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Dedication

For the three of you. To days to come







Chapter 1

LOCUS ISTE

Janice ran as fast as she could, only looking back when she had time to catch a breath. She could feel her lungs burning, her legs turning to jelly. The lactic acid was coursing through her muscles, driving her on and tormenting her at the same time. She knew that if she slowed down, even just a little, he would be on her. And then it would be over.

Her feet slapped on the wet pavement. She splashed through the puddles as the rain came down in waves from the bruised and broken sky. The streetlights wobbled as the wind blew hard, a cold Cumbrian night that carried more than a chill for her. She was terrified, scared of slipping, scared of tripping over her own feet. If she did that, she would be down. She couldn’t let that happen. She knew too much. She had to escape, had to be rid of him. If she didn’t, other people would die. She couldn’t let that happen either.

Penrith’s streets were deserted. She was alone. The shops and businesses on either side of the street were dark and cold. It was the middle of the night, nobody with any sense was out at this time. They knew better. Janice knew better. Yet here she was – running for her life down an empty high street hoping and praying she’d see another dawn.

Her feet were aching, her legs now cramping. She had to keep going, just a little further. She’d reach the station soon enough, then she’d be safe. She could make the call and this would be over forever. Only Janice knew that wasn’t the case. Everything she’d seen, everything she’d done, it would haunt her for the rest of her life. 

It was a badge of dishonour. And it was seared onto her chest forever. So why was she running? Why did she still care? Why not slow down, why not stop? Why not let him catch her? 

Her body seemed to respond to those thoughts. The pain had grown too much. She was slowing. The long strides became little trots and eventually she stopped. She bent over double, feeling the rain lashing against her sodden shirt, her breath smoking in front of her in great chugs and plumes, like a steam engine battling uphill. She laughed now, laughed at how ridiculous this had all been. She knew that she could never outrun him, there was no chance of that. Who had she been kidding all of this time? She had wanted to be caught.

Before she could consider it all, a big, coarse hand grabbed her from behind. It pulled her upright quick and sharp. She was forced up against the wall, face pressed against the cold, damp stone. She could feel his breath against the back of her neck. It stank of whisky, hot and heavy. He leaned in close to her, close enough she could feel his lips almost kissing her ear, and…

He let out a huge sneeze, so loud that the whole street shook a little.

‘Cut!’ Simon Nakamba came stomping forward from behind the cameras. The rest of the crew held its collective breath. They’d been here a thousand times before with the temperamental director. Most of them knew what to expect. And it wasn’t pretty.

‘What the hell was that all about?’ Nakamba screamed. 

‘Sorry Simon, I just, I just had to sneeze, that’s all,’ said Derek, the lead actor. 

He wiped his nose on the sleeve of his sodden jacket. 

‘It’s all this bloody rain, it’s given me a chill, darling. I know I look twenty-one in some of my headshots, but I’d like to see my forty-first birthday, if you don’t mind. Why couldn’t we film in the Bahamas or something?’

‘The Bahamas?’ Nakamba asked. ‘Are you serious? You want us to film The Locus, about a Cumbrian murderer, in the Bahamas? Did I hear you right?’

‘I’m just saying,’ he said. ‘It’s not like Penrith in the dark and cold is an inviting place, is it? I mean look at poor Pip down there, she’s facehugging a wall with her feet in a puddle.’

‘Hey, keep me out of this, Derek!’ said Pip. ‘I’m not the one who ruined the shot. I was waiting patiently for you to murder me.’

The leading lady stood up as a runner came and wrapped her in a huge, insulated coat. A cigarette was in her mouth and lit before anyone could blink. The whole set was being stripped and readied for another take, the street awash with people now. Huge spotlights were being repositioned as crew and cameras moved back up the road for first positions. Derek was about to go too when Nakamba stopped him.

‘You’re on your last chance, your final warning, are you listening to me, Del Boy?’ he asked, his voice low.

‘Hey, back off Simon,.’ Derek said. ‘Remember’ whose name is at the top of this script.’

‘You’ve actually read the script then?’ the director fired back.

‘I’m warning you,’ said the actor. ‘Lay off me.’ He prodded Nakamba in the chest. ‘I’ve heard all about this bad-boy attitude you’ve been trying to get away with,’ he said. ‘How you like to throw tantrums, like to smash the set up and go off sulking. Well that doesn’t cut any mustard with me, pal, got that? I’ve been nominated for a Bafta.’

‘Yeah, a Scottish Bafta,’ Pip sniggered.

‘The most exclusive kind, I’d say. Anyway, a Bafta is a Bafta,’ Derek scolded her. ‘And it’s more than you’ve ever had.’

‘Is that right?’

‘Yeah, it is.’

‘Both of you, just shut up!’ Nakamba’s voice really did make the street tremble. All movement on the late-night set came to an instant stop. Nobody dared move a muscle or look away.

‘Last warning, both of you,’ said the director. ‘This production is three weeks behind and has gone over budget more times than I can count. I have the network asking me constantly where this block of filming is. I’ve got the local tourist board hustling me for more cash that we don’t have. And I have a headache so bad and so constant that it would make a black hole think twice about swallowing me. I’ve got a reputation, yes I admit that. It’s a reputation for making quality film and television drama, and it’s something I’ve worked my whole adult life to achieve. So if you think I’m going to let some has-been entertainer waiting out the panto off-season like you, Derek, ruin that, you’ve got another thing coming.’

Pip sniggered again, taking a long draw from her cigarette.

‘And as for you,’ Nakamba snapped his head around to his leading lady. ‘If you call all of the last ten minutes acting then I’d like to meet the moronic sod who said you could make it in this industry. Have you ever heard of choreography? No, I don’t suppose they teach that for soap operas. Ham acting maybe, chewing the scenery definitely. But not acting. Sort it or you’ll be opening with Prince Charming here at Brighton Palladium faster than you can say “tastefully shot calendar”.’

