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Tonight I go to hell

For what I’ve done to you

This ain’t about regret

It’s when I tell the truth

Greg Dulli, ‘Debonair’,
from Gentlemen, The Afghan Whigs




PART ONE




The Corpse in the Confessional

I

There was a body in the chapel of St Bride’s.

This was, of course, not unusual. That the body should be in the confessional booth rather than a coffin most definitely was. And that the body should be that of a gentleman who had been strangled, more unusual still.

The red sandstone church sat proudly at the head of the Main Street in the village of Glen Cluthar, just past Tayview Brew, which had twice been shortlisted for Perthshire’s Prettiest Tearoom despite not actually affording a view of the Tay. Poor Father Driver had made the discovery when he was undertaking preparations for Sunday mass, a service that had to be cancelled for the first time in parish record.

Much of that Sunday morning was instead spent in agitated speculation as to what could have necessitated a police cordon, and the conspicuous absence of Father Driver at the church steps had led many to fear the worst. Then Judith Houston had spread the big news.

‘It’s Mr Gault,’ she reported, just the wrong side of giddy. ‘He’s been murdered.’

Perhaps it was relief at who the victim was not that had coloured Mrs Houston’s response, but equally it could have been because Mr Gault was not well liked in the village. And that his demise should have been a commissioned act was undoubtedly a factor in the speed with which she spread the tidings.

However, it had to be said: a murder in Glen Cluthar or its wider environs was altogether less unusual than ought to be the case for a settlement of its size, location and prosperous demography. Despite its sleepy pace of life, its cosy insularity and its old-fashioned ways, this little corner of Perthshire was a place where a great many people met their untimely ends. More happily, Glen Cluthar was also a place where murders seldom went unsolved, and this was generally attributed not to the region’s under-resourced and frequently befuddled police force, but rather to the presence of one redoubtable long-term resident.

A couple of days after the unholy discovery at St Bride’s, the resident concerned was receiving a visit from her nephew, William.

Ms Penelope Coyne lived in Silverbank Cottage at the northwestern edge of the village, overlooking an oxbow lake that had once been a tributary of the Tay. She often considered that Glen Cluthar itself was something of an oxbow lake, formed in fastermoving times but now cut off from the flow, and reassuringly placid as a result. Apart from all the murders, obviously.

Penny, as she preferred to be called, was in her early eighties, but did not like to specify further, or to dwell upon how elastically one might stretch the definition of ‘early’. It sometimes seemed like she had been in her eighties for a very long time, though physically she did not feel she had aged much in recent years. Mentally was another matter, but she opted not to dwell on that.

She was a slight woman, always had been, despite her appetite for sweet things, something jealous observers attributed to a fortunate constitution, but which Penny put down to seldom being at rest. She liked to be busy, in mind and body.

She was standing in her living room, dressed in her favoured combination of Harris tweed trousers and a cream twin-set (though she disliked this term, a twee-sounding description for an elegant pairing of warm and comfy garments). In her hands was a document. William had presented her with a glossy brochure advertising an admittedly pleasant-looking retirement home, a facility he had mentioned before.

‘I am not ready to leave this place quite yet,’ Penny told him.

‘No, no, absolutely. I’m not doing this to pressure you. I just want you to know that this is an option, and that if the time comes when you feel … in need of such a move, I will be here to help you make the change.’

It would be easier if he were some impoverished rake and she could attribute his motives to avarice. A desire to buy her little cottage out from under her and turn it into some hideous apartment block perhaps, blocking Mrs Houston’s view down to the water. But her nephew was a successful and wealthy man, even if she never did quite understand what it was his company did. Something in computers, was all she grasped. William was dutifully attentive, visiting her frequently and sometimes fruitlessly, for she often didn’t have time to see him, or would return home to find he had called when she was out.

There was no question but that William had her best interests at heart. But she did not always like to dwell upon what her own best interests might entail.

… in need of such a move …

They both knew what that meant. She could not stay in this place for ever, and nor should she wish to. But whenever Penny contemplated the quiet ease of moving on, she was beset by this lingering sense of unfinished business, of a troubling mystery yet to be solved. It beset her like a wound to the soul, then it would be gone. All that remained was a ghost of a memory: the echo of a sound half heard, a shadow of something merely glimpsed.

‘I will have a closer look at the brochure some other time,’ she told William. ‘But for now, I simply have too much to do.’

‘So I see,’ William acknowledged, indicating the suitcases out in the hall, yet to be unpacked. ‘You’re barely in the door again.’

‘If you ever think you’re too busy with work, William, just you wait until you retire. Then you’ll know what busy truly feels like.’

As she spoke, there was a creak and a clatter from the front door, the sound of a letter being popped through the slot by the postman. She saw him walk back up the path, giving her a wave as he retreated.

‘Let me get that,’ William said, fusspot that he was.

He returned from the hall bearing a crisp white envelope with silver embossing. ‘You’re not kidding, are you,’ he said, handing it over. ‘That looks like an invitation to me.’

Penny reached for her letter knife and sliced it open. She could not abide messy tearing. It spoke of carelessness and impatience, both of which carried more risk than people appreciated.

She stared at it.


Mr Martin Deacon and Mrs Catherine Deacon

invite you to

the wedding of their daughter, Ms Lilian Deacon,

to Mr Sebastian Gossard,

at Crathie Hall, Perthshire, on Saturday, 17 May



William had a look, his curiosity piqued by how long Penny was taking to read it. Perhaps she was having another of the episodes that had occasioned his presentation of the brochure.

‘Who is it from?’ he asked. ‘I mean, is it someone on the groom’s side you know, or …?’

‘I have no idea,’ Penny confessed.

William gave her that look.

‘No, I don’t mean I’ve forgotten,’ she chided. ‘I’ve just spent two months travelling halfway around the world on my own, and I managed without incident. Or at least, without incident to me. I’m saying that these names are not familiar and consequently I have no notion why I’ve been invited. It must be an administrative error.’

‘The envelope is definitely addressed to you,’ William pointed out.

‘Curious,’ Penny observed, putting the card on her bureau, and checking the time on her wristwatch as she did so. It was almost nine forty-five.

‘How was your cruise, by the way?’

