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Rockstars are martyrs. That’s what Dylan Vy told himself.

He’d thought that even before he’d picked up a guitar. He could hear it in the distorted blast from a wall of Marshall amps, the pounding drums and the visceral, anguished wails of the bands he’d grown to love.

The stories of Ozzy biting the head off the bat; of Keith Moon driving a Rolls Royce into a hotel swimming pool; of Keith Richards mixing his father’s ashes into a line of cocaine. All of these and more grabbed Dylan’s attention during those formative early teenage years. And he was hooked.

These people were destroying their nasal cavities and polluting their veins for his entertainment. Hell, they were even dying in their pursuit of that elusive hit song. And he couldn’t be more thankful. Their excess was inspirational.

At age fourteen, he got his first guitar. Nothing fancy. One of the machine heads was cracked. The strings were so old that Dylan’s fingers came away red with rust. And it barely stayed in tune long enough to play through a whole song – not that he could muddle through a verse and a chorus anyway, without his blistered fingers screaming in agony. None of that mattered. Just owning the guitar had ignited a fire. He practised all day and deep into the night – only stopping when his father battered the wall that divided their bedrooms and told him to pack it in. Even then, he crawled into bed with his trusty Squier Stratocaster and dreamed about finger placements, chords and scales.

It was inevitable then, that Dylan would form a band. And, perhaps, even more inevitable that his music, his very lifestyle, would be fuelled by hedonism.

At sixteen, he and his friends would pass a spliff around the basement where one of the older boys on the estate lived. While a smoky haze filled the room, Dylan would strum on his guitar and alternate between well-known hits and compositions of his own. At eighteen, he encountered a night of firsts: playing his first-ever gig at a house party in Wythenshawe; first-ever line of cocaine in a rundown, grotty bathroom; first-ever drug-fuelled threesome.

This was rock and roll. This was how it was supposed to be.

It was perhaps destined, then, that his life would end prematurely. On the night of his band’s album launch, at the age of twenty-one, Dylan sat on a shit-stained mattress in a squalid drug den. A tourniquet tightened around his bicep and he closed his eyes as the needle slipped silently into a vein near the crook of his elbow.

A euphoric feeling sped from the point of entry through the rest of his body. His blood fizzed. His heart became a galloping horse. Sweat seeped from every pore on his body. When the light became too bright, he closed his eyes and collapsed backwards.

Through a dense fog, he felt the tip of another needle prick his arm, and then another. The high got higher until he was floating above the Earth, looking down at the glowing blue and green planet. He was in space, but he could still see himself from the heavens, lying in that grimy room.

Dying on a mattress in slow motion, while a figure cloaked in darkness snuck out of the doorway.

Was it real?

Floating Dylan wasn’t sure.

But he did know one thing: rockstars were martyrs. And now, he was one of them.
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Ethan Adler stood in his new duplex penthouse in the heart of Manchester. After what people kept awkwardly calling her untimely passing, living in the house that he’d shared with his wife had been too much to bear. Thankfully, with nearly ten million quid newly in the bank, Ethan could move pretty much wherever he wanted.

He’d decided to go all out.

The building in trendy Deansgate was cutting edge, almost literally – all reinforced glass and exposed steel. The lift had risen silently to floor twenty, to the top of the building – his new home. Inside, the designers had done everything he’d asked for, having charged him handsomely for the privilege. He hadn’t been overly bothered about the colour scheme, and was happy to stick with the crisp white walls and the hardwood herringbone floors. But, there were things he had requested specifically. The home gym with state-of-the-art equipment. The Peloton room with surround sound built into the walls. The sauna and jacuzzi. The cinema room with its plush red seats and popcorn maker. The soundproof music room, with the Ludwig Classic Maple drumkit, vintage Marshall stack and the 1960 Gibson Les Paul Standard with its beautiful sunburst finish.

The last room he visited was the pièce de résistance – it housed the best sound system money could buy, hooked up to a Gold Note turntable. He’d even commissioned a joiner to make him a customised space for his burgeoning record collection.

He walked around, stunned that this – this – was his new home. There was a little bloom of sadness that Maggie was not here to share it, but that quickly disappeared when he thought about what she’d done.

After exploring the master bedroom and the private terrace that overlooked the city, he headed back to the lift and took it to the floor below. This was the base of his new business – Adler Investigations.

Beyond the front door, the layout was mostly the same. The designers had converted the living space into a reception area: large, square, and painted in a crisp Farrow & Ball Wimborne White. A plush grey sofa was pushed against one wall. A teak desk housed the latest iMac and a number of so-thin-they-were-barely-there monitors, a phone system, and an array of branded stationery. A hand-dyed Berber rug had been thrown across the wooden floorboards, more artful than accidental in its placement. Walls of glass on two sides of the room allowed natural light to flood in.

