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If you are curious, you will find the puzzles around you. If you are determined, you will solve them.

Ernő Rubik, Cubed: The Puzzle of Us All






A Note on Chapter Headings

The chapter headings in this book are all cryptic crossword clues. The solution appears in the chapter somewhere, but you don’t need to solve the clue to follow what’s happening.

The recovery group you will meet in these pages might need to be determined when it comes to clues; curious readers can enjoy the story, and rest assured, all the answers will be revealed.




MONDAY 16 NOVEMBER




CHAPTER ONE

Reader ignores obnoxious journalist and heads for wine? (5)

There were still stains on the front door from where it had been egged at Hallowe’en. Nina just avoided looking at them.

She wiped the sweat out of her eyes and noticed blood on her arm but didn’t stop to wonder where it had come from. Her eyes stung and she was breathing heavily as she unlocked the door and stepped inside. She dropped her keys on top of the bookcase and they slid to the floor with a jangle as she reached behind Kate Adie’s autobiography for the pack of Marlboro Gold she hoped she’d put back there. She had. Opening another door a few steps across the tiny kitchen and living space of her flat, she walked into the garden and sat down on the only unbroken chair, trying to avoid the nettles growing around its base.

She pulled out a cigarette and lit it, feeling her heart rate start to slow a little. A 5km run used to be easy, and now it wasn’t. Her head didn’t seem to be working any more efficiently than her legs.

Monday evenings were meeting nights, and she hadn’t missed one in a while. Nina wondered whether she should pour herself a glass of wine. She wondered that most days. It was hard to pinpoint when it had stopped being a pleasure, stopped being fun, and instead had become a tedious, rotten, daily commitment that she couldn’t get out of, no matter how hard she tried.


On the ground next to her was a bottle of Rioja with an inch left, and a glass with another half inch and two dead gnats in it. She picked them out, resisting the urge to wring them dry for a few more drops, and emptied the bottle into the glass. It was ice-cold from the November air but tasted all right. Still gripping the glass in the hand holding her fag, she pulled her phone out from the pocket of her leggings. There were two new WhatsApp notifications, one from ‘Cinnaman’ and one from ‘Sandra Cocktail Glass Emoji[image: ] Cross Emoji[image: ] Loudly Crying Face Emoji[image: ]’. Nina drank some wine. She looked at Cinnaman’s first, a photo of a recipe for something called a ‘Salmon traybake with giant couscous’. Nina put her glass down and took a final drag on her cigarette before dropping the stub on the ground and lighting another. She replied: Looks delicious! Will def try next week, just made a veggie spag bol. Early night tonight! Xx
Putting the phone down on her lap she reached again for the wine glass. There were four bottles left on the rack inside. Her phone pinged in reply with a smiley face and xxx. She drained her glass. The chill on it made her teeth hurt. Shoving her mobile back in her pocket, she dropped her second cigarette on to the cold ground and headed back inside, feeling her phone buzz again as she closed the door behind her. The wine rack was crammed in next to the fridge, which was wedged alongside a washing machine, an oven, and then the sink. On the opposite side facing them all was her small grey sofa. Nina sat down, unscrewed the top of a bottle of Merlot and looked at her phone. Sandra again. The first message had said simply You okay? The second one read Call me, it’s urgent.

Nina did not want to call Sandra, she wanted to drink more wine. In the eighteen months she’d been going to group, she’d lapsed around five times. A sixth would hardly matter.

Her phone pinged. It’s not urgent about you. Something’s happened. Need your help.

Nina squinted at the WhatsApp glow. Sandra had never needed her help before. The opposite. It was Sandra who led the group sessions, and Sandra who said the door would always be open to Nina, though never with much sympathy. She poured out the Merlot and took a swig. It tasted grotty and syrupy but that was okay. There was no point in buying expensive wine. Her phone pinged again.

Nina, we need to speak.

Her brain fizzed in irritation and she typed: What’s up? Someone die?

Yes, her phone pinged back.




CHAPTER TWO

First bites of delicious apple, last in Paradise to take the edge off (6)

‘“My name is Laurence, and I’m an alcoholic,”’ said Omar.

DC April Danso looked at him. ‘Did he say anything else?’

‘He smiled, and looked round the circle at each of us. And then he sort of slumped.’

Omar Suleyman was over six foot, but hunched in his plastic chair, his head bobbing up as if poking out of a tortoise shell. He looked up at the police officer.

‘And then we realized he was dead,’ he added.

