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To Mika, Leo and Neni. I can’t wait to hear the stories you’ll tell.




Málaga, 2001

I heard dogs yesterday. If that ain’t the police then what is?

Seriously, you got another explanation for hearing dogs? I’m all ears.

They found me somehow, the Met Police. Someone’s told them I’m in Málaga. Must’ve.

Who’s grassed me up then you think? Someone at the pub? The gym? Someone from the British Businessmen in Málaga Association Dinner Dance? I never should have bid at that charity auction. Two grand, and I didn’t even want tickets to the Millennium Dome, I would’ve been arrested the second my plane landed at Heathrow.

‘Connor Brooks, you’re under arrest for this, that or the other.’ No, thanks. I’ve been to prison seven times, and seven’s my limit. Prison’s no fun when you’re a bit older. There’s always someone on all the machines in the prison gym. And you try getting up to go to the loo three times a night when you’re sharing a cell with the Northampton Arsonist.

Some of the lads here wander around without a care in the world. They got new names, new faces, new teeth, but I never worried about all that. I sell dodgy vitamins in the post, I’m not exactly public enemy number one, am I? No one ever died from too much riboflavin.

There’s lads round here, murderers some of them, riding round on mopeds, and where are the cops? Looking the other way.

The whole thing’s a racket. Start to finish, a racket.

I’m going to be honest now. I just sent off for some wigs. So I can blend in? So I can go out and get a coffee and a paper. Good luck catching ‘Baldy Brooks’ when he’s suddenly got hair like Rod Stewart!

Maybe it’d blow off on a moped though?

By the way, you might think I’m being paranoid, and I get it. I’m jumping at every little sound, I’ve stopped swimming in the pool and pruning the ornamental hedge. But it’s not paranoia.

See, I’ve been warned.

Had a little tip-off from a mate back home. Still got a few friends looking out for me. ‘The cops know where you are, they know where your money is, they’re coming for you.’

So that’s that. Plan B into action.

Noises again, outside. People on the street talking. About me? Impossible to tell, but what else are they gonna be talking about? The price of oranges? Do me a favour, they’re circling. They know it, I know it.

Eventually they’ll storm the house. Run in, screaming in Spanish, some bloke in a suit from the Met tagging along, nodding, going, ‘Yeah, that’s him, that’s Baldy, stick the cuffs on.’

But I won’t be here when they do.

I hate the nickname by the way, ‘Baldy Brooks’, but what else are they gonna call me? When I moved out here, I tried to get them to call me ‘The Guv’nor’ but no dice, there were three ‘The Guv’nors’ in Málaga already. One of them died when his yacht caught fire, but then another one showed up a month later. So ‘Baldy’ it is.

It’s been nice, Málaga, it really has. Lots of good lads down here, lots of pals from home. Couple of armed robbers from Bermondsey, a few drug dealers – real drugs that is, not the vitamins and woo-woo nonsense I sell. The local corner shop is run by a murderer from Cardiff, and he always makes sure to stock Marmite and cornflakes and PG Tips. It’s a real community like that, and I’ll miss it.

I have to disappear though, and this time I have to disappear completely. I can’t be looking over my shoulder forever.

I’m a bright enough lad, and I’ve got a little plan. If I’m quick, I think it’ll work. There’s a few people I still trust, and they’re helping.

I’ve written the note already: ‘I can’t take it … life of crime not for me … sins have caught up with me, blah blah blah.’ Lay it on nice and thick. Leave it where the housekeeper can find it.

I’ve got a backpack full of ready cash, new passport, new name, all that. Again, easy if you’ve got friends. Leave some clothes on the beach, whatever. Let them search for the body. How you gonna find it when it’s not there? They’ll give up looking eventually. No one cares where I am except the police.

Where will I go? Well, wouldn’t you like to know? But I’m going to stay in the business, you can work from anywhere these days.

I’ll make you two promises though.

One, I’m going to find somewhere where no one else already has the nickname ‘The Guv’nor’.

And two, I’m going to find out exactly who’s grassed on me. And then I’m going to kill him.




Part One



NEVER GO TO LONDON
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It is lunchtime in The Brass Monkey, which is now Axley’s second most profitable pub, since the pub opposite, The Flagon, started selling vapes to teenagers.

‘I’m off to Rosie’s book launch this evening,’ says Steve.

A few nods at this from his regular lunch companions, but no one’s very excited. Steve decides to ramp the story up a notch.

‘It’s in London.’

That does the trick. There are rueful shakes of the head all round.

‘London,’ says Jyoti Das. ‘Rather you than me.’

‘You taking the train, Steve?’ asks Tony Taylor, blowing on a piece of microwaved scampi. ‘Or driving?’

More intakes of breath at the idea of driving to London.

‘Good luck driving,’ says John Todd, in one hand a forkful of shepherd’s pie, in the other a Sudoku, which appears to be eluding him. ‘Don’t know where you think you’re going to park in London.’

John puts down his Sudoku and takes a sip of his pint, like a man who has seen too much in this life.

‘Yeah, I’ll get the train,’ says Steve.