A single door on the back wall led to a short corridor. Beyond, there were three more. The one on the left opened into a pristine bathroom, and the one on the right to an expensively assembled kitchen. The final door, at the end of the corridor, led to the offices.

There were two spare offices, in case the business grew and he might one day be in need of some more bodies. There was also a conference room, with a long mahogany table and expensive office chairs. In the centre of the table was a 360-degree camera with built-in HD microphones and speaker. It looked like something from a sci-fi film, and, being the biggest technophobe in the world, Ethan was sure he’d need a couple of evenings scouring the manual in order to even get it to turn on. Above him, a projector hung from the ceiling; its lens pointed at an enormous retractable screen. This room, along with the other offices, was painted in the same neutral tones as the reception.

Ethan’s own office was much the same – the walls were white and bare. There was a large desk, a couple of metal filing cabinets, a sleek computer: the necessities for the job. The carpet was spongy underfoot – the type you could sink into – and the smell of fresh paint lingered. An oversized fabric sofa took up the wall beside the door. Another bank of floor-to-ceiling windows allowed him to look out onto the street below, at the passing trams and flurry of people on their way to work, like a Lowry painting.

There was also the bonus room.

When Ethan was stressed, or wanted to think, he cycled. The designers had converted this last room into what he called his ‘thinking space’. It wasn’t big, but it was sound-proofed and temperature-controlled, containing another Peloton bike.

The whole place was everything he wanted it to be, and more. It was classy. Understated. And Ethan felt proud to be the visionary behind it.

He sank into his expensive ergonomic desk chair and started up the computer. The silence, and the sense of independence, were a very different proposition to how his days had started in his previous job: the roar of prisoners, the hustle and bustle of making sure pent-up men ate breakfast in peace. Instead of wrangling those who stepped out of line back to their cells, today his first port of call was to appoint an assistant. He’d put an advertisement out through a recruiter, and the response had been good. His first day as a private investigator would be taken up by interviews. After that, hopefully, the cases would roll in.

He spent some time downloading and printing the applicants’ CVs and reading through them. At nine o’clock, he walked to the front door and peered out at the landing, but there was no one there. It seemed that Sarah Blackburn, the first candidate, had changed her mind.

When Clark Ayling and Emma Laidler also failed to show, Ethan started to think that something was wrong. Perhaps the interviewees’ families had warned them off going to work for a newly formed private investigation firm conjured up by a widowed multi-millionaire. Maybe they believed the rumours about what he had supposedly done to his wife. He was about to phone the recruitment agency to find out if there was an issue, when the buzzer sounded.

He hurried from his office to the front door, and pulled it open. Standing there was a young woman who looked like she had come straight from a Panic! At The Disco gig. Her hair was parted down the middle and divided into bunches: one half raven black, the other the colour of toxic waste. She wore a flannel shirt, open, with a black vest top underneath. Her skirt came to just above her knees, exposing pale legs coloured in a patchwork of vibrant tattoos. On her feet, she wore a battered pair of cherry-red Doc Martens.

‘All right?’ she said, and held out a hand. The nails were painted black and chipped at the edges.

‘Are you…’ Ethan started.

‘Amelia. Hope. I’m here for the interview.’

She cast a glance around the reception area, before Ethan ushered her through the door and gave her a short tour of the offices, before ending up in his.

‘What do you think?’ Ethan asked.

‘Yeah,’ she said slowly. ‘It’s a…nice space, isn’t it?’

‘I like it,’ he said.

‘I’m looking forward to having a go on the reception computer. If I get the job, of course. What spec is it?’

‘What does “spec” mean?’ he asked.

She looked at him as though he had sprouted an extra head. ‘Are you kidding? You’ve got all this cool tech, and you don’t know what “spec” means?

‘Ah, I’m a bit of a luddite,’ he admitted. ‘I just asked the designer to get everything I’d need, and to get the best.’

‘Makes sense,’ she said, looking him dead in the eye. ‘Not much personality, but we can work on that.’

Ethan wasn’t sure if she was talking about the office space, or him. He didn’t care to ask, either. Instead, he said, ‘Do you want to take a seat, and we can get started?’

Amelia set the backpack she was carrying carefully on the floor by her feet, and sank into one of the dove-grey Sherlock armchairs that faced Ethan’s desk. She unzipped the top of her bag ever so slightly, allowing the material to gape open.

‘Tell me about yourself,’ Ethan said.

‘Well, my name is Amelia. Like I already said. I’m twenty-two years old. I like rock music and I’ve wanted to do a cool job like work in a detective agency since I knew this kind of thing existed. I know this is an assistant job, but I think I’d be kick-ass at the real thing. I always used to watch those kinds of shows with my mum and we always figured out who the baddie was before the detective did.’

There was something sad in her eyes when she mentioned her mum. The activities they shared were in the past tense. Ethan didn’t think it was the time or place to delve into her personal life, so he asked another question.