‘Gratifyingly eventful,’ she replied, though she did not have time to elaborate on what would have been highly complex details. She had somewhere to be. ‘I’m afraid I can’t tarry,’ she said.

‘Where on earth are you off to now?’

‘St Bride’s. For mass.’

William looked nonplussed. ‘It’s Tuesday.’

‘Yes, but the church has just reopened.’

‘Oh, after the … Oh dear, you’re not involved in all that business, are you?’

She fixed him with a look. ‘As you just pointed out, I’m barely in the door. So no, I’m not involved.’

But she fully intended to be.




The Corpse in the Confessional

II

Penny had only met the late Mr Brendan Gault a couple of times before departing for her cruise. He had recently moved to the village from Dundee, and had bought up the premises vacated when Blue Skies Travel finally succumbed to the inevitable after gamely hanging on for an improbable number of years. As she remembered it, Mr Gault was planning to open a patisserie and coffee shop.

He had been a slight man, a little over five feet tall, and ‘seven stone soaking wet’, as the postman described him. Penny thought that it rather militated against the success of a patisserie if the proprietor looked like he seldom sampled the merchandise. He had also struck Penny as an inappropriate person to be around so much coffee, as he seemed a right restless individual. Which was not to say that he lacked all charm: there had been a boyishness about him, a vulnerability that she knew some ladies found attractive.

It was difficult to imagine him incurring anyone’s wrath, certainly not sufficiently to strangle the poor man, but Penny had long since learned that even the most mild-mannered and predictable people contained multitudes if you bothered to peel back the surface.

Penny strode along the Main Street, enjoying the spring sunshine and the welcome sense of the familiar, the sights, sounds and smells that comprised a typical Glen Cluthar morning. There was something irresistibly reassuring about finding herself back here after a trip, a comforting warmth that made it difficult to imagine ever being tempted by William’s brochure.

She stopped to look in the patisserie, which was of course closed and unlit. Through the windows she saw that it did not look recently closed either. The tables and chairs had been stacked against the walls, and there was a saw-horse sitting in the centre of the room, opposite the counter.

Penny’s dalliance came at a cost, as Mr Toal emerged from his newsagent’s just as she resumed her progress.

‘On your way to St Bride’s?’ he asked.

‘Yes. Are you going there too?’ she asked. Penny knew it to be a rhetorical question and that she would be stuck with him for a hundred yards.

It was said that hope springs eternal in the human breast, but seldom by anyone who had met Mr Toal. He was a dedicatedly miserable fellow, one who seemed to be under the impression that every new development reported in the papers he sold was both a precursor to and herald of the imminent collapse of society. The fact that society had continued to muddle along, subsequent to all of the previous heralds and precursors, never sapped him of the certainty with which he embraced each new omen.

‘A terrible business,’ he said, locking the door of his shop; ostensibly against theft but possibly also against asylum-seekers, transgender athletes and zombies. ‘What’s the world coming to if there’s murders happening in church now?’

‘Well, at least St Bride’s is open again,’ Penny said, reckoning this was as much of a silver lining as Mr Toal would allow.

‘Aye. There won’t be a funeral for him, though.’

‘Mr Gault? Why not?’

Mr Toal bowed his head and shook it, as though a great burden was hung about his neck. A stranger might think this indicated troublingly portentous news, but he could affect such an air when informing you that there were temporary traffic lights on the Perth Road.

‘He was one of those militant atheist types,’ Mr Toal said, much in the way Penny imagined 1950s Americans might discuss alleged communists.

‘How do you know that?’

‘You must be the only one who doesn’t. He was far from discreet, and it made him no friends in the village, I can tell you.’ ‘That sounds a lot like you’re saying he was ostracised for his beliefs. I didn’t think we were censorious that way here in Glen Cluthar. Not any more, at least.’

‘It wasn’t his beliefs, more his conduct in expressing them. He told Father Driver he wasn’t welcome in his establishment, apparently. Started ranting about the Catholic Church and child abuse. All this in front of customers.’

‘Dear, dear,’ Penny said. ‘That truly is indiscreet.’ And unintentionally revealing, she thought. It was one thing to be angry at an institution, but it was an act of bigotry to act as though all priests were guilty by association.

‘Aye,’ said Mr Toal. ‘And whenever certain types start banging on about child abuse, I can’t help thinking they’re trying to deflect from some hideousness of their own.’




The Corpse in the Confessional

III

Penny paused briefly in the vestibule, that neutral space between the public and the holy, part of the building and yet not the church proper. People tended to pass through it quickly and quietly on the way in, but to linger there on the way out, its walls echoing with friendly chatter.

She had a complex relationship with faith. Increasingly she was drawn to St Bride’s as a local institution more than to the Church itself as a global one, believing that the church, like the village, was its people. She paid scant attention to the content of the services, but she enjoyed the occasion, the sense of coming together, and the predictable order of it.

William once asked how her love for reason, evidence and deduction sat with her belief in God, to which she simply answered that somebody had to be in charge.

‘From where I’m standing,’ William had said, ‘it doesn’t much look like there’s somebody in charge.’

‘Then just imagine the chaos if there wasn’t,’ Penny had replied.

She had missed this place on her travels, but there was another reason Penny was coming to this morning’s service. She believed there was a likelihood that the murderer would be among the congregation: returning to the scene of his or her crime out of perverse pride, an anxious need to find out what was known, or perhaps simply because they might be conspicuous by their absence.

One individual conspicuous by their presence was Mr Gault’s widow, whose cheeks must surely have been burning under the glare of so many surreptitious glances. Penny had only met Brendan Gault a couple of times, but Helen Gault, née Dewar, had grown up here in the village. She was conspicuous also by being a good twenty years younger than her late husband, which caused Penny to remember that she had not been his first wife.

The church was as busy as Penny could remember it, more so than Christmas and Easter combined. It seemed the whole village was here, including those of other faiths and none. It was a gesture of solidarity towards those whose sacred place had been violated, and in light of what Mr Toal had told her, perhaps in solidarity with Father Driver also.

Penny saw a lot of herself in Father Driver, someone else who kept on going despite his advancing years, partly because he was needed, and partly because what else would he do with himself? He was a tall and well-built man, someone who still looked to be in good shape, but that was the thing about age: you looked to be in good shape until suddenly one day you didn’t. Because it happened by increment, people’s lingering perception of a person interfered with what was right before their eyes. And that included your perception of yourself.