‘Last train back is 11.30,’ says Tony. ‘Don’t miss it. I read a guy missed the last train back and was murdered.’

Wise nods all round.

‘And that’s London for you,’ says John.

‘We’re staying over,’ says Steve.

‘Staying over?’ says Jyoti.

‘In London?’ says John. ‘Staying over in London? All right, Bill Gates.’

‘Rosie’s going on Graham Norton,’ says Steve. ‘The chat show. She invited me and Amy. They put you up in a hotel.’

‘For free?’ Tony asks. He drops his latest piece of scampi into his pint, then fishes it out and eats it.

‘Hope so,’ says Steve. ‘You’d think so.’

‘You’d better check,’ says John. ‘Five hundred quid sometimes in London. Six hundred, I heard once, and you have to tip. No, thank you. What happens at a book launch?’

Steve shrugs. ‘There’s booze, I know that.’

‘Okay,’ says Jyoti. ‘That’s something at least.’

The others nod and chew.

‘Free?’ asks John. ‘The booze?’

‘Think so,’ says Steve.

‘You’d better check that too,’ says Jyoti. ‘Don’t want to be carrying money around in London. I read on Facebook one woman –’

Steve holds up a hand. ‘You’re all aware I was a police officer in London for twenty-five years?’

‘It’s changed,’ says John. ‘It’s sped up.’

‘London never changes,’ says Steve. ‘It stays the same speed, it’s just that we’ve slowed down.’

‘There’s something in that, Steve,’ says Jyoti. ‘But the woman on Facebook was very sure, and she had a brother-in-law who used to work there.’

The subject of London has been exhausted it seems. And, given that they’ve already covered which celebrities the new woman at the village shop looks a bit like, and what their tactics would be were they to appear on The Traitors, they need a new topic of conversation.

‘Felicity working out for you?’ asks Tony.

Steve smiles. For the first time in living memory, Tony Taylor has a girlfriend: Felicity Woollaston, one-time theatrical agent, then, briefly, an unwitting money launderer, which is how she came on Steve’s radar, and now office manager at We Solve Murders.

‘Good as gold,’ says Steve. ‘She enjoying it?’

‘Loves it,’ says Tony. ‘You got a lot on? Felicity never likes to say. Confidentiality.’

‘Bits and bobs,’ says Steve. ‘Murders are a bit like selling Rolls-Royces. You don’t have to solve many of them to make a living.’

It’s a white lie, We Solve Murders has solved no murders. Which is like Kentucky Fried Chicken selling no chicken. Not even a nugget.

It’s not that they’ve investigated murders and failed to solve them. It’s just that no one has given them a murder to solve yet.

Steve misses his old company, Steve Investigates. Lost dogs, cheating husbands, tax frauds. His own boss. But here we are, We Solve Murders. A three-way split: Steve, his daughter-in-law, Amy, and Rosie D’Antonio, the world’s bestselling novelist, ‘if you don’t count Freida McFadden’, bankrolling the lot. Steve has, for a long time now – since Debbie died perhaps? – shied away from murders. So, in a way, it is lucky for him that in the six months We Solve Murders has been in business, he hasn’t had a single one to solve. Steve wonders how long Rosie can keep funding the thing though. Yesterday Steve saw a LOST CAT sign on a lamppost and had cracked the case within the hour. So he’s always got something to fall back on.

‘Have you ever fixed a Rolls-Royce, Tony?’ asks Jyoti.

Tony shakes his head. ‘I fixed a Range Rover the other day. You need a lift to the station, Steve? There’s the 2.44 from Brockenhurst, that’ll get you into Waterloo for 4.20? The 3.44 stops at Basingstoke, so that would be 5.27. I don’t know what time book launches start.’

Amy’s the one missing her old life the most. She had a nice job. Close-protection officer. Dangerous, but good money. Danger is Amy’s hobby, and if an unexplained corpse doesn’t turn up soon, Steve knows that Amy will head back into her old world. Then Steve, in turn, will have to go back to worrying about her every day when he wakes up, and every night when he goes to sleep.

More than that though, he’ll miss seeing her every day.

Steve is keenly aware that Amy has not even had to punch anyone for six months now, and you can see that she’s itching to.

‘Who else is on Graham Norton?’ John asks.

‘A singer and a chef,’ says Steve. ‘And Denzel Washington.’

More nods, then some determined eating.

‘A singer,’ says John. ‘That’ll be good.’

‘Give our love to Amy and Rosie,’ says Tony.

‘You’ll be back for the quiz?’ Jyoti asks.

‘Of course I’ll be back for the quiz,’ says Steve. ‘When do I ever miss the quiz?’

‘When you had all those murders on a while back,’ says John. ‘You missed a week.’

‘Yeah.’ Steve has to concede the point. ‘I won’t let that happen again.’

Steve is unsure why he let Rosie talk him into founding We Solve Murders. Actually, he is sure. Rosie can talk anyone into anything. But surely she’ll get bored soon?

Steve is aching to go back to the old days of lost dogs and errant husbands.

He just needs another month or so without any murders. Then things can get back to normal.

Normal. Is there any sweeter word in the English language?
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Vern Blackwood is trying not to let the corpse spoil his morning. Trying to be Zen about the whole thing.