April shifted in her seat. It was really sad, of course it was. Deaths were always sad. But it was also grimly mundane. Someone had died and the church hall, patched together with new plaster at its creaking seams, barely appeared to have noticed. It still smelt of meetings – the mingled odours of warm bodies and biscuits.

She moved again, trying to subtly stretch out her right leg, and the chair shrieked on the wooden floor, echoing round panelled walls that did nothing to deaden the noise. At least there were lots of chairs. Taking statements standing up made her regret her lapsed gym membership.

It was Omar who had first seen the man on the path outside as he came into the recovery group meeting. Had found him nearly dead. Most alcoholics were heading that way though, surely. Omar had also helped carry him over the threshold, and sit him down on a chair, where Laurence Wilde had then had the grace to die properly.

‘Do you know Laurence Wilde?’ April asked Omar.

‘Was that his name?’

‘It’s the name on his credit card.’

Omar paused for a moment, and April appreciated the fact he was actually thinking about it. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ve never met anyone called Laurence.’

April thanked him and beckoned the woman in charge over to the table that she and DC Holliday had commandeered, conveniently close to the tea urn. Holliday apparently assumed his role was drinking the tea.

Sandra Upton seemed to be taking it personally that the man had died in such close proximity to her. She had also taken umbrage at them speaking to Omar first, once the ambulance had left.

‘Mrs Upton, could we speak to you now please?’

‘Ms Upton.’

‘Sorry.’ April reminded herself that she was the one with a warrant card, and that gave you authority even if you didn’t know what you were doing. It was the first thing she’d learnt as a Hendon cadet.

Ms Sandra Upton took a seat alongside the urn and looked at her expectantly.

April looked back. ‘Could you tell me what happened?’

‘Yes, of course.’

They looked at each other a little while longer, and April was wondering how to make the conversation start and how to make all of this end at the same time, when Sandra spoke.

‘You don’t want to ask me any questions? Just tell you everything.’

‘Yes please. I’ll ask questions if I’ve got any.’

‘Like at the Rotary talks. There’s always questions there. I run this group, I’ve run it for three years. Every Monday night, 7p.m. to 9p.m., you know where we are. There’s four of us that come regularly at the moment, but people do drop by, some for a few weeks, some come once and then disappear. And sometimes reappear again.’

‘So just the regulars tonight, then?’ April was already regretting inviting Sandra to tell her everything.

‘At Rotary you have to put your hand up.’ Sandra glared at her so fiercely that by the time April remembered she was a police officer and not a school pupil, it was too late and Sandra had continued on. ‘Omar came for the first time last week. I didn’t think he was coming back tonight. It was already ten past seven, so it looked as if it would just be me, Eric and Mouse. We heard a noise outside, so I went to check. Mouse was out there until quarter to eight on his first night making his mind up whether to come in. And even when he did, he only opened his mouth to say “Are there any biscuits?”, as if he’d been stopping by on the off-chance. We do have biscuits, normally something decent and chocolatey. Do help yourself.’

Sandra glared at DC Holliday now, who had bitten off the top half of a bourbon biscuit and looked as if he was about to try and lick the filling off the second half.

‘What sort of noise did you hear?’

‘It sounded like someone walking up to the door and then stopping. I waited, but no one came in, so I opened it and there was Omar looking like he didn’t know what to do. Then I saw that man on the ground. I nudged him with my foot and he moaned a bit.’

‘Did he say anything?’

‘As soon as we saw him stirring, Eric helped him into the room with Omar and we got him sat down. I was going to offer him a biscuit.’ She shot a look at April’s colleague, who had realized licking a bourbon was a fool’s errand and was now scraping the filling off the bottom biscuit with his teeth. ‘And then he died. So I didn’t.’

April made some notes to give herself time to think. Yesterday had been an early shift and her brain and body clock weren’t working in tandem. She and Sandra were on two of a small circle of chairs, but the hall was far bigger. It had a stage with a worn green velvet curtain, currently raised on a scene of stacks upon stacks of more chairs, facing out towards the echoing hall, empty apart from two police officers, four alcoholics and a miserable sense that someone had died with precious little ceremony. The tea urn let out a sympathetic sigh of steam. I could murder a rum and Coke, April thought. Or a bourbon, the proper kind.

‘Are you finished? Or are you daydreaming about getting to the pub?’ Sandra’s tone cut through April’s thoughts.

‘No,’ she said in alarm. ‘No, not quite finished. Did he say anything?’