‘Do you have any experience in this kind of role?’

‘Not really,’ she admitted with a shrug. ‘I worked as a telemarketer for a while, but hated it. I’m good with computers, though. I’ve been doing freelance stuff for a while. Web design, that kind of thing. I can help with your site, if you want, even if I don’t get the job. I assume you did it yourself?’

Ethan shook his head. ‘No, I got a design team to do it. Why? What’s wrong with it?’

‘Oh. No. Nothing,’ she stammered, shaking her head. ‘It’s really good… I just might’ve gone in a different direction.’

‘Noted,’ Ethan said with a smile. ‘Now, your work will be mostly telephone-based. Speaking to potential clients, chasing up invoices, that kind of thing. I thought maybe we could do a bit of role play, just to see…’

‘Fuck off,’ Amelia spat. She stood up quickly, one hand reaching into her bag. ‘My mum warned me that there might be something wrong with you. What the fuck…?’

Ethan held his hands up to try and show that he was not a threat. Whatever she thought he meant, he absolutely didn’t.

‘Sorry,’ he said, as she backed towards the door. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you, or offend you, or whatever this is. I just thought I could pretend to be a client and you could show me how you’d greet them, or talk to them on the phone or something like that.’

Amelia looked a little sheepish, and her cheeks reddened as she slowly made her way back to the chair.

‘Oh, right. Yeah, makes sense. Sorry about that. It’s just, you hear “role play” and you think of shagging, don’t you?’ She slapped her forehead. ‘Shit, sorry. I’ve just said “shagging” in an interview.’

‘And “shit” and “fuck”, and pretty much accused me of being a sexual predator,’ Ethan said. ‘How do you think it’s going, so far?’

‘Probably not so great, but I can redeem myself.’ She sat upright. ‘Let’s do that role play. I’ll show you what I can do.’

Almost against his better judgement, Ethan picked up the handset of his desk telephone, placed it next to his ear and made a ringing noise. Amelia looked at him for a moment, but didn’t answer the imaginary call.

‘Phone’s ringing,’ Ethan whispered, showing her the headset.

‘Yeah, I know,’ she whispered back. ‘I’m letting it go for a while. Makes it look like we’re busy to a prospective client. If we’re busy, we must be good.’

‘Clever.’ Ethan raised the phone back to his ear and waited.

A few more rings passed, and then Amelia answered in a surprisingly receptionist-like way. She asked for the client’s name and contact details, and offered a number of appointment times, before confirming a meeting and wishing the imaginary client a lovely day.

‘I didn’t enquire about the reason why they needed a private investigator,’ Amelia said, ‘because they might’ve been in earshot of the person they want investigated. Best that that conversation starts and finishes within these four walls.’

Ethan was impressed with her candour. Despite coming across like a particularly volatile bull in a China shop, she seemed like a nice-enough girl, if a little weird. He ran through a few more standard interview questions he’d prepared earlier, and ended on an important one: ‘If you had to provide a biscuit for a client, what would you pick?’

‘Bourbon,’ she said without hesitation. ‘Chocolatey and crunchy. The best of both worlds.’

‘That’s the right answer. If you’d gone for Rich Tea, there was no way back!’ Ethan laughed, getting to his feet. ‘Well, thank you for coming in today. I have a few more interviews this afternoon, and then I’ll be in a position to let you know either way.’

‘No, you don’t,’ Amelia said, her lip twitching.

‘No, I don’t what?’

‘No, you don’t have any more interviews. Don’t be mad,’ she said. ‘You see, I hacked into the recruiter’s system and cancelled them all. Everyone but me got a very polite email explaining how you’d changed your mind and didn’t need an assistant anymore. I made it so that the recruiter’s diary would still show the full list of appointments, so that they wouldn’t tip you off.’

Her admission came out in a sort of stream of consciousness. She hadn’t looked at Ethan once. Now, she cast a tentative glance in his direction. To her surprise, he was smiling.

‘Why would you do that?’ he asked.

She shrugged. ‘Thought it would show off my skillset. You know, not just a pretty face and all that.’

Ethan didn’t know what to think. Sabotaging other people’s interviews could be looked at in one of two ways. On one hand, it was morally wrong. Also, she had wasted the time and money that he’d spent on paying a recruitment agency to find suitable candidates. On the other, her subterfuge showed a certain cunning, and the fact she had managed to hack into a nationwide company’s system was remarkable. Amelia’s abilities could come in very handy in this business.

‘I should let the other candidates have a shot at least, don’t you think?’

‘I guess. But you’re just going to be presented with a bunch of airheads who won’t be able to set up an email address. I can be an asset. I’ll be good on the phones, I’ll bring you tea and coffee and tissues whenever you need them, and I can help out on the tech side of things. You’ll need that, right?’

Ethan considered her pitch for a moment, and then, wondering if he was doing the right thing, held out his hand.