You have to avoid stress, any doctor will tell you that. Or any of the Instagram accounts Vern follows to keep up with the latest news in the murky world of ‘wellness’. No matter what new glitch a day might throw at you – and a body, freshly murdered, on your doorstep surely counts as a glitch – you must remember to breathe, and you must remember to keep things in their proper perspective.

Here’s a good tactic, for example. When a problem comes your way – Where is my Amazon delivery? Why is my Wi-Fi signal so patchy? Who has just murdered my bodyguard? – simply write it down in a journal and ask yourself if it’s still going to be a problem in, say, a year from now? If it isn’t, then let it go. And if it is still a problem a year from now, then change your broadband provider.

Make no mistake, stress will kill you. Just as sure as the bullet in the back of his head has killed Esteban.

The corpse isn’t the worst of it though, Vern knows that. The worst of it is the note he has found in Esteban’s pocket. The spelling leaves something to be desired, but the message is clear enough:


THIS IS A WANING.

I WILL BE BACK AND YOU WILL BE NEXT.

JAKOB ERIKSSON



Perspective is everything, isn’t it? Will he remember Esteban’s corpse in a year’s time? Vern couldn’t say. Would he remember the note? Yes, he’s sure of that. It just doesn’t make any sense.

He glances at the corpse again. Esteban’s blood is really going to stain the marble but, again, try not to sweat the small stuff. Vern wishes he hadn’t sacked his cleaner, Maria, but she’d been caught stealing, so what were you going to do?

Breathe, Vern, breathe. Cleaners, corpses. Just write it all down.

Vern shields his eyes to take in the view of the Tuscan hills. That will help to centre him. He feels the gentle warmth of the morning sun spread across the top of his hand. Fields of olive green, sage and mint tumble down distant hillsides.

The day is heating up already, it’s going to be a fine one. Good news if you’re the owner of a €15-million villa, bad news if you’re a corpse. Vern sips his cappuccino, then lifts his face up to the light like a sunflower.

They’ll need to put the body in the fridge freezer. Then Vern can take some proper time to think about both the corpse and the note. The coffee will help.

Vern hears the whirr of a blender from the cottage to the south of the villa. Which means that Korbin is awake and making a fearsomely efficient smoothie. Korbin will help too. That’s what Korbin does.

An ordinary man could go straight to the authorities if he had found a corpse on his marbled seventeenth-century doorstep. There’s a police station down the hill in Lucca, and no doubt they would be interested. The Italian cops love a murder. All cops do, whatever they say. They’re not in the job for the admin, are they?

But Vern can’t go to the police.

A swift flies overhead and surveys the land from the roof. The father of the brood perhaps? The swift’s eyes dart, but Vern knows he is not taking in the vines and the cypresses, nor the stream burbling through the rocks, down the valley and into the stone-and-red-tile village far below. Neither is he looking at the beautiful walled city of Lucca waking up in the far distance.

No, the swift is looking for something to eat. He is looking for something to kill. He has a family to feed, and there are plenty who would kill him too given half a chance.

Vern can relate. Being a swift must also be stressful.

And a swift has no way of keeping a gratitude journal.

The body can stay in the freezer for today, they can bury him tonight. Because, for the moment, Vern needs time to think about that note. The sheer improbability of it.

The swift dives and picks up a worm in its sharp beak. Then back to the stable.

If news got out that Jakob Eriksson was finally making a move on Vern’s territory, dumping corpses on his doorstep, hinting at further demands, people would not be surprised. Jakob Eriksson has killed many people already.

But Vern is surprised, and that happens very rarely. He hadn’t seen this coming, he really hadn’t. He needs explanations.

Vern has avoided threats for so long. Has been very smart. But now he is being threatened, and it will not stand.

Somebody is going to have to investigate this Jakob Eriksson business. And it can’t be the police.

So who?
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Amy Wheeler is never really sure what people talk about.

She sees them right now, in this oppressively cute bookshop. Little groups of three or four people, tipping their wine glasses towards each other, and all nattering away about something. But what? Opinions? God save Amy from opinions. In Amy’s view, human beings should only be allowed, say, four opinions a year. Then they’d have to save them up for something really important.

If she were to sidle up to one of the groups, these laughing, nodding little units, what on earth would she say? They’re probably talking about books, aren’t they? What would Amy have to add? Very little. She once shot someone in the library of a Syrian dictator’s palace, but that’s about it for Amy and books.

Scanning the room, she sees that each group has its own Amy. The shy one hanging back, taking twice as many sips of their drink as the others. Smiling at what has just been said, but scared to add anything of their own. Each group could handle one of these silent partners, welcomed them probably, giving the principals the time to outline their opinions at more length, but no group could handle two of them. It would implode.

