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Chapter One
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Members of the Lewes Bonfire Council would say afterwards that the event would have been a huge success that year, if it hadn’t been for the dead body.

By 7.30 p.m. on Tuesday 5 November, thousands of people milled around the narrow Lewes High Street clutching plastic beer cups, shifting for the best position along the kerb, being moved out of the closed-off road by attending police. It was a dry night, but bitterly cold, and onlookers watched those who lived above the high-street shops lounging in their bay windows in their pyjamas in pure envy.

Amy Munroe almost hadn’t gone this year. She’d been so many times, and each year it got busier and busier as more outsiders found their way in. It didn’t matter how early the council closed the roads, or how many of the Airbnb owners claimed to be booked up, people from all over the country descended, parking in inconvenient and thoughtless parking spaces, filling up the pubs and bars so that the people who lived there, people who spent their money there week in and week out, couldn’t even enjoy their own traditions. No, Amy had been fully ready to boycott, before Steve had casually mentioned he was going, and that if she wanted to meet him outside the courthouse he’d be there at eight.

It was hard to look sexy when you were wearing a puffy jacket and woolly hat and scarf, but she’d done her hair in light waves and put some make-up on. At thirty-three, Steve was four years older than her, and she’d almost given up hoping that one day he’d stop seeing her as a work colleague and maybe start seeing her as something more. The town wasn’t exactly bursting at the seams with eligible bachelors, and Amy had watched as one by one, the boys they’d gone to school with had paired off or gone away to university. Not Steve, though, he never seemed particularly interested in women. Not in an ‘interested in men instead’ kind of way, he just hadn’t spent their shifts at Waitrose boasting about all of his conquests like the others had. He was different.

Even in the crowds of tourists, Amy had seen plenty of people she knew. Her old headmaster had been stumbling out of the pub as they battened down the hatches – they’d open for locals later but not until things in the high street had calmed down. Her sister had waved at her from across the street but hadn’t joined her – thank God. That was the last thing she wanted; Kara had been stealing her boyfriends since they were teenagers. Tim who ran the fruit and veg stall at the market had told her she looked ‘nice’ tonight, and the woman who ran one of the gift shops had pushed past her in a right old rush, looking like she’d rather be anywhere else. Everyone knew that if you didn’t want to be caught in the crowd on bonfire night, you closed up early and got the hell out of Dodge. Some even boarded up windows. Amy didn’t blame the woman – Truly, her name was – for not wanting to be in the middle of all of this, though. If it hadn’t been for Steve …

‘Wotcha,’ he said as Amy shuffled her way through the crowd towards him. She’d spotted him straight away, he was well over six foot and solid looking, so tended to stand out. She grinned at him and gestured her head around.

‘Madder than normal, this.’

‘I know, I don’t know why we still bother.’ He linked his arm in hers, a gesture he’d done a thousand times but for some reason, tonight, it felt different. Amy felt a shiver that had nothing to do with the cold. It was bloody cold, though.

‘Because you’re like a big kid on bonfire night,’ Amy said, poking his ribs. Steve pretended to fold.

‘Behave yourself. Which fire are we going to?’

There were seven bonfire societies in Lewes – six marching on the fifth itself – which is why it had been named the ‘bonfire capital of the world’. It was, far and beyond, the most electrifying, and the most awe-inspiring sight that had to be seen to be believed. Once a year the town gave itself over to a semi-lawless tradition that dated back to the early nineteenth century, with torch-lit processions through the streets to honour the seventeen Lewes protestant martyrs burned at the stake in the 1500s. Effigies – called ‘tableaux’ or ‘tabs’ by the locals – of controversial political figures were paraded through the town before being burned as well as the traditional Guy Fawkes on the bonfires. The tabs were once of Pope John Paul but these days they were more likely to be the prime minister of the day, although ‘No Popery’ signs were still carried by the renegade Cliffe Bonfire Society. The effigies were always social issues statements, whether it be a protest against fracking, or war, or even the potholes in the county roads. Burning barrels were dragged through the streets then thrown in the Oust to remember the clashes of the Bonfire Boys with local magistrate J.P. Whitfield on Cliffe Bridge. Thousands of people attended every year, with the Lewes Bonfire website warning that attendance constitutes volenti non fit injuria – spectators accepted the risks of injury.

