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The Cobalt Sky

Unbelievable plot. Hard to put down! I love all of his books. Great auth. He can’t write them fast enough for me!

The Lonely Grave

Solid supporting cast, lots of good dialogue, just the right amount of political bullsh!t to make you cross your fingers that all the duplicitous politicians and their bureaucratic buddies get what’s coming to them, and a family so deep in the emotional weeds that even Dyke can’t see the way out. Except Sam Dyke never lets you down. And neither does Dixon. Read this one, then read all the others in the series. 

The Innocent Dead

Another great book from the Sam Dyke series. Fast-paced and full of tension this book stays true to all Keith’s books. The characters are well drawn, the storyline believable, and Sam, true to form is as stubborn and determined to bring his case to a close alone as always, and it almost gets him into trouble.

The Secret Sharers

The ingenious plot twists will keep you turning pages until the final conclusion, which is nowhere near what you thought! Fun and scary at the same time.

The Strange Girl

Another masterful read from Keith Dixon. Not to be missed by lovers of outstanding detective fiction.

The Bleak

If fast paced intriguing detective tales are your thing than look no further than “The Bleak.” Author Keith Dixon continues the escapades of his gritty private investigator Sam Dyke in this high stakes tale hard-boiled detective fans will surely relish.
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THE NOTE
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I like to be alone when I pee: I can’t do it in front of strangers. I wear my underpants and socks for three days before I change them. I like the smell of toothpaste but don’t like leaving marks on the towel when I dry my mouth. Photographs of me when I was a toddler show that I was blond; now I have dark hair. I don’t like it when people look into my eyes: I can’t tell whether they’re interested in me or not. If I were them, I wouldn’t be.

I don’t like other people’s feet. They’re usually misshapen and knobbly and the toenails are always too long. 

When I close my eyes I see the colour red on the inside of my eyelids. I think it’s because my eyelids are pink, but there may be another reason. 

Sometimes I have floaters in my eyes that move when I blink. At other times, I don’t. 

I like making lists.

I like to be warm and even in summer I wear a jumper. Despite sweating profusely, I persist and keep the jumper on. I suppose that’s a character flaw.

Here’s a list of some of my other flaws: 


●  I’m very detail-conscious. I can’t let spelling mistakes pass and will write to book publishers to advise them when I find a mistake; 

●  I sometimes stand too close to people because I’m an extrovert—our brains are wired differently and our sense of personal space is distorted: our brain receptors are slightly dulled so we have to talk more loudly to hear ourselves; 

●  I don’t like newly-married couples. I can’t bear the continuous expression of affection that I know will eventually fade into passive aggression;

●  I can’t maintain conversations with people for very long. I get bored and look for ways to leave. Don’t take it personally;

●  I can’t talk about my feelings, ever. This is because I don’t know what they are, or at least I don’t know what they are at the time. Later I can sometimes identify when I was excited or embarrassed or hurt;

●  I don’t want children;

●  I didn’t like my parents much, nor my close relatives. With one exception, they were uneducated and dull;

●  I’m very patient but I get angry quickly.



Now you know all about me, I may kill you.

​
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Chapter One
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Ben found the optimal distance to tail the young man was about fifty paces. The town was busy enough at mid-morning for him to be hidden amongst the crowd of pedestrians: the ambling, wide-eyed tourists, the townspeople impatiently shopping for items they’d forgotten the day before, the pensioners stretching their legs to take advantage of the cooler morning air. Should the youngster throw a backward glance Ben would be just another bobbing head in the self-absorbed crowd. 

The guy was wearing a bright blue waterproof and had ginger hair, so he wasn’t hard to pick out. He was moving at a pace—not surprising, considering what he’d done—but Ben was able to keep up without making himself obvious. 

He was surprised how calm he felt. His mind was clear and he felt purposeful, though he was aware his heart was pumping marginally harder. It was a long time since he’d been involved in anything remotely hazardous and feeling his heart tick up a little was good for his morale. He was able to convince himself he still had it ... an ‘it’ that had been beaten up and trodden on several times in the last few years.

Now the young man had shuttled left, past the Smiths newsagents on the corner, and Ben quickened his pace so as not to lose him. They’d soon be out of the centre of town, heading downhill towards the beach, and he didn’t want to turn the corner and find the guy had ducked into one of the souvenir shops or pubs that lined the pavement. Another quarter of a mile and they’d arrive at the coast road that separated the main town of Porthaven from its wide strand of beach. But Ben thought the boy would turn off before reaching the sea. Where else could he go?

Ben rounded the corner: the boy was there, perhaps a little closer, his lithe step more evident now, perhaps feeling he’d succeeded, perhaps a grin breaking over his face, looking forward to examining his loot, crowing over his win at the expense of someone he didn’t know or care about. 

Ben started thinking about the end-game, what he’d do when he confronted the guy. What might the young man do? Would he fancy his chances of fronting up to Ben, puffing out his chest, bunching his fists and denying the truth? Ben didn’t think so: at six foot three he had at least six inches and many pounds over the teenager. And more experience. And probably less fear of a fight.