When Penny looked in the mirror, she saw the same woman looking back as she always had, but she knew that couldn’t be true. Too much time had passed, and despite what she told William, she worried about the condition she was in, in particular her memory. She could remember fine details about places she’d been and conversations she’d had sixty or seventy years ago. And yet when she tried to remember specifics about her past, it was often like rooting through an attic full of jumble. She could not for the life of her find the thing she was looking for, but might happen upon a memory she had been seeking a week ago, or something she had not thought about in decades.

She had pretended otherwise to William, but the wedding invitation troubled her. She accepted there had been no mistake, and that she was the intended recipient, but she hadn’t recognised any of the names. It would have been easier had she no notion whatsoever of who might have sent it, but there was this nagging sense that she ought to know. That she used to know.

When Father Driver ascended to the pulpit for his sermon, he was warm and assured in his tone, but Penny could tell he was having to dig deep. And in the vestibule afterwards, greeting the parishioners, though he came across as if everything was normal, Penny suspected he was putting on a brave face. She wanted to understand how he was really doing, which was why she sought out the person best placed to know.

‘Dorothy, how are you keeping?’

‘Och, you know,’ Mrs Crichton replied, as though her own welfare was insignificant weighed against the things that mattered. And chief among those things was Father Driver.

Mrs Crichton was the priest’s housekeeper. She had held this post for so many years that by Penny’s estimate she had shared a house with Father Driver longer than she had with her late husband. Nonetheless, she spoke of her long-ago bereavement as though it had happened within the past fortnight, and affected a wounded demeanour that gave the impression she was the world’s first widow. Those who remembered Mr Crichton might note that for a man she so professed to miss, she had never shown him a fraction of the devotion she had subsequently shown to Father Driver, and far less than she showed to the Church itself.

‘I haven’t seen you in a while,’ Mrs Crichton continued. ‘I gather you’ve been away somewhere exotic.’ She made this last sound like an accusation.

‘And what a shock to come back to. How is he holding up?’ Penny asked, nodding towards Father Driver, who was now shaking hands with Mr Toal, God help him.

‘He’s a man of the world. Given his line of work, it’s not the first body he’s seen, so it would take a lot more to knock him off his stride.’

Mrs Crichton had a few tiny red specks in her hair. Penny recognised them as flecks of candle wax. She would have dutifully scraped the votive shrine clean this morning, the church having been out of bounds since Sunday. Penny wondered when the police had lifted the cordon, and how many seconds later Mrs Crichton had been inside, reasserting her control and dealing with what it must have pained her to neglect.

Penny respected that. She had a fixation with the order of things too.

‘It’s just, I heard there was some prior unpleasantness concerning Mr Gault,’ Penny said.

Mrs Crichton’s expression turned sour. ‘Disgraceful, the things people feel they have the right to say. He paid the price for it, though.’

Penny’s expression conveyed her shock at Mrs Crichton’s tone.

‘Oh, heavens, no. I didn’t mean, you know … I’m talking about before that. It doesn’t do to insult a man of Father Driver’s standing when you’re trying to get a new business off the ground. Anyway, that was weeks ago. Water under the bridge.’

‘So do you have any notion what this nasty business was all about?’

Mrs Crichton glanced in the direction of the confessional. It would be a parishioner in sore need of absolution who wanted to be first to use it again now. She looked back at Penny.

‘This is no time for gossip,’ she said, her tone unmistakably admonishing. ‘A man has died.’

And with that, she huffed away in a spoor of self-righteousness, but not one that impressed Penny. Mrs Crichton was an incorrigible gossip. ‘You know me, I’m the soul of discretion,’ she would say, before sharing some juicy nugget that she always claimed to have heard from someone else. She took pride in keeping the church immaculate, but had a tendency to be polishing the pews closest to the booth whenever Father Driver was hearing confessions.

If she knew nothing she’d have said so. That she had all but chided Penny’s sense of decorum indicated otherwise. Dorothy Crichton had information, and Penny knew she wouldn’t be able to keep it to herself for long.




Everybody Dies Alone

Chapter One

The light comes searing through a small crack where the blinds are bent. It’s like a laser-sighted scope firing a high-velocity round dead centre into Johnny’s aching head. Most days the LA sunshine is Johnny’s best friend, there to cheer him up and remind him he lives in the best place on earth. But some days even your best buddy can go fuck himself, because it’s too early in the goddamn morning and anybody being cheerful is doing the devil’s work.

The blinds are unfamiliar. So is the wallpaper and the framed photograph of Santa Monica Pier. He hears the sound of breathing and feels movement beside him on the bed.

Holly golly.

Johnny doesn’t recognise the room. He hopes to hell he recognises whoever owns it. He turns his head, the mere movement enough to send a spike shooting through his eyeball. It looks like she’s coming to, which means the clock is ticking on remembering her name.

She rolls over and sits up. Takes a couple seconds, like maybe the room is still spinning or she’s trying to wrap her brain around this situation too. She pulls a t-shirt over her head, squirming a little to get her mushroom of thick curly hair through the tight neck. The t-shirt is crisp white against her dark brown skin.

It’s starting to come back. He’s thinking her name’s Shawna. And with that he susses the pain in his head ain’t a hangover; or at least not all hangover. Everything’s a bit of a blur but he’s pretty sure he rolled an unmarked vehicle.

Or is it Sandra? Either way, she’s the nurse who stitched up the cut on his forehead, last job before she finished her shift.

‘You can discharge yourself so long as there’s somebody who can watch out for signs of concussion,’ she had said. ‘You need to take it easy. Get some rest. No alcohol.’

‘I can manage maybe a quarter part of that,’ Johnny recalls saying. ‘With your help.’

‘Which quarter?’

‘The one where someone stays with me to monitor whether I got concussion.’

He remembers a bar. More than one.

She seems pretty sanguine about waking up with him in her bed. On a school day too. Johnny ain’t sure that’s a good thing. Any broad who’s prepared to take a guy home a few hours after meeting him – a few hours after stitching a head wound – gotta have her issues. Or maybe he’s just so damned irresistible.

Yeah right.

She turns around and looks at him quizzically, like she’s trying to make sense of a lot of different things.

