoning gesture.

“Yeah?” he offered. “Come on then.”

Royle’s punch was intended to connect with the kid’s chin and floor him in one, but he wasn’t fast enough – age had softened him. The younger man saw it coming, ducked, and parried with his left, then came back under Lee’s guard to deliver a sharp hook to the stomach. Royle doubled-up, winded, choking, desperately trying to find his footing. Then another fist smashed into his face, and he dropped down onto the tarmac.

He managed to roll away and scramble to his feet before the kid could land a kick. Squatting low, Royle could taste blood as he fumbled for the knife in his pocket. As the kid loomed over him, ready to strike once more, Lee showed him the blade.

“Want some of this?” he hissed, still out of breath.

Royle always relished that look of fear on an opponent’s face. He’d never spent too much time dealing with the brutal end of things. He’d survived by knowing the odds. When you might make a killing, and when you might just have to walk away. And he’d prided himself on being utterly ruthless in business. Happy to let the others play at being the heavy. To cross the pavement, to do a bank or a security firm, while he’d be the one that managed the proceeds. Let the suckers take the risks and do the time; his eye was always on the profit. This was the key to his success with the Tunbridge Wells Cash Depot Robbery.

But there was business, and there was personal. And when the odds were right, he was never averse to taking somebody down. Especially if that somebody had tried to have him over.

And now this cocky little fucker was backing away, trying to hide the terror in his stupid face. Now was the moment. The moment that mattered.

Because he had proved he could do it, after all. He’d never been sure until that night, nearly twenty years ago. Never been sure if he was a killer or not until that night he found a man in his garden. The undercover cop spying on his house.

He’d been upstairs making love to his wife, Jo. It had been so powerfully primal that night. When he came, his whole being seemed to implode into darkness. Then, as he held her trembling body and caught his breath, he had heard the noise outside.

He’d let the dog out and taken a knife from the kitchen. He hadn’t meant to kill the man. It was instinctive. He’d told the arresting officer: You ask Ray Spinks; he’ll tell you I’m not a cold-blooded killer. But when the blood was up, he’d proved he could do it. And now, looking at the kid, he knew he could do it again.

He pointed the blade at the boy in a deliberate gesture of intent. But he was distracted by the look on the young man’s face of in front of him.

“Please,” the kid implored, his hands up, his eyes darting about, looking for a way out.

That look of fear usually made Royle feel bold. Powerful. But something else happened. He hesitated. Something about the young man’s expression made him think of Jo, the argument that they had had the night before, and the dreadful thing he had made them do all those years ago.

An awful, paralysing sense of compassion took hold of him, and he felt his grip on the knife loosen. He lowered the blade; this might have been the most humane thing he had ever done in his life. It was almost an act of love.

And this moment of weakness was all the kid needed. He kicked the weapon out of Royle’s hand and knocked him to the ground once again. Picking up the knife, he stood above the older man.

Lee looked up in horror as he suddenly realised what he recognised in his assailant. What he had feared all along. No, he thought, it’s not possible.

The young man looked wild about the eyes, drugged up or in some kind of trance. And Lee’s mind struggled with the awful truth. Of all the people that might want him dead – Ray Spinks, Chris Ipsworth, even his own wife – this was the one person in the world who had the right to truly hate him.

“Wait,” he begged.

But the knife came down again and again.

As life’s warmth bled out of him, Lee Royle thought of Jo once more. This was her revenge, perhaps, but what a curious way of taking it. With what Lee had always feared most: the killer inside. His blood rival.

The assailant walked back to his car. He looked around briefly, no traffic around or CCTV covering this slip road. This abrupt and impulsive act would be hidden from sight, even from himself. He could forget it now, pretend it never happened.

But as he drove away, he did not see the figure standing high up on the motorway embankment. The solitary witness who had watched it all happen.
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Tucked away in the gently bucolic greenbelt of West Kent, Sevengates was a modern brick mansion with a colonnaded portico. At the front of the house stood an ornamental fountain, at the rear a large glass conservatory that opened onto a garden with raised beds and a small, enclosed orchard. Behind that was an outdoor pool, a tennis court, and a drive-in outbuilding large enough to keep two articulated lorries under complete cover.