‘He told us he was an alcoholic, and then he died. The first was hardly surprising.’

‘He was quite smartly dressed.’

‘So am I, officer. And I’ve had my issues with alcohol.’ Sandra fixed April with an expression that dared her to look away. ‘My lack of surprise was due to the fact he was attending a recovery group meeting.’

April felt chastised again and maybe this time it was fair. She wasn’t going to apologize though; this woman would see that as a sign of weakness. ‘Did you recognize him?’

‘No.’ Everything Sandra said sounded definite, but this particularly so.

‘Do you recognize the name Laurence Wilde?’

‘No. I’ve never met a Laurence. Knew a Larry once, you don’t meet many Larrys now, do you?’

‘Hang on.’ April was looking about the hall, where the three other members of the group were sitting huddled in another corner. ‘There’s four of you but Omar was new. You said there were four regular members.’

‘Nina didn’t make it tonight. There were just the three of us sitting here. I thought for a moment we were going to have two new members, but now I’m not sure it’s even going to be one.’

They both looked towards where Omar was sitting, twisting and retwisting a piece of paper between his fingers. The other two men sat quietly next to him.

‘He does look like he needs help,’ said April.

‘You’re the police. Isn’t that what you do?’

April didn’t know what to say, and before she’d found something Sandra spoke again.

‘Thank you for your time, I’m sure you’ll be in touch if there’s anything else.’ She moved across the hall to join the three men in the corner.

April and the tea urn both sighed this time. She watched as Sandra took the seat next to Omar and gently removed the piece of paper he was wringing between his fingers. Eric, a bulky man in his early sixties with a shaved head, patted Omar on his shoulder, while Mouse, as skinny as Omar but about two-thirds of his height, sat carefully watching him. Omar might be a newcomer, but they looked like a group. April couldn’t remember the last time anyone had put a hand on her shoulder.

Holliday had finished the biscuits and turned to her. ‘Ready for number three?’

April asked the same questions to Eric and got the same answers, then finally to the man they called Mouse. She could barely hear his whispered ‘No’ when she asked him if he’d known Laurence Wilde.

Another ten minutes and they were done. April and Holliday trudged towards the double doors that a man had been carried through alive at ten past seven that evening, and whose corpse had been stretchered out less than three hours later.




CHAPTER THREE

Kill the German after knocking back drink (6)

The church hall was silent apart from the tea urn and the sound of Sandra texting. Putting her phone away, she turned to Omar.

‘What on earth is this?’

Sandra took the piece of paper he had been holding and unfolded it. Written in capital letters in blue biro were the words KILL THE GERMAN AFTER KNOCKING BACK DRINK.

‘It fell out of his jacket pocket when I was lifting him up outside. I picked it up so I could give it back to him …’ Omar’s voice trailed off.

‘Laurence isn’t a German name,’ said Eric. ‘Is it?’

Omar hunched further into himself. ‘What do you think killed him?’

‘Could have been anything, heart failure, stroke, bang on the head,’ said Sandra. There was no point getting emotional about it and she wanted Omar to feel welcome, so added, ‘I do hope you’re going to start coming along regularly.’

‘He looked pretty worried.’ Mouse looked equally so. ‘Maybe he’d hurt himself.’

‘He’d just collapsed,’ said Eric. ‘Takes the fight out of you, a state of collapse. We never got any bother out of anyone in a state of collapse.’

‘Did you tell the police you used to be one of them, Eric?’ Sandra turned to him.

‘They didn’t ask.’

‘It just sounds like a riddle,’ said Mouse.

Eric slapped his hand to his forehead. ‘Gimme a sec, gimme a sec.’

‘I think we should talk to his family,’ Sandra said.

‘Why?’ Mouse looked up in surprise.

‘Because he came here to us. We were the last people to see him alive.’

‘I think it’s a crossword clue,’ said Eric. ‘It reads like one.’

Sandra ignored him. Eric had become obsessed with crosswords. People often took up something new when they gave up the drink, though she did think he could have chosen something more interesting.

But Omar had only just met Eric.

‘What does it mean?’ he asked.

‘The answer is normally at the start or the end of the clue. ‘Kill’. ‘Drink’. One of those, it’ll mean something like one of those.’

‘Anyway,’ Sandra said, ‘I’ve messaged Nina. She’ll know how to find out a bit more about him.’

‘What’s German for “the”? It’s “die” isn’t it?’ Eric wasn’t giving up.