‘Did we …?’

Johnny can’t decide if her incredulous tone is in self-reproach or pleasant surprise. Ten years ago it would have been the second. These days it’s more likely the first.

In all honesty he doesn’t remember. He takes a gamble on giving the answer that will most reassure her.

‘You already took care of me once, sugar,’ he says, pointing to his head. ‘Would have been greedy to expect anything more. We were both pretty tired, pretty drunk. Went straight to sleep.’

‘Then why did I wake up in only my panties?’

‘Ain’t that just how you normally sleep?’

‘Sometimes,’ she decides. ‘Whatever. Anyway, you want coffee?’

‘I’d refer you to my previous answer re you taking care of me enough, but yeah, I could really use coffee.’

She gets up and walks delicately out of the room into the adjoining kitchen-diner, leaving Johnny still struggling to piece last night together. Two things strike him as particularly problematic. One is that he is due back on shift this morning, and the other is that he has no idea where he is. Both of these become that little bit more pronounced as he hears his phone buzz and sees that it’s Captain Nimitz. He swipes to ignore the call, nostalgic for the days when cell phones were for Wall Street assholes and Hollywood suits.

‘Hey, what’s your address?’ he calls out to her.

‘Man, you already here. What you need my address for? You gonna send me a postcard?’

‘I need to get to work and I don’t know where I am. I don’t even have a car.’

‘Oh yeah, you sure don’t,’ she replies, with a giggle that suggests she remembers more details than he does. ‘Maybe you could ask the guy outside.’

‘What guy outside?’

Johnny opens the blinds. Winces as the morning sunshine hits him with everything it’s got.

There is a guy outside, standing next to a grey Dodge Charger. Johnny recognises the plate, even recognises the scratches on the fender. Doesn’t recognise the dude. He’s on the job, though.

Dude looks up at the window, gives Johnny a curt wave and a friendly smile. Sonofabitch looks about fourteen years old. He’s probably twice that but what would Johnny know. The range within which he can accurately judge keeps shifting upwards.

The kid has a keen expression, too keen maybe, like he’s being ironic.

Johnny grabs his watch from the nightstand and checks the time. Turns out he ain’t on the clock officially for ten more minutes. Let the asshole wait.

‘Can I get that coffee to go?’ he says.

‘Oh, yeah, for sure. Just as sure as you’re gonna call me. You even remember my name?’

Johnny takes a moment.

‘Shawna,’ he ventures.

She gives him an appraising nod, inscrutable though. She neither confirms nor denies.

He likes that.




Everybody Dies Alone

Chapter Two

‘Lieutenant Hawke,’ the kid says, opening the door for him.

‘What are you, my chauffeur?’

‘I’m Ibanez.’

Figures. He’s Black but there is some Latino in the mix that makes him look real pretty.

‘I’m your new partner,’ he adds.

Johnny doesn’t have an immediate response to this. Reckons he’ll give himself a little time to process it, let the kid wait a while for feedback.

‘I heard you might be short of a ride,’ Ibanez says, starting the Charger and pulling away. A street sign tells him he’s on Montana, which puts them in Echo Park. Yeah, he wasn’t gonna be walking to work from here.

The kid knows he’s digging Johnny out of a hole. Doesn’t look like he’s gonna milk it, but Johnny ain’t ready to get down on his knees in gratitude either. He hasn’t decided if this Ibanez is gonna be a problem yet; or rather, going by long-established precedent, he hasn’t decided what kind of problem Ibanez is gonna be.

One thing intrigues him though.

‘How’d you know where to find me? I didn’t even know where I was.’

Ibanez gives him a weird little knowing smile, taps the side of his head.

‘Just follow the trail of destruction.’

‘No, seriously. Somebody got a low-jack on me, back at the department?’

‘I guess that’s a matter between you and Captain Nimitz,’ he replies.

So it’s like that.

‘Ibanez, you say? Like the guitars? That’s Spanish, right. Figures.’

‘How so?’

‘I feel like I’m working my way through every kind of ethnicity and minority in my partners. Like somebody’s ticking off a list.’

‘You mean like limeys and hebes, maybe? Who else? Fat dagos?’

It’s a good thing Shawna didn’t give him the coffee to go, because he’d have sprayed the windshield with it at this point.

‘What the fuck? Why would you say that shit?’ he asks, interrupting before Ibanez can get to the worst part. Hard R incoming.

‘I was referencing.’

‘Yeah, I know. Dirty Harry.’

‘Just running a shorthand check on your values.’

‘And what kind of values do you think I would have?’

‘Well, you’re white and this is the LAPD.’

‘Point,’ Johnny concedes.

‘You a Dirty Harry fan, Lieutenant Hawke?’

Johnny doesn’t know where the kid is going with this. Some kind of declaration of intent, perhaps.

‘Always been more partial to James Bond, myself. How about you?’

‘I like Doctor Who.’

More quixotic weirdness. At least they’ve taken an exit off the n-word expressway and left that shit in the rearview.

‘Doctor Who ain’t any kind of cop.’

‘No, but he’s a lot like James Bond.’

‘How you figure?’

‘Different iterations. The same character and yet not the same character. Sean Connery to Daniel Craig, William Hartnell through Ncuti Gatwa, whoever inhabits the role defines the personality, but they’re still playing the same person. You accept each one as a continuation and yet also a distinct entity. It’s a weird paradox.’

Johnny has no idea where the kid is going with this either.

‘People nowadays gotta intellectualise everything. Used to be simpler. Connery and Moore. Fuck the girls, fuck up the bad guys. No paradoxes, no “iterations”. What’s your deal anyway? How come I ain’t seen you before?’

‘Just got transferred from out of town.’

‘How far out of town? Barstow?’

‘Mesa, Arizona.’

‘Who’d you piss off to get your ass hooked up with me?’

‘I don’t know, but I’m not going in blind.’

Kid was telling Johnny he’d pulled his file. The way he said it, it sounded like a warning. Or maybe a threat.

‘So what do you know about what went down last night?’ Johnny asks him.

‘I know you were chasing a suspect named Istvan Kulic. Guessing from the handle he ain’t from South Central or East LA. I understand he’s extremely accomplished in the unauthorised unloading of freight. Particularly partial to high-end electronics.’