After the processions through the town, people would make their way to one of the sites to warm themselves by the bonfires and continue the festivities. Amy’s favourite society was Cliffe. She wasn’t a member – it was a lot of hard work year round to be a bonfire society member, fundraising and a lot of drinking – but she always bought tickets to their fire site, despite being able to see the fireworks from her bedroom window. Cliffe were the rebels, the historical outcast society. Everyone knew they were a law unto themselves. They marched alone, with banners that proclaimed ‘Good Old Cliffe’ and ‘No Popery’ in black-and-white-striped smugglers’ and Vikings’ costumes. Cliffe knew how to put on a show.

‘You know where we’re going. I heard a rumour they’re burning Trump this year.’

‘Yeah, all right. Who’s the big kid now?’

Amy smiled and as darkness blanketed them she allowed herself to fall into the carnival atmosphere of the bonfire. The shrieks of onlookers as firecrackers landed at the feet of those closest to the edge, so loud you could feel it in your teeth. By the third time around, the air was so thick with smoke that the banners and colourful costumes could barely be seen. Burning torches were tossed to the side of the road, creating mini bonfires along the kerbs that onlookers used to warm their hands until they were scooped up by the members of the procession wearing flameproof gloves.

When the procession was over the crowds moved like a tidal wave towards the top of the high street, then began to disperse to their chosen bonfire – along the way, the odd local dipping almost unseen into the pubs whose doors were locked to all but those whose faces were familiar.

The effigy of Donald Trump had been made bigger and better this year. They had made the first Trump in 2016 for the elections, and it had been such a popular choice, and much less likely to get the society in trouble (as the planned effigy of Alex Salmond almost had), that they had brought his likeness back for an encore. He had been dragged through the street on a pantomime horse and was now being unceremoniously hauled onto the top of the pyre as flaming torches were thrust into the bottom. The fire took hold and the pile of wood began to burn.

‘Just popping to the loo.’ Steve leaned into her and shouted over the noise of the crowd as Trump’s feet began to burn. Amy gave a small cheer as one of his legs fell off into the flames, and the orange tongues licked at the papier-mâché body. Any minute now there would be a mini explosion from inside the effigy to mark the beginning of the firework display.

‘Okay,’ she shouted back, hoping he wouldn’t be too long. God, she had it bad. Did he feel the same? Men could be so hard to read sometimes.

The explosion made everyone jump, as it did every year. Good-natured squeals and shouts rose up from the crowd. Amy joined in, cheering as Trump’s body caved in from the flames entirely, and fire began to engulf his head. Instead of folding in effortlessly as the effigies usually did, however, it began to sway from side to side, almost as if it were too heavy now that the body was all but gone. Time seemed to slow down, the squeals turned to screams and it took her a moment to realize that the head of the effigy had toppled from the peak of the fire and was starting to roll now, engulfed in flames, towards where she and several others were standing. She screamed, frozen in shock, everything happening too fast for her brain to tell her to move. She felt a rough hand grab her am and yank her to one side as the flaming orange-topped head of Donald Trump landed inches from her feet.

Steve pulled Amy into his chest, and she felt his coat sticky with the beer he had spilled down himself while attempting his daring rescue. Adrenaline still surging through her, she watched as the crowd parted for two men with fire extinguishers spraying foam at the head even before they had reached her. People watched in fascination, squealing and laughing in the relief that there had been no casualties, ready to continue the party.

Then the fire went out and the firefighters’ foam fizzled away to reveal the blackened, burned human head that had been inside, and the screams began again.