Amy has never been to a book launch before – I mean, who on earth has? – so she walks around for a bit, trying to look like she belongs here. Steve is late because someone tried to mug him in the Brockenhurst Station car park. As Brockenhurst Police Station is closed – ‘due to cuts, Amy, don’t get me started’ – Steve has instead marched his mugger round to the local snooker club, where they’ve promised to keep him locked in a store cupboard until an arresting officer can arrive from Lymington. Anyway, the short version of the whole thing is that Steve has missed his train and will be meeting them at The Graham Norton Show instead. The long version involved a detailed rundown of the Brockenhurst-to-London-Waterloo rail timetable, and a lengthy discursion about the ex-wife of the man who runs the snooker club, who is apparently now an unlicensed beauty therapist in Portsmouth. Ordinarily Amy would have hurried him along, but with a choice between wandering alone through a book launch and an anecdote from her father-in-law beginning ‘And here’s another thing people don’t realize about Portsmouth’, she had chosen Steve.

But all good anecdotes come to an end, and now Amy is back to pretending to belong in this room.

Fitting in is the sort of thing she’s normally very good at. Stick Amy in a fish market in Tbilisi or a petrochemical conference in Nairobi and she can blend right in. Worlds she knows and understands. But here? In this book-stuffed hell, full of gesticulating men and women with haircuts they haven’t done themselves in a mirror? Rosie had told her the dress code was ‘informal’, but Amy realized too late that she shouldn’t have worn trainers. Or a tracksuit. If this is what these people understand by ‘informal’, where would they have left to go if it was ‘formal’? Suits of armour?

Amy attempts to float across the room, looking as if she is heading somewhere. She has picked up two glasses of champagne from a side table. An old trick from her dating days. Walk through a room with a glass of champagne in your hand and men will speak to you. Walk through a room with two glasses and they hold back. You’ve got somewhere to be. Someone to meet.

Easier to do, of course, when the champagne is free. And now she really looks around her, there are only about five men in the whole room, and all of them are pushing seventy. Steve could have made out like an absolute bandit here if he had shown up. Even if he was dressed in an old Iron Maiden T-shirt, which he almost certainly is.

It would be nice to see Steve find a bit of romance again. That’s what Debbie would have wanted for her husband, surely? She should speak to Steve about it, but he won’t want to listen. Perhaps one day. Maybe she could tell Adam to talk to him about it? But Adam doesn’t really like to talk about Debbie either. Too much pain for them both, her death so sudden and brutal. Amy supposes Adam and Steve worry that talking about it might only multiply that pain.

Amy reaches the far end of the room and thus has no option other than to roll her eyes and shake her head as if she has forgotten something, then walk back across the room again. She needn’t have bothered with the charade, nobody seems to notice. No one here knows who Amy is, as Rosie neglected to introduce her. What would she even have said?

‘And this is Amy. She was my close-protection officer, but then she was accused of murder. All sorted though, and now we run a detective agency with her father-in-law, who I have a terrible crush on.’

As she weaves her way back through the groups, elbows high to protect her drinks, Amy listens in.

‘And I said, well, it’s Dan Brown meets Salman Rushdie, and it sold in the room.’

‘I’m telling you, books written by celebrities’ dogs. We’ve just signed …’

‘Well, I’m just passing it on, but she did say that Ian McEwan is surprisingly buff.’

Amy spies the largest of the groups joined in happy conversation and places herself at the very edge. That’ll do. She’s close enough to look part of the group, but not close enough that anyone is going to ask her opinion on whoever Ian McEwan might be. She can wait it out here until Rosie reappears.

Amy knows she isn’t stupid, but nobody wanted to hear what she had to say when she was growing up, and she hasn’t managed to pick the skill up since.

Then again Amy knows how to punch, and perhaps these people don’t? It takes a village.

‘And what are you reading?’

To Amy’s horror, she realizes the man is talking to her. She should have seen it coming. It was inevitable eventually. You stand on the edge of a group for long enough, nodding and smiling and sipping your drink, with a symmetrical-enough face and blonde-enough hair, and someone will eventually feel the need to include you. To ask you a question.

‘I’m not reading anything,’ says Amy. ‘I’m standing here talking to you.’

This gets a polite laugh. ‘Touché,’ says the man and resumes speaking to a woman who Amy will assume is a poet until she receives any information to the contrary.

Then Amy remembers that she actually is reading something at the moment. She’s reading Rosie’s new book, And the Devil Blinked First. The very reason they are all here.

‘I’m reading And the Devil Blinked First,’ says Amy.

The man looks over at the pile of books.

‘Any good? I’ve never read any of hers.’

Why is he even here, then? To drink champagne and hit on poets? Ughh.

‘Yes,’ says Amy. ‘It’s very good.’

It is very good. Rosie had shown her an early copy, and, while Amy had to correct a laughable mistake Rosie had made about the calibre of a former Russian service weapon, it had a sweeping love story, some very satisfactory murders and a note-perfect explanation of how to shoot down a helicopter with an assault rifle. Amy will give Rosie a hug when she finishes it and tell her she’s proud of her.

‘Each to their own,’ says the man, and smirks at the poet, who, Amy notes, does not smirk back.

Amy feels an intense rush of protectiveness towards Rosie.

She leans in to the poet and gestures towards the man. ‘Left trouser pocket, wedding ring, just to let you know.’

Amy turns heel and leaves the group. So she does know how to make conversation sometimes.