The property could easily be missed by any traveller passing through that deceptively quiet part of the Home Counties. Seemingly off the beaten track, yet but a short drive from the badlands of South-East London. Right by the M20, which led to the busy ports of Folkestone and Dover, and close to its junction with the M25, the London Orbital Motorway.

And though carefully hidden away from prying eyes, every feature of Sevengates spoke of vigilance. Set on thirty acres of land encompassed by a high-perimeter fence, the property’s entrance was barred by an ornate wrought-iron security gate. Beyond that, a copse of trees hid the property from the road, and a long, snaking driveway ensured that any approaching vehicle could be seen from the house long before it arrived.

As Detective Constable Meera Hussain and Family Liaison Officer Cheryl Symons made their slow, winding approach through the trees, they once again went through all the relevant details of the case, including what had happened since they first came to Sevengates to deliver the news of Lee Royle’s killing.

“So, you’ve had no contact with Jo Royle since then?” Meera asked.

“It’s Jo Pierce now, remember?” Cheryl replied.

“Yeah,” the detective sighed. So much had happened since the murder, despite the lack of any real progress in its investigation.

“A whole new family dynamic to deal with,” Cheryl continued. “Husband Eddie and four-month-old baby. But, no, she’s not returned any of my calls or emails. And, as far as I know, not accessed any of the services I referred her to.”

“Not exactly a surprise.”

“No.”

“So look, unless she actually requests anything from Family Liaison,” Meera went on, “I think it’s best for me to just go through where we’re at with the investigation and why it’s being cold-cased.”

After twelve months, the murder investigation team had learnt very little about the fatal stabbing of Lee Royle. There was no clear forensic or CCTV evidence. Plenty of motive for his killing, but all the known suspects had watertight alibis. And the theory that this might have been a professional hit became more and more implausible. To make something look as haphazard as this would require astonishingly intricate planning for it to work. So, though the case remained unsolved, the Senior Investigation Officer, Detective Chief Inspector Creighton was sticking to the hypothesis of a road rage attack by an assailant most probably unknown to the victim.

“Jo might not have wanted to keep in touch with the inquiry,” Meera observed, “but we’re duty-bound to keep her informed and let her know why we’re winding it down.”

“Yeah. But aren’t we forgetting somebody here?”

“Who?”

“Him. The new husband. He’s part of the family now. He might have a few questions.”

“Yeah,” Meera agreed. “When did he turn up, by the way?”

“Wasn’t on our radar till well after Royle’s funeral. Bit of a whirlwind romance, it seems. I did a background check. Bit of juvenile form, but nothing connected to this case.”

“Hmm. Maybe we should have dug a little deeper.”

“We were kind of busy with the Leyton Cross shootings by then. But I did find out a few things.”

“Like what?”

“A very impressive business profile.”

“Tell me,” Meera insisted.

She nodded thoughtfully as Cheryl went through some details. Meera was now curious to meet the mysterious new character in this story. And as they pulled up in front of the mansion, there he was. Framed by the columns at the front entrance, looking proprietorial in jeans and an open-necked shirt.

[image: image]

“Random?” Eddie Pierce exclaimed. “What do you mean, random?”

Meera wished that she had chosen her words more carefully.

“What I meant to say,” she backtracked, “is that attacks like this, that happen on the spur of the moment, as it were…well, they’re often hard to follow up without any supporting evidence. They can often be the hardest murders to solve.”

“Random,” Eddie repeated under his breath, muttering the word indignantly. “And what about this eyewitness?”

“That was never properly verified. Just an anonymous phone call early in the investigation.”

“And you didn’t manage to trace it?”

“I’m afraid not, no.”

“Great.”

They had been shown through to a lavish reception room, and Meera had outlined the status of the Royle investigation as Eddie became increasingly agitated. Jo was much more calm. In fact, she looked serene, nestled in the large, cream, suede sofa, cradling a sleeping baby in her arms.

“So, what, is the case closed now?” she asked softly.

“A murder inquiry is never closed. It’s just being wound down. And until there are any new leads…”

“Like what?” Eddie interrupted her tersely.

“Like someone coming forward. It often happens in cases like this. Someone close to the perpetrator who knows something. Or the perpetrator themself. Someone who wants to clear their conscience.”

“So,” Eddie said, “now you’re just going to wait until the murderer hands themself in. Is that it?”