Chapter Two

[image: ]

The four councillors who had missed the meeting of Lewes and Eastbourne District Council the week before the bonfire, would forever lament being otherwise engaged. One of them had a hen do for someone she barely even knew, another had a sick cat. A third councillor had taken one look at the blustery November rain and stayed in front of the fire, and the fourth had got the date wrong entirely. It was this person who was most aggrieved – she had attended every single boring meeting for the last five years and the one that she wrote on her ‘Raining Cats and Dogs’ wall calendar incorrectly was the one where Rupert Millington’s life was threatened.

The first forty-seven minutes of the meeting were as snooze-worthy as every other before it. Twelve councillors sat in a semi-circle, facing the twenty or so Lewesians who everyone knew had turned up for one reason only – because a motion had been tabled to cancel the Lewes bonfire procession starting from the following year. Again.

At minute forty-eight, Councillor Rupert Millington stood up and cleared his throat, despite there being no need for him to do either – his audience was captive enough. They had come prepared for this. Battle lines had been drawn in previous years and representatives of six bonfire societies already knew what they were against – it was a fight they had been winning for two hundred years.

Rupert Millington was the epitome of the District Council: his teeth as white as his tailored shirt, a sharp navy suit and tie and a perma-tan that was trying to say ‘distinguished older man’ but instead squeaked ‘used car salesperson’. He had a long history of taking up controversial viewpoints that he knew would garner publicity and support. One could say that Rupert’s main advantage lay in his distinct lack of fear of ‘cancellation’. No one gets cancelled, he was fond of saying to his wife. They just gain a different kind of supporter.

‘Once again,’ he said, his loud, RP accent ringing out across the room, ‘Lewes finds itself in the spotlight for all of the wrong reasons.’ A ripple of mutters flowed like a Mexican wave over the members of the public. Rupert was not deterred. Rupert was never deterred. ‘I can hardly bring myself to read some of the headlines this week regarding the behaviour of members of certain bonfire societies—’

‘Those issues have been dealt with,’ a voice from the public called out. ‘In a meeting with yourself, I might add.’

Rupert shook his head. ‘While I appreciate the effort that the chair of Borough Bonfire Society has gone to to address the issues, it doesn’t mitigate the fact that these things happen year on year on year. Society has simply moved on from dressing up as Zulus and burning papal images, and while I’m a huge believer of free speech, we have our reputation to think of.’

‘Like I said—’

‘You’ll have your chance to speak, Fred,’ Jeremy Finch, head of the council cut in. He looked at Rupert. ‘Carry on, Councillor Millington.’

Rupert gave Finch a grateful smile and cleared his throat for effect once more. ‘Thank you, Jeremy. As I was saying, these types of celebrations are outdated, and cost the council thousands in extra policing for the road closures and in keeping the peace on the night. Not to mention the amount of calls councillors have to take about various issues surrounding contentious costumes, and complaints about not being able to drive in and out of their own town. The whole thing is a massive burden on the town of Lewes and I happen to know a lot of locals feel the same.’

‘Where are they, then?’ A woman was on her feet, motioning around her. She was tall with dark curls, voluminous around her head like a modern-day Medusa. She wore baggy sage-green dungarees, cuffed at the ankles, and despite the coldness of the evening she had on only a thin denim jacket. ‘All these supporters you have?’

‘Mrs Donovan, you can speak when Mr Millington is finished.’

‘Oh shut up, Finch, if we wait for Millington to finish we’ll all be too old to march anyway. I’d like to see this “local” support our esteemed councillor has, because every Lewesian I’ve spoken to—’

‘Lewesian?’ Rupert scoffed, cutting the woman off. ‘That’s rich, coming from a …’ He stopped short.

‘Coming from a what?’ the woman prompted, her voice rising to practically a squeal. ‘From. A. WHAT?’

Millington’s face coloured but he was a master of the quick recovery.

‘From an outsider,’ he hissed.