Where has Rosie got to though? Seriously? Not Amy’s professional responsibility any more, but she continues to take a keen amateur interest. This afternoon, for example, Rosie was adamant that she wanted to travel down to a housing estate in South London to buy weed, and Amy felt duty-bound to accompany her. But these days Amy does such things as a friend, rather than an employee. As it turned out, the local dealers could not have been more charmed by Rosie, and Amy had been able to keep her military-issue taser in her handbag throughout.

Amy spies a fire door left ajar. Beyond the fire door Amy sees there is an alley, and she knows Rosie well enough by now to know that if there is an alley nearby, Rosie will make a beeline for it.

Pressing down on the metal bar, Amy scrapes the door open a few more inches and squeezes through into the cooling air of a Soho evening. The thick fog of high-grade skunk tells her she has found her friend. Rosie is mid-conversation. But when is she not?

‘You must know someone who’s been murdered?’ says Rosie. ‘For goodness’ sake, Lionel. Hello, Amy.’

‘Rosie,’ Amy nods. ‘I’ve missed you.’

In the tight and damp little alley behind the bookshop, Rosie D’Antonio is smoking a fairly giant spliff through an elegant silver cigarette holder. Her elbow rests on a large purple recycling bin, as if it’s a grand piano in a country-house drawing room.

Rosie hands the spliff to the man named Lionel. He must be in his mid-sixties, nice suit. Just Rosie’s type. Amy recognizes him, but can’t remember from where. He takes a drag and stifles a cough.

‘Jesus,’ says Lionel. ‘This stuff is lethal.’

‘The best,’ agrees Rosie.

Lionel takes another drag, more prepared this time, then passes the spliff back to Rosie. ‘And why would I know anyone who’s been murdered?’

‘Because you’re the Foreign Secretary,’ says Rosie. ‘You hear about all sorts of things. Russian billionaires bumping people off.’

That’s where Amy recognizes him from. She tries to avoid the news when she can, but, even so, some of it gets through, doesn’t it? One minute you’re looking at a video of a dog playing the piano on TikTok, the next minute, Ukraine.

‘I mean, I have the entirety of the security forces at my disposal,’ says Lionel. ‘Protocol says I let them deal with murders.’

‘We only need the one,’ says Rosie. ‘Be a pal. Otherwise Amy will get bored and leave me.’

Rosie is quite right. It’s been fun, these last few months. Quietly escorting Rosie around the world to book launches, from Rio to Reykjavík, waiting for somebody to need them. But Amy is beginning to think that nobody needs them. Even Rosie doesn’t really need her. She suspects that the visit to South London was for her benefit. A bit of jeopardy to make Amy feel useful. But even on the South London estate, everybody loved Rosie.

At least it means she can see more of Adam. He’s been in the Middle East for the past few months, and she thinks she might head out and join him for a couple of days. Their wedding anniversary is coming up, and she’d like to surprise him. They don’t need to be in each other’s pockets, but it does get to the point when they miss each other. Or she misses him, at least. Does he miss her?

‘Don’t smoke too much of that,’ says Amy. ‘You’re on Graham Norton tonight.’

‘Okay, Mum,’ says Rosie, and rolls her eyes at Lionel. However, she does stub the spliff out. She motions for Amy and Lionel to follow her back inside.

Lionel indicates that she should go first and Amy nods her thanks, then stops.

‘Where are your close-protection officers?’ Amy asks.

‘Gave them the slip,’ says Lionel.

Amy doubts that very much. Sometimes you let your principal think they’ve given you the slip. Everyone needs privacy. But you’re always there somewhere.

She looks over to the large purple recycling bin and sees the lid rise by an inch. A pair of eyes meets hers. She nods, and the eyes blink in response. Amy has hidden in many recycling bins over the years. Recycling bins, storm drains, portable toilets, air vents. She once spent four hours dug into a mound of manure while a rock star she was protecting was having sex with a weather presenter in an abandoned barn. You had to admire their stamina, but really.

Amy walks back into the party with a smile. What she wouldn’t give to be in that recycling bin right now, instead of in this bookshop.

All she needs is for someone to get murdered. Otherwise she is in danger of having to live a normal life.

‘Normal.’ Is there any more depressing word in the English language?
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Korbin and Lee, Vern’s two remaining bodyguards, start shovelling the earth over Esteban’s body. Vern will need to find a replacement for Esteban.

There is a summer-evening chill in the air now, and Vern decides he will go inside and let the two men finish their work in peace. They don’t need his help, they both know how to bury people.

Vern doesn’t suppose it’s much fun burying a colleague, but Esteban was fairly new, was constantly horny and was always sending memes to the WhatsApp group, and none of them will miss that.

He walks into the kitchen and switches on the coffee machine. A cappuccino will warm him up and keep him alert too.

He thinks about Jakob Eriksson’s threat. How to solve that little issue?

He will watch a bit of TV. Korbin has rigged up the telly so that Vern can get all the British channels. It’s easy to get homesick. The taxation system of the United Kingdom means he doesn’t get the chance to visit as often as he would like. Add in the fact that the Metropolitan Police would like a word with him, and the fact that Georgie thinks they have some unfinished business, and Vern feels he has little choice but to stay where he is for the time being.

