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Maeve Kerrigan is hunting the killer who strangled three women in their own homes. With no sign of a break-in, every indication hows that they let him in.

Evidence left at the third murder gives Maeve a shocking suspect: DI Josh Derwent, Maeve’s colleague.

Maeve refuses to believe he could be involved, but how well does she really know him? Because this isn’t the first time Derwent’s been accused of murder...
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For Kerry Holland


Some flying from the thing they feared, and some

Seeking the object of another’s fear …

… And others mournfully within the gloom

Of their own shadow walked, and called it death …

‘The Triumph of Life’, Percy Bysshe Shelley


1992

The garden was quiet, the air still. As still as the girl who lay under the tree.

So still.

Her eyes were closed. Her hands lay by her sides, palms up. Her hair spread across the grass like yellow silk. And the flowers under her were like the stars above her.

He put out his hand and felt the heat radiating from her skin, even now. Even in the moonlight he could see the blood on her face, and the bruises around her neck, and the way her eyelids sagged, empty. Her eyes – her forget-me-not blue eyes – were gone. Her lip was split. Her face was swollen.

She was beautiful. No one would ever be as beautiful. She was perfect.

It surprised him, but he didn’t mind that she was dead. He could look at her, really look at her, without being interrupted. Without being afraid that she would say something, or do something, that might hurt him.

He could touch her. He reached out, but stopped himself.

He could never touch her again.

His breath came faster. He wanted to touch himself but he couldn’t do that either. Not here.

It was just because he loved her so much. More than anyone. More than anything.

Forget-me-not.

‘I won’t forget,’ he promised. ‘I’ll never forget.’

He almost thought she smiled.


THURSDAY


Chapter 1

I’d seen enough dead bodies to know they can look peaceful. Calm, even. At rest.

Princess Gordon was not that sort of corpse.

It wasn’t her fault. Anyone would have struggled to look serene when they had been battered to death, then shoved into the boot of a Nissan Micra and left to stiffen into full rigor mortis.

‘I’m going to need to get her out to give you a proper cause of death, but from a preliminary examination she was beaten with something hard but rounded, like a pole, sometime within the last twenty-four hours.’ The pathologist stood back, touching the back of one gloved hand to her forehead. ‘I can’t narrow it down for you yet, but I’ll have a look at stomach contents during the post-mortem and make an educated guess.’

‘I can make an educated guess for you now. It was her husband.’ The voice came from beside me, where Detective Inspector Josh Derwent was taking up more than his fair share of room in the little ring of officers and crime-scene technicians that had gathered around the back of the car. The garage door was open but it still felt claustrophobic to me to be in that small, cluttered space. The air was dusty and the lighting cast long, dark shadows. I felt as if the piled-up junk was reaching out to grab me. Derwent had his hands in his pockets, with his elbows jutting out on either side. I had already inched away twice, to get out of range, but there was nowhere left to go.

‘She wasn’t married,’ I said.

‘Partner, then. Whoever that bloke is in the house.’

‘Adam Olesugwe.’

‘Him.’

‘What makes you say that?’ The pathologist was new, earnest and heavily pregnant. I wished she would just ignore Derwent. She had no idea what she was dealing with.

‘Bound to be him.’

‘If you’re basing that on statistical probability—’

Derwent cut her off. ‘I’m not.’

One of the response officers cleared his throat. I thought he was going to raise his hand and ask for permission to speak. ‘He said he came back and she was missing. He said someone must have come into the house and attacked her.’

‘Yeah, he’d know. He was the one who did it.’ Derwent waved a hand at the body. ‘Say this wasn’t a domestic. Say it was a burglary gone wrong or a random murder. Why bother putting her in the car? Why not leave her in the house?’

‘To hide her,’ the response officer suggested.

‘Why, though? It’s hard work, moving a body. And she’s a big girl, too. Look at that arse.’

‘Sir.’ I didn’t usually try to manage Derwent’s stream of consciousness but I had seen the look of shock on the pathologist’s face. Dr Early, who had arrived late and made a joke about it. Derwent hadn’t laughed.

‘What is it, Kerrigan?’ He glared at me.

I didn’t dare say why I’d actually interrupted. It would only provoke worse behaviour. ‘Just – why would Olesugwe move the body?’

‘He was planning to get rid of the body but then her sister came round.’

It was Princess’s sister, Blessed, who’d found the body and called 999. Last seen in hysterics being comforted by a female officer at the kitchen table, she’d been too incoherent to interview.

‘Why would he want to kill her?’ Early asked.