The two actors stood still like the rest of the crew, their heads bowed. Nakamba gave them both long, hard stares before turning back towards the set. Everyone sprung into action, clearing a ten-metre radius away from the furious director. He liked it that way. It made him feel important and powerful. Why else would he be freezing and wet at two in the morning in Penrith? The money, maybe. The art, definitely not. Simon Nakamba was in it for the power. 

He knew that got him places, got him what he wanted. And right now he felt as powerful as ever. 







Chapter 2

THE STARS WILL SHINE TONIGHT

There was an excited energy about the Penrith bingo club tonight. Everyone was talking about the same thing. It was hard luck if you had any other news or gossip. No matter how juicy the rumour, how salacious the whisper or hearsay, there was no room for it. Not tonight. Tonight was all about The Locus. 

The enigmatic and hugely successful TV show was in town for filming. It was a firm favourite with the bingo club, and it would have been hard to find someone who wasn’t excited about the cast and crew descending on Penrith. Not that you could have missed them of course. A fleet of lorries and vans had setup in the middle of the town, blocking off great swathes of streets, alleyways and pavements. 

Traffic was chaos in the mornings and afternoons and the local posties were going spare about their deliveries. Not that anyone else really minded. The chance to see Penrith on screen was too good an opportunity to be really mad at. A sense of civic pride had gripped the whole town. And the high watermark of that pride was most definitely the bingo club.

Amita Khatri had to wonder, though, where all of this emotion had suddenly come from. In all the years she had been a staple member of the group, she couldn’t ever recall seeing them get so jittery or giddy over something like this. And that included a murder and murderer in their midst. And the day they’d run out of biscuits.

What was normally a relatively staid and sensible group of pensioners, some in their nineties, was now buzzing around the church hall like a gang of excited schoolchildren. Amita’s heart went out to poor Father Ford who had to herd them all into some sensible shape for the game. He was already ten minutes late starting, his face like a sweaty rhubarb, fussing by the door and furrowing his brow. Amita was about to get up and go help him when she felt a familiar hand clap her shoulder.

‘What have you heard then?’ asked Georgie Littlejohn.

‘Heard about what?’ she asked.

‘You know, the filming, The Locus. Everyone is so caught up in it all. I’ve never seen them like this before. The club, the whole town even, is whipped into a froth.’

‘Frothing at the mouth more like,’ said Amita under her breath.

Georgie shot her an unconvinced look. The self-crowned Queen of the Penrith Bingo Club had hearing that would rival a Mexican bat. Not to mention her hawk-like attention to minutiae and detail. Amita bit her tongue. She shouldn’t have been so glib. 

‘Well?’ asked Georgie expectantly.

‘Well what?’ asked Amita back.

‘What do you know about the filming?’

Georgie had spent the last half hour hoovering up all the gossip and rumour she could from the club members. She had dashed from one side of the hall to the other and back again, assimilating anything and everything she could about The Locus. Amita knew she would only now be bothering her if the rest had been drained of their intel. 

‘Nothing really,’ she said, deliberately disappointing her friend. 

‘Oh,’ said Georgie, wrinkling her nose. ‘That’s not what I heard.’

‘No?’ Amita didn’t like the sound of that.

‘No, it’s not. I heard that you had taken a little wander down to where those big film cameras and lights were spotted on the high street and saw something… interesting.’

Amita felt her cheeks flushing. It had all been perfectly innocent. She had been out for a walk earlier that day, nothing wrong with that. In fact, she always liked to go for a walk on a Wednesday to stretch her legs as she knew she’d be cooped up all evening in the bingo hall. 

Her natural path from the house had led her into town and, yes, she’d maybe taken a slight detour to see what all the fuss was about. She’d watched the other series of The Locus as keenly as everyone else. She was allowed to be there, wasn’t she? But still, she didn’t like to include herself in the feeding frenzy of excitement her fellow members had whipped up. After all, in recent years she’d been busy with real crime-solving rather than the fictional kind on TV.

‘I don’t know what you mean, Georgie,’ she said, fussing with her bingo marker. 

‘I heard, from a very reliable source, that you took some pictures,’ said Georgie. ‘Some interesting pictures of, say, members of the cast.’

Amita felt a tingle run up her arms and down her spine. The excitement of being close to the set, of seeing the huge lighting rigs, the runners, the monitors and, yes, what she thought was a critical scene, came flooding back. It had been exhilarating. She’d never seen any proper celebs before, let alone on her own doorstep. And when she’d snapped a surreptitious picture or two, even she couldn’t have anticipated catching a crucial moment. 

‘I couldn’t possibly comment,’ she said with a wry smile.

‘Amita!’ Georgie clapped her hands on her thighs. ‘You must tell me what you saw. We’re all desperate to know something of what they’re filming here!’

Amita revelled in the attention for a moment. Some of the other regulars from her table were looking and listening now. Judy Moskowitz, the usually level-headed and straight-talking banker’s wife, gave her a glare.

‘You know something, don’t you?’ she said.

‘She knows, she knows,’ cackled Ethel down the end of the table.

‘I wish you lot would leave her alone,’ groaned Sandy. ‘You’re worse than the Spanish Inquisition with this silly telly programme.’

‘It is not silly, Sandy,’ snapped Georgie. ‘We’re enthusiasts, we’re fans, and if one of us knows what’s going on then we have a right to know. Isn’t that right, Amita?’

Amita gave a gentle smile. She nodded over to Sandy who was huffing, his tobacco-stained moustache twitching over his top lip. 

‘It’s alright, Sandy,’ she said. ‘They’re only having a bit of fun.’

He made an inaudible grunt as she fished out her phone. That nervous energy seemed to spread out from Georgie, Judy, Ethel and the rest of the table, reaching the far corners of the church hall fast. Suddenly everyone was meandering over to see what the fuss was about. 

‘Eh… ladies and gentlemen?’ Father Ford bleated, but his pleas fell on deaf ears. 

Nobody was interested in bingo right now, nor the pastor’s protestations. All they wanted to know was what Amita Khatri had for them. 