The woman scoffed. ‘That’s not what you were going to say, though, was it, Rupert? And as you well know, I’m not an outsider. My family goes back generations in Lewes, my—’

‘Yes, yes, so you claim,’ Rupert shot back, his eyebrows raised. ‘But you pop up out of nowhere, with your quack medicine and your fortune telling and no proof that you were ever related to Aubrey Taylor and—’

The woman pointed a sharp, blood-red nail at Rupert. ‘How dare you.’ Her voice was low but still resonated across the room. ‘How dare you! Invechit bakri darhija sose koga parni … invechit bakri darhija—’

Rupert’s previously pink face paled. ‘What are you doing?’ He looked around wildly. ‘What is she saying? Can anyone understand her? Make her stop! Tell her to stop!’

The room broke out into a cacophony of noise but no one made a move to stop the woman, her voice getting louder over the crowd as she continued her chant. ‘Invechit bakri darhija sose koga parni … invechit bakri …’

Rupert stumbled backwards as though the words were physically pushing him. One of the other councillors stood up and rushed towards the woman. ‘Now come on, Mrs Donovan, there’s no need for this kind of behaviour, I think that’s enough for this evening.’

The woman stopped chanting. ‘Your days are numbered on this council, Mr Millington, you mark my words!’ she hissed, her finger jabbing in his direction once again. Rupert flinched with each jab. ‘You mark my words!’ She shrugged away the councillor who was trying to intervene. ‘Get your bloody hands off me, Finch, I’m leaving.’ She swung back to face Rupert Millington once again. ‘You watch your back, Millington, or you’ll be the one on the bonfire. Remember, remember, Mr Millington. Gunpowder, treason and plot.’






Chapter Three
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DI Geoff Walker leaned over the computer and pressed ‘pause’. The woman on the screen froze, her face contorted in a horrifying grimace. He sat back on the table, attempting the ‘casual but still in authority’ look. Standing at the back watching, DS Tess Fox thought that in his cheap grey suit he gave off more of a ‘substitute teacher trying to be down with the kids’ vibe.

‘This was sent to us this morning by a member of the public. It’s a recording of the Lewes and Eastbourne District Council meeting, held on Friday 1 November. This captures the last known sighting of Councillor Rupert Millington, now believed to be the skeletal remains recovered from last night’s bonfire fiasco. We’re treating this as a murder, for obvious reasons. It’s unlikely our victim put himself on top of the bonfire.’

‘Who’s the woman threatening him?’ someone else asked. DI Walker checked a Post-it on his clipboard.

‘We don’t get to see her face because the person taking the video was in the row behind her but I’m told her name is Donovan. Local resident. Says here that she and Mr Millington had a bit of previous; a couple of low-level reports from the wife making complaints about her turning up at their house to give him grief. I went round to the address we were given for her as soon as we got this, but she wasn’t there. I left a card saying we wanted to speak to her, but I’ll keep trying. Given the nature of the threat and how close it happened to the murder, she’s definitely a person of interest.’

‘You think she’d really kill him over him wanting the procession stopped?’

Tess looked at who’d spoken, a young DC she didn’t recognize. Couldn’t be particularly local – anyone who had lived in Sussex for a while knew how heated things could get over the bonfire night celebrations. Pun intended. If it had been two of the big burly men scrapping over the procession she might easily believe it could have been a fist fight gone too far, ending in manslaughter, perhaps. But Tess couldn’t see this woman hauling Millington’s body onto a bonfire without help.

‘… over less,’ Walker was saying, and Tess realized she’d been tuning him out as usual. She really was going to have to learn to pay attention to him now that he was her boss. ‘There are at least thirty people in that room, I want a statement from each of them attesting to the threats. Barnes, Judson, you can get a list of names from the council minutes.’

The two officers nodded. Walker closed the laptop and directed their attention back to the board.

