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      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a work of the imagination of the authors or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental

      

      Preview of The Third Degree

      

      For those who monitor the percentage read progress guide on their eReader, please be aware that the first three chapters of book 5 in the Eddie Malloy series, The Third Degree, immediately follow the end of Blood Ties
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      I’m grateful to the growing number of fans of the Eddie Malloy series

      To get an email about new Eddie Malloy books and plans for the series, please click here and complete the ‘follow blog via email’ box.

      We’ll never spam you or disclose your details

      Thanks

      Joe McNally

      

      Social Media and Website

      You can find us at

      Facebook

      Twitter

      Steeplechasing.net
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      Broga Cates…now there was a man. His first name was from old Anglo Saxon and it meant “terror”. Up until he died, he was well named. After that, he became a pussycat.

      Charles Tunney, a struggling racehorse trainer, had been at Eton with Broga. He introduced me to the big coffee-coloured character in the paddock at Aintree after I’d won a race.

      ‘Eddie, this is Broga Cates. He’s got more sense than money, unfortunately for me as I’m trying to persuade him to buy a horse.’

      About six foot six, with a head of rich luxuriant black hair, Broga would have looked more at home on a rugby field than a racecourse. I shook hands and said, ‘So Charles can’t talk you into burning your cash on these animals?’

      Broga smiled. ‘My daddy told me many useful things, among them was this: “never buy anything that eats while you’re asleep.”’

      I shrugged and turned to Charles. ‘You can hardly argue with that?’

      Charles said to Broga, ‘You need to spend your money on something. No pockets in a shroud and all that.’

      ‘I’m not planning to die anytime soon though Charlie.’

      Well, he got that bit wrong.

      Big as he was, probably pushing twenty-five stones plus, Broga fancied himself as a badminton player. When he heard I used to play the game at school, he invited me to his Cotswold mansion for a match. Charles was to referee it.

      Broga rolled onto court wearing an orange T-shirt half the size of the net. But his belly wasn’t sticking out, and his thighs in white shorts were muscular. Still, at twenty-nine I was fifteen years younger and close to fifteen stones lighter. And I was an athlete wasn’t I, a supremely fit jockey?

      ‘How much are we playing for?’ I asked, cocky.

      ‘You want to bet?’

      ‘You bet I want to bet!’

      ‘I will whup your skinny ass Malloy!’

      ‘Well flash the cash, big man!’

      I glanced at Charles and he was doing that kind of pursed-mouth, head-shaking, wide-eyed thing which was meant to warn me off. But I laughed.

      ‘A hundred a game?’ I offered.

      ‘You’re on Mister Malloy. Prepare to meet my boom.’

      I smiled and served.

      I’m sure he didn’t move his feet. I was aware only of a graceful sway, a low dip, a soft scoop of his racket and the shuttle landing my side about a centimetre from the net.

      It was like one of those times in a race where you cruise up confidently to some old chaser who looks to be struggling, only to find that your horse doesn’t have what you thought it had.

      I failed to win a point and on the last rise of his racket, as he was about to put me out of my misery, Broga grunted, gasped, dropped his racket, staggered back, his arms behind him seeking something solid, then hit the wooden floor. The force with which he landed sent vibrations across the boards to my feet.

      Charles reached him first. He was already doing CPR by the time I got there.

      His heart didn’t work again until twenty-three minutes later when the paramedics jump-started it with a defibrillator.

      Charles and I had kept his heart and lungs doing some kind of job using CPR. It saved his life and changed ours. Big time.
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      Broga was a Bajan, born in Barbados to an English father and a mother who described herself as Persian Irish. The Cates family went back a long way in Barbados; they’d owned plantations since the 17th century. Then they got into lots of businesses and ended up with more pies than they had fingers to stick in them.

      Broga was bred to succeed. Educated at Eton and Oxford, he took over the family corporation on his thirtieth birthday, and blasted through it like a Caribbean hurricane. When four men huffed and puffed and hauled him into an ambulance that day, his worth on paper was north of three hundred million sterling.

      He was in surgery that night and out of hospital in a week. The first thing he did was invite Charles and me to his Cotswold estate for what he called a ‘thank you’ dinner. It was close to the end of the season so I could afford a calorie blowout and Broga did us proud.