No, the guy might try to turn and make a run for it ... back through the house—if that’s where it happened—or down the nearest alley, hoping to find a space where he could outrun someone twenty years his senior. 

Even then, Ben was certain he had the stamina to outlast him. His almost-daily runs and occasional half-marathons gave him plenty of wind for a long haul. 

He was sure the youngster wouldn’t get away.

oOo

The blue windcheater and ginger hair slipped down an alley between a row of three-storey town-houses and Ben followed. He was in cool shadow immediately.

At the end of the alley a space opened up and Ben halted at the corner and peered around it. He saw a small paved area like an Italianate courtyard standing between the back of the ornate town-houses and the front aspect of four modern, plainly-built units, constructed in order to cram housing where it was needed but didn’t architecturally belong. In the quietness of the space he could hear a radio from an open window, a news broadcast. When he looked up, a jagged patch of blue sky was visible above the courtyard.

Still out of sight, he watched the young man go up to a narrow, flat-fronted house with a single window and white door, knock once, then be swallowed inside when the door opened and closed rapidly. 

Ben looked behind him, down the alley to the river of pedestrians passing by, and then turned back to look into all the corners of the courtyard. There was no one to be seen. He waited a moment for the boy to take off his light jacket, start to feel comfortable, begin to exhale with the thought he’d got away with it.

Then he crossed the paved area to the door where the young man had entered and knocked loudly. 

There was no answer so after fifteen seconds he knocked again, adding a hint of rhythm so it didn’t sound so official.

The door pulled back and the young man stood there—he’d taken off his blue windcheater but his ginger hair was unmissable.

‘What do you want?’

‘You have something that doesn’t belong to you.’

‘The fuck ...’

‘I saw you steal a purse from an old lady’s bag. This is your final warning.’

Ben watched the boy’s eyes. He almost felt some sympathy for the boy, who was probably doing the best he could to earn a living. But stealing other people’s property wasn’t a viable career choice so he pushed his sympathy aside and concentrated on the memory of old Mrs Adams’ face when she saw her purse was in the boy’s grasp, and he was running away.

Because he was watching the boy’s eyes, he saw the move signalled. The boy reached behind him, to a back pocket, and pulled out a knife, the go-to weapon of choice nowadays. He held it in front of him. From his stance it was evident to Ben he didn’t know what he was doing. 

The boy said, ‘Get the fuck out of here.’

Ben didn’t hesitate. He reached forward with two hands, grabbed the boy’s wrist and turned it upwards, back on itself, then pulled the youngster’s arm downwards. The boy shrieked and went down to his knees and couldn’t hold on to the knife and he released it. The blade clattered to the floor. 

Still holding the young man’s wrist one-handed, Ben leaned down to retrieve the knife, then stood and put it in his own back pocket. The boy rose to a half-crouch but didn’t struggle, as if he feared worse pain.

‘Let’s go inside,’ Ben said, forcing the boy back into the room. It was a small, dim space that smelled exactly how Ben expected it to smell: day-old chicken curry, unwashed clothing and the clammy odour of despair. The plastic blinds on the front window were closed and as he shut the door behind him the room fell into the near-darkness of a prison cell.

A woman of about forty with her hair in curlers stood in the doorway that led into a lighted kitchen. She was a lumpy silhouette. A cigarette burned in her right hand, its smoke rising vertically in the dead air.

‘Who are you?’ she said, her voice thickened with smoke-rot.

‘Lost property, enforcement division. Where’s the purse?’

The woman raised the cigarette to her lips and took a long drag, then pointed with her chin towards a drop-leaf table that stood against the wall, barely visible in the gloom. ‘He said he found it in the street.’

‘Along with all the others.’

He took two steps to the table, pulling the boy with him, and opened the purse one-handed. The ten pound note they’d left inside was still there, so he shut the clasp and dropped the purse in his coat pocket.

The boy with the ginger hair had not been fighting Ben’s grip. Now he abruptly tugged his wrist away and Ben let it go. The boy rubbed his arm and tried to regain some dignity, standing upright and taking a step forward.

‘Whatever you’re thinking,’ Ben said, ‘don’t do it. I saw you take the purse. We know you’ve taken other things. I won’t search the place because you’ve probably got rid of them all. But remember this: I know what you look like and I know where you live. Anything else goes missing from that building and I’ll be round here to wake you up. And I’m not a gentle alarm clock playing a nice little jingle, you know what I mean?’

‘Fuck off.’

‘That’s the spirit. Play hard for your mum. But remember what I told you.’

‘She’s not my mum.’

‘Lucky her.’

He threw one last look around the shabby room, then left. He heard the beginnings of an argument behind him.

oOo

He walked to the main street and headed back uphill towards the city centre. The shoppers and tourists ignored him, just shifting to one side when they saw his bulk coming towards them. He couldn’t look them in the eye. He didn’t want to. He didn’t feel he had the right. 

In the end he had to lean with his back to a shop window and breathe deeply, the breath rasping in his throat, his vision blurred. His legs had grown unsteady and the rising tempo of his heart was pounding in his ears. 

So much for being calm.