Amelia looked at it with distrust.

‘What’s that?’ she asked.

‘I’m offering you the job.’

‘You’re not secretly trying to take my prints to dob me in to the police?’

‘Nope.’ Ethan shook his head. ‘You’ve got the job. On one condition.’

‘What’s that?’

‘You promise never to break into any of my accounts. No snooping on me or cancelling my Virgin Media for a laugh. Clear?’

‘Crystal,’ she said. ‘When can I start?’

‘Right now,’ Ethan said. ‘Seeing as you’ve kindly freed up my day.’

‘Ah. I’ve arranged to meet my girlfriend for lunch.’ She offered him a small smile. ‘But I could come back after lunch.’

Ethan almost laughed at her audacity.

‘Be back by two. Sharp. Then, you can knock up some adverts to go on the internet. See if we can get some clients through the door.’

‘Yeah, no worries. I’ll set some targeted ads to get the ball rolling. See you soon.’

She picked up her bag and made for the door. Before she could reach it, Ethan asked: ‘What’s in your bag? When you thought I was propositioning you, your hand shot into it pretty quickly.’

‘Pepper spray,’ Amelia shrugged. ‘You never know.’

With that, she was gone.

Ethan sat in his chair for a while, feeling like he’d just gone twelve rounds with Muhammad Ali. He was wondering what she meant when she proclaimed that her mum had said there might be something wrong with him, when the loud trill of the buzzer made him jump.
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Ethan walked through the reception area and opened the door. A man was standing in the middle of the landing, by the lift, looking slightly lost.

‘Are you Mr Adler?’ he said, in a thick Mancunian accent.

Ethan nodded, offered his hand and told the man to call him by his first name.

‘My name is Roger. Roger West. I wonder if you wouldn’t mind indulging me, if that’s the right word, for a moment or two.’

Roger looked like he had woken up in a situation he was ill-prepared for. His dark hair and beard were wild and curly; his shy smile missing a canine. The suit jacket he wore looked like it had had its last outing in the 80s, judging by the wide lapels and the cream colour that made him look like a spare member of Spandau Ballet. It fitted poorly, stretching over a gut swollen by years of drinking beer.

‘Sorry, Roger,’ Ethan said, ‘my receptionist has just had to, uh…nip out for a minute. Come through, and we’ll see what we can do.’

He led the way to his office, and offered Roger the seat recently vacated by Amelia. Ethan made his way around the side of his desk and sat down, hoping that this meeting was going to be decidedly less weird than his last. He hadn’t been expecting a client so quickly; he had barely advertised, preferring to give himself time to ease into the whole operation. He took a notepad from one of the desk drawers and pulled a pen from his pocket. He opened the pad and scribbled Roger’s name on the first page.

‘So, Roger,’ he said, ‘how can I help you?’

Roger glanced around the room, as if to make sure he was at the right place. Ethan could almost see the gears grinding within his head, trying to find a good place to start his story. Rather than jump in with a prompt, Ethan let the man ready himself. Eventually, Roger spoke.

‘It’s a nice place you have here.’ Roger said. Pointless conversation was simpler than baring your soul, as Ethan had recently learned.

‘Thanks,’ Ethan said, looking around, and then added: ‘You can see all of Manchester from up here.’

Roger nodded, and gazed out of the window. When he turned back to Ethan, he said, ‘It’s my son. Dylan. He died, and I want you to look into it.’

Died.

Ethan had barely heard the word in the months following his wife’s funeral. People had made a habit of speaking euphemistically around him – ‘sorry for your loss’, and ‘sad that she’s no longer with us’.

Euphemisms or not, he quickly found in the aftermath of losing Maggie that the world was full of death. He had just never noticed it much before. The news was nothing but a dispassionate list of fatalities in near and faraway places, so he stopped watching. The local newspaper seemed to be centred around which residents had passed away that week, so he stopped reading. His friends and family made a concerted effort not to tell him about things like cancer diagnoses or heart failures, in case it tipped him over the edge. His mum used to ring him up each week, like a town crier, announcing who was dead and who was ill. When they spoke now, their conversations were stilted and awkward. As time went on, though, death became harder to ignore. Even when he wasn’t actively watching TV or reading the news, it was hard to filter out word of unjust wars around the planet and a president hellbent on stirring the pot.

And now, death had returned to his door.

Though, this time, he had invited it in, in a way. Opening a private investigation business was sure to bring him into the orbit of grief and misery. And in a way, he had not only invited it, he had welcomed it. He could have become a man of leisure, spending his days on a golf course or in a hammock in paradise. He could have invested in a business that would make him even richer, but he was not built for that. In his previous job, he had seen the worst of humanity: murderers, rapists, child molesters. With money in the bank, he could give back to families who needed answers. That was surely more noble than hiding behind a pile of money.

‘I’m sorry to hear that, Roger,’ Ethan said. ‘Would you mind explaining why you need me to look into it?’

