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            Chapter One
      

         

         A buzz of excited, anticipatory conversation spread beyond the area immediately in front of the theatre. The huge crowd milled and flowed, joked and laughed and ordinary passers-by found themselves weaving and bobbing just to get wherever they wanted to go. The October evening’s unseasonal warmth helped the conviviality along and every time the traffic lights caused a lull in the constant stream of vehicles another batch of concert-goers poured across the road to join the party. Several yards away, the Hammersmith flyover’s huge underbelly partially blocked the view of a very pleasant evening sky.

         Detective Constable Gary Houseman, in his polo shirt, cords and casual jacket had found a relatively clear space just inside one of the glass-paned front doors. He scanned the street outside, waiting to see a familiar head of chestnut hair bouncing through the crowds. Madeleine hadn’t been sure exactly what time she would arrive. Still on probation in her new job at a small language school, she didn’t want to try for time off until she’d become a bit more used to the office protocol. A warm glow spread through Gary as he thought of her, imagined her crossing the road underneath the flyover looking out for him in the place where they’d agreed he would wait. Relief mingled with his anticipation of Maddie’s arrival. A new boy himself, still at everyone’s beck and call, at one point his hopes of making this date had looked doubtful. He had booked the tickets months ago; but as the concert drew close, the new roster for the Homicide Assessment Team assigned him to duty. It turned out all right, though. Detective Inspector Angela Costello, his line manager and Maddie’s stepmother, told him she could get cover if necessary.

         ‘Enjoy yourself; that’s an order,’ she’d said.

         He grinned as he remembered this and cast a look down at the programme in his hand. Tonight’s show, the closing night of seven at this theatre, marked the culmination of a national tour by pop / rock sensation, Brendan Phelan. He’d heard of him, of course; who hadn’t? That charismatic personality, fine tenor voice and proven musical abilities had ensured a steady ascent in every music lover’s consciousness to prestige as a huge star. Though Gary knew this, he still couldn’t name a single one of his tracks. The tickets were meant as a special night out for Maddie.

         ‘You’ll like him, I promise,’ she’d assured him when they were originally deciding where they would go. ‘His music’s amazing. He does this fantastic blend of pop-rock and classical and he uses gunshots and whip cracks on stage!’

         Gary had tried unsuccessfully to imagine this bizarre blend of theatrical effects and music, but it sounded exciting.

         He felt open to giving the man a chance.

         ‘What, real guns and whips?’ he’d wanted to know.

         ‘Oh yeah, not just sound effects.’ Then she’d qualified it. ‘Well, I suppose the guns are stage guns but they make a heck of a noise, and the whips are real. I’ve seen it a couple of times and it works with the music really well.’

         This I must see, Gary had thought, unconvinced but definitely intrigued. The photos on the programme gave the impression of a spectacular show, anyway. He looked out into the crowd again; any time now she’d be here. A raised voice diverted his attention suddenly away from the street in front of him to the area near the box office behind.

         A well-dressed man in his forties with four girls of about sixteen in tow stood, rather red in the face, having some sort of altercation with one of the theatre staff. ‘What do you mean?’ he was saying. Gary could hear the stress in his tone.

         ‘I’m very sorry, sir,’ the staff member replied softly, clearly hoping to avoid an embarrassing scene, ‘but these are not authenticated tickets.’

         ‘Not authenticated?’ His voice became closer to a shout now as anger took over. ‘I paid an absolute bundle for these! This is a birthday treat for my daughter and her friends.’ The girls with him looked at one another apprehensively as they could see the longed-for treat disappearing before their eyes.

         As Gary watched, another man, dressed in an evening suit and an air of authority, moved close to the noise. Calm control oozed from every pore of his skin. Gary judged him to be from higher up the theatre management chain. ‘May I help you, sir?’ he asked the father of the birthday girl.

         ‘Yes, your assistant here says there’s something wrong with my tickets and he’s refusing to let us in.’

         The manager took the tickets and looked at them. He looked up at the theatregoer, his face full of regret. ‘I’m very sorry, sir. My assistant here is perfectly correct. You’ll need to contact the agency where you bought them. I’m afraid I’m not able to help.’

         ‘But I paid for them with my credit card. There’s a record, surely.’

         The mouth of the birthday girl began to wobble and tears sprang into her eyes. ‘Dad,’ she croaked. ‘Dad, let’s just go. We can talk about it outside.’

         ‘Babes, there must be some mistake. I got them online from a reputable site.’ He turned back to the attendant and for a moment it looked as though he might square up to him, but his daughter’s obvious distress stopped him and he started to move the party towards the street. ‘Scoundrels ought to be locked up,’ Gary could hear him muttering as he shepherded his young charges through the doors.

         ‘Oh dear, what a shame; that happens a lot, I think,’ said a familiar voice in Gary’s ear. He jumped and turned to smile into the face of Madeleine Costello. He leaned forward and kissed her.

         ‘You do hear of it quite a bit,’ he agreed. ‘Those poor girls aren’t going to get their special birthday outing now.’

         ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Madeleine, looking out into the street. Gary followed the direction of her eyes. As the man and the girls stood irresolute on the pavement, they were being watched by a ponytailed, T-shirted man in his twenties with narrow tattoos of hawks swooping down each bare arm.

         ‘Ah yes; do you reckon that’s a tout?’ he asked.

         ‘Wouldn’t be surprised; they can smell disappointed punters from a long way off.’

         Together they watched as the tattooed man sidled towards the group and moved slowly in a semicircle to its other side where their leader stood. The man’s daughter was still dabbing at her eyes with a tissue. The tout leaned a little closer and said something to catch the man’s attention. He gave some instruction to the girls and moved with the tout a short distance away from them.

         ‘He didn’t waste any time homing in on the situation, did he?’ remarked Gary.

         ‘They’re haggling,’ said Madeleine, watching the transaction take place.

         ‘I bet he’ll pay up. He won’t want to disappoint his daughter and her pals.’

         Madeleine nodded her agreement. ‘It’s going to cost him a bomb; Brendan Phelan is a really hot ticket.’ She slipped an arm round his waist. ‘Come on, let’s go and get our seats.’

         The atmosphere in the auditorium was electric. They could feel the eager anticipation of a good night’s entertainment in the air. Seeing himself surrounded by ardent fans, Gary suppressed his reservations about the evening ahead but remained sceptical as the lights dimmed. A hush fell over the packed auditorium.

         He sensed the audience waiting expectantly.

         Silence.

         Darkness.

         Then everybody jumped at the resounding crack of a whip. At that exact moment a set of spotlights illuminated three backing singers dressed in black. Seconds later the same thing happened to bring the band into view. Each visible person on stage stood motionless, the darkness outside the pools of light, absolute. Gary sensed the audience holding its collective breath. Again a loud whip cracked out across the stage, and a gunshot blasted from somewhere above as a bright single light illuminated Brendan Phelan standing stage right and solitary, his head bowed. He jerked his face up, spread his arms, smiling, and everybody in the place erupted to a thunderous applause. Brendan Phelan, megastar, knew how to wow the crowd.

         Three numbers in, Gary’s applause had become spontaneous; two hours later he admitted to himself that Madeleine was right. Brendan’s charisma, his lyrics – sometimes poignant, often incisive – his melodious voice and his showmanship had drawn him in.

         He had been especially impressed with the sound effects. ‘Those gunshots worked well with that song, didn’t they?’ he leaned across to say in her ear after one particularly astonishing number. Even so he’d felt some concern when two figures, again in black, appeared from either side of the stage and began shooting into the air, the shots ringing out in perfect timing with the beat of an instrumental break in the middle of a song. It was very effective but Gary still found it a bit worrying. A recent case he’d worked on had involved someone taking a pot-shot at D.I. Costello and the memory was still all too vivid. Maddie, even sitting right next to him, had to listen intently to catch what he said.

         ‘Oh yes,’ she nodded emphatically. ‘I’m amazed how he does it.’

         As the show drew towards its close, most of the audience rose to their feet. They calmed down from the clamour of appreciation greeting the previous number for no longer than it took to recognize the opening chords of Brendan’s anthem. Then the foot stomping, clapping and cheering started all over again. In writing ‘Battle For Your Love’, Brendan had incorporated elements from the 1812 overture. This was Maddie’s all-time favourite.

         ‘I hope he’s not going to use real cannons,’ joked Gary. Before tonight he would have considered messing about with the 1812 not far short of sacrilege. But Maddie had turned to face the stage again and he couldn’t be sure she heard him.

         He shook his head to clear the image of real cannons on stage, and joined in with the clapping and the stomping, wholeheartedly this time. What a sensational night this had been.

         Brendan gave them four encores, each more enthusiastically received than the previous one, but finally the show came to an end and they joined the massive crowd slowly feeding out along the aisles towards the exits.

         Madeleine clung to Gary’s arm as she felt herself pushed and pulled in the crowd. ‘Don’t let go of me,’ she said.

         Gary hugged her more tightly. ‘I’ve no intention of doing that,’ he answered. She smiled at the deeper meaning beneath the obvious one. They hadn’t been going out together for very long but each could recognize something solid and deep forming in their relationship.

         ‘I wonder if they’ll make that announcement about Brendan having gone,’ said Gary after a few moments, shuffling patiently in step with the pack.

         ‘What, like the old “Elvis has left the building” line?’

         ‘Yeah, so people don’t waste their time going round to the stage door trying to get an autograph.’

         ‘You can’t get to the stage door at this venue,’ replied Madeleine. ‘I’ve been to a couple of concerts here before. They’ve got it blocked off from the public.’

         ‘Fans must still try, though, surely?’

         ‘I expect so but there are probably heavies guarding the place.’

         ‘Yes, I suppose — oh hello, I can feel night air on my face. I do believe we’ve nearly made it to the outside world.’

         Madeleine laughed as they pushed their way across the foyer and into the street.

         ‘There’s the flyover,’ he said, pointing. ‘OK, the tube’s that way, then.’

         ‘Sure, but let’s just have a quick peek at the stage door first,’ said Madeleine, pulling him along to the right.