      But he kept the big thank-you to last. When our cognac glasses were filled and the cigars produced, Broga said, ‘Gentlemen, shall we retire to the bathroom?’

      We laughed. Broga sat still and said, ‘I’m serious. Come on!’ He got up and shoved the cigar between his teeth so he could beckon us with a free hand. Charles and I slid our chairs away and followed him, not questioning this crazy man who’d been transformed by a brief death.

      The bathroom wasn’t much smaller than the badminton court. There were two shower areas, a sauna, steam room, a sunken bath and two other old-fashioned baths on legs. He led us to the sunken bath, tiled in sky-blue, yellow, and big enough for a swimming gala. ‘Get in,’ Broga said.

      Charles and I looked at each other then at the big man. Charles said, ‘No chance. We get in and you turn on the taps or blast some water through the floor or something.’

      ‘I won’t. I promise,’ Broga said, holding out his right hand toward the steps.

      I said, ‘Should we take our drinks and cigars in?’

      ‘Please do.’ That big white-toothed smile.

      I went first. Charles, shaking his head, followed and we sat on the second of the four tiered steps. Broga towered over us and, half-drunk, I was reminded of some old Frankie Howerd film about Roman senators and crazy parties.

      ‘Close your eyes gentlemen.’ Broga said.

      We were too far in to question it. When Charles closed his, I closed mine.

      We heard Broga’s heels click, then footsteps returning. ‘You can look when you want,’ the big man said and as we opened our eyes, a waterfall of bank notes tumbled over us, each sharp-edged and new.  The smell, the crispness, the sheer volume engulfed us, setting us laughing and dancing as they steadily filled till we waded knee-high, kicking them up in clouds, throwing up armfuls to open like fragmented parachutes and drift down on us.

      When the deluge stopped, the six smiling girls who’d been emptying huge bags, the type builders use for rubble, threw the three empty bags in the air and joined us in laughter till the room echoed as though some mad orchestra had been let loose.

      Broga helped us out. He looked happiest of all of us. ‘If you haven’t seen five million pounds in brand new tenners, you have now. I’m going to gather it all back up and you…’ he turned to Charles, ‘…are going to take it and buy me a stable full of horses, and you Mister Malloy, are going to ride them all for me.’

      Charles gazed up at him and said, ‘I told you I’d nag you to death to buy a horse!’

      So Broga gave Charles a free hand in setting us all up for next season. He started by purchasing two hundred acres of Shropshire countryside surrounding a failed holiday complex. That appealed to Broga. He said that once we were settled he might resurrect the holiday side and build luxury cabins.

      In the meantime, he converted a barn overlooking the stableyard, into a block of apartments for Charles’s staff. I got first pick and chose The Penthouse, as Broga called it, giving me views over ancient woodland as well as into the heart of the yard below. The sounds and smells of racehorses were only an open window away.

      Charles lived in the old manor house at the south side of the quadrangle of stableblocks. At night, when the horses were quiet, the sounds of Mahler’s music, of laughter and often the clink of whiskey glasses could be heard. I learned to treasure those days and evenings of that first summer. I’d be thirty soon and was becoming conscious of time moving faster, of life getting away from me.

      Racing had taught me the dangers of complacency, of tempting fate.  But a couple of drinks with Charles as twilight blanketed us on a still and scented evening in the garden, would lead me to dwell on the belief that things had finally turned for me. For me, for him, for all of us lucky enough to be in that blessed place at that blessed time. Maybe my troubles were over.

      Will I ever learn?
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      I knelt on the Worcester turf watching consciousness return to one of my old friends, Bill Keating. He’d hit the ground a few seconds after I had fallen at the fence farthest from the grandstands. As I rose, cursing, to watch my mount gallop away, Bill pulled his horse up on the way to the next jump. As he slowed the big gelding to walking pace, he slid off and lay still. I ran to him.

      The ambulance, which always follows us in a race, had passed, only the roof in view through its dust wake as it tracked the galloping pack turning for home. They’d slowed when I fell but I’d risen quickly and waved them on.

      As I crouched over Bill, everyone’s focus would be on the finish of the race, but the Stewards would want to know why Bill had pulled up a horse travelling well, especially as it had started a short-priced favourite.