‘So. Rupert Millington, local councillor, running for member of parliament for the Conservative Party, was last seen at this meeting. His wife, Leodora, was staying with a friend on the night of the council meeting, and didn’t return until the following evening. She went to bed assuming that Rupert would be home late; apparently, if he came home too late or too drunk he would sleep in the spare room. So it wasn’t until the following morning when she discovered that he hadn’t returned that she started to worry. She reported him missing on Sunday the third. As Mr Millington was an adult, and not known to be vulnerable, we filed a report and began contacting hospitals, got a list of known acquaintances, et cetera, but it wasn’t exactly the manhunt of the year, I’ll admit. It being a Sunday, and a couple of days before bonfire night didn’t help.’

Tess had to stop herself from rolling her eyes. Why was Walker going over what they all already knew about Rupert Millington’s disappearance? Why were they standing around watching home movies of council meetings when there was a murder investigation to be getting on with? Not for the first time, Tess had to fight to keep the disdain for her senior officer off her face. It had been six months since Walker had been promoted over her and her tongue was showing signs of wear and tear from the constant biting.

‘Do we know for certain this bonfire victim is him?’ one of the DCs asked.

Walker shook his head. ‘Definitely not. But it has raised a considerable amount of press since the discovery last night, and I would assume that if Millington could just come home with his tail between his legs smelling of perfume, then at this point he probably would. We’re waiting on tests, of course visual identification is … unavailable.’

‘Any other suspects?’

Walker shook his head. ‘Like I say, Millington wasn’t a high-risk missing person until this body showed up in the bonfire last night. We’re upping his missing persons inquiry, and we’re also investigating the possible murder of our John Doe, but as far as the press are concerned, they are separate cases at this moment in time. Johnson, speak to whoever made this video,’ Walker said, standing up to indicate the briefing was over. ‘I want names and statements from everyone who was at that meeting. Richardson, I’ve got the chair of this Cliffe Bonfire Society coming in the next hour. Get the names of everyone in the society and prioritise the volunteers who worked on the Trump tab. If they weren’t personally responsible they might at least know how a body got inside the bloody thing without anyone noticing.’

Richardson nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Burton, you can come with me back to the fire site. I need to put some pressure on the fire marshal to release the scene for forensics, not that there will be much that wasn’t already burned up or washed away.’

Burton nodded. Tess zoned out as Walker gave out the important jobs to everyone around her. God, she hated that man. Ever since he’d won the promotion he’d been lording it over her, giving her the most menial tasks he could find. PC Heath had gone back to the beat, despite all the promise he had shown, and Fahra was on a six-week training course in Coventry. Now she and Jerome were all that remained of their little gang and they were probably going to be stuck making the coffee. Or worse, door-to-door.

‘Fox, Morgan.’

She started at the sound of their names. ‘Sir?’ she said, the word stinging her tongue. Walker gave a satisfied smirk and she knew that despite herself she’d sounded hopeful.

‘Door-to-door.’






Chapter Four
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That evening, in the sweltering Cairo humidity, Sarah Jacobs sat at the hotel bar, sipping on her third cocktail. Around her, wealthy Americans knocked back whisky chasers, tipping ten- and twenty-dollar bills like they had printing presses in their five-star hotel rooms, and laughing loudly at one another’s unfunny jokes.

‘Maybe I’ll just move here,’ she said to her sister who sat at the bar next to her. ‘The place is loaded with marks. I could run a few simple tricks in here and walk away with a week’s wages.’

Julia flicked her huge dark eyes around the tables and gave a shrug. ‘It would be quicker to steal from them than it would be to trick them,’ she said. ‘Look at the way they leave everything on the tables: phones, wallets, designer jackets slung over chairs.’

‘I never steal when I can con,’ Sarah argued. ‘It’s so much more satisfying when someone hands their money to you.’ It basically wasn’t even stealing, especially on short cons which purely relied on her knowing the odds of her street games better than her mark, and playing to them. The same as a bookie’s, really.