He knew he’d been okay in the moment, projecting a kind of toughness that would prevent the boy from showing his face again ... but now it was over he couldn’t stop reliving the instant he’d grabbed the boy’s knife-hand. What if he’d pulled back, or slashed sideways at Ben’s arm? What if he’d stepped forward and jabbed Ben’s chest or face with the six-inch blade? There were too many possibilities to consider. And all of them made his blood run cold.

He took the knife from his back jeans pocket and looked at it. The blade had a strange curvature and the handle appeared to be ivory, with a subtle embossed figure carved in it. Perhaps it had a history. Perhaps there was a record of it being used somewhere in the commission of a crime ... 

Stop that, he told himself. That was thinking like a police officer.

And he hadn’t been a police officer for over three years. There was no point starting down that road because there was no way he could continue. His bridges were burned.

He was on his own, and if he carried on pulling stupid stunts like he just had, there’d be no one to blame but himself, and no warm, enveloping, protective embrace from the local constabulary to back him up.

oOo

When he arrived back at the block Mrs Adams was waiting for him in the foyer, sitting on a plastic chair next to the post boxes and looking as if she was expecting bad news. He wondered whether she’d even been back to her room.

‘Did it work?’ she asked, her face coming alive when she saw him. ‘Did you get him and report him to the police?’

‘He won’t come back, Mrs Adams. That’s been made very clear to him.’

Her face relaxed and she sagged back in the chair, the worry fading from her eyes like cataracts dissolving, and she suddenly appeared ten years younger. He handed over her purse and she checked the cash inside, then placed it in her coat pocket, resting her hand on top of it for the sake of security. It had been Ben’s idea to trap the thief who’d robbed several of the elderly residents, and Mrs Adams had been both fearful and angry at what had happened to her friends and had agreed to be the bait. The thief seemed to work only in the mornings, so they’d laid the trap carefully.

Three days running, Mrs Adams had gone shopping for a couple of items at the local corner Spar. She’d been careful to leave her purse visible, resting on top of the shopping in her basket. On the third morning the youngster turned up at the apartment block. He approached her outside the front door of the block as if he were about to go inside too, and offered to carry her shopping bag upstairs. He stood to one side as she went through the door and once she’d passed into the foyer he reached in after her, grabbed the purse from the top of the bag and ran off, leaving her inside and banging on the hydraulically-closing door. After a hundred yards or so the boy’s pace subsided to a brisk walk and Ben, who’d been watching from a shadowed doorway across the road, caught up with him and followed him home.

He hadn’t reported the boy to the police because he knew there’d be no proof, no evidence, and the police would probably issue a warning and do nothing else: lack of manpower. He felt his own warning was likely to be more productive.

Now Mrs Adams was rising painfully to her feet. Ben grabbed her elbow to help. ‘Damned sciatica,’ she said. ‘I’m supposed to be too old for that. Are you going upstairs?’

Ben knew this was code, meaning she’d like some help. As his own flat was on the ground floor, she knew perfectly well he’d have no reason to go upstairs. He said, ‘I’ll see you up. Is the lift working now?’

‘Yes, a man came just after you left. Didn’t take him long to fix it.’

‘But he didn’t fix the other one?’

‘He didn’t even look at it.’

Ben shook his head. The second lift had been broken as long as he’d been in occupancy.

He pressed the button and the lift doors opened immediately. He held her elbow as they entered and stood side by side, Ben waiting for the question. 

It wasn’t long in coming.

Mrs Adams cleared her throat and asked, ‘Have you seen your daughter lately—Geraldine, is it?’

‘Giselle.’

‘Giselle. Pretty name. Don’t know why I can’t remember it.’ Pause, with Ben waiting for the other shoe to drop. ‘And your ex-wife, how’s she doing? I only saw her the once but she was very beautiful, wasn’t she? Well, I suppose she still is.’

‘Yes, she is.’ The silence lengthened and eventually he couldn’t resist the quiet pressure to say more, to give her a bone. He said, ‘I’m seeing her and Gizzy later on, actually.’

She looked up at him. ‘Oh, that’s nice for you. Do you think there’s any chance of—?’

‘No, she’s remarried. I think I told you all this before, Mrs Adams.’

His voice had been sterner than he wanted and he sensed her shrink away from him. 

The lift doors opened and she stepped out. Her body language was cool. ‘No, you needn’t see me to the door, Benjamin. Thank you for catching that young criminal. Your presence in this building is very much appreciated by all of us. I hope you know that.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Give my regards to your daughter ... and your ex-wife. I’m sorry you’re not still together but I’m sure it’s for the best.’

He shook his head at the sting in the tail as the doors closed on her retreating back.

oOo

He leaned against the side of the lift as it took him down to his own apartment on the ground floor. He was suddenly tired. The apartment had been the only one available when he came looking and he’d never escaped the sense the rest of the occupants saw him as a kind of concierge, willing and able to do small favours for them. His history in the local police force, which was quickly uncovered, didn’t hurt either.

He’d resigned from the force on a matter of principle. At least that’s how he liked to see it: not the fact he’d been caught pleasuring his subordinate on his office desk one Sunday morning. The ‘principle’ was that he was given little choice. Suspended for three months and then given an ultimatum. Despite being known as one of the sharpest detectives on the south coast, the management was happy to get him off their patch and out of their hair. Sleeping with a subordinate was, in fact, the least of the headaches he’d caused them. 