      He stared at me. I eased his goggles off. Still he struggled to recognize me, to work out what was happening. ‘Bill. Bill. It’s Eddie.’

      I saw my reflection in his pupils on this bright late September day. I undid his helmet strap. ‘Eddie,’ he said, ‘what happened?’

      ‘You fell off. You looked like you were pulling him up then you just slid off and hit the ground like a sack of spuds.’

      ‘Fuck. Get me up.’

      ‘Lie there for now. The medics will be here in a couple of minutes.’

      ‘No! Get me up, Eddie, get me up!’ He tried to turn on his front and push himself onto hands and knees, his blue and white checked silks smeared with dirt.

      ‘Lie there, you daft bugger! This has been going on for too long. You need to get some help!’

      He reached for me, looking desperate. ‘Just this once, Eddie, please! Please! I won’t ask again.’

      I helped him to his feet. He swayed, eyes closing again. I grabbed his arms. ‘I’m okay, honest, I’m okay.’

      ‘You’re not okay. What’s wrong? You’re the colour of boiled shit and have been for weeks. Blakey told me he found you staring at your car keys yesterday. Then you asked him what they were for. Tell me what’s wrong with you.’

      ‘I’ll tell you, Eddie. I will. I just need you to stick up for me in the Stewards’ Room.’

      ‘Lie for you, you mean.’

      He put his hands on my shoulders as though trying to get my full attention, but he had much of his weight on them and I had to brace to stop from being pushed back. He was like a drunk, but he held my gaze with his brown eyes. ‘I’d do it for you, Eddie.’

      I knew he would. ‘Okay mate.’ I said.

      He smiled, that familiar four-tooth gap in the centre of his much battered mouth, and I softened. In his face, I saw my own in ten years’ time. And I saw Bill’s life. His two decades of riding steeplechasers, mostly moderate ones, setting out with the same dreams of stardom we all had, then, with each dragging season, with every poor-jumping slowcoach plodding through cold mud and freezing rain, those stars drift further and further away until they’re beyond reach.

      And you quit.

      Or you stay. You stay because all the excitement you’ve known, every burst of adrenaline, has come from riding horses over jumps. The men who have surrounded you each day in changing rooms up and down the country, are the closest and most understanding of friends. You’ve never needed to explain your life to them because it is their life too, all consuming.  What is there left when you can no longer ride?

      Whatever was wrong with Bill Keating, my bond with him was strong. He’d mentored me as a kid and he’d revelled in my success. As I had galloped on through my early career, my stars still within reach, there had been no envy, no regrets from Bill, just warmth and congratulations.

      With my arm around his waist and his over my shoulder, we started the long walk to the weighing room. As we crouched to go under the rail onto the ambulance track, I grabbed a small rock and used it to scar the right lens of Bill’s goggles.

      In the Stewards’ Room, I told the officials I’d seen a large clod of earth fly up from the hooves of the group Bill was following. I said it had hit Bill in the face. Bill produced his scratched goggles and said there’d been a big stone in the clump of turf. Our final joint lie was telling them Bill hadn’t lost consciousness. If you’re knocked out in a fall, you get an automatic suspension. Bill had recently divorced and could ill afford the loss of a few riding fees.

      So I covered up for Bill Keating. After racing, I walked with him to his old Fiat. It was an effort for him to hoist his kitbag onto the seat. ‘Bill, you look like death warmed up. Why don’t you come back with me? You can sleep at my place?’

      Leaning on the wing of his car, Bill reached out and squeezed my arm. ‘Thanks Eddie. Amy’s eight today. I promised I’d be there for her party tonight.’

      ‘Then, I’ll drive you to Lambourn.’

      He smiled wearily, ‘I’ll be fine, honest. I’ll stop if I need to but once I’m sat down, I’ll feel better.’

      ‘Look, do you want me to arrange for a doctor to see you privately? I’m owed a few favours. It’ll be no names no pack drill, I promise.’

      He looked at me for a while and I realized he knew what was wrong with him. ‘I’ll think about it, Eddie. Thanks. And thanks for today. I know who my friends are.’