         ‘There’s no point if it’s blocked off and guarded,’ protested Gary. He stopped, surprised by the sheepish smile that suddenly appeared on Madeleine’s face.

         ‘We might just see him from a distance, you never know,’ she said.

         He looked quizzically at her. ‘Are you a bit star-struck?’ he asked. ‘Just a bit,’ she admitted.

         He grinned and, accompanied by the noise of the traffic roaring round the Broadway, followed her to the corner just a short way along the street. A few other concertgoers had the same idea and they formed a small, untidy procession of people pulling away from the bulk of the crowd. A few yards brought them as far as they could go. Black iron gates to cut off access to the alley stood slightly ajar but, as predicted, a couple of tall, chunkily built men stood guarding the entrance. They moved to bar the way when Madeleine and Gary, at the front of the bunch, appeared, but relaxed a little as it became clear they had no intention of venturing further. The alley was barely visible, though Madeleine stood on tiptoe and Gary craned his neck for a better view. They could just see a white van parked some way along. A box of some sort sat on its roof with what looked like a black bin liner fluttering a little in the night air. A dark crate stood, half-hidden, behind it, ready to be loaded, but they could see no one moving around.

         ‘Packing up already. They don’t waste any time,’ said Gary.

         ‘It seems not.’

         ‘I don’t think you’re going to see him,’ he said, looking at her regretfully. He turned towards the road, wanting to be on his way to the tube.

         ‘No, you’re —’ Suddenly a resounding shot rang out, closely followed by the sound of a door banging within the enclosure. It seemed to come from beyond the van. Both the heavies started and their heads whipped round to face the alley, though neither man budged from his post. Gary noted the questioning look that passed between them then, and his police training kicked in immediately. He checked his watch: 23:05.

         ‘What on earth was that?’ cried Madeleine, stepping a little closer to Gary.

         ‘A gunshot,’ he replied. ‘Wait here and have your phone ready.’ He fumbled for his police ID and started forward.

         One of the bouncers moved to block him. ‘Sorry, mate, out of bounds.’

         ‘Police,’ he said, holding up his badge. ‘I heard a shot.’

         The other guard joined his colleague and put a hand up to prevent Gary passing. ‘S’all right officer,’ said the second man reassuringly, humouring him. ‘They use shots in this performance.’

         ‘The show’s over,’ Gary retorted. He pushed past them, dashing towards the van, evading the hands reaching out to grab him, dodging the guard who cursed and ran in pursuit. He had every expectation of making a fool of himself. He’d find nothing more than backstage staff horsing around with the guns. A scene began to roll in his mind – himself backing off through the gates with a sheepish expression on his face; apologizing to the security guards, and to Madeleine; too embarrassed to reprimand the culprits for larking around with loaded weapons, fake or not.

         But what met his eyes once he got past the van obliterated all thoughts of anybody playing around, or stage props filled with blanks.

         Like an awful parody of the show, the bulkhead light above the stage door shone down on a man sprawled motionless on the ground where he had fallen. The light reflected on a spreading pool of blood seeping from the back of his neck. As the bouncer at his heels stopped in his tracks and let fly several expletives, Gary hurried to the fallen man and hunkered down, trying not to disturb anything. He took hold of the unresisting wrist – no discernible pulse. Ignoring the doorman now speaking urgently into his walkie-talkie (‘Tango One to Foxtrot Four, Tango One to Foxtrot Four, dammit! Come in someone!’), Gary pulled his mobile phone out of his pocket and punched in the emergency number.

         Only one other person was present, on the far side of the alley. As he spoke into the phone Gary’s eyes travelled up from the feet. He saw the black trousers and shirt, unchanged since the performance had finished, the shiny, silvery waistcoat which had glinted and glistened under the spotlights just a short while earlier. Finally, Gary met the horrified, staring eyes of Brendan Phelan.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two
      

         

         Beyond recognizing that the star of the show seemed to be in deep shock, Gary busied himself with calling the emergency services. Behind the van he heard the stage door open and a man came hurrying into view round the end of the vehicle. He stopped abruptly at the sight of Gary bending down close to the body. ‘What the —? Hey! What are you doing? Oh no — that’s — is it — blood?’

         ‘Yes. Police.’ With his free hand, Gary reached for his badge and held it aloft for the new arrival to see. He lowered his phone away from his mouth momentarily. ‘Deal with him,’ he barked, nodding towards the frozen Brendan Phelan.

         The newcomer broke out of his appalled fixation to spare a thought for the traumatized performer. ‘Hey, come on, Brendan; it’s all right, mate.’ He went towards the other man. ‘Let’s get you inside.’

         ‘No!’ said Gary, breaking off from giving instructions to the operator. ‘He’s probably a significant witness. It’s best we don’t disturb the scene. Get him what he needs — a chair, a coat. A hot drink, if there’s a machine handy. He needs to be kept warm; he’s in shock, I think. When you come back, walk in a wide circle to get round to him, OK?’

         The man gulped, nodded and moved quickly back through the stage door. Gary, relieved at the sensible way he took the instruction, finished the call and spoke to the singer. ‘Don’t worry, Mr Phelan; you just stand right there and we’ll soon get you sorted. Don’t move around, or you might tread on something important.’