Roger nodded. ‘The police say that Dylan died from an accidental overdose, or suicide. Heroin. But I think that’s bullshit. He never went near that shit.’

‘Did they investigate?’

‘The police?’ Roger spat. ‘Hardly. They put two and two together and got five. You see, my son was Dylan Vy, the singer in Crimson Riot. The police see a musician like him and think they’re all on the gear. Well, my boy wasn’t. He was murdered, and I want you to prove it.’

Ethan knew all about Dylan Vy and Crimson Riot. He’d even learned to play some of their songs on guitar.

Manchester had a habit of churning out bands that set the world on fire: Joy Division, The Smiths, Oasis… The list was almost endless. With them came frontmen who were written in the annals of history, for good and bad. Ian Curtis, Morrissey, The Gallaghers.

Crimson Riot were heralded as the next big thing. With just a couple of singles on Spotify, they’d played on some of the most coveted stages in the world, to a growing contingent of hardcore fans. It was no mean feat, and their success was attributed in large part to Dylan Vy. He looked and acted like a rockstar should: shaggy hair, metaphorical middle finger to the world, perennially wearing sunglasses despite living in the gloomy North.

The news of Dylan’s death had been front page news a few weeks ago. The magazines that championed music had run tributes and special editions dedicated solely to him; any band worth their salt dedicated a song to Dylan from stages across the world in the aftermath of his passing.

The red tops and rags who made it their mission to fight ‘the wokeness’ used Dylan’s demise as a call to arms. Drugs were bad and rock music drove people to excess. This prick with the long hair and tattoos simply got what he deserved. Everyone had an opinion.

‘Do you mind if I ask you some questions?’ Ethan asked. ‘And I’ll make some notes as I go, if that’s all right with you.’

‘Of course. I’ll tell you anything you want to know.’

‘Tell me about your son.’

Roger puffed out his cheeks and sat up in his seat, so that his back was straight. There was the slightest wobble in his bottom lip.

‘Dylan was a good kid,’ he said. ‘Yes, he had this public persona as a bit of a troublemaker and lad about town, but that was all for show. He was a shy boy, and used this rock god act as a way of keeping the media at arm’s length. Underneath, when he came off stage, he was still my little Dylan. Kind. Funny. Good as gold. And a talented little so-and-so. When he was young, I used to have to take his guitar off him at night and give it back to him the moment he came back from school. He was obsessed. I always knew he would make a name for himself.’

Ethan had read an almost word-for-word tribute from Roger in Rolling Stone, a week or so after Dylan’s death. Maybe he’d prepared a script to stop himself from breaking down when the inevitable questions came his way.

‘Why did he want to keep the media at a distance? Isn’t fame part of the draw?’ he asked, playing Devil’s advocate.

‘He’d seen bands he’d loved get ripped apart by fame. People got too big for their boots, usually the singers, and he didn’t want that. He didn’t want to do interviews, so he let his act do the talking for him. The newspapers made up all sorts of shit about him. Drugs. Alcohol. Relationships. They made it all up because that’s what they do. Not a single journalist knew anything about the actual Dylan, so they projected their fantasies onto him, and committed it to paper. The boy in those pages is not the boy I raised.’

A single tear escaped Roger’s right eye. Ethan offered him the tissue box, which he accepted. He wiped the stray tear away and looked at Ethan, to show he was ready for the next question.

‘When you say the media made stories up about drugs, what do you mean?’

Roger looked at Ethan as if to suggest that that was a stupid question.

‘Sorry,’ Ethan said. ‘I know these questions aren’t easy. My wife died recently, and the police made me feel as if I was the one who had killed her. They kept telling me they were just doing their job, and I resented them at the time. But, now I’m sort of on the other side, I see their point. It’s important for me to get as much information as I can, in order to build a picture of who Dylan was. To make an informed decision about how best to approach the case.’

‘I understand,’ Roger said. ‘It’s just difficult to repeat what they said, knowing it was all lies. Truth is, he drank like a fish and, sure, he was known to enjoy the odd line here and there. He was a rockstar. It’s almost impossible not to get caught up in all that stuff. Like I said, he wasn’t an angel, and I didn’t agree with a lot of what he got up to, but he certainly wasn’t a heroin addict.’

‘That is what he died of, though? A heroin overdose?’

‘Yes.’

‘And, as far as you knew, that wasn’t something he regularly did.’

‘He never did it. That’s how I know he was murdered.’

Ethan didn’t push the line of questioning further. He would have to, eventually, to get the full picture, but now was not the time. He could see Roger was close to losing it.

‘Can I get you a tea or a coffee?’ Ethan asked.

‘Ah, yeah, that’d be great. Coffee, two sugars and a splash of milk, if that’s all right?’

‘Sure thing.’

Ethan positioned the box of tissues within easy reach on the table, and left the room.