The problem had always been that he wouldn’t tailor his honesty to their requirements. The Super had taken the view that part of his own role—navigating between the movers and shakers of the various southern counties social institutions—was essentially to act as the PR lead officer for the entire division.

So when Ben Buckland’s name appeared periodically in the local press, associated with words like ‘censured’ and ‘complaints’, the Super—Superintendent Toby Dawson—had looked for the first excuse he could find to put pressure on him; and after Ben was reported for sleeping with a subordinate, the pressure was turned up until it became unbearable and Ben quit.

Three years on, things weren’t so bad. He had a place to live. He had a job, though it was part-time and didn’t pay much. He had some friends, though not many: a bunch of elderly people in the apartment block who found him useful; a couple of work colleagues; some people he used to work with ... he didn’t need more than the fingers of two hands to count them all.

On the other hand, his ex-wife, now re-married, would barely give him the time of day.

Perhaps worse, at least as far as his self-esteem was concerned, the subordinate he’d slept with on his office desk, Serena Howarth, was now a Detective Chief Inspector—his old job title. She’d studied and continued to work her way up, almost as if she wanted to show her relationship with Ben was of no account and had nothing to do with her ability. Which of course it hadn’t. Now, in the small station-house of Porthaven, she operated as one of the Senior Investigating Officers on major crimes—working on all the good stuff that he’d once enjoyed.

Well, good luck to her. 

His mind began to form a picture of her the last time they’d met—by accident in a bar, eighteen months ago, bumping drinks—but he shook his head and cast it out. No need to focus on her slender figure and long auburn hair, the wide spread of her mouth and the clear whites of her eyes. There was no point revisiting that business when nothing was going to come of it. She was literally above his pay-grade.

oOo

His apartment consisted of one sizeable living-room, a bedroom, a bathroom with separate toilet and a galley kitchen that must have been modelled on a very small boat. The windows in the living room were placed high in the wall because the apartment was actually a basement with aspirations: it was never supposed to be living accommodation and had been adapted at the last minute when the owner thought he could squeeze in one more apartment and reduce the size of the utility room next door, which had become literally a broom cupboard.

Now he came in and closed the door behind him, leaning against it while he took stock.

He wondered whether he should take the knife he’d confiscated from the young man and hand it in to the police.

But that would mean going to the station and possibly meeting DCI Serena Howarth by chance, something he’d managed to avoid for the last eighteen months. And besides, what good would it do? One more knife off the streets wasn’t going to have a massive effect on the crime figures. 

He took the blade out of his jeans pocket and walked it down to the kitchen, throwing it in the sink. He’d wash it later. Who knew what residues were stuck to it ...?

It was late morning and he had plenty of time to kill, but how was he going to kill it? The highlight of his day would be seeing Giselle tonight, a rare non-timetabled, non-weekend meeting because there was an important family decision to make. It meant having to deal with Maria, his ex-wife, at the same time, but he hoped she’d be on her best behaviour in front of Giselle. After all, the meeting was about her, not about Maria’s ongoing disappointment with him. 

He knew every bad thing that had happened to the family was his fault, but it wasn’t going to be corrected by Maria confirming it with every word she uttered and every glance she aimed in his direction. Her haste in remarrying had looked bad to all their friends, Ben thought, but with twelve-year-old Giselle to support, and her ex-husband struggling to meet alimony payments, perhaps Maria had made a pragmatic decision.

He couldn’t blame her. He’d have done the same thing in her position.

At least he thought he would.

oOo

He stood under the shower while the daily thoughts passed through his head: should he be looking for a better job? Was there something more he should be doing for Giselle? What was going to come up at the next meeting of the block’s residents committee, of which he was chair? 

Most of all, and the most persistent of the thoughts that settled in his brain in quiet moments: when would his life kick-start itself into motion again?

​
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Chapter Two
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He was ten minutes early for the meeting, so he sat in his beat-up Golf and looked through the electrically-powered gate at the house. Maria had done well. At least that’s what he knew other people would say: she’d married someone earning even more than she was, who already had a house that could easily accommodate her and Giselle. It was almost as if she’d planned it.

But that was unkind. He had little doubt Maria had been devastated when he told her why he’d been suspended for three months; he was certain she’d been faithful to him and his behaviour was an awful betrayal of her trust. The divorce came through quickly and three months after that she told him, clinically and without any spite, that she was marrying Robert.

Robert.

An upright English name that resonated with probity and steadfastness, a name that contained echoes of the land that had spawned his family centuries ago. Not Bob or Bobby or even Rob.

Robert.

A man who worked in another section of the bank where she worked; the part of the bank where people actually made money, not just earned a salary.

So this house before him, seated on its own tract of land on the edge of town, was completely Robertish: classically proportioned but not actually old; complex in its structure but not ugly; surrounded by acres of greenery but not so much that it required farming equipment to keep it in trim. 