Sandra had always struggled to pass up the opportunity to tell people something she knew.

‘Dee, not dye. Der, die, das.’

Eric carried on looking at the scrap of paper.

‘German for “the” is “der”,’ he said. ‘And it comes after “knocking back” – that means reversing the letters – a drink, in this case rum, so “mur”. Murder.’ Eric sat up straight. ‘It means murder.’




CHAPTER FOUR

What highwayman did contrarily defended the law? (6)

‘Do you reckon it’s a sex game gone wrong, then?’ Holliday took a large bite of the battered sausage that was almost indiscernible from the greasy fingers he was clutching it in. They were parked up on Hoe Street and he was sitting in the passenger seat while April tried to balance the polystyrene holding her fish and chips between the steering wheel and her stomach. The cotton-polyester of her shirt was starting to strain thanks to parking up on Hoe Street and eating fish and chips.

‘What?’ She was distracted by a seriously good bit of batter.

‘If it was a murder. I was thinking about the one the other week that was all over TikTok.’

April chewed on a chip, considering whether to reply with sarcasm or to not reply at all. She decided she must have misheard.

‘What did you say?’

‘Do you reckon it’s a sex game gone wrong? A murder?’

‘How could five people sitting in a circle fully clothed be the start of a sex game? And how would that sex game go wrong in order for someone to die?’

Holliday shrugged. ‘They’ve all got drinking problems, haven’t they?’

‘They’ve stopped drinking though, that’s why they’re there. In my experience stripping off and sex games happen when you’re drinking, not when you stop.’

She waited for the inevitable joke about her experience, but Holliday didn’t even glance in her direction.

‘I don’t know, do I? I don’t drink.’ He took another bite of his sausage.

April looked at him blankly. She reminded herself she needed to make allowances for the fact his brain seemed to work about as quickly as the decrepit office coffee machine that had been installed before she was born. But DC Luke Holliday presented as a perfectly normal man in his late twenties. He was tall, with thick dark-red hair, and in very good shape in spite of the fact he was constantly eating. If you didn’t know him, you might describe him as attractive. April did know him. She’d had more than her fair share of being paired on shift with Holliday since he’d transferred to Waltham Forest six months ago.

‘What do you mean, you don’t drink?’

‘I don’t drink alcohol.’ He took a slurp of his Fanta. ‘Just don’t see the point. Waste of time.’

‘This is a waste of time.’ April screwed up the paper with what was left of her fish and chips and tossed it on to the back seat. ‘This conversation’s a waste of time, this evening’s a waste of time. It’s not a murder, it’ll be some heart attack or weird alky disease that’s somehow pickled his insides.’

‘And you ask me why I don’t drink. Pickled insides and strange sex games, no thanks.’

April was distracted by a movement out of the corner of her eye. A young woman in running gear had stumbled and grabbed on to the wing mirror of the car in front to steady herself. Her police-officer antennae went on alert and she wound the window down.

‘You all right?’

‘Yes, thank you,’ the woman beamed. ‘Just one too many, you know how it is!’

April could smell the red wine on her breath and smiled, the mild annoyance at wing-mirror grabbing gone.

‘Nearly Christmas party season. Maybe try walking on the pavement, not in the middle of the road though, yeah?’

Running-gear woman steered herself in that direction, an arm upheld in salute as she went.

‘Like I say,’ said Holliday, ‘no thanks.’

The police officers watched as the woman turned up the path towards the church hall.

‘Is she heading to the group?’

‘If she’s in recovery,’ said April, ‘my big toe’s a pop star.’




CHAPTER FIVE

Conflict in part of tournament following brief blunder (8)

‘I thought we weren’t allowed in here if we’d had a drink,’ Mouse said.

Nina did her best to sit poker-straight on the greyish-blue plastic chair. Not that she minded what Mouse thought, but she did care what Sandra and Eric thought.

‘There is always an exception that proves the rule,’ said Sandra.

The thought crossed Nina’s mind that having an answer to everything didn’t necessarily mean it was the right answer, but she pushed that thought to one side to continue focusing on sitting up straight.

‘We need Nina’s help,’ Sandra said, turning to Nina. ‘Are you together enough to have this conversation? Might sober you up a bit.’

Nina nodded.

‘Right,’ Sandra said. ‘You’re a journalist so you have access to all those databases, don’t you? That’s how you look people up and go and hunt them down?’