The office’s kitchen was well kitted out. Someone, presumably the building’s supervisor, had very kindly filled the cupboards and fridge with the necessities. Ethan filled the kettle, found two mugs, and set about making a coffee for Roger and a tea for himself. As he hunted for spoons and sugar, he considered everything he had been told so far.

On the whole, the case seemed like it could be sewn up pretty quickly. Ethan had a friend in the police who he could leech some information out of. A heroin overdose was pretty cut and dry – the dealer who sold the brown should be easy enough to locate, and the whole investigation could be closed off sharpish. Heroin didn’t discriminate between rich and poor, junkie or first-timer. The hardest part would be telling the father there was no cover-up, just another life lost to addiction.

Still, it was not his job to be counsellor. Just to find the facts. One way or another, Roger would get his closure, and be able to move on. Well, as much as a parent could ever really move on after the death of a child. And hadn’t that been the whole reason Ethan had moved into this line of work? To try and give some sort of resolution, good or bad, that allowed people to put their minds to rest.

By the time he’d finally found the sugar, tipped in two spoonfuls and loaded the tray, Ethan’s mind was made up.

The death of Dylan Vy would be his first case.	
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Ethan backed into his office, carrying a tray containing two mugs and a plate of biscuits. Roger took the coffee with a quiet thank you, and then set the mug directly onto the desk. Ethan made a note to invest in some coasters – he wasn’t particularly house proud, but he did very much like his new desk.

‘Sorry about that,’ Roger said, when Ethan was seated once more. ‘Just talking about my lad, it gets to me. I just want a fair fight, you know? He’s tarred with a brush and I don’t want that to be his epitaph. I want his music to be the thing that people remember him for.’

‘I get you.’ Ethan nodded. ‘Are they still planning on putting the album out?’

‘Oh, yeah. There were some early copies on sale at the launch show, on the night he died, and the release date is still slotted in for next week. There was the option to delay, but the band wanted to keep the momentum going. I think it’s what Dylan would have wanted. Everything is vinyl these days; funny how these things go in circles. I imagine his death won’t harm the sales.’ He looked shamefaced for a moment. ‘That sounds quite callous, doesn’t it? I didn’t mean it that way. The record company were probably rubbing their hands together when they heard that he’d died. Not quite the 27 Club, but not far off. A good story to spin. The bastards.’

Ethan knew from experience that not having a specific someone to blame for an unexpected death could leave you raw. It was easier to lash out at anyone and everything. The frayed edges of Roger’s sanity and his cruel, barbed words were not out of place. Ethan didn’t linger on them, either. He wasn’t a grief counsellor; he was a detective. A new one, but a qualified one, thanks to his recent stint at the UK Private Investigator Training Academy.

‘What date was the album launch?’ Ethan asked.

‘The last day of June. The thirtieth.’

‘Three weeks ago. And when did the police investigation conclude?’

‘It was over before it started,’ Roger said, dismissively.

‘Roger, I know this isn’t going to be easy, but please can you talk me through what you know of Dylan’s last day?’

For a moment, Roger looked apprehensive. It passed quickly, but it was definitely there. In his previous job as a prison officer, Ethan had seen it on inmates’ faces when they were up to no good and caught in the act. In his experience, people weren’t very good at hiding their guilt. Ethan wasn’t sure why the expression had flitted across Roger’s face. Maybe it was the pain of reliving his son’s final hours. Maybe it was something else.

Roger took a sip of coffee and then felt his way slowly into the tale.

‘He had press in the morning and afternoon, which was a ball ache. He called me between some of the interviews and sounded tired. Told me all he wanted to do was play the gig that night. He was excited about that, not all the other stuff. We arranged to meet up before it, for a meal. He went to soundcheck at five, and then we met at a restaurant nearby.’

‘Which one?’

‘The Ribeye.’

‘On Medlock Street?’

‘That’s the one. Why do you need to know?’ Roger asked.

‘I just want to get a thorough picture of his day.’ Ethan shrugged. ‘Maybe, somewhere down the line, he bumped into someone or something happened that impacted what happened later on.’

‘We had a private room at the back. Dylan was vegan, publicly – the label suggested that would attract a certain audience. Fucking mad what goes on behind the scenes. Privately, though, he loved a lump of red meat. We had a wagyu steak and garlic mash. Lovely, it was. Record company paid for it all. I had a bottle of wine worth almost a grand. Of course, I’m no connoisseur, but you could tell it was bloody good. Crazy. But, when it’s there, you take it.’

Ethan could tell Roger missed the bitter irony in that. He wasn’t sure he liked Roger. Even with more money than most people saw in a lifetime, he found the thought of paying a thousand pounds for a bottle of wine perverse. Maybe it was different when record companies and whoever else were plying you with these things. But, the obvious delight in Roger’s face made Ethan wonder whether he was sorry his son had died, or whether he was sorry his son had died before he’d had a chance to scrounge off his lifestyle some more. It was an awful thought – one Ethan chastised himself for having. He tried to move the conversation on.