‘Your guess is as good as mine. She was having an affair, or he was, or she didn’t do the ironing.’ He looked down at the pathologist’s rounded belly. ‘She was four months pregnant, according to Olesugwe. Women are more likely to be victims of domestic violence when they’re up the duff.’

‘That’s a myth.’ Dr Early put a protective hand on her stomach, as if she was trying to shield her unborn child from Derwent’s toxic personality. I personally felt leadlined hazard suits should have been standard issue for anyone who came into contact with him, pregnant or not.

Derwent shook his head. ‘They did a study in the States. Murder is the third most common reason of violent death for pregnant women.’

‘What else kills them?’ I asked.

‘Car accidents and suicide. Women drivers, eh?’

‘Well, this lady didn’t die in a car accident and she certainly didn’t beat herself to death.’ Dr Early folded her arms, resting them on top of her bump.

‘That’s my point. He killed her,’ Derwent said. ‘He gets angry about something, he beats her up, it goes too far, he dumps her in the car, starts to clean up, gets interrupted by the sister and all bets are off.’

‘There was a smell of bleach in the kitchen,’ I remarked.

‘And no sign of a break-in. Wherever she died should look like an abattoir but I didn’t see a speck of blood in the house.’ Derwent pushed past a couple of officers and peered into the back seat of the car. ‘Bags. If you forensic boys would like to do your jobs and get them out for us, I bet we’ll find blood-stained clothes in Olesugwe’s size.’

Dr Early looked down at Princess’s body. ‘I’ll need some help to get her out of the boot.’

‘Nice to hear a woman admit she needs some help,’ Derwent said, and walked out without waiting to hear what Dr Early had to say in response, or, indeed, offering any assistance.

The doctor’s lips were pressed together and her eyes were bright. I recognised the signs of someone trying not to cry. I’d been there, many times. ‘Is he always like that?’ she asked me.

‘Not always. Sometimes he’s worse.’

‘I don’t know how you can stand it.’

‘Neither do I,’ I said.

The reason I could stand it was because in addition to his numerous personality defects, Derwent was a brilliant copper. He left the SOCOs to their work and took both Olesugwe and Blessed to the nearest police station, Great Portland Street, where Blessed confessed to the affair she’d been having with Olesugwe, and Olesugwe admitted that Princess had found out about it. The murder weapon – a metal pole that had been used as a clothes rail in the couple’s wardrobe – turned up in a shed in the garden of the small house, stuffed in a bag behind a lawnmower. Olesugwe had the key to the shed’s padlock on his key ring, as well as the only set of keys for the Nissan. When I pointed out that neither the padlock nor the car boot was damaged in any way, he admitted moving the body and hiding the weapon.

‘But he still won’t admit that he killed her,’ I said to Derwent as we left the police station, heading back to the office to get the paperwork underway. I shivered as the cold hit my face. We were on foot because Derwent had flatly refused to drive through central London to Somers Town, where Princess had breathed her last, when our new offices were in Westminster and it was twice as fast to go by public transport.

‘He’s still looking for a way out. I bet he’ll say it was Blessed who attacked her and he was just trying to help her.’

‘Do you think that’s what happened?’

‘Nope. Doesn’t matter, though. He’ll still lie about it.’

‘I don’t think Blessed would have called the cops before they were finished tidying up if she’d been involved.’

‘She might have. She might be thick. Most criminals are.’

‘I’ve noticed,’ I said. I was only a detective constable but I had seven years of experience behind me. Derwent tended to forget that.

Instead of answering me, he sighed. ‘What a waste of fucking time.’ It wasn’t my imagination: Derwent’s mood was darker than usual.

‘We got a result,’ I pointed out.

‘Anyone could have got it. Even you.’

‘We did a good job.’

‘The local murder team could have handled it.’

‘They were too busy.’

‘Is that what the boss told you?’ He shoved his hands deeper into his pockets and walked faster. I lengthened my stride to keep up.

‘Why else would he send us up there?’

‘Why indeed?’

I realised I wasn’t going to get an answer out of Derwent. Besides, I wasn’t sure I wanted one. There was a chance he was referring to the fact that I was out of favour with the boss, and I couldn’t imagine that Derwent would be pleased if he knew about it. Especially if he knew why.

I’d have been sensible to keep my mouth shut and walk in silence, but there was something I wanted to know. ‘You were a bit off with Dr Early. What was the problem?’

Derwent’s jaw clenched. ‘She shouldn’t be doing that job in her condition.’

‘She’s more than capable of doing it.’

‘If you say so. She probably won’t even be able to reach the table to do the PM.’

‘I’m sure she’ll manage.’