Vern picks up his cappuccino and walks through to his living room. He switches on the TV. Denzel Washington is on The Graham Norton Show. That’ll do him just fine. Vern always thinks he’d be pretty good on The Graham Norton Show. He has good banter. They should have people on who aren’t famous sometimes.

Through the window he sees his two remaining bodyguards, darkening shadows in the Tuscan night, covering up all traces of their erstwhile colleague. If the police were to arrive at his doorstep later this evening, they wouldn’t see a single thing out of place.

And, to be fair, even if they stumbled across Esteban’s body, the Italian police would be much more likely to arrest Vern for drinking a cappuccino after lunchtime.

One of the many reasons you have to love Italy. Vern takes a sip and sits back to enjoy the show.
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‘Now the latest one,’ says Graham Norton, holding up Rosie’s new book. ‘And the Devil Blinked First. Tell us a little about it.’

The camera cuts to Rosie. She has her hand on Denzel Washington’s thigh, and he is making no attempt to remove it.

‘I ask you this question,’ says Rosie, her accent hovering above the Atlantic Ocean, all things to all people. ‘Do you like murder, helicopters and sexual intercourse?’

‘I’m fairly nervous about all three, if I’m honest,’ replies Graham. ‘But the murders are not just in your books now? I heard a very interesting story about you, is this right, you’ve set up a detective agency?’

‘That is right,’ says Rosie. ‘I have my own detective agency. With my close-protection officer – her name is Amy – and her handsome father-in-law. His name is Stevie, a very attractive man.’

‘And single?’

‘He is available, yes,’ confirms Rosie. ‘Whether he is turnable, I couldn’t say.’

‘And it’s the real deal, this detective agency? This is not fiction?’

‘It’s the real deal. We solve murders.’

‘You’ve solved actual murders? You and the handsome single man and his daughter-in-law?’

‘We have,’ says Rosie. ‘We’re very busy, because we’re very good.’

‘So if there are any murderers watching?’

‘Watch out.’

‘And what are the three of you working on at the moment?’

‘Graham,’ says Rosie, leaning in, ‘I say to my clients exactly what I say to my lovers: I guarantee absolute discretion.’

She turns to Denzel and looks him squarely in the eyes. ‘And I also tell them, I am videotaping this purely for my own records.’

This gets a laugh from the audience.

‘So you solve murders,’ says Graham. ‘And what’s the agency called?’

‘We Solve Murders.’

‘Fairly on the nose, then?’ says Graham.

Rosie smiles. ‘Says the man hosting The Graham Norton Show.’

Graham laughs. He looks further down the line now, at the tough-guy British actor Max Highfield.

‘Now, Max, you and Denzel look like you’re having a ball in Rampage 8?’

Max Highfield gives a knowing smirk. ‘The thing about acting, Graham, in fact, the thing about life …’
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The New Forest has never seen anything quite like the offices of We Solve Murders. Rosie D’Antonio has spared no expense. A suite of rooms horseshoes around an old stable yard at the far end of Brockenhurst Stables Business Park. Outside the windows, it’s forest and meadows and ponies and tractors; inside the office, everything gleams, sterile and bright.

Felicity wears a headset mic, like Madonna or a minicab controller, and, were she to be so minded, she could wheel her ergonomic office chair straight into their Operations Room, with wall-to-floor monitors such as you might see in a Netflix drama about a kidnapped president. Those monitors are currently showing an episode of Bargain Hunt in ultra-HD on sixteen screens at once. A couple from Reading have just made a £6 profit on a porcelain dog.

When she had started here, Felicity had imagined the office would become a bustling place, full of grizzled ex-cops and beautiful widows. Murders as far as the eye could see. But you’d be amazed at how few people actually need murders solving. Even those who do seem keener to pursue a more traditional murder-solving route. The police and so on. It is tremendously difficult to be an industry disruptor.

The phone rings, startling her a little. Even one of the ponies outside tilts his head at the alien sound. This will be because Rosie mentioned We Solve Murders on the chat show. The floodgates are sure to open now. Felicity sits up a little straighter.

‘Hello, We Solve Murders, Felicity speaking, how may I direct your call? Mmm hmm. Mmm hmm. I see.’

It’s a very nice woman from Virgin Broadband. They have an offer on, and Felicity is one of the lucky few to be selected to take advantage of it.

How long has Felicity been at We Solve Murders now? A few months? It had all seemed like a terrific idea. Her theatrical agency is taking up less and less of her time these days – although she has just booked Derek Williams an advert for a stairlift with an in-built kettle, so there’s life in the old dog yet. She and Tony had been getting closer and closer, and the idea of leaving Letchworth for the New Forest had appealed. Added to that, Rosie, who is bankrolling the whole operation, seems to have absolutely no idea what a normal salary might be. She had offered Felicity £80,000 on the spot, and when Felicity had looked shocked, had said, ‘Okay, okay, a hundred and twenty thousand.’

‘Our broadband needs are being met,’ says Felicity, who believes she might now be the richest office manager in Hampshire. ‘Do ring back if anybody gets murdered.’