‘His name is Kulic but we call him the Jackrabbit, because every time we get close—’ Johnny blows on his fingers ‘—pff. He’s gone. But I finally got a lead. Took me a long time to cultivate this particular informant, but it was worth it. The info was solid, including where Kulic was stashing his latest score. We hit it last night, and man, that place looked like the inside of RadioShack.’

‘What do you mean: completely empty because it closed down a decade ago? How old is your frame of reference, man?’

‘Hey, fuck you, junior. Okay, like the goddamn Genius Bar or some shit. Anyway, we got the goods but …’ Johnny sighs and dabs tenderly at the stitches on his forehead. ‘You know how houseflies seem like they’re telepathic? They’re sitting there, you’re about to strike, but the fly always moves just before you do. Long story short, I came pretty close last night. Till I had a little accident.’

‘Word is you didn’t wait for back-up. You pulled some kind of hot-dogging manoeuvre and flipped about forty thousand dollars’ worth of department wheels.’

‘If I’d waited for back-up, all we’d have seen was his taillights.’

‘And yet,’ Ibanez says. Like Johnny needs to be told.

Johnny feels his cell vibrate. Nimitz again. Technically he’s on the clock now, but he swipes ‘Ignore’ again. Patchy reception, what you gonna do.

‘What I’m trying to work out is, did you come to hand-deliver me to Nimitz so you could score points with your new captain, or did you pick me up when I had no wheels to score points with me?’

‘I’m here to serve,’ Ibanez says.

‘Good answer,’ Johnny tells him. ‘I never rated anyone who put their cards on the table right away. Speaking of which, take a left down Alvarado.’

‘For what?’

‘Because I didn’t play all of my cards last night.’

Ibanez nods and makes the turn. He grins approvingly.

‘You didn’t only get where Kulic was keeping his gear, did you?’

‘Mr Kulic had a bad break-up,’ Johnny replies. ‘And nobody will sell you out faster than a woman scorned. I got a line on Brer Rabbit’s address in the briar patch, the secret crashpad where he lies low when things get too hot. After last night’s fun and games, he’ll be there now, dug in like a tick.’

Ibanez accelerates as the lights change and they pass beneath the Hollywood Freeway.

‘Okay. Where we headed?’

‘It’s a condo in Mid-Wilshire. He chose it well. Multiple exits from an underground garage.’

‘Can’t we just go there and kick the door down?’

‘Problem is, I don’t know exactly which door. The ex who gave me this was only there once, late and drunk. She didn’t get the apartment number. She couldn’t even rightly remember which floor, just the building. So we’re gonna need to get as many units down there as we can spare, but quiet and inconspicuous.’

Johnny reaches for the radio handset.

Ibanez grips his hand before he can press the talk button.

‘Wait.’

‘What?’

‘Kulic got a thing for electronics, right? And he’s always one step ahead. Takes off like a fly, just before you move. This guy’s monitoring your frequencies.’

Johnny laughs. ‘What do you think this is, the eighties? I don’t know what they’re using in AZ, but here in LA we’re on a smart-radio system, digitally encrypted, so without verified credentials you’re hearing nothing but static. You ain’t telling me a guy like Kulic hacked the whole LAPD radio network.’

‘Verified credentials,’ says Ibanez, nodding. ‘Okay, who’s the dumbest cop in your precinct?’

Johnny’s gonna have to think about that. It’s a wide field.

‘Because that’s how smart your smart-radio system is. Kulic doesn’t need to hack the whole network. He just needs one guy’s password.’

Shit. Ibanez is right.

‘What am I supposed to do? Call them all individually? Send a group-shot email? What if he’s on that too?’

They were on South Alvarado now, heading for MacArthur Park.

‘You want me to head back to base?’

‘So Nimitz can ground me while somebody else uses my intel to put the bracelets on a guy I been chasing for months? Fuck that.’

‘Well, we can’t go in there and start trying doors,’ the kid says. ‘I figure a guy who can hack into our radio network can hack into the CCTV in his building too.’

Johnny allows himself a smile.

‘That’s why we’re gonna make him come to us.’




Everybody Dies Alone

Chapter Three

The condo is on Wilshire Boulevard, close to the LA County Museum of Art. The Charger slips quietly down the north-western ramp into an underground garage that serves three buildings.

Johnny directs Ibanez to park out of sight of the elevator. The garage is expansive but largely empty. First thing in the morning is the right time for doing this. Most of the residents are out at work, leaving maybe a dozen cars in the place.

Johnny scans the vehicles and sees something he likes.

‘I’m betting the blue Corvette Stingray,’ he says. ‘Kulic likes a V8 engine, something that lets him get away at high speed. Last night he was in a Subaru, also a V8.’

‘My money’s on that white Tesla,’ says Ibanez.

Johnny sees a chance to make some easy money. ‘Care to make it interesting? A C-note?’

‘Fifty. I haven’t had my first pay cheque yet.’

‘Fifty it is.’

Johnny picks up the handset. ‘All available units. This is Lieutenant Hawke. I have a twenty on Istvan Kulic, wanted for multiple hijackings. Suspect is in an apartment building, junction of Wilshire and South Fairfax. No lights, no sirens, and do not approach within sight of the building until directed. My ETA is four minutes. Repeat: no lights, no sirens.’

Then they wait.

It takes Kulic less than ninety seconds to vacate his apartment and reach the garage. Johnny hears the chime and sees the light flash on the elevator, heralding his arrival.

‘Jeez, he really is a jackrabbit,’ says Ibanez.

They wait until the elevator doors have closed before making a move. Kulic is already haring across the concourse, heading for the Tesla. Ibanez gets there first, Johnny flanking him from the other side a couple seconds later.

Kulic sees they got two guns on him. He knows he ain’t gonna make it.

Johnny orders him down on his knees with his hands behind his head. The click of the cuffs feels particularly satisfying on this one. Almost as satisfying as when his phone buzzes again, showing Nimitz’s name a third time. This call he will take.

‘Hawke. You wanna explain why you’ve been ghosting me all morning?’

‘My pleasure,’ Johnny replies.

He tells him the news, lays it out matter-of-fact. Nimitz responds by acting like it’s nothing, all in a day’s work.

‘Don’t I get an attaboy?’

Nimitz ignores this. Figures. Maybe if he hadn’t rolled that car.