Meera thought it best not to rise to this. She simply shrugged in what she hoped was a placatory manner.

“Look, we know what the police thought of Lee,” Jo added. “We never expected that your lot would make much fuss over his killing.”

“That was never an issue in the investigation, I can assure you.”

“Yeah, right,” Eddie retorted.

Meera stole a long glance at this intense young man with fiery green eyes. The budding entrepreneur who had risen seemingly without trace, Cheryl had told her. A director of a small start-up tech company, which had used accessibility technology to develop phone apps designed to aid the visually impaired. When this had been bought out, he set up his own IT corporation with Jo as his business partner. As a teenager, Eddie Pierce had served six months at Feltham Young Offenders Institute. Nothing spectacular – just some small-scale drug dealing and credit card fraud that might be written off as the folly of precocious youth. Indeed, he was very open and contrite about the misdemeanours of his past and had recently set up a charity to promote the rehabilitation of juvenile offenders.

Meera studied this successful businessman and respectable pillar of the community. Well on his way to finding a place on The Sunday Times Rich List, he just happened to be married to the widow of Kent’s biggest gangster.

He caught her stare with a narrow frown.

“Is that it, then?” he demanded.

“Well,” she began, but at that moment the baby woke up and started mewling.

“Hey,” Eddie stood up and walked over to his wife and child.

“I think she’s hungry,” said Jo.

“Let me take her for a bit.” Eddie reached out. “He-eey,” he sing-songed to his daughter as he gathered her up. “Shush, yeah, come to Daddy.”

He gently rocked the fractious child. Jo stood up and took the baby from him.

“So,” she said. “Unless there’s anything else important that you have to tell us…”

“Right.” Meera nodded at Cheryl Symons and they both stood up as well.

She had hoped that she might get something from Jo. She remembered the woman’s reaction when they had first told her of Lee Royle’s death. Of how she’d laughed out loud. Maybe it had just been a nervous response. But then there was that comment Commander Ray Spinks had made: that they should put her under surveillance, as if she were a suspect or a person of interest, at least.

And she realised that she had misread Jo as being simply calm and relaxed. It was more like some sort of emotional exhaustion; she looked washed-out, as though she had been through some kind of trauma. And Eddie seemed to be acting strangely with her. Clearly protective, but wary as well.

“I think you can find your own way out,” he told them.

As Meera passed him, he glared at her. She held his stare.

“Something still might come up,” she handed him a card with her contact details.

“What’s this?” he frowned.

“If you have any information you might want to pass on.”

“Right,” he sneered. “But you do know that this isn’t good enough. Not good enough at all.”

As they walked out to the car, Meera Hussain began to catalogue in her mind all the things she would have to do with the case now. All of the administrative procedure. Evidence logged, exhibits stored, documents filed. Everything put neatly in order so that it could go into cold storage like so many others like it. But now all her doubts about the case came back to her. Had they missed something? She remembered questioning Spinks’s connection to Lee Royle, and how she had suspected that he might have compromised the investigation. Eddie Pierce’s words gave voice to her disquiet. Maybe he was right. That it was not good enough. Not good enough at all.
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“They had a nerve,” Eddie said to Jo once they had left. “Coming today of all days.”

“Yeah,” she sighed. “But now maybe we can put it all behind us.”

“What?”

“You know, Lee’s murder.”

Eddie frowned at her. He was about to say something when the gate buzzer went. It was Craig, Jo’s brother. He pulled up at the house in his black BMW 6-Series convertible. He had a present for the couple.

“Happy anniversary!” he declared as he proudly placed a bottle of Cristal champagne on the kitchen work surface.

They told him about the visit from the Kent Police.

“Out of order, them turning up like that,” he commented. “Probably did it on purpose. You know what they’re like.”

“But what do you think?” Eddie asked him.

“They don’t care. Lee killed a cozzer, and that was always going to count against him.”

“That’s what I said,” Jo agreed.

“And, well,” Craig shrugged. “Maybe they’re right.”

“What?” Eddie scowled.

“Maybe it was this road rage thing.”

“What makes you say that?” Eddie snapped. “What the fuck do you know about it?”