The sad thing was, Maria fitted right in.

oOo

When he spoke into the intercom and passed through the gate and parked his car and rang the bell and Maria opened the door, she barely gave him a glance. It had been her strategy since the divorce, whenever they’d met, to pretend he wasn’t there: she spoke into the space two feet to the left of where he stood; she never offered him a drink; she never asked how he was. The depth of her hurt kept mining away at any social graces she’d once had. 

But when she had opened the door, Ben felt the familiar leap in his chest—her beauty was flawless, from any angle: long, black hair framed an oval face; her widely-spaced eyes were dark in their centres—a deep, Persian brown—but their whites were clear and penetrating. They still had the power to move him, whether to embarrassment or pain or anger.

Now, without a word, she turned and preceded him into the living room, a lush space of expensive oak furniture, hard wooden floors and a blend of Swedish and Japanese technology. 

‘Robert not here?’ he said, provocatively.

She didn’t answer, and at that moment he saw that Giselle was sitting at the end of the long sofa, staring at her phone’s screen.

‘Hi, Gizzy,’ he said, and she looked up briefly, smiling the obligatory welcome.

Maria had moved importantly to the middle of the room, and now she coughed and Giselle recognised the sign: she put down her phone and looked straight ahead, as though under some form of mind control. She was growing into an image of her mother, though at fifteen her features were not yet settled into what they would become. She was dark-eyed and serious and, like her mother, wore her black hair long. In recognising Maria’s influence, Ben had an inkling of how this discussion might go.

He sat down on the far end of the sofa from Giselle and Maria pulled over an upright chair to sit before them in a slightly higher position, looking down at them. Ben thought that wasn’t an accident.

‘We have to make some decisions,’ she said. ‘Next year Gizzy will be choosing her A Levels and we have to discuss it. As a family.’

‘I don’t care,’ Giselle said. ‘I don’t want to go to university so I don’t care what A Levels I take.’

‘We’ve talked about this,’ Maria said. ‘You may be right—university might not be the right place for you. But you should make that decision when you’ve got your A Levels. Look at your cousin Tam. He spent three years working in Africa after his A Levels but he was able to come back, get his degree, and get a good job afterwards. That’s all I’m saying.’

‘Good for Tam,’ Giselle said, and looked for the first time at Ben. He wasn’t sure whether she wanted his opinion or whether it was a warning to keep out of the argument. Tam was Maria’s nephew and a permanent thorn in Giselle’s side.

He said, ‘Why don’t you want to go to university?’

‘Because I don’t, all right? What’s the point? Everything’s shit at the moment. We’re all going to burn up before I’m forty. Or we’ll all die of starvation.’

‘Gizzy—’

‘Don’t, Mum. You know it’s true. All the politicians are crap, no one’s doing anything about the world. What’s the point of a “career”?’

Maria leaned forward in her chair, her hands clasped between her knees.

‘So how are you going to live? How are you going to feed and clothe yourself until that time? Are you just going to beg on the streets, or keep coming to me or your father for money? I don’t think you’ve thought this through.’

‘Don’t worry, I won’t be coming back here. You can keep your shiny cars and your expensive earrings and your bloody pony.’

‘You wanted that pony.’

‘You thought I wanted that pony. You talked yourself into thinking that’s what I wanted for my birthday. When was the last time you saw me ride her?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Exactly.’

Maria sat back and glanced at Ben as if asking him to make a contribution.

He said, ‘Okay, I understand you think there’s no point working towards a career. You don’t have to talk to me about future plans going wrong.’ He smiled at her but she wasn’t looking. ‘But what about taking the time for something you do want to do? What are you interested in that you’d like to learn more about? Or something you’d like to do more of, like your painting or guitar?’

‘Very practical,’ Maria said sourly.

‘See?’ Giselle said, looking down at her hands. ‘I’ve got to do something that’ll make money. That’s the bottom-line. I’ve got to be a good return on investment.’

Maria threw up her hands. ‘That’s not what I meant, Giselle, and you know it ... I’m just trying to think of something that will help you later on. You can’t live on fresh air and wishes.’

‘There won’t be any fresh air. You don’t get it.’

Silence.

Ben said, ‘When do you have to make the decision by?’

‘It’s ages yet.’

‘That’s not the point,’ Maria said. ‘If Gizzy wants to be a geographer or an oil painter or a statistician, we need to be thinking about how to organize her A Levels to get the best chance at the best university that suits her.’

‘Like a strategy?’ Ben said.

‘Exactly.’

‘I was being facetious. She’s fifteen.’

Maria stood up. ‘Oh for Christ’s sake, grow up, Ben. This is serious. You don’t have the conversations I have with other parents, with the people at work ... it’s all they seem to talk about.’

‘Making plans for Nigel.’

‘What?’

‘Nothing. Look, Gizzy says there’s still time. You’ve brought up the subject and we can all go away and think about it. All right? Get our ducks in a row.’

‘There are no fucking ducks,’ Maria said. ‘They’ve all been drowned. Or burned alive. Or something.’

‘You’re not making any sense.’

‘Of course I’m not!’ she said. ‘I’m surrounded by nitwits and idiots. Neither of you realise how important these decisions are.’

Ben heard his voice as it turned cool. ‘Not now, Maria.’