The crowd huddled in close around Amita and Georgie. She looked about, dozens of eager faces all staring down at her, whispering and talking, speculating about what she might have for them.

‘This is ridiculous,’ said Sandy, being nudged in the back of the head by a stray elbow.

‘The circus has come to town!’ laughed Ethel, bobbing about in her wheelchair. 

‘Come on then, out with it,’ said someone.

‘What’s she got?’ asked another.

‘Is it to do with the filming?’

‘Your public awaits you, Amita,’ said Georgie, always the master of ceremonies. 

Amita suddenly felt quite nervous. She hadn’t expected this kind of reaction from the bingo club. And she certainly wasn’t used to holding court; she liked to think she was usually more subtle than this. 

‘I’m not sure it’s that interesting,’ she said, trying to temper expectations. 

She unlocked her phone. Another excited intake of breath went around the geriatrics. She scrolled through her pictures until she found what she had taken at the set earlier today.

‘Now, it’s a little blurry, I was a little nervous,’ she said, selecting one image and making it bigger for those with bad eyesight. ‘But I think, I think I could make out Pip Potter.’

The crowd all leaned in as one huge collective. There was some jostling for a better view and Sandy let out another groan as his foot was stomped on. 

‘But if you look closely,’ said Amita, her breath catching in her throat. ‘I think you can make out that she is covered in… blood.’

Amita had never been much for public speaking or performances. When she was a little girl she’d hated being on stage at school for recitals and orchestra. But even she let herself enjoy the moment when the bingo club erupted in a huge cheer of disbelief, celebration and intrigue. One of the leading lights of The Locus, potentially dead and out of the series? There had been a moment’s silence as Amita’s audience registered what she was implying, then came the clapping, hollering and endless pats on her back. She wasn’t quite sure she had done anything, she’d only been in the right place at the right time. But it seemed she had struck a chord with the gossip-hungry Penrith bingo club desperate not just to know what was going on with their favourite show – but to know it first.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, please,’ said Father Ford, trying to restore some semblance of order. ‘We really should get started, Mr Jones the janitor won’t be happy if we linger on past our allotted closing time. He has to tidy this place up for the young mothers’ club coming in tomorrow morning.’

The crowd began to disperse. A few more congratulations were given to Amita as the pensioners all took up their seats. Sandy was still huffing, deliberately stretching his arms and rolling his shoulders as the others cleared off. Ethel was still laughing and Judy gave a knowing smile across the table.

‘You were holding out on us, you old devil,’ she said. ‘Hadn’t seen anything, my backside.’

Amita laughed. As everyone got ready for the evening’s bingo activities, Georgie leaned in close and whispered.

‘We have to get down there, tomorrow,’ she said. ‘Material like this, people will pay good money for these kinds of things.’

‘I don’t know about that, Georgie,’ she said. ‘I just happened to be there when the actors and extras were filming and took a quick photo. It’s hardly trading in state secrets.’

‘Spoilers, Amita, spoilers – that’s what you’ve got there. My niece, Eugenie, you remember her, she was the equestrian champion for the whole of Cumbria.’

‘Yes, I remember.’ Amita did her best not to roll her eyes at the millionth mention of Georgie’s super-talented family.

‘She tells me that snippets like this are big business on the internet, you know, online. All of the newspapers and websites love these kinds of things. We should organise a little party to go down there tomorrow morning, see what else we can snap. There might be some serious money to be made.’

Amita didn’t like the sound of that idea. In fact, she loathed it. It had been one thing to wander past solo and take a serendipitous snap, but it was quite another to set out on some kind of septuagenarian raiding party. She was about to voice her dislike when the first numbers were called by Father Ford. Georgie readjusted herself and started marking her card. She nodded at Amita and winked. That was that then, she thought – from unassuming OAP to paparazzi in one fell swoop. 









Chapter 3

WE USED TO BE FRIENDS

‘Good grief,’ said Jason.

It had barely taken Amita thirty seconds to tell him of Georgie’s plan. As always, he was parked a little down the road, waiting for his mother-in-law to finish bingo and get a lift home. Amita had climbed in, plugged in her seatbelt and proceeded to reveal all about the plan to go snooping around The Locus set in the morning.

‘You know there are rules for that sort of thing,’ he said, pulling the car away in a hurry. ‘You can’t just go about taking pictures of things. Yes, you were on a public road, and no, they probably don’t mind one little old lady having a gander at the set, but a flock of you descending is going to be hard to ignore. And there are what they call “reasonable expectations of privacy” in workplaces and all of that to think about.’

‘I know that, Jason, I’m all too aware of that fact,’ she said. ‘And less of the “little old lady’” lark, please. We are third-agers. It’s Georgie, all of this celebrity and excitement has gone to her head. She should watch her blood pressure, it’s not the best as it is. Too much stimulation and she’ll drop dead.”

‘And wouldn’t that be a shame.’

‘Jason!’ Amita shouted.

She batted him on the arm, which actually hurt. Amita’s new Senior Boxercise class at the leisure centre was clearly paying off.  He winced, steadying the wheel.

‘I was only joking!’ he protested.

‘You should be ashamed,’ she scolded him again. ‘Imagine saying something like that. How would you feel if her son-in-law said that about me?’

Jason didn’t answer.

‘Nothing will come of it anyway,’ she continued. ‘I told her that before we left tonight. I said that all of the big name celebrities – Pip Potter, Derek Veland and all of those people, they’re probably all away by now. Packed up and headed back to Manchester or London or wherever. They won’t be hanging around set any longer than the bare minimum. But you know what she’s like when she has an idea in that buffoon head of hers.’

‘Especially if it involves gossip,’ he said. ‘What did she think of those snaps you took earlier? I bet she was fuming with jealousy.’

Amita cracked a smile. She remembered the attention, the glory. The whole bingo club at her command, hanging on her every word. It had been intoxicating. And all while Georgie played second fiddle beside her.