‘Were the other band members there?’ he asked.

‘No, just the three of us. Dylan, me and my wife.’

‘And how did Dylan seem? Different to usual?’

Roger thought about it for a moment. ‘He was quiet. Not mardy – we’d had a bit of a barney recently, but we were mostly over that. He said he was just nervous about the gig, and I accepted it. Maybe there was something on his mind.’

Roger retreated into himself, perhaps wondering if, had he questioned his son a bit more, the outcome would have been different. If Roger and Ethan’s paths might never have crossed. Ethan made a mental note to find out what the ‘barney’ was about. But not yet.

‘Was he drinking?’ Ethan asked, after a short silence.

‘No. He had a couple of Cokes, and declined the wine. Which wasn’t like him. Like I said, he was fond of a drink. Then he rushed off back to the Ritz and played the gig.’

‘Did he say anything before he left?’

‘Nothing that I remember. Just that he was worried about being late, and that he had to go. Me and my wife stayed for a while longer, to finish the bottle.’

‘Did you go to the gig?’

Roger nodded. ‘The band was great. He was wonderful. However quiet he had been at dinner, he was back to his usual self when he stepped on that stage. It was the best they’d ever played, and I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve seen them.’

‘Did you see him afterwards?’

‘Yeah. We went backstage, just to say well done and congratulations and all that. Everyone was celebrating and happy.’

‘Who is everyone?’

‘The band. Managers. PR people. Gianna.’

The last word was riddled with venom, but Ethan didn’t push it. He wanted Roger to finish his story. In his pad, he wrote Gianna and circled it a couple of times.

‘And what happened after the gig?’ Ethan asked.

‘The young ones all went on somewhere, a club. I think the management put on a private party in a bar somewhere. We headed home, and left them to it. From what I heard, it was a heavy night. Dylan left the club around 1:30am, and that was the last time anyone saw him alive.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘Told me what?’ Roger asked.

‘Who told you that he left the club at 1:30?’

‘Oh, that was all over the papers the next day, even before they found out he’d died. There were pictures of him and her leaving together. Gianna was smashed off her tits and he probably wasn’t much better. They were arguing.’ Again, the bitterness at the mention of her was dripping off every syllable. Ethan decided to feign obliviousness.

‘Dylan and who?’

‘Gianna. His bird.’

‘And what can you tell me about—’

Ethan’s question was cut off by a commotion in the outer office. A woman was calling Roger’s name, volume rising by the second. Ethan’s office door flew open, almost coming off its hinges as it collided with the wall.

A woman with dark shoulder-length hair stood in the doorway, glaring at Roger.

‘Jen, what are you…’ he started to say, but stopped as the woman took a step towards him.

‘You lied to me,’ she said, tears brimming in her eyes. ‘We discussed this, and you said you wouldn’t go to a private detective. You promised.’

‘I just need to know—’

She cut him off. ‘We’ve talked about this. The police were very clear about what happened. Dylan died of an overdose, Roger. Accidental or otherwise. The results from the postmortem were conclusive. You need to leave this alone now; you’re going to drive yourself crazy.’

She drew her gaze away from Roger and seemed to size up Ethan.

‘And this is the man you thought would give you a different answer to the police, is it? You’re asking the man who killed his wife to look into our son’s death? Jesus,’ she said, addressing Roger now, ‘you could always pick them, couldn’t you?’

With that, she turned and exited the room. A few seconds later, the outer door slammed shut and a polluted silence settled. Roger kept his eyes lowered for a while longer, and when he looked up, embarrassment was stamped all over his face.

‘Sorry,’ he said, his voice strained. ‘She didn’t mean what she said about you – you know, about your wife…’

‘She seemed pretty clear to me,’ Ethan said.

In the weeks following Maggie’s death, the papers had had a field day. Ethan had planned on keeping his lottery win to himself, but somehow there’d been a leak to the press. Jackpot win and wife dying on the same day – it was the stuff editors’ dreams were made of.

Reporters had camped outside his house. He’d had to change his landline and mobile numbers, as reporters had managed to unearth them. Speculation was rife that he had pushed Maggie down the stairs so that he didn’t have to share a penny with her. Ethan had hoped things would die down quite quickly, but he’d been wrong. Even now, three months on, there were whispers about his involvement, despite never having been arrested.

‘No,’ Roger said, shaking his head. ‘Jen’s just finding it difficult to process, is all. Our boy died, you know? She accepts the police’s version of events, and I don’t. I’ve got high blood pressure, and she’s worried that if I don’t let this go, my heart will give up. I’ve told her that without a proper investigation, I don’t care if it does. She thinks I’m wasting my time, but I know there’s something else to it.’

He waited a beat, and then asked: ‘Will you still do it?’