‘Ibanez with you?’ the captain asks.

‘Yep. What I do to get him foisted on me?’

‘Ask Gina Hoffner.’

‘That was a low blow, Captain.’

‘You asked. How’s he working out so far?’

‘I’ll tell you when I’ve known him more than five minutes. We’re recruiting from Arizona now?’

‘Arizona? I thought he was from San Diego. Anyways, there’s a unit on its way to your location to pick up Kulic.’

‘What you talking about? I want to book this one myself. You know what I went through for this piece of shit?’

‘Job’s done, Johnny. I got something else I need you on urgently. Now that you’ve reminded yourself you can bring in a suspect without making too much noise, your reward is I’m gonna trust you with something delicate.’

‘What is it?’

‘Suicide. Some guy ate his gun at a movie studio in West Hollywood.’

‘Suicide, or apparent suicide?’

‘Sounds about as clear cut as it comes. Guy even locked himself in a closet to do it. Got two uniforms on-site now.’

‘Why can’t they write it up? What do you need me for?’

‘Because it’s delicate. You fuckin’ deaf? It’s at Kingdom Pictures, as in Dominique King.’

‘That is delicate,’ Johnny admits. He knows Dominique King has friends in high places, including on the Board of Police Commissioners.

‘No shit. It’s been impressed upon me that this needs to get processed properly but without it turning into any kind of circus. You know how it goes with the politics of these things. I need to send an officer of sufficient rank, but one who’s gonna notice if this thing isn’t what it looks like.’

‘To be clear, you want me to do this by the book. Investigate it thoroughly, but discreetly enough that I don’t piss off anybody important?’

‘Your basic poisoned chalice, Johnny. Attaboy.’

There is a squad car coming down the ramp as Johnny hangs up the call. Two officers get out and bundle Kulic into the back, chaining him to the cuff-anchor.

‘What’s the deal?’ the kid asks.

‘You’re a lucky guy, Ibanez. In the job five minutes and you’re already going to Hollywood.’

Johnny opens the door of the Charger and gestures Ibanez to drive.

‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’ ‘Like what?’

‘I believe you owe me fifty bucks.’

Johnny sighs. He’d been hoping the kid had forgotten, or written it off as just talk. He pulls out a fifty.

‘Don’t you have Venmo?’ Ibanez asks.

‘The fuck is Venmo?’

Ibanez tuts, then leans across the roof of the car and takes the note.

‘How did you figure it?’ Johnny asks, indicating Kulic’s vehicle.

‘I reckoned stealth over speed. A Tesla’s about the least conspicuous thing he could own in this neighbourhood. Plus the profile: he’s really into tech and he’s an asshole – of course he’s gonna be a Musk fan.’

Johnny nods. ‘Played.’

‘This is how it goes with you and partners though, isn’t it?’ Ibanez says, smiling. ‘Nimitz told me you start off wary and then they gradually earn your respect.’

‘Don’t get ahead of yourself, kid. Just because you’re smart don’t mean I got any reason to trust you. And when he was telling you about my partners, there’s something Nimitz left out.’

‘What would that be?’

‘That they keep winding up dead.’




The Corpse in the Confessional

IV

Penny was in the Tayview Brew enjoying a cup of what these days was described as ‘English breakfast tea’, or as it used to be known, tea, while nibbling on a miniature Devon finger, in the company of Dougal Keogh. Dougal owned the little art-deco cinema on Leven Square, as well as managing the Glen Cluthar amateur dramatic society. They were discussing his imminent production of The Government Inspector, in which Dougal would be playing the lead.

‘I am always fascinated by what goes through your mind on-stage when you are in character,’ she said. ‘Are you detached from yourself entirely, feigning emotions, or do you tap into your own feelings to make it authentic?’

‘It’s a strange symbiosis,’ he replied, holding one half of a fruit scone in either hand. ‘You’re inhabiting the persona of someone else, with their concerns, their memories, their needs and regrets, and yet you’re still entirely yourself. The result is an amalgam of what is already written and the properties you yourself bring to it, so Khlestakov is always Khlestakov, but he would be a completely different character if he was being played by anyone else.’

‘Fascinating,’ Penny said. She watched him butter one half of the scone and let him take a bite before moving on to her primary purpose.

‘I saw you at the service,’ she said. ‘You’re not normally a church-going man.’

‘Showing my neighbours I’m there for them at a trying time. And hoping they remember to be there for me at a trying time. Such as opening night.’

‘You’ll be doing well if you get half that turnout. It seemed like most of the village was there.’

‘Yes. Though not all of them would have been weeping at the loss of Brendan Gault. This pair, for starters,’ Dougal said. His eyes subtly indicated the Tayview’s proprietors, who were working behind the counter.

‘How so?’

‘They haven’t changed their menu for twenty years. Wish I could say the same about their price list. Then this fellow comes along and sets up a patisserie.’

‘You’re not saying …?’

‘Oh, don’t be daft, no. Gault was competition, but he was no threat. Especially after the unpleasantness with Father Driver. That was bound to torpedo all local goodwill and trigger an unspoken boycott. But ironically, he might have upset fewer people had his patisserie been a success.’

Penny put down her cup. ‘I don’t follow.’

Dougal glanced back and forth conspiratorially.

‘When the patisserie failed, he was raging at what he saw as a conspiracy, the locals circling the wagons against an incomer. So he planned his revenge. He was planning to open—’ Dougal dropped his voice ‘—a franchise.’

‘One of those American coffee places?’

‘Worse. Much worse. We’re talking bakery here. You know, a …’ He mouthed the name much as though he might a swear word, a smirk on his lips in acknowledgement of the disproportionate outrage.

‘Goodness. That can’t have gone down well.’

‘The idea of an outsider coming in and ruining this pictureperfect, award-winning thoroughfare, four-time finalist for Scotland’s Prettiest Street, with one of those. They had an emergency meeting of the town council. The provost was fit to be tied. “We don’t want people coming here and thinking they’ve strayed into Fife,” he said.’

Penny giggled at Dougal’s impression of the provost, who was a retired banker and an inveterate snob.

‘And what did they decide?’

‘They decided they were snookered. When they checked the bylaws, it turned out they had no power to stop him. It would have been a desecration. But fate intervened.’