‘I must admit, it did feel rather good,’ she said. 

‘I knew it!’ Jason laughed and slapped the wheel. ‘I knew all along you took your rivalry with Georgie Littlejohn more seriously than you admitted.’

‘Nonsense,’ she said, coming back down to Earth with a bump.

‘Oh, come off it, Amita. You’ve sat in that very seat for years telling me how the bingo club is just a jolly night out for local pensioners and not the intricate social experiment and vipers nest it actually is.’

‘I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about, Jason,’ she said, tilting her nose into the air. ‘I merely said that I enjoyed the enthusiasm from my fellow bingo club patrons for my little picture of Pip Potter. That’s not a crime, is it?’

‘No, it’s not,’ he continued to smile. ‘But becoming the Pied Piper of Penrith and leading a battalion of your chums down there isn’t all that cool.’

Amita knew he was right. She let out a long sigh.

Jason seemed to pick up on her disappointment. He wasn’t inclined to upset his mother-in-law at the best of times. Tonight, however, he was trying extra hard to stay in her good books. A very late dinner reservation for two was at stake. It was rare he and his wife managed a cup of tea, let alone a meal out, with no kids or Amita.

‘Look, I was only pulling your leg, you know,’ he said. ‘It’s obviously a good thing that you’re so popular and your skills are appreciated. You know I’ve come to value your nose for a story over the last few years – it’s only fair your bingo compatriots appreciate your talents too.’

‘I don’t really care about the glory,’ said Amita. ‘It’s just Georgie. She’s like a dog with a bone when she gets an idea. And there’s nothing any of us can do to talk her out of it. I should have kept my big mouth shut tonight and not mentioned I’d been down to the set at all. It’s easier to tell a little white lie in those kinds of situations. Instead, I let it go to my head. Now we’re all traipsing down there at the crack of dawn to do goodness knows what.’

Jason felt an uncomfortable knot forming in his stomach. He knew all too well how much the bingo club meant to his mother-in-law. It had become something of a staple of his life too over the last few years – for good and bad reasons. He also knew how difficult it could be to put them off the scent when they got the whiff of scandal or intrigue, but also how welcoming and comforting it could be for Amita. It was a community of very different people, all drawn together over a common interest. And to be fair, they had done a pretty good job of spotting the kind of details other folk overlooked, of paying attention to people often ignored. They weren’t a bad bunch and surely they couldn’t cause that much trouble just showing up on the edge of a TV shoot. Maybe he shouldn’t have been so harsh on her. 

‘What’s the harm in having a wander down to the set anyway?’ he said, trying to comfort her. ‘It’s not like you’re going to see a great deal. You got the best of it the other day, I bet. You’ll all traipse down there in the morning rain, get soaking wet, see a couple of parked-up lorries and totter back up the road for tea and biscuits.’

Amita raised her eyebrow at the use of ‘totter’ – after all, she was probably in better physical shape than her son-in-law, but nevertheless she nodded. Jason wasn’t sure if he had done enough to put her at ease. She had a tendency to internalise these sorts of things, put up a brick wall around her worries that even he found difficult to break down. At least he had tried.

They pulled up outside the house. Amita let out another sigh as she gathered up her things, not forgetting her handbag, her most trusted companion. They got out and headed up the garden path.

‘You don’t have to go tomorrow, you know,’ he said, fetching his door keys. ‘You could just tell Georgie that you’re feeling sick.’

‘I can’t do that!’ Amita’s face went slack. ‘You can’t tell “Dr” Littlejohn that you’re ill. She’s had every disease, condition and syndrome under the sun. And what’s more, she considers herself to be a leading armchair-expert when it comes to remedies. She’d be round here with a set of diagnostic questions and half the contents of a pharmacy. Honestly Jason, I hope she donates her body to medical science when she passes on. How she’s survived this long with all of her alleged ailments is nothing short of a miracle.’

‘Now who’s being morbid?’ he said, opening the front door.

Radha was standing at the bottom of the stairs. She looked wonderful. Jason never quite knew how his wife could maintain such beauty while peeling a kid’s plaster off her good frock. Whenever he was in charge, he felt like he looked like a scarecrow who’d been pecked at and pulled apart by the birds he was supposed to be frightening. 

‘You look wonderful. Hot date or something?’ He winked at her as he came in.

‘Stop it,’ she said, lifting her bag. ‘This is a school night. I can’t remember the last time that happened.’

‘I can’t remember what I had for breakfast, Radha,’ he said, swapping his anorak for something a little more formal. 

‘Are you still alright to look after the kids, Mum?’ she asked.

Amita hesitated, lost in her own little world. When she realised she had to answer, she snapped back into reality.

‘Of course, you two have a good time,’ she said.

‘It’s all too fancy for my liking,’ said Radha, fetching her own coat. ‘I don’t know why we can’t just go grab a burger.’

‘Because it’s our tenth wedding anniversary,’ said Jason.

‘It was our tenth wedding anniversary, nine months ago.’

‘Honestly, you try to do something nice once in a while, a candlelit dinner at a posh restaurant with a waiting list as long as your arm, and all you get is aggro,’ he smiled. ‘You should have raised a better child, Amita, I blame you.’

Again Amita didn’t say anything. Radha nudged Jason in the ribs and nodded at her mother. He shook his head.

‘I’ll go out to the car then,’ she said. ‘Don’t be long. They’ll probably give the table away to younger, keener, more Instagram-able punters if we’re any later.’

She headed out the door. Jason buttoned up his shirt and tried to skirt around what was bothering Amita.

‘Maybe I can tell Georgie I had to stay up late babysitting and I can’t go on her jaunt tomorrow. As if I have time to be skulking about film sets with her.’

‘Your schedule is that busy, is it?’ Jason said, attempting to flatten a clump of his unruly hair.

She pursed her lips.

‘I’ll have you know, Jason Brazel, that there’s a very important W.I. coffee morning coming up and nobody, including Georgie, has lifted a finger to organise anything yet. Then there’s the Scouts’ autumn fundraiser at Askling Manor that needs to be properly prepared for.’