‘Ancestry, LinkedIn Premium, GBG Investigate … Yeah, as well as socials, it’s how I look people up in order to approach them about a possible interview, yes.’

Nina tried to cross her legs primly but it destabilized her delicate balance and the floor tilted. She closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them the floor was still there, and everyone was still looking at her. Christ, it wasn’t even as if she was that drunk, it was just that being around sober people made you feel more drunk. Especially when you’d been drinking. There seemed to be a mismatch between her brain and body.

Sandra pressed on. ‘The police aren’t going to do anything, they don’t care – no offence Eric – they’re not going to get brownie points for investigating the death of a boozer who’s keeled over.’

‘None taken.’ Eric leant back in his chair and the plastic creaked a little bit.

‘So what do we do?’ asked Nina. ‘Who am I looking for?’

‘His name was Laurence Wilde.’

Nina retched, and Sandra moved to get a carrier bag from the shelf under the tea urn.

‘How much have you had, love?’ asked Eric.

Nina vomited up acidy Merlot into the bag Sandra handed her. It dribbled out of the holes in the bottom on to the shiny wooden floorboards. Eric stood up and headed over to the cupboard in the far corner where the mops and buckets were kept.

‘I’m sorry,’ Nina spluttered. ‘Laurence Wilde?’

‘You should be,’ said Sandra.

‘I’ve not had that much to drink, I really haven’t.’

‘Hardly the point.’ Sandra was not looking sympathetic.

‘It’s Laurence. I know him. He said he was going to come along one day. If I’d been here I’d have seen him.’ The vomiting had ended and Nina started to cry snotty tears. ‘He’d have seen me.’

There was a moment of silence.

‘You knew him? This man?’ Mouse looked stunned.

‘Who is he?’ asked Sandra.

‘Is he German?’ Omar frowned.

Eric touched her arm with the hand that wasn’t holding a mop and said, ‘I’m sorry, love.’

‘He was kind to me.’ She felt another wave of nausea and shut her lips tight, managing to snort and gurgle at the same time.

‘Shall we have a cup of tea?’ asked Eric. ‘Though there aren’t any biscuits tonight, I don’t think.’

Sandra shot a look at him before telling Nina, ‘There’s no point feeling sorry for yourself, you’d be feeling a lot brighter if you’d not just thrown up cheap red wine. You need to tell us who he was, and then you should be cleaning that up, not Eric.’ She turned her attention back to Eric. ‘And I brought chocolate bourbons, which were there by the urn before the police got hold of them.’

At the word ‘bourbon’ Nina gagged into the leaky carrier bag. She looked up at Sandra with her eyes watering.

‘I know him from the paper. He was really smart, really—Everyone knew who he was.’ Nina’s hand was shaking as she wiped her mouth.

‘He said he was going to come here?’ Sandra asked.

‘I mean, he likes a drink. He used to— He said once he’d thought about a group, I just figured it was a joke. I don’t understand.’ Nina no longer felt unbalanced. In fact she felt very strongly that she would like to lie completely flat on the floor and rest her throbbing head. ‘How did he die?’ she asked.

‘The note said murder.’ Everyone looked at Omar, the newcomer.

Nina was the first one to speak. ‘But that doesn’t make any sense. Assuming you’ve not just forgotten to tell me one of you clobbered him over the head.’

‘We didn’t,’ said Eric.

‘Then what happened?’ Nina could taste bile in her mouth.

No one said anything.

They drank the cups of tea Eric made. No one seemed to want to leave, but nor did they appear in the mood to speculate about modes of death. Eventually Eric made a move to wash up.

Nina lifted her head again. ‘We can’t carry on as if someone hasn’t just died on one of these chairs. Oh God, which chair was it?’ She looked round the group. ‘Are we going to do something?’

There was a pause before Sandra spoke. ‘We may not know what happened but yes, I do think we should do something. He came here looking for help and that’s what we’ll do. We’ll find out more about him, and we’ll get answers about what went on in the churchyard tonight. I think we need to call an extraordinary meeting.’

In the silence that followed, the smell of vomit seemed stronger. Sandra finally drew the meeting, if it could still be called that, to a close. The five of them arranged to meet on Wednesday evening. There were five of them now – Sandra had told Omar that of course he would be coming along too. As they said their goodbyes, no one mentioned the word ‘murder’ again. They didn’t need to. It hung over the church hall like the stench of cheap wine. Sandra was the last to leave and, as she looked up, she felt the first specks of rain hit her face.