         Brendan, his eyes never leaving the dead man, gave an infinitesimal nod. Having finished the 999 call, Gary quickly scrolled through his contacts and found the number of his boss, Detective Inspector Angela Costello. She picked up the phone very quickly.

         ‘Hi, Angie — what? Oh yes, it was great, thanks. Listen, there’s been an incident here at the theatre; someone’s been shot. I’ve made the official call, but as our lot are on the roster for tonight I’m giving you the heads-up.’ He broke off the conversation and stood up hastily as a small crowd of people erupted through the stage door with shouts of ‘What’s going on?’ and ‘Is it Oliver?’

         ‘Stop!’ called Gary. ‘Stay right there. Don’t come any closer, please. You might contaminate a crime scene.’ Like a small flock of sheep kept at bay by a Border Collie, they came to an instant standstill, bunched close together in the alley. Gary could feel their shock and bewilderment. ‘I’m a police officer,’ he began, but another man, seemingly going about his normal business, pushed a second large crate through the door towards the one already there.

         This wouldn’t do. ‘Please! Stop that!’ Gary ordered, aware of all eyes on him. The latest arrival straightened up in astonishment, taking in the tense atmosphere and strange silence from his colleagues.

         A puzzled look stole over his face. ‘I’m only starting on the get-out for tomorrow,’ he protested. Then his jaw dropped as he noticed the murdered man. ‘What the —? What happened?’ He turned to the silent bunch of theatre staff. ‘What’s going on?’

         Gary didn’t hear if anyone answered him. He felt himself gripped by a sudden, overwhelming sense of panic. A corpse – all these people – the bouncer looming – Madeleine waiting – Angela at the other end of the line… He was a small boy again. He didn’t know what to do. He could feel himself beginning to hyperventilate.

         Just at that moment, the first man came back. A lightweight folding chair and a warm-looking coat were tucked under one arm and he held a steaming polystyrene cup in his other hand. He stepped carefully in a wide circle around the body and reached Brendan Phelan; a sensible man doing as he’d been bidden. Gary felt comforted at the sight and calmed down a little. From somewhere he dredged up the instruction to take a deep, slow breath. It helped even more. A small part of his panicked brain allowed a chink of rational light to shine on the situation. So far, he had always arrived at a scene of crime in the company of a team of officers, in response to a summons. He took another deep breath and although his legs felt decidedly wobbly, the panic began to subside.

         ‘Will everybody please go back into the building? This is a crime scene and it mustn’t be disturbed,’ he called out, in the most authoritative tone he could muster. Aware that Angela, on the other end of the line, could hear him, he cursed the slight shake in his voice. ‘Nor should anything be added,’ he said, pointing towards the crate that had just arrived. ‘My colleagues are on their way.’

         The backstage crew began retreating cautiously and with some reluctance through the door. Gary could hear them telling the newcomer that he was from the police.

         ‘Sorry, officer,’ said the latest arrival. ‘I’ll sort it.’ He began pulling at the crate. Its castors rasped and grated on the uneven concrete, initially rolling the crate closer to the one already there. As he huffed and puffed with the effort, Gary turned away to shield himself from the noise, put his free hand to his ear and spoke into the phone.

         ‘Got it, Angie? Great. Can you ask Patrick to ring Maddie and let her know? She’s only up on the main road but I can’t leave the scene until someone turns up, obviously. OK — thanks. See you soon.’ He looked around him. The bouncer who’d chased him down the alley had gone back to his colleague. He’d made contact with whomever he reported to and Gary had heard the crackly orders to wait there coming through the instrument.

         Brendan, now seated and enveloped in the coat, sipped at the drink as he stared at nothing in particular. In spite of the coat, Gary could see him shivering. Even at this late hour, it was pleasantly warm, so he guessed he’d been right about the singer being in shock. The other man stood by him, a comforting hand on his shoulder.

         ‘Are you all right, Mr Phelan?’ asked Gary. He thought Brendan gave a slight nod but he couldn’t be sure.

         ‘OK, Bren,’ said the other man, in a soothing voice. ‘We’ll soon have you inside in the warm; just got to wait a bit until the police get here.’ A more visible nod was the only response.

         ‘What’s your name?’ asked Gary.

         ‘Don Buckley. I’m the manager of the support act, Foursquare.’

         ‘Thanks for your help.’

         ‘No problem.’

         Brendan Phelan moved his head to look up at Gary. His eyes had lost a little of their glassiness and he was working his mouth, trying to speak.

         ‘Do you want to say something, Mr Phelan?’

         Brendan’s mouth opened and shut a few times, but eventually a sound came out. ‘Why?’

         ‘Why?’ repeated Gary, and after a moment: ‘Why what, sir?’

         ‘Why can’t I move?’

         The words came out on a sob.

         He’d moved from his original standing position, but Gary didn’t think it would be helpful to point this out. ‘You’re in shock, Mr Phelan,’ he said, gently. ‘Don’t worry, sir, help will be here any minute now.’ He looked towards the theatre to try to get an angle on what Brendan might have seen as the gun fired. The van blocked most of his view of the stage door. He could only assume the shot came from that direction. The stuff he’d already noticed piled on top of the vehicle could have shielded someone. He took note; it would all be properly looked at later. It seemed possible the sound he’d heard of a door banging had been the noise of the killer escaping back into the theatre.