‘She shouldn’t have to.’ Derwent flipped up the collar of his coat, hunching his shoulders as a scattering of rain spat in our faces. ‘It’s no job for a woman anyway. But when she’s got a baby on board, she shouldn’t be near dead bodies.’

‘You are so old-fashioned it’s untrue. Are you worried her unborn child will see the corpses and be upset? Wombs don’t come with much of a view.’

‘It’s just not right.’ His voice was flat. No more arguing.

I held my tongue until we got to the tube station and discovered that two lines were closed, just in time for the evening rush hour. We forced our way onto a packed Metropolitan line train to Baker Street, switched to the Bakerloo line and suffered as far as Charing Cross. It was a positive pleasure to resurface from the super-heated, stale depths of the Underground, even though the cold autumn air made my head ring as if I’d just been slapped.

Even with the inspector as a companion it wasn’t a hardship to walk through Trafalgar Square and on down Whitehall as the lights came on. It had rained properly while we were on the tube, a short but sharp cloudburst, and the pavement had a glassy sheen. Fallen leaves were scattered across the ground, flattened against it by the rain, looking as if they had been varnished to it. The going was slick and my shoes weren’t designed for it. Opposite the Cenotaph I slid sideways and collided with Derwent, clutching his arm for support. He bent his arm so his biceps bulged under my fingers. I snatched my hand away.

‘Steady on,’ Derwent said.

‘It’s the leaves.’

‘I know you, Kerrigan. Any excuse to cop a feel.’ He crooked his arm again. ‘Come on. Hang on to Uncle Josh. I’ll look after you.’

‘I can manage, thank you.’

‘It’s not a sign of weakness, if that’s what you’re thinking. It’s good to recognise your shortcomings. Look at Dr Early. She knew she couldn’t shift that body on her own so she asked for help. You could take a lesson from that. Accept help when it’s offered.’

‘Is that what you do?’

He laughed. ‘I don’t need any help.’

‘Of course not. The very idea.’

‘Seriously, if you need to hold on to my arm, do it.’

‘I would if I did, but I don’t.’ I would rather take off my shoes and walk barefoot than reinforce Derwent’s ideas of chivalry. He would see it as proof of what he’d always thought – women need looking after. And I was junior to him, as well as being female, so he was totally comfortable with patronising me.

It made me want to scream.

We turned the corner into Parliament Square and I gazed across at the Houses of Parliament, not yet tired of staring at them even though I saw them every day on my way to work. They were a Victorian idea of medieval grandeur and there was something fantastic about them, something unreal about the delicate tracery, the honey-coloured stone, the soaring gilt-topped towers. From here, Britain had ruled the world, temporarily, and the buildings remembered. They were a physical manifestation of the superiority complex that was bred into the British, my father had said once. He had little time for the Empire and less sympathy for the country he lived in. I didn’t think you could characterise a whole nation that way, but then I wasn’t in the comfortable position of being foreign. Nor could I count myself as British. I was born in London of Irish parents, bred and raised as an Irish girl, despite the fact that we lived in Carshalton rather than Killybegs. I’d learned to dance the Walls of Limerick and played ‘Down by the Sally Gardens’ on the tin whistle and struggled into thick, sheep-smelling Aran jumpers knitted by relations and swapped the soda bread in my packed lunches for my friends’ white crustless sandwiches. I’d played camogie, badly, at weekends, and played hockey equally badly at school. I was Irish by blood and English by accident and I didn’t belong to either tradition, or anywhere else. I’d grown up feeling as if I’d lost something and it was only now I was starting to wonder if it mattered.

Derwent threw out an arm. ‘Look at that. What a disgrace.’

‘The Houses of Parliament?’ I asked, surprised. I should have known Derwent was unlikely to be experiencing post-colonial guilt.

‘Those fuckers. Shouldn’t be allowed.’ He was referring to the protesters camping on the grass in the middle of Parliament Square, occupying the space where the anti-war crowd had maintained their vigil, and where the demonstrations against globalisation had raged. There were regular police operations to clear the lawn, but somehow the campaigners came back in ones and twos, and it was rare to see it empty.

I tried to read the banners but it was hard to see them in the dusk, especially since they were rain-sodden. ‘Capitalism is evil?’

‘Dads Matter.’

‘Oh, them.’ The Dads Matter group was the militant alternative to Fathers for Justice, a pressure group for men who felt they had been victimised by the family courts. Dads Matter was small but growing and prone to extravagant publicity seeking. Its leader was Philip Pace, a handsome, charismatic forty-year-old with a background in PR. He was a smooth talker, a regular interviewee on news and current affairs programmes and had made the Top Ten Most Eligible Males list in Tatler the previous year. I didn’t see the attraction myself, but then I wasn’t all that keen on zealots. As the public face of Dads Matter, he made it his business to be reasonable and moderate, but as a group they were neither. ‘What’s their new campaign? Twenty-Twenty?’