CHAPTER SIX

Drinking dens mingle hale and soused, carrying out dead (9)

Omar’s second meeting had not exactly gone as he had planned. Walking back down Hoe Street, the kebab shops and alehouses flashed out at him, the Rose and Crown looking warm and cosy. It was just turning 10.30p.m., still well before last orders. Omar liked drinking alone in pubs. Undemanding company, warmth and a drink? Perfection.

He managed to stop himself from pushing his nose up against the window and staring in like a little kid. Instead, he carried on walking and got to the bottom of Hoe Street, to Bell Corner, where the Bell itself reared up, big windows running round the whole grand facade showing people talking and drinking in an orange glow inside. It had started raining, which seemed to Omar to be a good excuse to go inside.

There was an empty corner table for him to settle into. The pub had never stopped doing pandemic table service, which suited Omar just fine. He liked being around people but didn’t always want to talk to them. He scrolled through the drinks menu on his phone and selected the 0% Heineken without hesitating. If you hesitated you lost. NQTD. Never Question the Decision. That was the mantra he learned when he first became sober, and it had carried him through a lot. Two years now since he’d had a real beer. A glass of wine. A pear martini. He was terrified of becoming complacent but really couldn’t see a world where he would want to return to alcohol. Attending the first meeting had been an impetuous decision and he’d only gone back tonight because he felt he ought to. It had been more eventful than he could have imagined, but he was definitely now returning on Wednesday evening to hear what everyone had to say. They had invited him after all.

Eric woke at 1.47a.m. In bed, pyjamas on. Not on the sofa wondering what had crawled inside his mouth to make it taste so rancid. There was a clap of thunder, but that wasn’t what had woken him, and as he made his way to the bathroom, his mind went back to that piece of paper. ‘Murder’? Finding that had been a curveball. Once back in bed, he picked up his phone. He knew it was a bad habit and if he did Wordle now then he wouldn’t be able to do it in the morning, but it was hard to resist. There were five missed calls, all between midnight and 1a.m. All from Nina. Eric put his head back on the pillow.

After Nina had attended a few meetings, Sandra had spoken to her about having a mentor, and they’d agreed it should be Eric. He’d agreed as well, of course, he wanted to be useful. It just didn’t seem that he was being. A mentor was what they called sponsors in their little group. It was a responsibility that weighed heavy on him, especially as in the time he’d been supposed to be supporting her, Nina only ever called for help or advice when it was too late. Well, not ‘too late’, he mentally corrected himself as he’d be corrected in group. It was never too late. He would call her back in the morning.

He always started Wordle with a different word, the first that came to mind depending on mood. Today he typed in SOBER, and got it on his second try, CHORE. He got excited about doing it and it was all over so quickly. Insert your own joke there. Still, at least there was always a new crossword to look forward to in the morning. What a life. Tonight might have been considered eventful for some, but for him it was fine. He was fine now. He smiled, rolled over and went back to sleep.

Sandra was Mouse’s mentor. He’d been very little trouble, which in fact was rather frustrating. He didn’t seem to have relapsed since joining sixteen months ago, but then, given he said so little, Sandra wasn’t sure whether she would even know. She was surprised he’d agreed to come along on Wednesday, but pleased – it would be a decent chance to get to know him better, try and get him to open up a bit. Sandra turned the bedside light back on; it was no use, she’d been tossing and turning for over an hour, she might as well read for a bit. Group was done, she had a plan for the Laurence chap situation on Wednesday, and there was nothing whatsoever in her diary for Tuesday.

But she couldn’t concentrate on the final few chapters of the latest Ann Cleeves. The events of Monday kept playing over and over in her head.

Mouse was also lying awake. In spite of the blackout blinds, he could still see the glow of streetlights around the edge of the window. His bedroom was all black and grey, which had seemed stylish when he’d bought things for it but now felt quite drab. Life in service accommodation or on tour didn’t brilliantly equip you for setting up in your own place. He thought, as he often did, of what his uncle might have said if he’d lived a bit longer. It was Uncle Pat who’d suggested he join the forces in the first place. There was a song Uncle Pat used to sing, something about the chances young men take. Although as it ran through his head, Mouse also remembered it had the words ‘tiddly up’, which he wasn’t sure could be right. Anyway. Mouse did not want to take any chances any more and neither, for that matter, did he want to get tiddly.