         A moment later he saw a shadow out of the corner of his eye. He turned and saw one of the bouncers inching the gate open to allow a man to come through. He carried himself with an air of authority. Relieved, Gary guessed he was a fellow policeman. ‘Local CID?’ he asked.

         The newcomer nodded and flashed his badge. ‘D.S. Hoskins,’ he replied. ‘I was nearby when I got the call; the operator said something about a detective constable phoning the incident in?’

         ‘Yes. That was me.’ Gary moved away from Brendan and Don and lowered his voice. ‘I’m a D.C. with Homicide Assessment. I was in the audience here tonight. I’ve alerted my team as well, because…’ Gary’s voice tailed off as he realized he had no need to explain about the relationship of his girlfriend to his boss.

         The other man, taking his comments on purely professional grounds, nodded and grinned in sympathy. ‘That makes sense. Your lot are probably going to get it anyway.’ He flicked his eyes briefly towards Brendan. ‘Rather you than us, if you ask me. This will be a high-profile case and we can do without the aggro.’

         Gary nodded. Now help had arrived he wanted to check on Madeleine. ‘I’d like to pop out to the main road, if you don’t mind holding the fort.’

         ‘No problem; I’ll protect the scene. The ambulance should be here any minute.’

         ‘Right, thanks. I’ll alert those bouncers. We’ll need access.’ A crack appeared in the gates as Gary approached. ‘Thanks,’ he said to the nearest bouncer.

         ‘All right, mate,’ replied the man, as he slipped through. He hoped Madeleine would still be there, but thought it likely that Patrick had now phoned her and she’d set off for her home on her own.

         But no, Madeleine was waiting where he had left her. He hurried across. ‘Sorry,’ he said.

         She smiled. ‘Don’t worry, I’m fine.’ She nodded along the pavement and, turning his head, he saw a crowd of people hovering. He could hear a buzz of several speculative conversations ‘They’re getting wind of something up,’ confirmed Madeleine. ‘Some of them are worrying something is wrong with Brendan.’

         He heard the slight anxiety in her own voice. ‘He’s all right,’ he said, ‘but I can’t say any more than that.’ She nodded her understanding and muttered her relief, but her voice was drowned out by the sound of a siren. Looking in the direction of the noise, they saw an ambulance closely followed by the Homicide Assessment Team car tearing around from the Broadway. Gary turned back to the gates.

         ‘Here we go,’ he said to the bouncers.

         ‘OK,’ came the reply and the gates began to move open.

         ‘There’s quite a crowd here,’ Gary called.

         ‘It’s all right, sir,’ said the larger of the two. ‘We’ll keep everybody but the police out.’

         ‘Thanks,’ replied Gary. He turned back to Madeleine. ‘This could turn into a long night,’ he said.

         ‘Yes, I know.’ She smiled and at that moment a ‘beep-beep’ attracted his attention. He looked in the direction of the sound to see Angela’s car approaching. She waved at him from the driving seat, slowing down but making no attempt to turn in through the gates. Instead, Madeleine called out, ‘Night-night, Gary,’ blew him a kiss, swapped places with her stepmother, and pulled out into the traffic. Gary smiled at her retreating tail lights and waved. Her hand fluttered back momentarily through the half-open driver’s window before the stream of vehicles swallowed her up.

         So, he thought, while I was guarding the scene, they got themselves organized, like a good team should. He’d noticed their relationship seemed to be developing pleasantly. It had seemed to him that when Madeleine had moved back home to live, Angela had been apprehensive about it, probably wondering if she would find herself compared, unfavourably, to Madeleine’s mother, who’d died while she’d still been a little girl. It looked as though her fears were proving groundless.

         He beamed as Detective Inspector Angela Costello hurried to where he stood. Her dark brown waves bobbed around her head and a smart royal blue jacket, unbuttoned, flapped open as she moved. She held an ‘evening out’ shoulder bag in her hand but he knew it would still contain her police notebook, an evidence bag and some rubber gloves. He recognized his relief at her presence. She could take over now.

         ‘You got here quickly,’ he said, falling into step beside her.

         ‘Evening, Gary — oh, hang on; is it?’ She looked at her watch. ‘Ah yes, it’s not midnight yet. I wasn’t at home,’ she explained. ‘Patrick and I were having a meal out, just on the other side of the river, as it happens. What have we got?’

         ‘It looks like a fatality, and a deeply suspicious one.’

         ‘Did you try for a pulse?’

         ‘Yes, I couldn’t feel one.’

         ‘Shot, you said.’

         ‘It looks like it; in the back of the neck.’

         ‘Oh, my! It doesn’t get much more suspicious than that.’ They were now through the gates. They’d walked a short distance along the alley when Angela stopped. ‘OK, Gary, give me a rundown.’