Ethan considered this. He didn’t really want to come between two grieving parents, but he was already invested in Dylan’s story.

‘How about this: I’ll have a look into things. I charge £50 an hour, plus expenses. I won’t take the piss, but do let me know if there’s a limit on how much you want to spend.’

‘I’ll pay anything. I’m in a position to. We’re due to inherit Dylan’s estate soon.’

‘The only thing I insist on is openness,’ Ethan continued. ‘I don’t want to have to skirt around your wife, and I don’t want you only telling me half a story to protect her, Dylan or you. If I think that I’m being stonewalled at any point, I walk. It’ll save everyone time and effort that way.’

‘Sounds fair to me.’

Roger reached across the table and the men shook hands. He left, and that was that – Ethan had a case, and Roger had a glimmer of hope.

Alone, Ethan re-read the notes he had made, trying to find a starting point. There was Gianna, and Roger’s obvious dislike of her. There were Dylan’s final movements, leaving a club in the early hours of the morning having argued with his girlfriend. There was the argument between Roger and Dylan that had apparently been sorted. There were endless column inches of media speculation. And, there was the police investigation that Roger dismissed as reaching the wrong conclusion.

But if he wanted the truth – beyond the press headlines and police case numbers, he knew where he’d have to go. It was the catalyst that made most bands work, and destroyed them too – the love–hate bonds between the members.

That was probably the best place to start.
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Ethan walked to Vapiano for lunch. It was his favourite spot in the city for food, and he’d purposefully bought his new home far enough away from it so that he would not be tempted to go there every day. His wallet might be able to handle the outlay, but he wasn’t sure his waistband would.

While he ate his carbonara, he researched the short life of Dylan Vy. Of course, there wasn’t much to know about him until he stormed onto the music scene. He’d been eighteen when he and his band had started to make waves. Crimson Riot had won a Radio X competition to find an opening act for Royal Blood. They’d rocked up that night on stage at Castlefield Bowl as if they owned the city, and their music and attitude had won over the headline act’s fans.

After that, momentum gathered, a management team who knew what they were doing were found and bigger gigs were booked. Dylan’s ego seemed to snowball with the release of two hit singles and the band’s success. Stories of nightclub scuffles and sex acts performed in alleyways littered the internet, the press rubbing their hands with glee that they had a young, good-looking, virile rockstar to fill the virtual columns.

His bandmates lurked perennially in Dylan’s shadow, whether they liked it or not. In most of the pictures, the guitarist, James Ingham – better known as Nova – who looked like a member of an 80s glam rock band, with long dark hair held back from his face by a bandana – seemed annoyed that Dylan was getting the most attention. Interviews painted a picture of a dynamic duo who did not always get on, each forever wanting the last word. In contrast, the bassist, Fred Lumley, and the drummer, Thom Greensill, seemed happy enough to play the music and steer clear of the limelight. By the end of his meal, Ethan had scribbled the other members’ names in his notebook, and had a decent starting point for the investigation.

He considered dessert, but decided against it. Instead, he returned to the office and spent an hour on the stationary bike, pedalling and investigating on his iPad, while Crimson Riot played through the speakers. When his alarm sounded, he hopped off the bike, muscles burning. He had a quick shower and headed out into the drizzle.

* * *

The Canal House was a cop bar. It was a squat, two-storey affair, with a creaking sign that swayed in the light breeze. On it was a painting of the canal that gave it its name, complete with some tiny ducks and a barge (none of which were present on the actual canal today).

While other drinking establishments had moved with the times, introducing colourful cocktails or a dancefloor or even just a fruit machine, Ethan knew from its reputation that The Canal House had not. You went there to unwind after a long day at the station. You drank ale and you liked it – otherwise, off you fucked.

Ethan dallied outside for a while, building his courage. Private detectives in his mind were larger-than-life characters, clad in Hawaiian shirts with .32s clipped to their belts and drooping moustaches obscuring their lips. Who was Ethan to walk up to an officer of the law (albeit a friend) and tell him that he was investigating a case the cops had already put to bed? Well, he thought, I am a private detective who has just taken on his first client. It was time to project confidence. He puffed out his chest as he passed a huddle of smokers and pushed the door open.

Ethan had never been inside before, and almost laughed aloud at how much it resembled a New York City cop bar. A series of pumps offered ales and lagers from far and wide, while the back wall was filled with a healthy array of spirits and an enormous mirror with Guinness branding from at least thirty years ago.

Booths, lined by green leather benches, took up most of the floorspace. The lighting was low, allowing those who wanted a quiet drink after work to do so in near-darkness. Perhaps it helped the officers who gathered here to blot out a particularly harrowing shift. Maybe it afforded a certain anonymity for dirty deeds. Only a couple of the booths were taken, the conversation inaudible over the music that spilled from the jukebox in the corner. Springsteen
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