In her heyday as an agent, Felicity had spent an awful lot of time negotiating with television companies, and she had thought that this new job would involve a similar combination of adrenaline and pure evil. But no such luck.

The phone rings again. What is it this time? Has Felicity thought of changing her electricity provider?

‘Hello, We Solve Murders, Felicity speaking, how may I direct your call?’

‘I’ve just buried a corpse,’ says a voice. Felicity sits up. ‘Well, I didn’t bury it myself, my bodyguards did, but that’s … you don’t need that level of detail, apologies. How soon can Rosie and the team get to Italy?’




Part Two



DEATH IN TUSCANY
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Well, this is very much more like it. An Italian villa, a corpse and a threatening note. This, Rosie reflects, is why it’s such a good idea to go on chat shows.

She, Amy and Steve have been met at the door to Vern Blackwood’s villa by a muscular German bodyguard.

‘Thank you,’ she says to the German man. ‘I didn’t catch your name?’

‘Korbin,’ says Korbin.

‘Korbin with a K?’ asks Rosie.

‘Yes, but only at the beginning,’ says Korbin, leading them into the house.

‘Best place for it. I’m Rosie,’ says Rosie, holding out her hand to be kissed. Korbin shakes it instead.

‘I know,’ says Korbin. ‘I have noted all of your names.’

As he ushers them into a room and walks away, Rosie turns to Amy. ‘Remind me to add Korbin to my “to do” list.’

‘Never sleep with a German bodyguard,’ says Amy. ‘It’s like having sex with a BMW.’

‘In a good way?’ Rosie asks.

‘Very safe,’ says Amy. ‘Also very fast.’

Steve is thumbing through a rack of vinyl. ‘He’s got some good stuff here. Sabbath, Purple, Priest. I think Mr Blackwood and I are going to get along.’

Rosie had returned Vern Blackwood’s call personally. You could tell he was impressed. Of course I’d be interested in your corpse, Mr Blackwood, do tell me more? Vern it is, then, and you must call me Rosie. A bullet hole through the head? Yes, that certainly qualifies as a murder, doesn’t it? Your bodyguard? Goodness me, what use are bodyguards if they go around getting shot? Would you have any suspects, Vern? Any motives? Or happy to leave that sort of thing to my team?

They were on the private jet two hours later, Steve complaining because he was supposed to be going to a steam fair that afternoon. Rosie notes that Steve has very quickly got used to private jet travel and now brings along his own food. And so it was that, as she and Amy tucked into vegan sushi, Steve asked the steward to warm up a sausage roll he’d bought from the service station.

The room they are in is very beautiful. An elegant sitting room with windows on three sides, Tuscany wrapping around them. The walls are covered in Rosie’s absolute favourite sort of art – expensive paintings, bought by someone with very poor taste. There are no personal items at all, and no photos except for one of Vern Blackwood giving a thumbs-up into the camera with his arm around a snooker player. The snooker player is not looking at the camera, but looking, instead, for an escape route.

Double doors open and in steps Vern Blackwood. Rosie takes him in. Early fifties? You could never really tell with men these days, now they’ve all had their hair and teeth done in Turkey. He is wearing a short-sleeved shirt, which is normally an absolute red line for Rosie, but in Italy the rules seem to be different, so she will give him the benefit of the doubt for now.

‘Here they are, then,’ says Vern Blackwood. ‘We Catch Murderers.’

‘We Solve Murders,’ says Rosie.

‘Although we do catch murderers too,’ says Steve, extending his hand. ‘Some nice vinyl there, buddy.’

‘If anyone made a good record after 1989, I haven’t heard it,’ says Vern. ‘Am I right?’

‘Amen to that,’ says Steve. ‘Although I’ve got Metallica on the phone. They say they’d like a word!’

They both laugh. Rosie and Amy look at each other. It is so often a peek into an entirely alien world when Steve meets a man of his own age. Rosie offers a cheek to Vern Blackwood and he kisses it. She then offers her other cheek, but he steps back.

‘One cheek only,’ says Vern. ‘Just because we’re in Italy doesn’t mean we’re Italians.’

Amy gives Blackwood a firm handshake. ‘Mr Blackwood.’

‘Vern, you can all just call me Vern. Let’s sit soft.’

Vern takes a seat on his sofa, and the others sit too.

‘Tell us everything,’ says Steve. ‘Starting with you.’

‘I am …’ Vern begins, ‘let’s say … a criminal. A sort of criminal, but not really.’

A sort of criminal? thinks Rosie. Amy is writing things down. Amy always takes notes. Then she types them up and sends them to Steve and Rosie. Whether Steve reads them, Rosie couldn’t say. She hopes he does though. It would be nice if someone was reading them. For Amy’s sake.

‘I work in an industry populated by criminals,’ says Vern. ‘I find myself in their company often.’

‘But you yourself?’ Rosie asks.

Vern considers the question. ‘Well, I run a business that I would call shadowy rather than downright illegal.’

Rosie sees Amy underline the word ‘shadowy’. Amy likes things numbered and underlined. She doesn’t like chaos. Imagine not liking chaos?