      Bill pulled away through the car park dust into the late afternoon, and I never saw him alive again. His birthday girl, daughter Amy, found him dead that night in the stall of a horsebox.
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      I heard the full story in the sauna at Plumpton next day. Blakey said, ‘He was at his kid’s party but he drove the van up to Curland’s place to collect a couple of horses he was supposed to be taking to Yorkshire today for Cathy.’

      ‘I thought they were divorced?’ Neumann asked.

      ‘They were,’ Blakey said, ‘Bill still helped Cathy out.’

      ‘He wanted to get back with her, was what I heard.’ Paul Thorn said.

      Blakey shrugged, ‘Maybe, but listen. The cops are already mentioning suicide. But those two horses were in the van when they found him. The horses were dead too. No way would Bill Keating have killed a horse. No way.’

      Neumann said, ‘How do you know? Bill lost it a long time ago. You told me he didn’t even know what his fucking car keys were for the other day. He could have loaded those horses and forgot they were there five minutes later. The old hose through the window and his troubles are over.’

      I turned to Neumann who sat above me on the bench behind. ‘You think Bill just kills himself, simple as that, two horses in the back at his daughter’s birthday party? His eight-year-old? Give her something to remember on all her future birthdays, eh?’

      ‘I’m not saying that Malloy. You’re twisting my words, as usual.’

      I got up and turned to face him at eye level. ‘What are you saying then? You’re talking like Bill almost deserved this.’

      ‘Did I say that?’ He had both hands open, appealing to the others. Nobody responded. Neumann said, ‘The guy was obviously on his way out. I don’t know what he was taking but it would’ve been a matter of time before he did one of us some damage in a race. Don’t all tell me you’re not relieved when it comes down to it? And now you won’t need to keep covering up for him either. They guy’s in a better place. We’ll all be there someday.’

      I looked at him and he held my gaze. ‘You’re a heartless fucker Neumann.’

      ‘Listen to you Malloy! Yesterday, you’re picking the guy up after he takes a swan dive at Worcester. Then you haul him back. Then you lie yourself blue in the face to the Stewards. For what? What did Bill Keating ever do for you?’

      ‘Is that your measurement of value Neumann, do unto others? As it happens, Bill Keating did a hell of a lot for me, but never mind that, one of the things Bill loved about this life was the camaraderie. A large part of what kept him going was just being in the changing room every day. A Band of Brothers he used to call it. Some fucking brother you turned out to be.’

      ‘Bill was a romancer. I’m a realist.’

      ‘Well do me a favour. Bill’s not dead a day yet. Save your realism for when I’m not around, eh?’

      ‘Malloy, if you don’t like it, there’s the door. Nobody tells me what to say or when to say it.’

      ‘Freedom of speech, eh? Well, I’m all for that. You’re a worthless piece of shit. How do you like that? Now I’m going through that door. If you want to sort things out here and now, I’ll see you outside.’

      I headed for the showers. The other six who’d been in the sauna followed me. Neumann stayed inside.

      The best I could do was a third from three rides. I was finished before the fourth race. Normally I’d have hung around till the last waiting for a spare, but I showered and changed and headed for Cathy Keating’s house.

      Cathy leased a big farm at the head of the valley in Lambourn. She’d been running a livery and horse transport business from there for five years and running it well. That had been one of the reasons behind the marriage breakup. Cathy had always been full of drive and ambition and so had Bill.

      Cathy ended up a top businesswoman. Bill ended up a journeyman jockey; he couldn’t face being second best in his marriage as well as his career.

      It was a long time since I’d been to the Keating place. I turned in off the main road in the dusk and my car bumped and wallowed through a minefield of potholes on the driveway. The bouncing headlights showed weeds on the perimeter of paddocks and a few fence spars were broken.

      As I approached the big parking area in front of the house, the surface was smoother and my lights picked out black letters on the blue background of a horsebox:  CATHY KEATING EQUINE TRANSPORT. Outside the front door was a police car. I switched off the engine and waited.

      Twenty minutes later two police officers came out, putting on their hats. Cathy was with them and she saw my car and crouched as though trying to see if anyone was inside. I got out. ‘Cathy, it’s me, Eddie, Eddie Malloy. ‘She raised a hand in acknowledgment, ‘Be right with you, Eddie.’ She walked the few steps to the police car. I couldn’t hear what she was saying but her hands were busy, emphasizing her point. The police car turned and swung past, the woman in the passenger side nodding to me. Cathy approached. We hugged lightly, socially, and she withdrew quickly from it.  She managed to smile, ‘You’re a fair way from home,’ she said. ‘I just wanted to offer my condolences. Didn’t want to do it by phone.’