‘Askling Manor? For a Scouts fundraiser?’ he scoffed. ‘That’s a luxury hotel, Amita. A bit upmarket for Rice Krispie squares and “beat the goalie” is it not?’

‘In your day, Jason, perhaps,’ she said, taking off her trainers. ‘But these days fundraising activities attract the great and the good from across the county.’

He shrugged. Clearly there was lots he didn’t understand, not just about Amita’s social schedule but the modern world in general. He preferred it that way.

‘No, no, I’ll just have to keep the peace and go with the loyal fanbase to the set tomorrow morning,’ she said, resigned to her fate.

‘I don’t know what all the fuss is about anyway,’ said Jason. ‘That show is all a load of cobblers if you ask me.’

‘Jason,’ she said. ‘How could you?’

‘Come off it, Amita, you know it’s codswallop. Everyone does,’ he said. ‘It’s all so serious, so po-faced. Nobody ever cracks a smile, let alone a joke. And there are car chases every two minutes. I highly doubt any respectable police officer would ever behave the way that Pip Potter pal of yours would.’

‘It’s won a bucketload of awards, Jason,’ she said.

‘It’s overblown hocum.’

‘It’s been hailed as one of the most realistic police programmes of all time!’

‘It’s up its own backside.’

‘There are millions of people around the world who tune into it on a Sunday night when it’s on.’

‘Cobblers.’

She threw her hands up in the air. He let out a laugh.

‘And that’s another thing,’ said Jason. ‘God forbid you don’t like it – you’re rounded on by a fanbase that’s like rabid dogs who’ve been left to starve for a week.’

‘We’re not rabid, Jason,’ she said succinctly. ‘We just have an appreciation for the way it builds a puzzle – and god knows, don’t we all need to know that, whatever happens in the real world, in The Locus, the bad guys will get caught, victims get recognition and there’s justice served? That’s all.’

He let out an unconvinced groan. Even as a local reporter, he’d seen enough real crimes committed and didn’t need to add more murder and mayhem to his life.

‘You should come with us tomorrow,’ she said. ‘To see just how much we enjoy it. I think you’ll be surprised. And you never know, you might get a story out of it. I understand spoilers and the like get good traction in the newspapers these days.’

‘And who told you that?’ he asked.

Amita pulled on her slippers and started up the stairs to check on her grandchildren. She didn’t answer him but he knew.

‘Of course,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Georgie Littlejohn.’







Chapter 4

THE LONELY MAN

Jason usually hated fancy restaurants. If it wasn’t the general pretention of places like this, it was the severe lack of actual food that tended to appear on the plate in front of him. He was yet to go to so-called ‘fine dining’ and ‘haute cuisine’ without longing for a kebab on the way home. 

Tonight was proving to be no exception to the rule, despite all the hype about this place. The room was hot and stuffy, the armpits of his shirt were stuck to him and his stomach was grumbling. Anniversary or not, he was struggling to remind himself why this had been a good idea in the first place.

‘Everyone else seems to be getting fed before us,’ he said, tugging at his collar. ‘We could have eaten and been home by now if we’d gone to Naan’maste or the Eastside Kitchen.’

‘Jason, we’re supposed to be out for a romantic date night for our anniversary,’ said Radha. ‘Not getting home as fast as we can with a takeaway before Match of the Day. Behave yourself. And this was your idea, remember?’

Jason looked about the restaurant. Everyone seemed painfully young and hip in here. As a man who had felt middle-aged since he was a teenager, he didn’t need to be reminded of his own mortality. What was worse, the other diners all seemed to be enjoying themselves immeasurably more than him. 

The Herdwick Hogget was the hottest ticket in town, and beyond. It had taken considerable begging on Jason’s part to get a table considering the length of the waiting list. Not to mention the glowing review he had promised. Nine months on from the actual anniversary was relatively speedy for a place of this repute. He knew he should have been more grateful. He just felt so uncomfortable. 

He felt Radha staring at him. A decade of marriage meant he had developed a sixth sense for that look. He knew it long before he could see it, an icy glare that made the top of his head go cold.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t be moaning. We don’t get out without the kids very often. I shouldn’t be sitting here like Victor Meldrew complaining about every little thing. This place has put Cumbrian food on the map and we’re here to find out why. ‘

‘Well put, Brazel,’ said Radha. ‘Anyone would think you were a journalist.’

‘Ha,’ he laughed. ‘Pull the other one. The way things are at the moment I couldn’t write and get published if I paid them.’

‘You’ll be fine. Work will pick up.’

‘So everybody keeps saying,’ he sighed. ‘And yet I don’t feel any more reassured.’

Jason slumped his shoulders. Radha watched her husband for a moment. She’d seen him like this plenty of times before. And every time she knew that he would eventually come around. Being married to Jason Brazel was as much about man-management as it was about for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health. She placed her wine glass down and leaned a little closer to him.

‘You have, by far and away, the worst memory of anyone I’ve ever met, Jason,’ she said. 

‘What?’ He looked up.

‘How many times have we sat around a table and talked about your career and what you perceive to be the end of the world as we know it? A hundred maybe? No, a thousand. We’ve been together for what feels like centuries, Jason, and I’m yet to see one of those years go past where you don’t have a crisis of faith over your ability.’

‘Crisis of faith is one thing, Radha. Not being able to pay the bills and keep the heating on is something altogether more worrying!’

‘Have we ever not paid a bill yet?’ she asked. ‘Have we ever been turfed out of our house by burly men called Sid and Lenny? Have your children ever gone without a thing? I’ve seen you survive the internet changing the face of news, the so-called death of the local paper and now this whole “fake news” malarkey. And you’re still here, trying to write stories about what really matters for most people. Life and death, and, ok, maybe pot-holes and parking, too.’

Jason shook his head. He knew what she was doing and he loved her for it. 

‘Well…’ he said sheepishly.