‘Yes,’ said Penny. ‘Fate does that a lot in Glen Cluthar.’
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Chapter Four

Johnny sees a queue of traffic up ahead as they proceed north on La Cienega. The lights are out and there’s a resultant fenderbender blocking the intersection.

He tells Ibanez to hang a right.

‘After this block?’

‘No. Right now.’

Ibanez looks at where Johnny is pointing.

‘That’s not even on Google Maps. It’s not a street. It’s barely an alley.’

‘It’ll get us around this. Trust me, I could draw this neighbourhood from memory. I used to work these streets, back before …’

‘Before what?’ Ibanez asks. ‘You still work here. Robbery− Homicide out of North Wilcox. Have done twenty years, according to your file.’

Everything feels fuzzy for a moment. Johnny touches the wound on his forehead. He must have got banged up more than he thought. He recalls what Shawna said about concussion.

He had a memory of something that was there and now it’s gone. A real jolt, something fucked up, something he fucked up. And then there was nothing, like when you have a nightmare and can’t remember it after you wake, just the relief that whatever it was isn’t real.

Ibanez drives them along the alley, the bushes close enough either side to brush the flanks of the Charger as it passes. The sat-nav is happy again once they’re back on Rosewood heading east.

Kingdom Pictures occupies half a block close to Fountain and Fairfax. It’s a sizeable lot, set back from the street and bordered by stretches of concrete wall interspersed with blue-painted fencing. There are signs warning of anti-climb paint, in case you miss the barbed wire on the fencing and the embedded glass on top of the walls.

There’s a black-and-white parked in front of the gates, stopping any traffic going in or out. Johnny recognises both the uniforms standing next to the car: Dunn and Ramirez. He tagged Ramirez as smart but in a conceited way, like she knows this stage of the job is beneath her, and grudges having to mark her time before moving on to greater things. Dunn, by contrast, was one of the first names that popped into Johnny’s head when Ibanez asked who was the dumbest cop in the precinct.

Johnny hopes to Christ they haven’t touched anything. He’s more worried about Ramirez than Dunn, because the problem with people who think they’re above the basics is they’re the ones who get the basics wrong.

‘You been inside?’ Johnny asks, rolling down the window.

‘No,’ says Ramirez. ‘Our orders were to secure the gate.’

‘Good. Anybody try to get inside?’

‘Yeah. Someone who was due to shoot here today. Guess she didn’t get the email.’

Dunn moves the squad car so that Ibanez can approach the gate, which rolls aside with a rumble in response.

There’s an office building taking up maybe a quarter of the compound, a larger two-storey structure accounting for half, with the rest for parking. The bigger building has a double-height loading bay with concertina doors, marks on the tarmac before it warning TRUCKS ONLY.

On one wall Johnny can see the faded ghost of an old sign stating Kingdom Production Facilities. He remembers being here once before, back in the day, interviewing a wit. Dominique King started her business down the street, renting out cameras and sound equipment, then expanded into this lot as a studio space for hire. Eventually she had the idea of the company making its own flicks. Started off with straight-to-video fare back in the nineties. That got their toe on the ladder to becoming, not exactly a mini-major like New Line or Miramax, but at least one of the bigger indies.

There’s a man walking towards them as Johnny and Ibanez get out of the car. White, mid-thirties, tall, handsome. He’s extending a hand as he approaches. The welcoming committee.

‘Peter Godfrey,’ he says. ‘Chief financial officer, Kingdom Pictures.’

‘Lieutenant Johnny Hawke. This is Detective Ibanez.’

The guy’s wearing Johnny’s mortgage. His haircut alone probably cost more than the best suit Johnny owns. It’s not doing much for him today, though. Godfrey’s looking gaunt, worried. Johnny makes a note to find out what he’s worried about. Being shocked about finding a dead body in your building is a different thing to being worried about why.

‘The body is in the …’ Godfrey glances towards the bigger building. ‘This is our soundstage. Do you want me to take you there right away?’

Dude clearly wants the answer to be no.

‘If you wouldn’t mind.’

Godfrey nods, like he’s bracing himself. He leads them across the lot, pulling out a set of keys as he nears the door.

‘It’s through here,’ he says, redundantly. Nervous.

Godfrey unlocks the door and they enter a dark corridor. He flips on the lights and Johnny rears up at the unexpected sight of blood streaking the walls. Not just streaking: it’s smeared, spattered and dappled.

‘Christ. I thought it was one guy. How many people died in here?’

‘That’s all corn syrup,’ Godfrey says. ‘They shot a zombie movie a couple months back. This part of the corridor leads from the make-up department to the soundstage.’

A few yards down on the left is a heavy door with an unlit red bulb above it. Godfrey holds it open, revealing it not to be a door but a portal.

As soon as he walks inside, Johnny is transported. He’s in a different world, or at least a different time. He just stepped into 1950s LA. He’s standing inside the Formosa Café, or at least three sides of it, even though he knows the real thing is still standing up on Santa Monica Boulevard. It’s been recreated in fine detail, the red upholstery looked down on by the rows of black-and-white ten-by-eights. Johnny remembers the first time he went in there, maybe twenty-five years ago. It looked like the 1950s then too. It’s more than just the look, though. It even smells right: a mix of old leather, spilled alcohol and decades of cigarette smoke.

Johnny touches one of the cushions, puts his fingers to his nose. There’s nothing, just a hint of something chemical, like cleaning product. He realises how much the imagination automatically fills in the blanks if you give it something to work with.

‘Wouldn’t it have been cheaper just to rent the Formosa?’ he asks.

‘They might have objected to us firing two thousand rounds of blank ammunition and spraying a hundred blood squibs around the place. That’s what was due to shoot today. When the Formosa closed down in 2016, we bought all the fixtures and fittings they were throwing out.’

Johnny remembers reading about that. The new owners gutted it, then, when their business failed, the next owners spent a shitload to make it look exactly like it used to. It made Johnny think of that time he went to Italy and saw that the ruins in Pompeii had a maintenance crew. How do you maintain a ruin? ‘Okay, guys, leave everything the fuck alone. And don’t let me catch you repairing any shit.’