‘Yes, now.’

‘It seems to me you want Giselle to grow up to be just like you and Robert.’

Maria saw the bait hanging there and took it. ‘And you want her to be just like you. A floating failure, just passing through, no destination in sight.’

‘Confucius he say, destinations are for suckers.’

‘As you’re so ably proving, week after week. While Robert and I take care of your daughter.’

Giselle stood up, tears in her eyes. ‘Stop it! Stop it! I’m not going anywhere. I don’t want to go away. And I don’t want to stay here ... just leave me alone!’

She ran from the room and Ben felt his heart drop through his stomach.
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Chapter Three
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There were two lists on the table in front of him.

The first was a list of all the names and addresses of the people to whom he was going to send the note.

The second list was all the names and addresses of those to whom he’d already posted it.

He did like lists. That part of the note was true.

He liked to be careful and precise anyway, but with a project of this size and complexity it was essential. Nothing could be left to chance, or to the whims of a universe he didn’t trust.

He pulled the latex gloves tighter up his wrists and ran a pencil down the list on the left, slowly checking it against the list on the right. He’d written everything by hand—the notes and the envelopes—but he’d read a book on calligraphic handwriting before he began, so his own handwriting was now compromised by long, curly risers and deep descenders, together with a forward slope to the writing achieved by turning the envelopes and the paper to an angle of 30 degrees. He thought it would be enough to fool anyone who already knew his writing, a very small group.

He finished going down the list—thirty sent, thirty to cross off the list. They had been posted using stamps bought in books of 12 from three different post offices and newsagents. He’d moistened the back of each stamp using a damp sponge rather than gift the investigators the DNA from his tongue. The envelopes, similarly, were bought in batches of twenty from different suppliers and were in three different sizes. As he continued with the project, he’d mix up the notes in such a way that there’d be no consistency or pattern to identify which note went to which address and in which envelope. He smiled at this element of the plan. He knew the police always looked for patterns. He was determined to give them nothing.

He pushed his chair back from the desk and stretched his back. The view from his window passed over the top of a smaller house and in the distance showed an arc of the beach, a dirty beige against the mud-green of the sea. Hundreds of families sunned themselves, unaware of what he was so meticulously planning. How could they know? He was a private person with few if any friends. This was by choice. At a party or a social gathering he could be a riot, but afterwards he always felt soiled, as though contact with people had tarnished him in some indefinable way.

Over the years he’d found it better to cloister himself, except when he was at work. The images and thoughts in his head could be calmed when he had time to think. He could read, lying back on his sofa with a real book in his hands, savouring the choices he’s made that had enabled him to live how he wanted. Of course he’d welcome more money, a higher income, and the recent developments that had fuelled this project weren’t helpful in that regard ... but on the whole his life had been on the upturn.

Until it wasn’t.

He went through to the kitchen and opened a can of Schweppes tonic water, letting it fizz on his tongue. Staring at his kitchen cabinets he projected his thoughts into the future. He wondered again whether he had the nerve for what he was planning to do. It was true he felt little emotion towards other people, for which he blamed his parents. They had treated him and his brother as if they were obstacles in the desirable life they wished for themselves. He and Damian had known this from a very early age, but while Damian had grown up relatively well-adjusted, he was the one who’d internalised the hurt. Even now, there were occasions when he felt his stomach knotting and his tear-ducts moistening. And these occasions were always brought on by the way children were treated—on TV, in books, on film. They seemed to reach in to him and pull his insides into the light of day. It was the only kind of empathy he was conscious of feeling, and he hated it.

His general lack of empathy, however, was a problem in certain circumstances. He didn’t think he was psychopathic because he felt he understood how people struggled with their lives, understood the problems that seemed to face everyone. 

It was just that he didn’t care. 

Understanding how people felt, and giving a good goddamn about it, seemed to be separate functions. He’d seen plenty of emotion sparking back and forth between his parents—intense hatred followed by a bizarre kind of clinging, especially from his mother. But he never wanted to go there himself, to allow himself to feel despair or elation or joy. It felt as if he’d be giving away too much of himself, as if he’d be revealing to strangers the intimate parts of himself that no one else had a right to see.

No, he wasn’t a psychopath. He was just someone who didn’t like people very much. To him, it felt like a choice. Politically he was on their side. In terms of their humanity, he couldn’t bring himself to care.

Besides, people were a distraction that could lead him to make mistakes, and that wasn’t going to happen.

oOo

He was brought out of his reverie by the ringing of his mobile phone in the living-room. The name on its screen said it was Janice, one of the women he worked with.

‘Can’t I have a day off?’ he said. 

‘Get your arse in here. Diane’s had to go to an emergency funeral, though how a funeral can be an emergency, I don’t know. It’s not as if the body’s in a rush, is it?’

‘You’re an evil bitch.’

‘Tell me you don’t need the money.’

‘You know I’ll only spend it on beer and loose women.’

‘You don’t know any loose women,’ Janice said. ‘Except me, and I’m spoken for. Are you coming or not?’

‘Hang up and wait and see.’

‘Don’t tease my prick,’ she said, and clicked off.