His eyes scanned his dimly lit surroundings once more. Even the artwork he’d made for the wall, dragging paint in sweeps up and down the canvas, was monochrome. But what were you supposed to do? He couldn’t bring a woman back to a bedroom with a Marvel duvet cover and yellow walls. It’s just the monochrome had started to feel monotonous.

Tonight hadn’t been though, tonight something had changed. It had not been a good weekend, but the events of this evening had pushed thoughts of Rufus to the back of his mind. He would get up early in the morning, there were things to do. Now they had another meeting on Wednesday, and while he wasn’t exactly looking forward to it, it wouldn’t be boring either. He was glad to be part of the recovery group. Mouse stayed awake until dawn replaced the streetlights brightening the edges of the blind.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Detective Inspector’s plant creates fiasco (8)

April was bored. Drinking instant coffee in a strip-lit office was not how she wanted to spend Tuesday morning. And the first floor of the prefab Walthamstow nick was not a place where you felt like you were going to get the bad guys. You were more likely to get asbestos poisoning. There were three banks of desks scattered with dirty mugs and some past-their-best computers, defunct now everyone had a laptop, a couple of dusty posters on the walls and a clock inexorably ticking down the time to absolutely nothing. Currently it was 10.07a.m. She remembered hearing somewhere that clocks in shopfronts were always set to 10.08 as it showed a happy face.

A couple of PCSOs had come in on a break, but otherwise April was the only person there and the clocks were the only ones with faces even approaching happiness. She was glumly writing up her notes from last night, thinking she would never have joined the police if she’d known how much paperwork there was.

Was this what it was like to be a spy too? Maybe she should have joined MI5. But it was probably the same, with even longer risk assessments to fill in. She was so bored she’d asked Holliday to go for a drink last night after finishing the greasy fish and chips. But no, he was training for something. She hadn’t asked what. Obviously something sporty.

April sucked her stomach in and thought about restarting the 5:2 diet. It was difficult to carry a Tupperware of hard-boiled eggs and prawns around when you were on duty though. No one wanted to travel in the same car as you.

She stifled a yawn. Last night had been later than planned thanks to the events at the church hall. Inspector Gorman had told her to complete the paperwork so when the post-mortem came through they could file that away too. Inquest open and shut.

The notes from her conversation with each person were three or four pages long. She’d never been at a scene before with a group of people who knew each other but not the victim. Victim? No, he was just a dead person until you knew more. Same as road traffic accidents were no longer RTAs but RTCs, a collision not an accident until you knew what had happened.

Though actually, she realized as she stared at her screen, they hadn’t all known each other properly – Omar had been a newbie to the group. Her notes from him were even shorter than the others and, reading them again, April wished she’d been slightly less keen to get away from the church hall. It was Sandra who had called 999 and asked for the police and an ambulance, and according to the statements they’d all been there when Laurence Wilde died. Had all seen him die. Sandra sounded less shocked than the others, but then Sandra was a teacher or some other sort of bossy cow, and probably didn’t sound too shocked about most things.

Why hadn’t Omar come running in to find help as soon as he spotted Laurence lying on the ground outside? Surely that would be most people’s instinct. Or tried rousing him? Even if it was a ‘You all right, mate?’ and a nudge with a foot. In fact, according to Sandra, Omar had been upset when she’d poked the man on the ground with her foot. ‘He accused me of kicking him, which, needless to say, I did not.’ April did not, in fact, think that was something it was needless for Sandra to say.

It didn’t seem to quite make sense. What Holliday had said in the car came back to her. What if he was right? At least partly right? What if this wasn’t an accidental death? April didn’t like the thought of Holliday thinking of something she had not. She got up and headed over to knock on the door of Gorman’s office. ‘Come,’ he called. Which was irritating. Where was the ‘in’?

‘Sir, it’s about the Laurence Wilde case.’ Keep it clear, concise and confident, she told herself. No hesitations or small talk.

‘Are the post-mortem results back already?’ At last, Gorman looked up from his desk. ‘Christ, what did you do to manage that?’

‘Nothing.’ April shifted her weight on her feet.

‘Well, spit it out. Alcohol poisoning?’

‘No, I mean, the results aren’t back yet.’ April gathered herself. ‘I thought it might be worth speaking to this guy again, the one who found him on the ground.’

‘I thought he died in a chair. Nice and comfy.’ Gorman leant back in his own chair.

‘No, this man found him on the ground before he died.’