‘I tell you what,’ Julia said, her eyes flashing conspiratorially. ‘You try some of your cute short cons, and I’ll go on the take, and we’ll see who can get the most together in a couple of hours.’

Sarah’s first instinct was to tell her sister no. They were in Cairo to search for the mother Sarah had believed almost her whole life to be dead, and getting arrested in a foreign country was not on the agenda. The first, and undoubtedly biggest reason being that Julia Jacobs was currently on the run for murder. Not one murder, in fact, but three. The first two victims being men who had attacked Sarah fifteen years ago, the last victim being the three women’s shared father, Frank Jacobs, although Julia swore that Frank’s murder had been a mistake. Tess couldn’t understand how Sarah could travel the world with Julia at her side knowing she was responsible for the death of their father. But then Tess wouldn’t, would she? Her mother was still alive. She wasn’t an orphan. If there was even the smallest chance that Julia was telling the truth about their mum, Lily, still being alive, then Sarah had to put her anger to one side until they found her. She didn’t want to think about what would happen after that.

‘I don’t know,’ Sarah said, shaking her head. But I don’t know wasn’t the same as no, and they both knew it. The thing was, as much as Sarah loved and respected Tess and her straight-and-narrow ways, Sarah and Julia shared the same moral compass. Well, almost – Sarah’s was kind of broken and Julia’s had been flung in the sea a long time ago – but they both needed the thrill of breaking the rules.

‘Come on, I’m bored,’ Julia whinged. ‘And we’re all dressed up. May as well make a night of it.’

She was right, they had both made an effort this evening. Though with her huge dark eyes and pixie face, slender curves that looked more comfortable in evening dresses than in pyjamas, Julia would still look beautiful in a bin bag. Sarah knew she looked okay, but next to Julia she still felt like one of Cinderella’s ugly sisters.

‘Okay, fine.’ Sarah picked up her handbag. ‘Two hours. We’ll have to go to the other hotels in the resort, I can’t con money from someone if you’ve just stolen their wallet. I’ll meet you back here at the poolside bar; it’s closed now and there are a couple of tables around the back where we won’t be seen. Don’t get caught. Egypt is not somewhere you want to spend time in prison, and Tess isn’t here to fix anything for us.’

Julia scowled at the mention of her half-sister. Tess was a police officer, the officer in charge of finding Julia and putting her behind bars for murder. It was a skewed family dynamic, to say the least.

She got to her feet and clapped her hands together. ‘Yay! I was starting to think we were going straight,’ she said, a little smile on her face.

‘Julia, you stole everything you’re wearing,’ Sarah said, her tone exasperated. ‘I could tie you to a six-foot ruler for the rest of your life and you still wouldn’t be straight.’

‘Three, two, one, go!’ Julia waved and darted off. Sarah tutted and rolled her eyes. She should have said no. Tess would have said no. Still, it would be a chance to show Julia that Sarah was just as clever as she was.

‘Oh, does that mean I’ve won?’ Sarah pretended to look surprised as the rest of the table scowled and handed over their money. A short, thin man with a full suit on, despite the heat, nursing a non-alcoholic-looking drink, narrowed his eyes at her in suspicion and she knew it was time to move on – the airhead hustle only got you so far. In the last hour, she’d enjoyed herself with some cute little-odds bets, the penny on the cigarette trick and some bumbles with the dice she always kept in her purse. She’d made a couple of hundred dollars, then a hundred sterling on that last poker game, but nothing near the amount that Julia would have been able to rack up in the same timeframe. Short cons were fun, long cons were lucrative, but out-and-out stealing was probably always going to come out on top. Sarah wasn’t above lifting the odd wallet or piece of jewellery – she had years of practice and had learned from the best – but it was usually done as part of a con, to get hold of an ID card for a building, or to become a woman’s new best friend by returning her ‘lost’ bracelet. She was no longer Aladdin, needing to steal to eat, her father’s investments had made sure of that.