‘Someone hasn’t been paying attention to briefings,’ Derwent said. ‘It’s Fifty-Fifty. They want the courts to split custody of children equally between parents. No exceptions.’

‘Oh, that sounds reasonable. What about abusers? What about protecting children from that?’

‘Dads don’t harm their children. They love them.’ For once, Derwent’s ultra-sarcasm had a decent target.

‘What bullshit.’

‘You don’t think fathers have rights?’ Derwent’s eyebrows were hovering around his hairline. ‘I thought you were a liberal, Kerrigan. If I said feminism was wank, you’d report me.’

‘You say that frequently, and I haven’t yet. Anyway, it’s not the same thing. The courts make their decisions on a case-by-case basis. Sometimes the mothers get full custody because the dads aren’t fit to be involved with their families. These men are just sore losers.’

‘Doesn’t mean they’re not dangerous. You know they’ve been sharing tactics with extremist anti-abortion activists in the States, don’t you?’

‘I didn’t, actually.’ I was amazed that Derwent did. He generally didn’t bother with reading briefings. In fact, I wasn’t aware of him having read anything properly since we’d been working together.

‘Pace was over in Washington recently, trying to get a US branch up and running. He appeared on a platform with the pro-lifers at a massive rally, though he doesn’t want that to get out in this country in case it puts people off. They’ve got a lot in common, though. It’s all about the sanctity of the family, isn’t it? Two-parent happy families with hundreds of smiling, cheerful children. Fucking fantasyland. If you didn’t read the briefing notes you’ll have missed this too: they found a Dads Matter-affiliated messageboard on the Internet with a list of names and addresses for family court judges and their staff. Everyone is very jumpy about it. They’re expecting parcel bombs and anthrax and God knows what.’

‘How did I miss all of this?’ I felt as if I hadn’t done my homework and I’d been caught by my least favourite teacher – which was basically what had happened.

‘Dunno. Maybe you’re too busy concentrating on what’s right in front of you to get a decent idea of the big picture. That’s why you’re a DC. You do all right at the small stuff, but you need a bit of a flair for strategy at my level.’

Maybe if you didn’t leave all the paperwork and form filling to me I’d have time to read about the big picture. ‘Thanks for the advice.’

‘Freely given,’ he said. ‘Listen and learn.’

‘I do. Every day.’ It was true. If I wanted to know about misogyny, right-wing conspiracy theories or competition-grade swearing, working with Derwent was roughly equivalent to a third-level education.

Our route took us close to where the protesters stood, rain-blasted and pathetic, huddled in their anoraks like penguins in nylon hoods. Most were middle-aged and a touch overweight. They didn’t look dangerous.

‘They can’t all be evil, and they must miss their children,’ I said.

‘Pack of whingers. If they loved their kids so much they wouldn’t have left them in the first place.’ He glowered at them. ‘Anyone who’s got the nerve to sit under the statue of the greatest Englishman who ever lived and make it look like a gypsy camp has got no principles and no soul.’

‘Winston Churchill?’

‘Who else?’ He looked at me as if he was waiting for me to argue, but I knew better than to try. Derwent needed a fight occasionally, to do something with the aggression he seemed to generate just by breathing. But I was not going to be his punchbag today.

I could have sworn his ears drooped.


Chapter 2

Back at the office, Derwent threw himself into his chair and waved at me imperiously.

‘Go and find the boss and tell him where we are with the case.’

I felt a thud of dismay. ‘Don’t you want to do it?’

‘I’ve got things to do.’

‘So have I.’

‘Mine are more important.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Because I’m senior to you so whatever I have to do is bound to be more important.’ As he said it he was reaching over to pick up a copy of the Standard that someone had left on a nearby desk.

‘Look, I’d really rather not—’ I started to say.

‘Not interested. Tell someone who cares.’ He glanced up at me. ‘Why are you still here?’

I turned on my heel and stalked across the room towards the only enclosed office, where Chief Superintendent Charles Godley was usually to be found. I rapped on the door and it opened as I did so, Godley stepping towards me so that we almost collided. I apologised at the same time as he did. My face had been flaming already because I was livid with Derwent, but embarrassment added an extra touch of heat to my cheeks. I was aware of Derwent grinning at his desk on the other side of the room, and the speculative glances from my other colleagues across the tops of their monitors. I knew, even if Godley didn’t, that there was frequent, ribald speculation he had brought me on to his team because he wanted to sleep with me. I knew that Godley attracted rumours of that sort like roses attract greenflies; he was head-turningly handsome with ice-blue eyes and prematurely silver hair, and I was the first woman he had recruited in a long time, though not the last. I also knew that people had picked up on the fact that I was extremely awkward around him all of a sudden. The general theory was that we had had an affair and I had ended it, or he had ended it, or his wife had found out and she had ended it.