‘April, we don’t interview everyone who finds a drunk passed out on the ground, we certainly don’t interview them twice. If you’re that strapped for something to do you can go and talk to the bloke in reception who’s here for the third time this week because he thinks that London buses are trying to kill him.’

‘It’s just it seems a bit odd—’

‘Thinking you’re being personally targeted by every driver of the W15 is odd.’ Gorman laughed. ‘The man won’t go near the bus station, says they’re conspiring there, can only keep coming here cos we don’t have a fricking bus stop outside.’

April didn’t feel hesitant any more, she felt pissed off. ‘I think there might be something else going on here.’

‘And matey boy thinks Arriva is manned by assassins. Seriously, April.’

She gave it one last try. ‘What if it wasn’t alcohol poisoning? We might miss our window.’

She had meant the golden window for investigation. But Gorman told her that was bollocks, and then she found herself on the wrong side of a window of unbreakable Perspex between the reception waiting area and the poor sod manning the front desk. It had been there long before Covid brought in Perspex screens to anywhere with a counter, and would probably still be there keeping the cockroaches apart if the whole building was nuked in an apocalyptic disaster. There was a man in his twenties sitting on one of the plastic chairs underneath the faded posters alternately telling you not to commit crime and to report crime. He was drumming his foot urgently against the dirty grey floor.

‘Mr Pitt?’

He jumped up. ‘Yes, that’s me.’

‘I understand you wanted to talk to a police officer?’

‘Yes, yes, I do. I’m sorry to bother you, I don’t know what else to do.’

‘I’m not sure that we’ll be able to help.’ April looked at him. He was clean, smelt of aftershave and was wearing a backpack designed to take a laptop.

‘Can I tell you about what’s happened?’

‘Is it about the buses?’

He nodded. ‘But it’s different this time.’

April made a promise to herself. She would spend twenty minutes diligently listening to the problems about buses, and then she would go and see Omar and ask him about what was bugging her. If Gorman asked, which he wouldn’t, she’d tell him she had cystitis and had to go to Boots. He was so uptight the merest hint of ‘women’s problems’ had him running to his office and firmly shutting the door behind him.

‘Come on then,’ she said, sitting down under the crime posters. ‘Tell me what’s up.’




CHAPTER EIGHT

Hearing ‘turn then yank’ with misgiving (7)

Eric didn’t set his alarm any more. There was no need. He woke for the final time each morning between 6.15 and 6.55a.m. Despite years of shifts, on retirement his body clock had switched back to what it had been as a teenager, and he’d always been an early riser.

He got out of bed, put his slippers on, and opened the thick navy curtains ready to let the murky beginnings of the daylight in. The morning light was always welcome, but especially so after the letter telling him his energy bill was up £78 a month. Gas and electric companies didn’t have a scruple between them as far as Eric could see. He didn’t need to spend much money, but now he couldn’t really afford to either.

The view from Eric’s window looked out over the street below. He often saw an early-morning young fox scurrying home for the day. For the last few weeks there had been a wood pigeon nesting in the tree opposite. Eric wasn’t very good with names of birds; it was one of the things he thought he might do in his retirement, take up bird-spotting and apply for a bird-watcher’s permit down at the Walthamstow Wetlands. Truth be told, he really wanted the permit because it allowed you in at 7.30a.m., two hours before it opened to the public. Eric thought he could probably pretend to be bird-watching while he enjoyed a nice quiet stroll.

There was a scratching at the bedroom door and a loud miaow. Up Eric got, and as soon as he opened the door Araucaria turned on her heels and pattered down the stairs ahead of him, pausing at the bottom to turn and check he was following before heading to the kitchen. He padded after her down the stairs – polished wood, but with a runner down the middle ever since Margaret had slipped a few years back – and went to the kitchen to ignore the fancy coffee machine that made a macchiato and a flat white, and put the kettle on.

While it boiled, he opened the cupboard under the sink and took out a pouch of food that he decanted on to Araucaria’s stripy saucer. She purred at him in a convincing display of gratitude until he placed it on the floor, at which point she abruptly stopped and set upon it as if ripping the moist chicken chunks in gravy limb from limb.

Eric unplugged his iPad from its charger and carried it and his cup of tea through to the living room, where he opened more thick curtains and settled into the sofa. Firing up the iPad he went straight to the newspaper app and that day’s cryptic crossword. Today it was by Muscle. Eric smiled; he got on with Muscle’s crossword setting. And he liked the pseudonym. Muscle was a better name than Torquemada any day, in Eric’s opinion. Strong but flexible.
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