There was an awkward silence for a moment as Eddie stared at his brother-in-law. Craig had never quite got over the sharp change in the power dynamic of their relationship, but he knew from experience that it was always best to placate his new boss. Jo looked on awkwardly, keenly feeling the buzz of aggression between the two men in her life.

“So” – Craig finally broke the tension with a broad grin – “where’s Annie? Where’s my favourite niece?”

Jo watched her brother pick up the baby. She smiled as little Annie gurgled with laughter at her uncle, then left them to it as she went to confront Eddie.

“What was all that about?” she demanded in a harsh whisper.

“Sorry, it’s just this business with the investigation.”

“Why are you getting so wound up about it?”

“They’re not doing their job, Jo. Doesn’t that bother you?”

“No,” she shrugged. “Not really.”

“What?”

“Look, Eddie, I’m just coming out of this fucking depression. I really don’t need this. Not now.”

“But…”

“And I don’t care about Lee. I never did!” she snapped. “I never loved him the way I love you.”

“Hey,” Eddie said softly, but she had turned away from him.

“I’m going upstairs.”

Later, as she stood before the bedroom mirror, getting ready to go out, she said to herself: I’m not a bad person, really.

It had been so hard after the birth of their child. Nightmares and panic attacks and long, bleak days full of self-loathing. She had been plunged into a paralysing sense of doom and guilt. The doctor had diagnosed postpartum depression. It was a common mood disorder, it was explained, often caused by hormonal changes and sleep deprivation. She was prescribed a course of anti-depressants, 100mg of Nortriptyline daily.

The drug numbed the pain and dulled her mind. But Jo knew that she was simply medicating herself so that she didn’t have to face the true cause of her disturbed soul – something she could tell no one. The terrible secret that she had shared with Lee. The reason she had wished him dead.

Eddie had been at her side throughout all of this. That she could not tell him the truth added to her sickening sense of self-reproach. But she knew she had to keep this from him – for now, anyway. Otherwise, he might turn on her when she needed his trust most. He had made their home a sanctuary and made certain that she had everything she needed. He had got a live-in nanny, Gabriela from Romania, so that Jo could take time out when she needed to. Most of all, she wanted to be sure of him, even if she was uncertain of her own feelings.

But Eddie had his own dark places. The business they had founded was doing well, but she worried that power was making him paranoid. She was relieved that the investigation into Lee’s death was being wound up, but it had stirred something up in Eddie. She didn’t want any more digging around in her past. With the case closed, she could put it all behind her. But she knew now that she had to be certain. She had to take control of the situation, not allow herself to give in to remorse anymore. She had to be strong.

A gentle knock on the half-open door took her out of this reverie. It was Eddie.

“Are you decent?” he asked as he entered with a smile.

She turned to face him and then glanced back at her profile in the mirror.

“I could lose a few pounds,” she sighed.

“No,” he said flatly. “You look great.”

Jo loved the fact that her new husband liked her with a fuller figure. Lee would have said something bitchy. Eddie came forward and one hand reached out to touch her lightly.

“Here,” he said, holding something out to her.

It was a flat, oblong black box, with Stephen Webster embossed on it. Her favourite jeweller, who had done their wedding rings; a Kent native, like herself. She took it from him and opened the sprung lid.

“It’s beautiful,” she remarked softly.

It was a brooch in the form of the Eye of Horus, with a large sapphire as its centrepiece.

“It’s meant to ward off evil,” he told her.

“Yeah,” she said, and at that moment all seemed well in their world.

But there was that frown again on Eddie’s face.

“What?” she asked him.

“When I got the hump with Craig.”

“Yeah?”

“Well, he was acting a bit weird.”

“What do you mean?”

“About the murder inquiry.”

“Was he?”

This was not how she had recalled it. It was Eddie that had been wound up over the whole thing.

“He wanted to change the subject all of a sudden.”

“So?”

“I was with him on the day Lee was killed. He turned up late. And he was in a funny mood.”

“Come on, you don’t think he had anything to do with it?”

“I just don’t buy this road rage angle, Jo. Too much of a fucking coincidence.”

And, yes, she thought, he was right. It did seem like such a lucky accident. Some things were meant to be. But she didn’t want Eddie to think about this too much. It was dangerous.

“What do you remember about that day?” she asked him, as if to deflect his curiosity.