Godfrey leads them out of the Formosa into a grand ballroom with a bandstand at one end, set for a jazz orchestra. Chandeliers hang from the ceiling, though with less head clearance than Johnny would have expected. He guesses camera perspective makes the ceiling appear higher. Magic of the movies.

He notices that the ballroom tables are covered with empty bottles and glasses, the dregs of drinks in many of them. He sees pizza boxes and uneaten bao buns, neither of which look very 1950s.

‘Was there an actual, like, real-life party in here?’

Godfrey pauses, looking at the floor, looking at the evidence, then reluctantly back at Johnny.

‘We were having, I guess, a double celebration. Sort of a wrap party, even though today was supposed to be the last day of filming. Shooting up the diner was the last scene on the sheet.’

Godfrey seems self-conscious discussing this soirée. Something he’s not comfortable about.

‘What else were you celebrating?’

He takes a beat.

‘We had acquired a script, a real hot property, in the face of a lot of competition. Co-written by two up-and-comers: Crawford Nicholson and Jed Mahoney. The majors were after it too, so it was quite a coup.’

‘How’d you swing it?’

‘We were able to offer a degree of control that the big studios would never agree to. Even director approval. That still wasn’t getting us over the line though, so we offered the writers a three-picture first-look deal, and that sealed it. We had shaken hands ahead of formalising terms, so we invited them to watch yesterday’s shoot and hang around for a party.’

There’s a tone of regret in Godfrey’s voice, like this story has a second act. Johnny reckons this might be what the guy’s worried about, and why Dominique King has been calling in favours.

‘You worried this morning’s discovery is gonna put a spanner in the works?’ he asks.

‘Oh, it’s already done more than that.’

‘How so?’

‘I’m taking you to Jed Mahoney.’

They follow Godfrey onto the bandstand and through a gap in the screens behind, back into a world of bare brick and gypsum partitions. A steel staircase leads up to a second level.

‘When was the discovery made?’ Johnny asks.

‘Building superintendent was doing his rounds at seven a.m. He noticed blood under the doors of the lighting storage bay. When he tried to open them, he found they were locked.’

‘He was the super, he had the keys, right?’ Johnny says.

‘That’s the thing. There is no lock on those doors. But they had been padlocked from the inside. The super had to use a crowbar to open them.’

At the top of the stairs, they proceed along a low-ceilinged corridor lined with open doors, the space divided into storage units for props and costumes, as well as workshops for painting and carpentry.

Walking behind Godfrey, Johnny smells it before he sees it: the tang of spilt blood. As their host steps to one side, he gets how the super couldn’t have missed it, congealing but not quite dried on the black-and-white tiled vinyl flooring.

The double doors are partially open, enough to see a section of the body lying just inside. He is dressed in grey cargo shorts and a blue t-shirt. Both doors are gouged and splintered from the super’s crowbar, which is lying just to the side.

Johnny and Ibanez pull on gloves and plastic overshoes.

‘Where’s the super right now?’ Ibanez asks.

‘He’s in one of the production offices. There’s a paramedic with him. He’s pretty shaken up.’

‘Don’t let him leave. We’ll need to speak with him.’

‘He understands that.’

Johnny nudges the doors open and steps cautiously through the gap, making space for Ibanez to follow. Godfrey doesn’t need to be told to wait in the corridor.

It’s gloomy inside. Johnny noticed the workshops along the corridor all have skylights, while the storage spaces only have corrugated aluminum above.

He finds the light switch, flips it on. There are rows of lights, gels, stands and brackets wall to wall, floor to ceiling, but that’s not what he was brought here to look at. He turns around.

The inside of the door is real Jackson Pollock shit. A mess of blood and brains.

‘Tell me what you see,’ Johnny says.

Ibanez stares at him like it’s a trap. ‘What am I looking for?’

‘It’s not a trick question. Tell me what you see. And what you don’t.’

Ibanez takes in the scene.

‘White male, twenties. The body is lying on its back, cause of death appears to be a single gunshot wound. The face is unharmed. I can’t see the back of the head without moving it, but it’s clear the round went in through the open mouth. There’s a nine-mill in the dead man’s right hand, still held in place because his index finger is tangled in the trigger guard.’

‘What about the door? And I don’t mean the blood.’

‘There is a length of chain looped through both door handles and a padlock hooked through two of the links. Right door handle ripped away and dangling from the chain. The padlock and the chain must have held while the crowbar dislodged the screws holding the right handle’s base-plate.’

‘Okay. Now what don’t you see?’

Ibanez takes a moment.

‘No signs of a struggle. No ligature marks or bruises to the body. No windows or skylights in the room. No visible means of ingress or egress apart from the door, which was padlocked from the inside.’

Johnny nods.

‘Mr Godfrey?’ he calls.

Godfrey steps reluctantly into the gap between the doors.

‘The deceased’s name is Jed Mahoney, you say?’

‘That’s right.’

‘When did you last see him?’

‘At the party. He was there, then he wasn’t. I don’t mean he stormed out, I just mean, you know what it’s like, a whole lot of people milling around. I assumed he had gone off with Blake, but I saw her later and she asked me if I’d seen him.’

‘Who’s Blake?’

‘Blake Astor. She’s our head of development. She was instrumental in bringing in the script. She’s also his fiancée. They’re real close. That’s why I just don’t understand what’s happened. I really can’t paint a more vivid picture of someone with everything to live for.’

‘And yet,’ says Ibanez.

‘Did they have a falling-out?’ Johnny asks.

‘Not that it looked like.’

‘Nobody heard a gunshot? Even thinking it came from outside, or a car backfiring?’

‘The music was pretty loud last night.’

‘How late did it go on?’

‘I left around two or three.’

‘Which was it?’ Ibanez asks. ‘Two or three?’

‘I remember looking at my watch around two and deciding it was getting on. But you know how it is, trying to get out the door when everybody’s drunk, and you know, talkative.’

‘Who has access to up here?’ Johnny asks.

‘Anyone who’s got access to the building. We’re security conscious about getting in the lot, but after that it’s never really an issue.’

Godfrey’s phone buzzes.

‘I have to take this,’ he says apologetically.

‘Don’t worry about it. But don’t go too far.’

Johnny looks around again, then at Ibanez.

‘They teach you anything about the sound of hooves back in Mesa, Ibanez?’

‘Same thing they teach you in LA. When you hear it, look for horses
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