         ‘The dead man might be someone called Oliver,’ he said. ‘From the street I heard a shot and what sounded like a door banging and came running.’ Gary then went over the event as briefly as he could, finishing up with when he’d been on the phone to Angela. ‘I managed to make everyone go back inside. One of them even tried to bring out another crate but I got him to take it back again.’

         ‘Yes, I heard that bit through the phone. Let’s hope he hasn’t messed up any forensics.’

         ‘Sorry, he was bringing it through the door before I could stop him.’

         Angela realized that having been first on the scene, Gary was worried about how he’d handled everything. She remembered the nervous quality to his voice as he was speaking to her on the phone. ‘Not to worry, Gary. We all get caught on the hop now and again. You’d just gone out to see a concert and got lumbered.’

         As he’d guessed, she had rubber gloves in her bag. She took them out, put them on, approached the crate and lifted the lid. They found themselves gazing down on a sizeable collection of neatly coiled extension leads. Angela closed down the lid gently. She looked at the body. ‘I suppose there’s a good chance that whoever fired the gun might have been standing by the van.’ She cast her eyes over the whole scene again. ‘They would have been shielded from view.’

         ‘Yes, you’re right, they could have been,’ replied Gary.

         ‘Yes, indeed,’ Angela nodded and looked back at the van. ‘I wonder what that stuff is doing on the top there; there’s no rack for it to be attached to.’

         Gary looked with her. Now that he was able to look properly, he could see that the box was actually a long, narrow crate; some kind of clear, coloured plastic in a frame leaned up against the end of it. The bin bag flapped gently as if trying to break free from its moorings. ‘I noticed that from the street,’ he said.

         Angela looked at him and raised her eyebrows. ‘What do you reckon?’

         ‘I reckon a person could hide behind that and shoot someone in the alley here.’

         Angela nodded. ‘I think you might be right.’ She glanced up at the stage door. ‘Aha! Will this make our job easier I wonder?’

         Gary followed the direction of her eyes and found himself looking at a security camera mounted on the wall. He felt himself blush. ‘Oops, I hadn’t noticed that. I should have clocked it before now.’

         ‘Stop beating yourself up, Gary. You’ve only got one pair of eyes and they were fully occupied. This is why we work in teams.’

         Her attention was drawn to noise and movement in the stage doorway as more of the local CID and a forensics team arrived. They’d obviously made their way in through the theatre itself.

         She nodded. ‘OK, we’d better get started.’ She nodded in the direction of the star of the show. ‘The man himself, I presume. I think I recognize him from the television.’ Gary nodded.

         Angela went over to Brendan Phelan, carefully avoiding the dead man. ‘Mr Phelan, I’m D.I. Angela Costello. We’re going to try to get you inside as soon as we can, sir.’ Brendan’s eyes flickered but he didn’t look up at her.

         Angela decided to give it a try anyway. ‘Can you tell me what happened, Mr Phelan?’ she asked.

         This time Brendan blinked and seemed to engage with his surroundings but almost immediately a look of horror crossed his face. He worked his mouth again. ‘A bang,’ he whimpered eventually. ‘He looked really…’ Words failed him, his face began to crumple and Angela realized it wouldn’t be fair to press him. She looked up at the man beside him.

         ‘This is Don Buckley, Angie,’ explained Gary. ‘The manager of the support act. He’s been very helpful.’

         ‘Thanks, Don,’ said Angela. ‘Will you go inside with Mr Phelan? We’ll have a police doctor here any minute, but —’

         ‘That’s OK,’ said Don. ‘There’s a theatre doctor. I’m sure someone’s called her by now.’ He leaned down to his charge. ‘OK, Bren, we’re going inside now, going to get you sorted.’ He helped the singer to stand up and, carefully retracing his original circle, they disappeared into the theatre.

         Angela watched as they disappeared from sight. ‘Has Brendan Phelan been out here all this time?’

         ‘Yes,’ confirmed Gary. ‘Just where you saw him, but he was standing at first.’

         ‘Right, well, I hope he’s going to be all right.’ She turned to Gary. ‘You brief the scene of crime officers.’

         ‘OK, Angie.’

         ‘I’ll see you when you’re finished out here. I’m going inside. Whatever was going on must have started there.’ Angela made a wide circle round to the door and went in. She looked briefly into the deserted area where the stage doorman must normally sit. She moved on, pushing open a couple of doors where she came into a wider space. Several crates similar to the one outside stood in a neat stack against the wall. She lifted the lid and looked into one. Like the one outside it contained a jumble of electric cables and extension sockets. Heavy black curtains hung in front of her, but a slight chink showed a light through to a further dimly lit space, and she made for it. She passed three standing microphones, stopped between two keyboards and gazed at a drum kit set at the back of the area. Ah, I’ve just come from the wings and I’m now on stage, she realized, and allowed herself a moment’s frisson of wonder. Rich, red drapes now hung before her. She guessed them to be the curtains separating the performers from the audience and allowed herself to imagine, for a brief moment, what it must be like to be a star, to have these curtains open onto your audience. She smiled and shook her head as another picture took over. Scenes from a variety of comedies flashed through her mind and she recalled images of hapless characters looking foolish as they got caught up in stage curtains in an attempt to reach the front. I don’t think so, she thought.