He gathered his papers and placed them in the safe he’d bought from Amazon, together with the latex gloves and his pencil. He folded down the wing of the table and placed the lace cloth and vase of geraniums back in the table’s centre. Then he crushed his tonic water can and placed it in the recycle bin in the kitchen. 

He quite liked Janice, but she’d made the list anyway. He couldn’t be sentimental about it—a rule was a rule.

After all, she was only one of 713.
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When Ben walked into the security office of the Eastbridge Shopping Centre the next morning he was glad to see only Duncan was there.

If Morley or Jackson had been around he’d probably have wound up punching one or the other of them. Their particular brand of sarcasm wouldn’t have played well with him today.

Duncan, though, was all right—a huge Jamaican he’d met on the SIA training course, where they’d learned how to restrain someone without breaking a wrist and how to guide someone from the retail environment just by raising one arm and directing them in a purposeful manner. They’d both landed positions with the The Securify Group, an agency in town, and had both been sent to Eastbridge—so called because it was on the west side of the town and nowhere near a bridge—but the twenty-three year old Human Resources functionary had been impressed by Duncan’s size and Ben’s experience and accepted them both.

Three years later they were both still here, though they’d told each other the gig was only temporary until something better came up.

‘Benjamin,’ Duncan said, twisting his massive upper body into the black tee-shirt that was the foundation of the Eastbridge uniform. ‘I thought you was going to stand me up. I thought I’d be patting down the old ladies without a chaperone to make sure I was observing the niceties.’

‘What time do you get off today?’

Duncan took his oversized jacket from a grey locker. ‘Six hour shift today, so three o’clock. Why? You want to take me out for lunch?’

‘I’ve seen you eat. I couldn’t afford it.’ He began to strip off his shirt and jeans. ‘It’s just I have a feeling things might happen today.’

Duncan peered at him. ‘What you on about, man? You having premonitions or something? A big bad man with an axe gonna come in and start shredding the ladies undies?’

Ben said nothing but raised his eyebrows in Duncan’s direction. The big man paused, then his face clouded over as he understood.

‘Oh, shit, man ... you’re gonna do it today?’

‘No time like the present. Though I should have done it months ago.’

‘You been saying that ever since we started.’

Ben pulled on the uniform trousers and did up the zip and belt. ‘So, you want to come with me?’

‘Talk to Harding? You got to be joking, man.’

‘Just say thanks when you get the benefit.’

‘I’ll bring flowers to your grave, that’s for sure.’

oOo

Ben did a quick tour round the shop, as he called it, saying hello to a couple of the franchisees and the old Polish woman who spent all day pushing a broom around the main walkways. He wasn’t sure she understood him but she smiled nicely and nodded every time.

When he thought he couldn’t put it off any longer, he went up to the office on the third floor and spoke to Rowena, Harding’s secretary. Behind her, through a large curved window, he could see the beach and the people who’d spent good money to come and build sandcastles that would be gone the next day. As temporary as my life, he thought.

Rowena looked at a calendar on her screen and turned her lips down. ‘Sorry, Ben, he hasn’t really got any slots today. Can I tell him what it’s about?’

‘Tell him it’s a hot tip on the 2.30 at Ascot.’

Rowena shook her head sadly. ‘He doesn’t gamble. He doesn’t follow sports. He doesn’t go to the cinema. He doesn’t do what other humans do to have fun, you know that, Ben. He’s a mall-managing machine.’

‘A mall-managing machine? Have you been working on that one?’

‘It’s not all spreadsheets and sales charts up here, you know.’

Ben grinned, a part of him thinking perhaps he’d been saved from making a fool of himself.

He said, ‘So where is he now? Taking tea with the mayor?’

‘Prowling the floor. On the lookout for litter.’

‘You’re really working hard on your alliteration this morning.’

‘I spend a lot of my time doing crosswords and word-search. There’s less to this job than meets the eye.’ She smiled at him and he realised she was one of the few friends he’d made in the last three years, along with Duncan. She added, ‘You know all about that, don’t you? You’re a reader.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘I’ve seen you on the bench on the plaza outside, waiting for your shift to start. Always got a book or a Kindle in your hand. It’s sweet.’

‘I’m a big fan of Barbara Cartland and Mills & Boon.’

She made a pffftt sound with her lips. ‘Right. I see you as a Tom Clancy or Jack Reacher kind of guy.’

‘If you say so. Tell Harding I’d like to see him, if possible. He can text me.’

He left the office, wondering what Rowena would think if he told her his typical reading consisted of classic novels from the nineteenth and early twentieth century: your Moby Dicks and David Copperfields and Brave New Worlds.

Either she wouldn’t believe him or she’d think he was a pretentious loon.

oOo

Two hours into his shift, approaching lunchtime, he saw Harding crossing the lower arcade, nodding his head at the girl on the nail bar and giving one of his frosty smiles.

Ben moved to cut him off and arrived at the glass lift that rose through the centre of the mall just as Harding was pushing the button to ascend.

‘Mr Harding—’

‘Yes, Buckland, I got your message. I haven’t had time to fit you into a slot today. Perhaps tomorrow?’