‘Come on,’ said Radha. ‘Sure, the work has dried up a bit. But that won’t stop you. You’re a journalist, a good one at that. You’ve got a better nose for a story than anyone I’ve ever known. And, what’s more, you can actually write – and that’s because you care about the people you write about. I know it’s been tough the last month, but it won’t last forever. We’ve gone longer with you out of work, remember?’

‘I try not to,’ he said glumly. 

‘You’ve just got to pick yourself up, dust yourself off and keep plugging away. If for nothing else but that I can’t put up with Moping Jason skulking around the house.’

She reached across the table and took his hand. He watched her then slid his fingers between hers. 

‘Thank you,’ he said, voice cracking a little.

‘What for?’ she smiled back. 

‘You know what for,’ he said. ‘For not throwing me out on my backside with the rest of the rubbish. And going and getting somebody with a proper job instead of this old hack.’

‘Ah, that,’ Radha laughed. ‘Put it this way, I’ve not had a better offer in a long time. So you’re probably safe for now, Brazel.’

‘Ouch.’ He feigned a jab. ‘Now what does that say about both of us?’

They held hands for a moment longer, sitting in silence looking at each other. Jason felt relieved just to be in that moment. The past while had been a little challenging, he readily admitted. Not since he had been made redundant by the local paper had work been regular. A series of big scoops had made up for the general drought but it was far from a steady income. He was snarky and irritated all of the time and he hated being that way. 

Just knowing that Radha had his back was enough to lift his mood. Even here in this trendy restaurant with people having a much better time than him.

Right on cue, a waiter appeared at the table. He offered a weak smile as he placed their plates down in front of them. He vanished before Jason could make his well-prepared remark.

‘Where’s the rest of it?’ he said, staring down at the fashionable portion sizes. ‘I mean just look at that, the rabbit would send it back hungry.’

‘What did I just tell you?’ she said. ‘We’re here to have a lovely, romantic evening just the two of us. So tuck into your celery, try a spoonful of whatever that black goo is on top of it, give me a nice big smile and no more complaining. Okay?’

‘Yes, m’lud,’ he said, flapping his napkin. 

He poked about the plate a little, deciding which small mound of dinner to tuck into first. He reckoned he’d be lucky if there were five mouthfuls to be had. Radha, however, seemed to be having a good time. So he decided the best course of action would be to draw those morsels out as long as possible. 

Scooping up the nearest pile, the fork was halfway to his mouth when Radha stopped him.

‘Look over there,’ she said, nodding over behind his shoulder. ‘Isn’t that one of the folk from The Locus?’

The name of the show was enough to draw a groan from him. 

‘Radha, please,’ he said. ‘I had an absolute earful from your mother on the drive home tonight. That bloody programme has a lot to answer for. It’s like the whole town has gone absolutely potty. And for what? A bunch of overpaid primadonnas pretending to play detective. Please, they should try the real thing once in a while, it might help them do their jobs better.’

‘You would know,’ she said. ‘You and my mother love playing detective.’

‘We don’t play,’ he said, scooping up his fork again, ready for another try.

‘Seriously, though.’ She was whispering now. ‘I think that’s one of the crew over there, close to the kitchens. What’s his name again, the director? Simon Nakamba. He’s a big shot. He’s done loads of things. Look, over there.’

Jason rolled his eyes. He turned in his chair but Radha stopped him.

‘No, don’t look!’ she said, stifling a shout.

‘What? You just told me to look!’

‘No, that’s not what I meant. You can’t just look.’

‘What?’

‘I mean you’ve got to be subtle,’ said Radha. ‘You can’t just turn around and ogle the man. He’s trying to have his dinner like the rest of us.’

‘Then what am I supposed to do? Use that handy third eye I have on the back of my head?’

‘Try to be a bit less obvious. You’re the journalist, aren’t you?’

Jason frowned. He picked up his as yet unused knife, made a show of dropping it onto the floor and then looked shocked.

‘Oh dear,’ he said. ‘I appear to have dropped my knife. Better get down and pick it up before I lose it, hadn’t I?’

Radha’s eyes closed briefly to avoid having to watch her husband’s pantomime. Jason smiled at his own brilliance. He stood up slowly, adjusted his cuffs and collar and turned around to pick up the fallen knife. As he did so, he scanned the room for a face that he would vaguely recognise from the media frenzy around the series. 

It didn’t take long for Jason to spot the celebrity director in their presence. Simon Nakamba was on his feet now, swigging straight from a ludicrously expensive bottle of wine. The whole room had suddenly fallen silent and everyone was watching him. He drained the bottle and slammed it down hard on the table beside him. Every patron except Jason flinched at the sound.

Nakamba let out a belch. He smiled, leered at the rest of his dinner party and swayed slightly, uneasy on his feet.

‘Do any of you know what I’ve had to go through to get to where I am today?’ he shouted, the words drunkenly spilling out of his mouth. ‘Do you have any idea what it’s been like for me to get to this stage? This platform? Do you? Of course you don’t. You’re all from lovely, rich households where mummy and daddy could pay for your little filmmaking hobby. Me? I had to work for it, for every moment of film, for every audition, for every rejected screenplay and slant and slight on who I was, who I am.’

He stumbled a little and corrected himself against a chair. His eyes were bloodshot and glassy. He stared down his embarrassed dinner guests one by one, thrusting an angry finger at each of them around the table. ‘And you lot just sit there and pretend you’re my friends,’ he said vindictively. ‘You smile and you nod and you blow smoke up my rear end, all until something new and better comes along. Well, I’m sick of it.’

‘Simon, please, sit down,’ said one of the others at his table.

She reached up and tried to take his hand. He pulled it away and wobbled backwards. Everyone in the room was staring at him and he sensed it. He snorted loudly, half-smiling, half-scowling at his audience. 

‘No, no, I’ve had enough of being told what to do,’ he slurred. ‘I’ve been in this industry twenty-three years. I’ve been at the top, then the bottom and now, because I’m helming this silly little detective show, I’m back at the summit. I don’t need you or anybody else playing my nursemaid. Not anymore.’