Back at her hotel bar she pulled another couple of three card montes – her dad’s favourite trick – then ordered six drinks. She took them over to the closed-off pool bar and found a place to sit and wait for Julia. She had thirty minutes to waste so she pulled out a book and took advantage of the silence.

‘You’re finished early, too?’ Julia’s voice came from behind her, ten minutes before their two hours was up. Sarah put down her book as her sister walked up to the table and placed a stack of notes, three watches and a couple of necklaces in front of her. Sarah whistled.

‘Impressive,’ she said. ‘Maybe a thousand there? Not including the fencibles which we can’t keep, by the way.’

‘I found a man who will buy them for two hundred,’ Julia said. ‘We actually tried to steal the watch at the same time – funny story. So, how much did your card and dice tricks pull in?’

Sarah frowned. ‘Just three fifty.’ She shrugged. ‘I knew I wasn’t going to win so I slacked off a little early. I got us drinks – the bar was about to close so I got three each.’

Julia looked at the three pints and the three whiskies and frowned. ‘Are you going to drink all three of those?’ she said, gesturing to the pints. ‘We’ll be here all night.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Sarah said. ‘I’m a really fast drinker.’

Julia scoffed. ‘Three pints of beer? An hour at least. I’m tired.’

Sarah sat up straight. ‘I tell you what,’ she said. ‘I bet I’ll have finished my three pints before you’re finished your three whiskies.’

Julia laughed. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘Honestly!’ Sarah said. ‘I bet I will. If I’m wrong you can have everything I made tonight.’

Julia grinned. ‘Fine. And if you can’t, you can have everything I made.’

‘But you’re not allowed to touch my glasses,’ Sarah warned. ‘No moving them.’

Julia swept a hand impatiently. ‘Yes, yes, I’m not going to touch your glasses.’

‘Fine.’ Sarah picked up her first pint and began to down it. Julia picked up her whisky and sipped, her eyebrows raised in amusement as Sarah gulped noisily. When she had finished her pint, and Julia had finished her first whisky Sarah looked green.

‘Oh God, that’s disgusting,’ Sarah said, screwing up her face. ‘I don’t remember beer tasting that bad.’

‘Two more to go,’ Julia smirked, picking up her second glass and taking a gulp. Sarah smiled, turned her empty pint glass upside down and placed it over Julia’s last whisky tumbler. Julia put down her drink and frowned. ‘What are you doing?’

Sarah picked up her second pint and began to drink at a leisurely pace. She took a mouthful then wiped the foam from her lip. Julia drank her second whisky and went to remove Sarah’s glass to drink her third.

‘Um, I don’t think so,’ Sarah said, wagging her finger. ‘You’re not allowed to touch my glass, remember?’

Julia’s mouth dropped open. Sarah reached over the table and picked up her sister’s takings for the night and added them to her pile. She glanced at the watch. ‘And by my reckoning I still have three minutes left.’

She took another sip of her drink. ‘And that, dear sister, is how you make more from grifting than from stealing.’






Chapter Five
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Tess dragged the semi-conscious man through the door, down the poky hallway and deposited him half on, half off the battered old sofa. She cringed at the stench of alcohol and body odour that immediately filled the living area of her flat and prayed to any of the thousand gods that he wouldn’t vomit on her carpet. She surveyed him lying there, his floppy black hair hung over his face and a bruise under his eye that was beginning to flower. He was a mess. After a fruitless day of door knocking, this was the very last thing she needed.

‘Wes?’ She shook the man lightly but there was no response. ‘Wes?’

Nothing.

Tess took the few steps from her living room into what was supposed to pass for a kitchen and poured a glass of water. What the hell was she meant to do with him? Wes Carter was not supposed to be her problem. She pulled her phone out of her back pocket and pressed call on the last number dialled. The dial tone was insistent but there was no answer. She carried the glass of water into the living room and threw it at Wes’s face.

He jumped up like he’d been hit with a bullet.

‘Jesus!’ Wes shouted, wiping the cold water from his eyes. ‘What was that for?’