      ‘I appreciate it. Come in. I’ll put the kettle on.’

      I sat at the big pine table watching her make tea, thinking how many folk in the horse business almost lived in their kitchens. Often the largest room in the house and always with a table that could seat at least ten, there were warm stoves, dog beds, old radios, framed pictures of past glories, an atmosphere of hope, a den of plans and dreams. But not this one, not tonight.

      Cathy wore jodhpurs and tan boots and a maroon sweater. Bill was dead but horses still needed looking after. She brought two mugs, sat opposite me and pushed her chestnut hair behind her ear. I saw strain but no signs of tears in her brown eyes.

      ‘How are the children?’ I asked.

      ‘I’m ashamed to say I don’t know. I don’t know how they are. They’ve hardly said a word. They’ve just stayed together, in silence. Like Siamese twins. As though it’s just them now and I don’t matter.’

      ‘Shock.’

      She nodded. ‘Maybe.’

      ‘I heard Amy found him.’

      Her hands cupped the mug. She stared into it, nodding slowly. ‘He’d been here a while, at the party. It was her birthday, Amy’s’

      ‘Bill told me. I saw him yesterday at Worcester. He had a fall and didn’t seem great. I offered a bed but he said he wanted to get home for Amy’s party.’

      ‘He was a good father.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘A good father. A crap husband. No, that’s not fair. We were a crap couple. Good parents. Bad spouses.’

      Cathy wasn’t one for platitudes so I kept quiet. She said, ‘Anyway, he broke off about eight to pick up two horses at Pete Curland’s. He planned to make an early start for Malton with them this morning. He got back. I saw him drive in. For some reason he steered right over by the paddock down by the hedge and parked there. Ten minutes later, I looked across and the engine was still running. I thought he was on the phone. I forgot about it and the kids did too and carried on with their party. I let them stay up late and it was after eleven when the girls went to get him and say goodnight. And that was it.’

      ‘I heard the horses were still in there.’

      ‘Both of them. Dead. Which is why I’m wearing my tongue out for an hour before you arrived, trying to tell the cops Bill might have killed himself but he wouldn’t have killed a horse along with him, never mind two. And he’d never, ever have done it on Amy’s birthday, or Kate’s, or even mine.’

      ‘They’re saying it’s suicide?’

      ‘They’re saying suspicious circumstances when you ask them but their glazed over eyes and all the other body language is saying “the man punched a hole in the exhaust pipe directly below a floor vent and he’s found with his face over the vent and his lungs full of carbon monoxide” You do the math dear.’

      ‘They can’t have done an autopsy yet?’

      She shook her head. ‘Waiting for guidance from the coroner. So they say.’ She drank tea.

      ‘So how did you leave things with the police?’

      ‘I told them I want it properly investigated, that they can’t just settle on a suicide verdict.’

      ‘And did they ask you the obvious, then?’

      ‘A to Z. “Did he have any enemies?” “Had he been in trouble with anyone?” “Did he owe money to anybody except a bank?” “Had your divorce been acrimonious?”

      She managed a wry, strained smile at that, ‘I said, “Acrimonious enough that I’d have wanted to kill him? On my daughter’s eighth birthday? With two horses belonging to my customer in the fucking back?”’

      I stayed half an hour longer. The girls remained upstairs and Cathy had started on brandy by the time I left. On the long drive home I knew she was right about Bill, the Bill Keating we all knew wouldn’t have killed himself at all, never mind in those circumstances. But he hadn’t been the Bill we all knew for a long while. I wondered what the police would discover, especially in his medical records.
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      I didn’t see Cathy Keating again until Bill’s funeral, a month later. She’d fought that long to keep the inquiry going. The autopsy had revealed significant traces of heroin in Bill’s blood and his arms showed puncture marks. It also uncovered a degree of brain damage “consistent with a number of falls from horses travelling at speed”. When I heard that, a lot of what we’d been seeing with Bill in those final weeks began clicking into place. But cause of death was carbon monoxide poisoning from exhaust fumes.