He staggered away from the table, his knees buckling a little. He slumped forward and the whole restaurant held its collective breath. Before he could fall flat on his face, he managed to stop himself. Nakamba didn’t seem to care. He looked about and spied a glass of wine on a nearby table. Snatching it up, he drained it in one gulp before anyone could stop him. He threw the glass down and stumbled on. 

‘Simon!’ called someone from his table.

The silence was starting to recede. In its place were shocked gasps and whispers of disapproval. This was not what the fine diners of The Herdwick Hogget expected when they came to feast on the hand-picked menu. Although this kind of celebrity meltdown was something money couldn’t buy.

Simon Nakamba stopped. He turned, slowly, with a theatrical glint in his glassy eyes, and raised his middle finger. He blew a loud raspberry back towards his table and started to laugh. Another collective gasp of outrage rippled through the restaurant. Weaving his way through the tables, he edged closer and closer to Jason. When he reached him, he straightened up, eyes struggling to focus.

‘What are you looking at?’ he asked.

Nakamba was so close Jason could feel the warmth of his breath on his face. He blinked, taking a step back and giving the director enough of a berth to pass by. Nakamba muttered something as he snaked past and lumbered out of the door. Jason, along with everyone else, watched him vanish into the night before starting up their conversations again. Although there was only one topic on their lips.

He turned back to face Radha. She looked shellshocked, her mouth hanging open. He cleared his throat and sat back down, replacing his knife on the table and clasping his hands.

‘So,’ he said, as Radha shook away her disbelief. ‘Do you think that was him then?’







Chapter 5

BAD THINGS

‘Does everyone have a buddy?’

Georgie’s voice echoed about the car park and disturbed a few birds from their nests. If they weren’t up before, they certainly were now. Amita stifled a yawn as she huddled close to Jason and the others. There was a damp coolness to the air that was making her bones hurt. 

She was no stranger to an early start; in fact, she prided herself on being up before the rest of the family. However, a five-in-the-morning jaunt with Georgie Littlejohn was a much harder pill to swallow than getting up to enjoy the private peace of the pre-dawn. Especially when the self-anointed doyenne of the Penrith Bingo Club was on imperious form.

‘We’ll be leaving for the set shortly so make sure you’ve got everything. Bottles of water, your cameras, all of that,’ said Georgie. ‘Has everyone been to the bathroom?’

That one made Amita laugh. She normally asked the same of the grandchildren before a long bus journey. Rightly or wrongly, she had assumed a group of a dozen pensioners had the wit and foresight to know when and for how long they could hold it in. Now Georgie was brandishing a furled umbrella aloft like she was a strange mix between bossy tour guide and charging knight at a joust.

‘Is she always so chirpy this early in the morning?’ asked Jason.

‘I’m glad to say I don’t usually see Georgie at 5am so I wouldn’t know,’ she answered.

‘How can one woman be so absolutely complete and thorough in how intolerable she is? It must be a record or something.’

‘I’m sure it is,’ she said, trying to keep from yawning again. ‘But speaking of intolerable, what’s all this about Simon Nakamba last night?’

Jason had started telling Amita about his run-in with the director, in the car that morning, but he’d become distracted when he almost ran over the gathered faithful of the bingo club, all tottering around close to the entrance of the car park when they arrived. 

‘He made a complete ass of himself, Amita,’ he whispered. ‘Everyone was looking at him. He was drunk as a skunk, and that’s putting it mildly. He flipped a finger and shouted at everyone and–’

‘Morning, morning, morning,’ said Georgie, interrupting him.

Jason quickly shut his mouth. In the powder-keg world of Penrith pensioner politics, he knew he couldn’t give anything away for free.

Amita was glad she had him well trained. 

‘Lovely to see you, Jason,’ said Georgie. ‘I had no idea you’d be joining our little expedition to the set.’

‘Strictly professional, Georgie,’ he said with a forced smile. ‘That and I can’t keep myself away from you lovely lot for more than five minutes, otherwise I’ll wilt and die.’

‘Oh you,’ said Georgie, laughing and patting his arm. ‘You could charm the birds from the trees, Jason Brazel.’

‘Good grief,’ said Amita under her breath.

‘I assume you’ll be each other’s travel buddy then,’ Georgie said. ‘It’s only a short jaunt up the high street to the set but I want everyone to stay together and be safe. Not that I need to tell you two why, of course. You’ve got a knack for finding trouble.’

Amita winced at that little comment. Was it a barb or just distasteful? She couldn’t tell. 

‘I’m looking for a chum,’ came a familiar voice from behind them.

Amita looked around and saw Sandy towering over her. Georgie clapped her hands.

‘What luck,’ she said, a broad smile stretching across her made-up, wrinkly face. ‘Sandy, you can buddy up with Amita, in that case, and I’ll take Jason.’

‘What?’ Jason almost choked. 

‘That’s settled then, come along young Mr Brazel.’

Before he could react, she had slipped her arm into the crook of his elbow and led them off. Jason peered back over his shoulder at his mother-in-law and Sandy, eyes bulging as he silently pleaded for help. Amita could only give him a cheeky little wave as Georgie marched him to the front of the group.

‘He’s in trouble now,’ chuckled Sandy.

‘And he doesn’t know the half of it.’ She turned to him. ‘I’m surprised to see you here though, Sandy. I didn’t think this was your kind of thing.’

‘It’s not,’ he sniffed, scratching his forehead beneath his flat cap. ‘But old Ethel wanted to come along and I usually do the heavy lifting and push her about on things like this.’

‘Where is she?’ Amita looked about for the oldest member of the club.

‘She’s not feeling very well, it turns out,’ he said sadly. ‘The nurses were in with her late last night and she wasn’t up for the early start.’

‘Oh blimey,’ she said. ‘I hope she’s alright.’