“I don’t know,” he pressed the heel of his palm against his brow and let out a sharp breath. “It was the day I met you.”

“Yeah,” she frowned at him. “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing. Just got a headache coming on.” Eddie blinked and thought back to that fateful day. “I remember that morning. I’d been without a car for a couple of days, so I’d been spending too much time indoors. It was driving me crazy.”
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Craig had picked Eddie up outside his apartment block by the Thames in Greenhithe that Sunday. They were to collect Eddie’s car from a garage in West Kingsdown where it was being fitted with a false compartment. The older man had noted the bleary look on his young apprentice.

“Rough night?” he gibed.

“I’m all right.”

“You look wasted. Hope you’re not getting high on your own supply.”

“Course not. Cabin fever, that’s all. Hope my motor’s ready.”

“It is.”

“Good. Shouldn’t we take a left here?”

“No, mate. We’re going via Bluewater. There’s a big snarl up on the M25.”

For a moment, Eddie felt disorientated as they headed down the A206. He hated being a passenger; he always like to be in the driver’s seat. And taking the London Orbital Motorway was second nature to him. It was where he learnt his trade.

He had started out working county lines, then, through hard graft, had worked his way up to be a top-level drug courier. Large-scale distribution became his business, running product around the M25. Wholesale quantities would be smuggled in through the Channel ports and loaded onto that great tarmac carousel to be trafficked inwards towards the city or outwards to the counties.

And that’s where he had met Craig Cadmoor, one of the major dealers in Kent. Eddie was just the sort of ambitious, high-earning operator that got noticed as an asset to the syndicate. So he was recruited, with Craig as his direct boss and handler.

Eddie rubbed his face and let out a low groan.

“You really did have wild time, didn’t you?” Craig chided him.

“Nah,” Eddie shook his head slowly.

The fact was that he had been taking too much coke. And wasting his time playing computer games into the early hours. Burning away at boredom until his whole consciousness became a heightened virtual reality. There were flickering flashbacks of racing and combat.

“Well, pull yourself together,” Craig went on. “You gotta be on your best behaviour today. We’re going to make a stop on the way.”

“What?”

“Lee wants to meet you.”

Eddie had long known about this mysterious figure that was behind so much of the organised crime in the county. He’d first heard of him in Feltham. One of those legends that those doing juvenile time get obsessed with. The cop killer who had got off with a self-defence plea. Rumoured to be the man behind the Tunbridge Wells Cash Depot Job. A ruthless bastard who had got away with it all somehow. Just the sort of negative role model all the screws and the do-gooders that came and went seemed determined to steer all those aspiring young villains away from. But he was something of an ideal for Eddie. A gangster that had transformed himself into a successful businessman – an economic model he was determined to pursue himself. Craig clocked the wide-eyed look on his young subordinate’s face.

“Well, that woke you up, didn’t it?” he said. “So look lively. Make sure you don’t do anything disrespectful in his presence. And watch your mouth. None of your clever talk.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. All that clever-school bollocks of yours. I might let you get away with it sometimes. Lee ain’t so forgiving.”

Craig glanced over to catch Eddie’s broad grin.

“Don’t get so excited. He just wants to check you out. And be careful. He might be measuring you up for something.”

“What?”

Craig let out a long sigh.

“Look, he said. “The way it works is this: Lee is risk averse. Absolutely. He likes to think of himself as a lucky man, but what he really wants is others to be unlucky. You get me?”

“Explain.”

“He always makes sure that others take the risk for him. And sometimes” – Craig shrugged – “sometimes they have to take the fall. So keep on your toes with Lee Royle.”

“Right.”

“He’s been in this game a fucking long time, and to survive, he’s had to be ruthless. He knows there’s always a steady supply of young faces wanting to get into trouble for him.”

“Like with the Tunbridge Wells Job?”

Craig turned to give Eddie a fierce glare.

“Well, for one thing, make fucking sure you don’t mention that.”

“I got you. Don’t worry. I’ll be the soul of discretion.”

“Yeah. Whatever that means. Just don’t push your luck.”

“Right. Or let Lee Royle push it for me.”

Craig laughed.

“Yeah,” he said. “That’s Lee’s M.O., all right. He’s been pushing other people’s luck all his life. But one of these days, it might just push back at him.”