‘Sorry, I slipped.’

Wes scowled. ‘Like hell you did.’ He looked around. ‘Where am I?’

‘Welcome to my humble abode.’ Tess gestured around.

‘I’d say humble is an understatement,’ Wes muttered, his eyes following her gesture.

‘Ten seconds ago, you were passed out on my sofa, now you’re critiquing my interior design?’ Tess went back to the kitchen to get more water. Wes saw the glass and flinched.

‘Don’t worry, this one’s to drink.’ She handed him the glass and he downed it greedily.

‘Thanks. How did I get here?’

Tess took a seat across from him. ‘Bar tender called me. Tim, is it? Good hair, boxer’s nose?’

‘Et tu, Tim?’ Wes muttered. ‘Bloody Judas.’

‘What, you’d have preferred he call the actual police?’ Tess asked. ‘You were so drunk I had to get my neighbour to help me get you out of the car and drag you up here. God knows what you might have let slip if a real police officer had turned up.’ Wes hung his head. She guessed not.

‘How did Tim know to call you?’ he asked, his tone sulky.

‘Because last time he called the actual police, Mac called me to deal with it. I thought I’d give Tim my number and told him to call me if you caused any more trouble. What the hell are you playing at, Wes? You told me you’d cut it out. You promised.’

Wes looked up at her through his long lashes, his blue eyes full of faux remorse. ‘I’m sorry, Tess.’

‘You are not. Do you have any idea how much trouble I could get in for covering for you? Let alone if my boss found out who you work for …’

‘Who I used to work for,’ Wes corrected, the pain clear on his face. And that was what this was all about, of course. Frank Jacobs. Specifically his death. Tess felt her temper soften. Wes had taken Frank’s death hard. Tess sighed.

‘You work for Sarah,’ Tess reminded him. ‘Or you did last time I checked.’

‘And when was the last time you heard from our fearless leader?’ Wes asked, a little louder than he usually would, the alcohol making him bullish. He had a scowl on his handsome face. Tess hated seeing him like this. Wes was usually the nicest guy you could ever hope to meet. Quiet but funny, super intelligent and most of all, loyal. In the short time Tess had known him she’d come to like him a lot. She’d also come to witness his sad decline after the death of the man he had always thought of as a surrogate father. Her own father, in fact, except Wes had had a far longer and less turbulent relationship with the late Frank Jacobs.

‘She text me yesterday,’ Tess replied, recalling the photo Sarah had sent her, pretending to hold up a pyramid. Had it irritated her that Sarah – who was supposed to be on a mission to find her mother – was messing around taking silly pictures with their murder suspect while she, Tess, was left behind to explain to her superiors how that suspect had got away under her very nose? Yes, of course it had.

‘Enjoying Rome, is she?’

‘Egypt, actually.’ Wes raised an eyebrow.

‘Don’t try and pretend you actually approve of what she’s doing. Or who she’s doing it with,’ he added. Tess turned away so she wouldn’t have to lie to his face.

‘She’s doing what she has to do,’ she said. ‘And I wasn’t about to stop her. She lost her dad, too, remember. If there’s the slightest chance that Julia is telling the truth—’

‘Which there isn’t.’

‘And Lily is still alive—’

‘Which she’s not—’

‘Then I certainly don’t blame Sarah for wanting to find her.’

‘Which she won’t,’ Wes finished.

Tess sighed. What could she say when she believed the same herself? That Julia Jacobs – Sarah’s sister and Tess’s half-sister – was a liar and a psychopath who was leading Sarah on a wild goose chase around the world to find a mother who most likely died when Sarah was three, just like her father had said.

‘She’ll come back, Wes,’ she said, her voice gentle. ‘And when she does she’s going to need her family around her. Sober.’

It was Wes’s turn to sigh. ‘I know,’ he said, closing his eyes and lying back against the sofa. ‘I just kind of needed her here myself.’

She waited until he was
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