‘She’ll be fine,’ Sandy said. ‘She’s tough as old boots, that one. I’ve always said that Ethel will bury the rest of us and I wasn’t kidding.’

‘Very true,’ Amita agreed. ‘That still doesn’t explain why you’re here though. You could have had a lie-in instead of skulking about with the rest of us at the film set. Didn’t you say it was just a silly TV show? My son-in-law Jason has already said he’s not in The Locus fan group.’

Sandy tilted his head a little to the side. He looked about the gathered group and came to a stop on Georgie showing Jason off like a new handbag to the others.

‘Yeah, well, maybe I was being a bit harsh,’ he said. ‘When you get to our age, Amita, you shouldn’t be so much of a stick-in-the-mud that you end up missing out. That’s not what life is all about. When else will I get an up-close look at a TV shoot? I’m reminding myself to say yes to new things.’

‘Very well put.’ She smiled warmly at him. ‘It’s good to see you, as always, Sandy. And yes, I’d love you to chum me. Otherwise I’d be on my own, seeing as my partner-in-crime son-in-law over there has been poached by Ms Littlejohn, tour guide and battalion leader extraordinaire.’

They both laughed at that. Georgie and Jason had made it to the head of the group. She held up her umbrella again, the bright pink material a neon beacon in the chill gloom of the morning. 

‘Off we go then,’ she shouted to the group. ‘Come along, Jason.’

The pensioners all followed her dutifully. Despite the very early start, everyone seemed in good spirits. They were eager to visit the set and perhaps see The Locus production in full swing. 

‘So,’ said Sandy. ‘Your friend Irvine not with you this morning?’

Amita felt her eyebrows draw down automatically. The subject of her on-again, off-again companion always made her a little uncomfortable. 

‘No, not this morning,’ she said, as diplomatically as possible. ‘He’s actually down in Wales this week visiting his daughter and grandchildren.’

‘How nice,’ said Sandy.

Amita looked up at the big man. She spotted a wry smirk tugging at his mouth beneath his moustache. 

‘What?’ she asked. 

‘Pardon?’ He raised his eyebrows, his cap lifting a little. 

‘You’re smiling.’

‘Am I?’ he laughed. ‘I didn’t realize.’

‘Sandy.’ She drew out his name. ‘Are you laughing at me?’

‘Certainly not,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t dare do something like that with you, Amita.’

‘Then what is it?’

‘Nothing,’ he continued to smile. ‘Nothing at all.’

‘We’re just… friends. That’s all.’

‘Oh I’m sure you are,’ he said.

‘We are.’

‘Of course.’

‘Nothing else to it.’

‘Naturally.’

‘We’re simply two old pensioners who enjoy each other’s company once in a while,’ she said. ‘There’s no crime in that, is there?’

‘Not that I’m aware of, Amita, no,’ he said.

‘Good.’

‘Good indeed.’

‘Fine.’

‘Fine,’ he said.

They walked on two more paces before she stopped.

‘And even if there was something in it, it’s not to say I can’t go anywhere without him,’ she protested.

Sandy stopped a little ahead. He turned to face her, hands in the pockets of his huge overcoat, sharp eyes glistening beneath the rim of his cap.

‘Absolutely,’ he smiled at her. 

‘I mean, it’s not like we’re engaged or anything,’ she went on. ‘This is the twenty-first century and I’m a fully grown woman, a grandmother no less. I can make my own decisions and not feel guilty about them. Yes?’

Sandy shrugged. ‘I couldn’t agree more,’ he said. ‘I’m glad I asked.’

She started up again and they walked to join the rest of the group. Amita felt something strange tugging in her chest. She couldn’t quite work out what it was. Only that she didn’t like the feeling one bit. She shook her head and tried to think of something else. Sandy said nothing as he walked beside her. Having him close felt good, reassuring, she had to admit that to herself. He was an old friend and they’d been through a lot together. She could always rely on Sandy for anything. And she hoped he felt the same way about her. She didn’t want her friendship with Irvine to change anything between them.

Much to her frustration, and a little relief, Georgie’s umbrella shot up once more into the air ahead of them. The group came to a shuffling halt just shy of a crossroads in the centre of Penrith.

‘Listen up everyone, can I have your attention?’ said Georgie, her voice echoing off the silent buildings surrounding them. Jason was still stuck to her hip, wincing as she shouted at the others. ‘We’re about to head around to the main filming location. Now, my nephew’s girlfriend’s third cousin is an actor and says that we should all be very quiet, especially if it’s what’s called a hot set.’

‘What’s a hot set?’ asked Sandy, leaning down to Amita.

‘No idea,’ she replied, straining to see Georgie through the huddled mass of shoulders and heads. 

‘So we should try to keep our chit-chat to a minimum,’ she went on. ‘If we act like the well-mannered, good house-guests I know we can be, I’m sure the staff won’t mind us having a proper look around the place.’

Quiet murmurs of agreement went around the ramshackle tour group. 

‘I should warn you though.’ Georgie was suddenly quite serious. ‘We could quite literally see anything when we look around here, even at this hour. There will no doubt be lots of famous faces, in front of and behind the camera. For the sake of our reputation as a club and as a town, try to keep your excitement to manageable levels. We don’t want these big television people thinking we’re nothing but squawking yokels, do we? Some of you may have already been snapping away,’ Georgie shot a look at Amita. ‘But let’s not all go in looking for selfies and signatures. We are the elder statesmen of Penrith and we should behave accordingly, remember.’

‘She always knows how to give us a good time, doesn’t she?’ whispered Sandy.

Amita playfully slapped his arm and urged him to be quiet. 

When she was happy that her pep talk and instructions had been taken on board by the group, Georgie tugged on Jason’s jacket and led the group on towards the set. 

‘You know something, Amita,’ said Sandy. ‘I don’t know why you carry on listening to all the others.’

‘What do you mean?’ she asked.

‘Georgie and everyone else. You’re a smart woman, clever and funny, sharper than the lot of us put together. You aren’t afraid
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