         She took her mobile phone out of her bag and called up one of her sergeants, Rick Driver. ‘Rick, it’s me. I’m on the stage. Where are you? OK, I don’t know how to get to the auditorium, will you…? Thanks.’

         After a few moments she heard the sound of a door opening to one side and footsteps approaching. Detective Sergeant Rick Driver appeared.

         ‘We’re round here, Angie. There’s a pass door through to the auditorium and we’ve got everybody assembled there.’

         ‘Ah, good; just take me through and then go and bring Gary in as soon as he’s finished what he’s doing.’

         Angela came into the brightly lit auditorium, and as the hum of animated chatter rose to greet her, she took in the scene. About thirty people were sprawled out along the first few rows of the stalls. Some, from their uniforms, could be easily identified as front-of-house staff. Here and there a few small groups of people in ordinary working clothes had huddled together and looked as though they’d been practising card tricks with each other; she noted a couple of deft shuffling movements as the cards seemed to whizz through the air to be caught neatly into single blocks in the hand. Not a sight you see often, she thought. It makes a change from having everyone huddled over smartphones. Three women, one in a dressing gown and two in evening dress, she surmised to be part of the show, along with two men in sparkly waistcoats similar to the one Brendan had been wearing. She hadn’t followed Brendan Phelan’s career, but was sure she’d seen him performing on television accompanied by a band and trio of backing singers. The rest seemed to be in ordinary clothes and she assumed they were the behind-the-scenes staff. Somebody had to work the lights and sound. In spite of the chatter, their faces were grim and pale. A young girl in the middle of the front row was weeping audibly and being comforted by one of the men.

         Angela moved forward. ‘Good evening, everybody; thank you for your patience. I’m Detective Inspector Angela Costello. I’m sorry, we’re going to have to ask you all to stay a little longer.’ You liar, Angie, she thought to herself. We’ll all be here for a good while yet. She recognized her own tiredness mirrored in the faces of everybody in front of her. She and Patrick had enjoyed a very pleasant evening in one of their favourite restaurants and were looking forward to going home to bed when the call had come through.

          
      

         The thin young man with the hawk tattoos on his arms, backpack swung casually over one shoulder, watched the ambulance and police cars from a safe distance. He edged closer to the crowd gathering around the entrance to the side alley and listened to the excited rumours about the shooting. He heard someone say that Brendan Phelan had been gunned down — killed. This caused near-hysteria among some of the women bystanders, so that he could hear nothing coherent for several minutes. Then, over the heads of the crowd, the loud authoritative voice of someone who announced himself as Detective Sergeant Hoskins called out that Brendan had been taken into the theatre in a state of shock, there was nothing any of them could do, and they should all go home and learn about it from the news. The voice fell on deaf ears; nobody budged an inch, except to try to move closer.

         His body tensed at this point and his eyes widened. He’d been aware of the conversation that was due to take place just after the show and knew everything had always gone very smoothly before. Once he’d spotted the first journalist on the scene, he retreated further and stood, irresolute. A few minutes later, the sight of a night bus heading in the right direction made up his mind.

         The journey took very little time. A convenient connection to another bus got him across the river and forty minutes later he was forcing the lock on the door of a flat near the Elephant and Castle.

         He moved swiftly over to the desk where the computer sat and pulled out the top drawer. Everything he needed was there. He emptied out the contents, hastily stuffing them into the backpack. He cast an appraising glance at the computer but left it there. He gave a last look round at the familiar room. The place was in chaos – a confused muddle of belongings flung randomly into every corner. He let himself out, with a quick glance around the empty street to make sure he was unobserved.

      
   





Chapter Three



Angela didn’t get much beyond her initial introduction before she was interrupted. ‘Will you please tell us exactly what’s going on?’ The voice, a strange mix of nervousness and pomposity, came from a man in an evening suit, sitting with a group of uniformed people several rows back.

‘May I have your name, sir?’

‘I’m Barry Grieves. I’m the front-of-house manager. We were told there’s been an incident and that nobody is to leave the theatre.’ He took another breath to continue, but Angela moved in quickly.

‘Yes, there’s been what looks like a very serious incident outside the stage door; a suspected fatality.’ She remembered the blood oozing from the victim’s head. A doctor would by now have pronounced life extinct; even so, she must be cautious, not pre-empt the news.

Her words stopped the front-of-house manager from making whatever comment he had prepared. ‘Oh — I — er — er…’ He opened his mouth and shut it again a few times before contenting himself with a muttered, ‘Well, that’s terrible, of course.’

Angela didn’t take a lot of notice because her attention – and that of everyone else in the place – was drawn to the low anguished moan coming from the young girl in the front row.

‘Ohhhhh! It’s not Bren, is it?’ A sob escaped her. ‘Tell me it’s not Bren!’

That’s interesting, thought Angela. Why do you think Brendan might be the victim? ‘Although he’s in shock,’ she said, ‘Brendan Phelan doesn’t appear to be harmed in any way.’