      In Bill’s flat police discovered a number of letters to Cathy, some unfinished but all reflecting Bill’s despair over the way his life had turned out. In some he talked of suffering headaches so severe, they’d made him want to end it all. Several mentioned suicide over his marriage break up and the guilt he felt about his daughters not growing up in a “happy household”. No ‘formal’ suicide note was discovered, but nor could any evidence be found that anyone would have wanted to kill Bill.

      The coroner decided that, on the balance of probability, Bill Keating had committed suicide, possibly while suffering from severe depression. Police had been unable to find the ‘instrument’ used to hole the exhaust, but they argued Bill had probably done that somewhere between Curland’s place and his own, to avoid drawing attention to the noise it would have caused. Their assumption was that a crowbar had been used.

      It was late October. Cathy had set this funeral day because no National Hunt racing was scheduled meaning all Bill’s friends could be there. Winter had arrived early and most of the folk at the funeral had dressed against the cold.

      After the service people filtered away along the narrow red-shale paths of the little churchyard toward a long row of vehicles ranging from a Rolls to a rusty moped with a dented helmet hanging from the seat.

      I walked with Cathy and her daughters. None of us had spoken since we left the graveside. I opened the door of the big car for them. Cathy, defiant in a sky-blue two-piece and white blouse, turned to me; chestnut hair, brown eyes, longish jaw, the same basic facial shape as Bill’s. She asked, ‘Have you got a lift?’

      I nodded. She ushered the girls into the darkened car and said to me, ‘Coming back to the house?’

      I hesitated. She touched my arm and nodded toward the vehicles starting up around us. ‘Most of them are coming back for a bite and a drink. I’d be grateful if you did.’

      She hadn’t cried yet. Kate and Amy hadn’t either. All holding out for each other’s sake.

      ‘Sure,’ I said, ‘I’ll see you there.’

      Kate, the elder daughter, dark-haired like her mother, solemnly fixed drinks from a bar in the corner. Not speaking she simply moved inquiring eyes to the next person after filling each glass and bringing it over.

      She looked as though she didn’t approve of these people chattering in her house, drinking and trying to act normal so soon after burying her father. I knew how she felt and couldn’t quite understand the purpose of these get-togethers, never was comfortable at one.

      I went across and spoke to her. ‘Can I help?’

      She looked up with empty eyes and shook her head then remembering her manners whispered, ‘No, thank you.’

      I re-joined the others and listened to them reminisce for a while before Cathy invited me to join her in a walk outside. I held her long wool coat open but she settled it on her shoulders leaving the sleeves empty. Dusk was falling. The air was frosty.

      Side by side, we walked by the rotting flowerbeds and watched the trees steadily silhouetting against the last of the light.

      Cathy talked.

      About life and death, the kids, her ‘worthless’ career, the years of sixteen-hour days, of drag-out fights with Bill, about happy times with Bill, about the divorce.

      Finally, she stopped walking and turned to me. ‘Look at my eyes, Eddie.’

      I looked.

      ‘Take a step closer.’

      Slightly uncomfortable, but I took it . . . Close enough now to smell the brandy on her breath.

      ‘Look into them.’

      They were a deep rich brown, the pupils widening in the virtual darkness.

      ‘See any tears?’ she asked.

      I looked at her. ‘They’ll come.’

      ‘Think so?’

      I nodded.

      ‘Uh-uh. Can’t cry any more. Lost the ability when Bill left.’

      There was no emotion in her face or voice. There had always been a hardness about her but I’d assumed she saw it as an essential ingredient for business success.

      She broke eye contact and we walked on. She said nothing more till we rounded the front of the house, setting off the bright security light, frost particles drifting in its beam.

      Staring into the night Cathy changed tack, ‘Even though the verdict’s been given, what would I have to do to make the police investigate further?’

      That threw me. I thought she’d accepted things. ‘They’d want hard evidence. They’ve tried and can’t find any. If it wasn’t suicide, somebody killed Bill.’

      ‘Okay. Let’s start with that assumption. Where would we go from there?’