‘I’ll come up with you in the lift. It won’t take long.’

Harding was a man of average height who dressed in a three-piece grey wool suit every working day and sported a red tie with an unnecessary tie-pin because he thought it added a certain panache to his outfit. He was thirty-two years old but dressed, thought and acted like a man twenty years older. Ben had heard he got the job as manager because someone in his family actually owned the business which built and leased the entire property; running the place was like an apprenticeship for Harding, to show he had what it took to move up through the larger organisation. Earning his spurs by digging them into all of his employees and making them gallop.

The lift doors opened and Harding stepped in, followed by Ben.

‘Shouldn’t you be on the door?’ Harding asked pointedly.

‘Duncan’s down there,’ Ben said. ‘Nothing gets past him.’

Now he was here, Ben wasn’t sure how to begin. It had been clear when he’d been talking it through with himself, but now he was face-to-face with the Man, he realised he just didn’t have the diplomatic or negotiating skills to make it easy.

As the lift doors opened on the third floor, Harding said, ‘So what was it you wanted to say to me?’

Ben stepped out into the corridor, which made Harding halt in his progress. A fleeting expression of anger crossed his features but he quickly composed them again.

Ben said, ‘I’ve been talking to some of the other guys and we think there’s a couple of improvements we could make to the security here.’

Harding blinked. ‘Really? We’ve had some of the best consultants money can buy check the place over, as you know, and they seemed happy with how we’re doing things.’

‘I realise that—’

‘Do you have any concrete examples, things you would improve?’

‘Well, the units here haven’t been upgraded since they were fitted, nearly thirty years ago. The owners slide down their shutters at the end of the day and use the basic Yale lock in the shutter to lock the iron bar behind.’

‘I’ve seen them. I agree they’re not particularly advanced, but they seem sturdy enough and besides, someone would have to be inside the mall to get at them after hours. Plus, there are signs everywhere telling intruders cameras are watching their every move.’

He stepped forward as though he’d won the argument and brushed past Ben on the way to his office. Ben kept pace with him.

‘That sounds fine,’ he said, ‘but the problem is, I can tell you from experience that these locks can be shivved in about three seconds flat, and even the glass doors behind can be opened quickly.’

‘And the cameras?’

‘There are blind-spots.’

Harding stopped. ‘What do you mean, blind-spots?’

‘Duncan and I carried out some tests using the CCTV—some of the cameras have been nudged so they’re not pointing where they should. We think it was the last round of Easter decorations that did it—those guys on ladders didn’t really know what they were doing. They were even tying balloons to the camera rigs.’

‘How long have you known about this?’

‘We ran the tests a couple of weeks ago.’

‘So why have you waited so long to tell me? Isn’t your job as a “retail guard” to guard the retail? Or have you waited to tell me this news on the day before upper management is due to arrive in order to embarrass me?’

‘I didn’t know—’

‘Oh, you didn’t know? Well you should read the memos I send out on a regular basis, shouldn’t you, instead of sending them straight to Trash.’

‘Actually I think I blocked them.’

‘What?’

They’d reached the outer door to the office suite. Harding pulled at his shirt cuffs and tried to stand tall.

Ben said, ‘I’ve been doing some research since then. I think we can sort out most of the problems. The cameras are easy to fix. The door fastenings are a bit more difficult, and expensive.’

‘Expensive.’

‘Nothing comes free, Mr Harding.’

‘I daresay.’

Ben felt the conversation slipping away from him, so decided to go for broke. ‘On that note ...’

‘Yes? I thought this was coming.’

‘I’ve been working here for three years now without an increase in pay. As you know, the cost of living hasn’t stood still. But my pay cheque has.’

Harding sighed. This was something he understood.

‘This is a conversation you should be having with your actual employer, isn’t it?’

‘They referred me back to you. They pay me a percentage of what you pay them. You’re the ultimate arbiter.’

‘Am I? Really? You know what this sounds like, don’t you?’

‘No, what?’

‘”That’s a nice little mall you have there, Mr Harding. It would be a shame if anything were to happen to it.”’

Ben couldn’t help himself: he grinned.

‘I never thought of that,’ he said.

‘I bet you didn’t. So I’ll tell you what you can do, Mr Buckland. I want you to go back to your changing rooms, and I want you to change. I want you to change from being an employee of this building to not being an employee. I want you to leave your uniform behind, including the belt, and I want you to leave through the drastically unprotected doors and not look back.’

‘As you’ve just said, I’m employed by the agency. You can’t fire me.’

Now it was Harding’s turn to grin. ‘You’re right, I can’t fire you from your actual employers. But I can give them terrible feedback about you, and I can ask for you not to be sent here again. As a favour to you I won’t say anything about Duncan’s part in this cluster-fuck, but if you want to receive the last monies owed to you, I recommend you don’t say anything to anyone else, either.’

He pushed open the office door and went inside, leaving the door to swing close behind him. Ben could see Rowena’s appalled face looking up at him from behind her monitor—she must have heard everything.

Ben stood for a moment, then leaned forward and said loudly, ‘And there’s a peep-hole in the ladies’ toilets. I don’t suppose you know anything about that?’

​
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