‘Ohhhh! Thank God,’ breathed the girl. The depth of her relief caused fresh tears to overflow her eyes and pour down her cheeks. The man beside her folded her into a comforting embrace and muttered soft, soothing words. Angela watched the numerous small movements among the others, noting several people raising their eyebrows at this small drama, exchanging glances with each other. Hmm, she thought, undercurrents to be explored here. Almost immediately she picked up on a name, mouthed in some quarters and whispered audibly in others. Heads shook and nodded in covert exchanges, shoulders and hands were shrugged in discreet expressions of supposition and conjecture.

Angela remained silent, looking carefully around at them all. Someone’s going to just come right out and say it in a minute, she thought.

She didn’t have long to wait.

Just below her on the end of the front row sat a trio of men, two wearing the sparkly waistcoats, the third in black jeans and T-shirt. After a little more nodding and shaking of heads it seemed the assembled staff looked to this man as spokesperson.

With reluctance he accepted the unspoken but evident election that singled him out. He looked up at her. ‘So — is it Oliver, then?’ he asked.

The atmosphere relaxed as the question came out into the open.

‘We’re not sure yet, but it’s possible. You have a colleague called Oliver I presume.’

Again they all looked towards the unofficial spokesman. ‘We have,’ he answered. ‘Oliver Joplin, he’s a roadie, of sorts.’ Angela detected a sneer in his tone.

‘Is it possible this Oliver went home early, or just didn’t hear the summons to gather here?’

The spokesman raised himself slightly in his seat and gazed all around. ‘He’s the only one missing. Of course, we haven’t looked under the chairs.’ His sneer became more pronounced. ‘Do you want us to do a search?’

Hello, Mr Angry, what’s your problem? thought Angela. Even first thing in the morning when she felt full of energy she wasn’t prepared to play games with witnesses; in the run-up to midnight the idea was a non-starter. ‘May I have your name please, sir?’ she asked, in a carefully polite and formal tone.

‘I’m Terry Dexter, musician/songwriter/lead guitarist.’

‘Thank you,’ she replied, not bothering to take up his challenge. ‘We’re going to need statements from each of you. My officers will deal with that and we’ll try not to keep you any longer than we have to.’

‘It’s OK,’ returned the man, with an unmistakable undercurrent of sarcasm. ‘It’s not like we wanted to get our things ready for a charity performance at the O2 tomorrow night, or anything.’

Angela walked to the edge of the stage. She kept her manner relaxed and her face expressionless. ‘At the O2?’

The man who had been comforting the young woman further along the front row spoke up. ‘Yes, Inspector. Brendan is one of the acts in a gala for a children’s charity. It’s a big event. That’s why I’d taken one of the flight cases outside and was bringing another one through when your bloke — er — one of your officers — said to take it back inside.’

‘Flight cases?’

‘Yes, it’s what we transport the equipment and stuff in. We’re taking some over there for the show.’

‘Oh, you mean the big, black crate things by the van and at the back of the stage?’

‘Wow! She’s got it! “Big, black crate thing’, no: flight case, yes,’ said Terry Dexter.

Angela made a point of addressing herself to the second man. ‘That whole area is a crime scene at the moment and it won’t be possible to do anything there until the forensic team have finished.’

‘I understand,’ he replied. Along the row, Angela’s antagonist let out a huge sigh but said nothing.

‘OK,’ she said, addressing the assembled company. ‘Can you tell me who’s in charge here?’

The man comforting the girl gently disentangled himself and stood up. Another man, further back, got up and eased his way past the people in his row. ‘May I see you two gentlemen backstage, please?’ She turned and went back through the pass door, preparing to feel her way through the gloom but, as she negotiated the wings, lights suddenly came on bathing the whole area in a harsh glare. She moved into centre stage. Gary appeared at the back as he came through from the alley where she’d left him. ‘Hi, Gary, stick with me. I’m going to try to get an angle of the way things work. How’s the star of the show?’

‘I think he’s coming to a bit now, but he’s still shocked. The doctor’s taken him to his dressing room. One of the forensic guys came in and checked him for powder burns and went through his pockets; they found nothing, and he’s handed his clothes over for testing.’

‘So far, so good, then,’ replied Angela. ‘It would upset a whole army of fans if they knew, but we can’t rule him out as a suspect.’

‘He’s really knocked sideways, though, Angie.’

‘Nonetheless…’

Gary nodded. ‘Yes, you’re right. The doc’s going to give him a sedative. She said she wants him to go home to bed as soon as possible, though.’

‘I don’t have a problem with that. We need him clearheaded when we interview him.’ She turned round at the sound of the two men from the front joining them on stage. ‘Did you turn the lights on?’ she asked the one who had been sitting with the girl.

‘Yes,’ he nodded.

‘Thank you. I’ll be right with you, gentlemen,’ she said, and turned back to Gary. ‘Where are Rick and Jim?’

‘Here,’ called Rick. His voice came from the still-darkened wings at the other side of the stage from where Angela had entered. ‘Hey!’ the curtains jerked and swung. Shapes were punched into them as Rick fought his way through – the pitfall Angela had avoided earlier.

She laughed. ‘Curtains one, Rick nil,’ she said as he finally emerged looking a little red in the face.
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