‘What might your business be?’ Rosie asks. They had been doing their due diligence on the plane over and came up with very little. One small article about a legal dispute with his ex-wife over a trademarked name, but, other than that, nothing. Rosie has put a call in with an old contact who now works at Interpol. If there is further information, then he will have it.

‘Vitamins,’ says Vern. ‘Vitamins, health supplements, brain boosters, anything like that. I advertise and sell online. I ship from China, I pay tax in Italy and I holiday in the Caribbean. That’s the business.’

‘That doesn’t …’ Amy is now holding her pen in the air. ‘That doesn’t sound illegal at all. If you don’t mind me saying?’

‘Well, quite,’ says Vern. ‘The wrinkle of it is that they’re not real vitamins. The brain boosters won’t boost your brain, the anti-ageing capsules won’t make you younger. They’re just water and powder and nice packaging.’

‘Okay,’ says Amy. ‘Well, yes, that does sound illegal now.’

Vern holds up his hand. ‘Not quite. Not quite. You see, I only sell things that have no scientific proof they work anyway. Whatever active ingredients the legitimate supplement companies put into their pills, there’s no evidence at all that my fake pills are any worse than their real ones. Both pills will have zero effect, but mine are cheaper.’

‘It still feels a bit illegal, Vern,’ says Steve. ‘I don’t want to argue with a Sabbath fan, but –’

‘Oh, it’s a bit illegal,’ agrees Vern. ‘No arguments there. It’s a bit illegal for sure. Can we get to the murder, please? I’m quite busy.’

‘Do you solve murders, Vern?’ Rosie asks.

‘No,’ says Vern.

‘Well, we do,’ says Rosie. ‘So let us do our job.’

‘What were you in before?’ Amy asks.

‘Fake perfume and steroids,’ says Vern. ‘Whole different ball game.’

‘And there’s money to be made?’ says Steve. ‘Even though the products don’t work?’

‘A lot of the time they do work,’ says Vern. ‘A bit of positive thinking does wonders for the health. So I provide a service really. I sleep well at night. Just without help from my “Goodnight Sweetdreams” pills, which are a bestseller.’

‘And yet,’ says Rosie, because Vern is right, they do need to get to the crux of this thing, ‘someone has just murdered one of your bodyguards and dumped him on your doorstep.’

Vern raises his palms as if to say, I know, right? ‘By the way, I wasn’t sure if you wanted me to dig up the corpse or not? Absolutely no bother if you do. I don’t know how you work, but Korbin can have it done in a jiffy.’

Rosie gives a shake of the head and a wrinkle of the nose, telling Vern this won’t be necessary for the moment.

‘I’ll want a look at some point,’ says Amy. ‘Entry-wound angle and so on.’

Rosie must remember that Amy is not one-dimensional. She likes numbering and underlining things, sure, but she also likes looking at corpses.

‘I think the question we’re asking,’ says Steve, ‘is do you know who might have done it? Is there someone else, a rival perhaps, who might have reason to frighten you?’

Vern reaches into his pocket and pulls out a piece of paper. ‘And there we get to it, Steve, there we get to it. A note from a fellow businessman named Jakob Eriksson, claiming responsibility.’

Vern hands the note to Rosie, who reads.

‘This is a waning –’

‘English not his first language, then,’ says Steve.

‘I will be back and you will be next,’ finishes Rosie.

‘So you want us to find this Jakob Eriksson?’ Amy asks. ‘Your business rival?’

‘No,’ says Vern. ‘This note is nonsense.’

‘Nonsense how?’ asks Steve. ‘Apart from the spelling?’

‘I’ll tell you now, for a fact,’ says Vern. ‘Jakob Eriksson didn’t do this.’

Amy takes a look at the note. ‘He seems to suggest that he did.’

‘We’re friends,’ says Vern. ‘We’re not rivals. And we have an agreement.’

‘What sort of agreement?’ asks Rosie.

‘Jakob Eriksson is very much on the more illegal side of the business,’ says Vern. ‘We have always coexisted happily. He kills people. A lot of people. But he would neither threaten to kill me, nor try to kill me.’

‘He kills people?’ asks Amy.

‘Correct,’ says Vern.

‘But he wouldn’t kill you?’ says Steve.

‘He would not,’ agrees Vern. ‘Someone is using his name and trying to frighten me. I need you to find out who.’

‘Can I ask –’ says Steve. ‘Sorry, just to start getting a picture. What is the more illegal side of the fake vitamin business?’

‘The fake medication business,’ says Vern. ‘That’s what Jakob Eriksson does. Heart pills, Viagra, statins. Anything that people need but can’t afford the regular way.’

Jakob Eriksson will surely be on the radar of Interpol, then. Rosie wants to know more.

‘And that would make him more enemies than the fake vitamins market?’

‘Of course,’ says Vern. ‘No one owns the idea of a multivitamin tablet or cod-liver oil or fish collagen.’

‘I use fish collagen,’ says Rosie. ‘I swear by it.’

‘Do you get it from a Belarusian website?’ Vern asks.

‘No,’ says Rosie.

‘Shame,’ says Vern. ‘Anyhow, no one comes after me. But you start selling Viagra or Ozempic
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