      Her use of the plural put me on guard. I had the makings of a good season in front of me and was reluctant to be side-tracked, even for Cathy. I could leave her to it or try and talk her into accepting the suicide. The trouble was, in my heart I was with her, I didn’t believe Bill, no matter how unwell, had killed himself. ‘It’s getting cold,’ I said.

      ‘We’ll go back inside.’

      I turned to walk along the path. She took hold of my arm and moved in front. ‘Eddie, will you stay till everyone’s gone?’

      She outstared me. I knew she was playing me, but I was too soft to say no.
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      I waited in the kitchen while Cathy said goodbye to the last of them and got the girls settled upstairs. I made tea and poured a cup for her as I heard her footsteps on the stairs.

      The mask dropped as soon as she came in. She looked exhausted and almost slumped into the chair. I pushed the saucer gently toward her but some of the tea slopped into it. She muttered a weak thank you and picked up the cup with both hands, staring into it. She’d yet to look at me. Her jaw began clenching rhythmically. The tendons on the backs of her hands rose and flexed as she squeezed the cup. ‘Want something stronger?’ I asked quietly.

      She shook her head, still staring into the fine pale blue china cup, her intensity growing.

      The cup shattered splashing tea over the table and cutting her hands. She looked at the blood on her palms then covered her face with them. I moved across and put my hands on her shoulders. ‘Come on, let’s get you cleaned up.’

      I helped her to her feet. Her face stayed buried in her bloody palms. I tried to hug her gently, but she froze, forearms tight on her chest. We stood in silence for what felt a long time then I clasped her wrists and softly pulled her hands apart. Her brown eyes, tearless, showed a mixture of defiance and despair. There was blood where the tear tracks should have been.

      Easing me away, she walked slowly to the sink and ran cold water on the wounds. Tearing paper sheets from a towel roll, she moved to a small pine framed mirror and started cleaning her face.

      'You got a first aid kit?’ I asked.

      She ignored the question, stamped the pedal-bin open, dumped the bloody tissue and tore some more, which she clasped between her hands as she came toward me.

      A measure of control was back in her eyes. She looked at me steadily, ‘Eddie, I’m in the biggest fucking mess I’ve ever been in in the thirty-seven years of my life. I’d have sworn I could have lived a hundred and thirty-seven and not managed to end up with the problems I’ve got. The business is gone, as good as finished. I’m mortgaged so high they might as well have buried me today with Bill.’

      She gave a huge sigh here and began to relax in the way people do when they finally realize, win or lose, that the struggle is over. The stiffness left her limbs and she managed a smile and a slightly nervous laugh then said, ‘I’m in so deep I’ll need to be bailed out in ten grand increments or I’ll get the bends on the way to the surface.’

      I smiled too and tried, for her sake, to prompt her into talking some more. ‘What happened?’

      'What didn’t?’ And she told me how the business had steadily spiralled downward in the recession then plummeted. As she borrowed to stay afloat. She’d cut back, laid staff off, sold equipment, now it was down to the personal stuff. She couldn’t even pay the children’s school fees.

      Having just got myself on the right side of solvency there was nothing I could offer but sympathy. Or so I thought.

      Cathy said, ‘Eddie I’m certain Bill’s death wasn’t suicide and I need to prove it. When Bill and I started this, we took out a big life insurance policy. They don’t pay out if it’s suicide.’

      ‘How big a policy?’

      ‘Seven hundred and fifty thousand pounds.’

      ‘How much do you owe the banks?’

      ‘The guts of six hundred and fifty thousand.’

      I weighed the question carefully, but she was all defiance now, fiery again. ‘Do the police know about this policy?’ I asked.

      ‘I didn’t tell them.’

      ‘Did they ask you?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘What’s the position with the banks? Are they threatening you?’

      ‘They gave me till the end of the year then they repossess.’

      ‘Formally? They’ve said that in writing?’

      She went to a drawer and brought me the letter. It was dated September 1st, three weeks before Bill’s death.

      I looked at her. ‘You want to keep fighting, but if it wasn’t suicide it was murder.’

      ‘And I had most to gain. I know.’

      We looked at each other. She was all grim determination. I was stuck somewhere between admiration for her ballsiness, shame at wanting to let Bill’s memory fade so I could get on with my life, and apprehension because I knew what was coming.

      ‘Will you help me find who killed him Eddie?’
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