[image: image]

“It’s like he knew something was going to happen,” Eddie said to Jo as she continued to dress.

“Yeah, well, it already had, hadn’t it?”

“What?”

“Lee had already been murdered by then.”

“And Craig was late picking me up that day.”

“Wait a minute, I think we agreed long ago that Craig wouldn’t have the bottle to do something like that. He’s a follower, not a leader. Always has been.”

“All those years of resentment? Of being in someone else’s shadow? Think about it.”

“I just don’t see it. Now, come and zip me up.”

As he came behind her, she caught his puzzled face in the mirror. Why was he getting so obsessed by this, just when it was all being put to rest. This could really fuck things up for her.

“You remember how Craig was that day?” he asked her.

“Not really,” she said. “I remember you, though.”
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Jo had been preparing a leg of lamb. She remembered looking wistfully at the paring knife in her hand when she heard the front gates open. Lee had become so bloody predictable, she thought. Back from some Essex whore just in time for Sunday lunch. She sighed and continued to stab at the joint, studding it with cloves of garlic and sprigs of rosemary. As she caught the pungent scent of blood and herb, she listened for the dry static of tyre on gravel. Jocasta measured twenty years of betrayal and regret as she waited on her husband’s slow and remorseless tread back to his lair.

They’d had a row the night before, over money. They had been feeling the pinch lately and Jo wanted some financial security. She had seen what often happened to villain’s wives. Even those that were married to the clever ones, like Lee.

“You’re set up in perpetuity,” he had insisted. “There’s money in the offshore accounts.”

“Which I don’t have any access to.”

“You’ll get that when the time comes. Not now. It’s for your own benefit. So you’re not an accessory if there’s an investigation.”

“But what about now?”

“Now?” he had replied, his face darkening with rage. “Now? You’re a greedy bitch, you know that? I give you all of this and spend all week trying to get more, and when I come home, I get this. Well, fuck that! I’m going somewhere I’m appreciated.”

As he stormed out, Jo thought, and not for the first time, that her husband was worth more to her dead than alive. Greedily sitting on that fortune he had carved up with Ray Spinks. It brought to mind that nursery rhyme: the king was in his counting house, counting out his money. That was Lee, for sure. If she could only find a way to fix that, she mused, as she heard him drive off into the night.

She finished dressing the meat and turned on the oven. She washed her hands and walked across the large open-plan kitchen to the window. Love had made her bitter. She had wasted her best years on him with little to show for it. Nothing had really moved on in her life. She was still that seventeen-year-old girl he had eyed up on the dancefloor at Flick’s nightclub in Dartford.

And Lee had been so impressive back then. Still in his thirties, handsome and self-assured in an open-necked shirt and seersucker suit. One of her girlfriends went all wide-eyed when it was clear he was looking their way. That’s Lee Royle, she had whispered sharply to Jo. He had a reputation in their part of the world. He was a face. Even Craig was intimidated by him, and he was one of the hardest kids in Bexleyheath. He called Lee Royle the “King of Kent” and was only half-joking.

Jo watched for his car to clear the trees that hid Sevengates from the road. But the vehicle that emerged wasn’t Lee’s Land Rover, but Craig’s BMW. What did her brother want on a Sunday? she wondered. As the car braked by the fountain in front of the house, she went out to greet him.

“Lee about?” Craig called to her as he climbed out of the motor.

“Don’t know where he is,” she replied flatly.

As her brother loped across the gravel towards the front door, she saw someone get out of the passenger side. A young man who moved so much more pleasingly, with a fluid, animal grace. Craig pulled out his mobile and made a call. He frowned.

“Gone to voicemail,” he said and ended the call.

“Aren’t you going to leave a message?”

“I’ll text him. No one listens to their voicemails anymore.”

As Craig started to clumsily tap away at his device, Jo looked beyond, towards her brother’s companion. A tautly muscled frame, rigged in jeans and tight pink polo shirt. A mop of auburn hair, cropped at the sides, framed a pale countenance and flinty green eyes. He had a slightly broken nose, lightly smattered with freckles. An imperfection that heightened the beauty of his face rather than marred it. Cherubic lips pouted mischievously.

His eyes flared a little as they turned on her. And at once, she was utterly disarmed by the way he looked at her. Not that leering, resentful
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