They couldn’t have been more wrong.

‘Did you want something, Maeve?’

‘DI Derwent asked me to update you about the Somers Town murder – Princess Gordon. We’ve got one in custody.’

‘Her husband?’

‘Partner.’

‘Give me the details.’ Instead of inviting me into his office he stayed where he was, standing in the doorway, in plain sight of everyone on the team. Maybe he did know about the rumours after all.

Briefly, I explained what we had found out. Godley listened, his blue eyes trained on my face. He had a gift for total concentration on whatever was in front of him, and it was a large part of his charm that he made you feel as if you were the only person in the world when he was listening to you. I could have done without the rapt attention, all the same. It made me too aware of my voice, my face, my tendency to wave my hands around while I was explaining things, my suspicion that my hair had gone frizzy in the damp evening air.

Not that he cared about any of that. He cared about the fact that I had worked out, beyond any doubt, that he was utterly, totally corrupt. He was paid by one of London’s biggest drug dealers, a ruthless gangster with an appalling record of violence, and I wasn’t sure exactly what Godley did for him in return. I didn’t want to know. I had worshipped the superintendent, blindly, and finding out that he was a fake made me more sad than angry. And for all that he was on the take, he was still a supremely gifted police officer.

I’d promised him I wouldn’t give him away, because it was none of my business and I couldn’t throw him to the wolves. He’d promised me it made no difference to how he did his job, and he’d also promised not to treat me any differently. But he had lied about that, and I was starting to change my mind about interfering. I still couldn’t reconcile the two facts: he was a boss who inspired total loyalty in everyone who worked with him, and he gave away inside information for money. He’d said it was more complicated than I knew, and I wanted to believe him, I really did.

I just couldn’t trust him.

‘And the sister?’ Godley asked.

‘DI Derwent wants to interview her again, but he doesn’t think she was involved.’

‘Unless she’s a fuckwit.’ Derwent crossed the room, folding his stolen newspaper as he approached, and sat down at a desk that was currently unoccupied. He started casually, carelessly ransacking the desk, opening and closing drawers. ‘Who sits here?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. I did know, in fact, but I didn’t want to tell him. The desk belonged to DCI Una Burt, his superior and emphatically not a member of the very select group of colleagues that Derwent could stand. Nor was she one of the even smaller group who liked him. ‘I know they don’t want you to go through their things.’

‘That’s a nice stapler.’ He clicked it a couple of times, very fast. ‘That’s better than the one I’ve got.’

‘Josh. Concentrate.’ Godley’s tone was mild but Derwent dropped the stapler and turned around to face the boss.

‘The CPS were happy for us to charge Olesugwe but they agreed with me that we need to know more about Blessed before we decide what to do about her. I think Olesugwe will plead eventually but at the moment he’s still hoping for a miracle. Which he’s not going to get, because he’s fucked. Did Kerrigan tell you about the keys?’

‘What about them?’

‘Kerrigan had a look through his personal effects before we interviewed him. She spotted that he had the key to the shed and the car, and she just happened to ask him if there was a spare set of car keys anywhere.’

‘The car was fifteen years old,’ I explained. ‘I thought it was probably second-hand or third-hand and there was a good chance it was down to one set of keys.’

‘Well done,’ Godley said, without enthusiasm, and I blushed, wishing that Derwent had just said nothing.

Apparently oblivious, he grinned at me. ‘You see, you look vague, but you’re actually not all that stupid when you try.’

‘Thanks.’ For nothing, I added silently.

‘Makes me wonder why you’re being left out of the big investigation.’

‘What investigation?’ I looked at Godley, whose face was like stone.

‘Josh. That’s enough.’

‘It just doesn’t seem fair of you to shut out Kerrigan. She hasn’t done anything wrong.’

‘That’s not what’s going on and you know it.’ Godley stepped back into his office. ‘Come in here and shut the door, Josh.’

Derwent was flipping through the newspaper again. He flattened it out on a double-page spread near the centre and with a flick of his wrist sent it spinning towards me. It landed by my feet. ‘Have a read of that, Kerrigan. It’s as close as you’re going to get.’

I picked it up. The headline screamed: SERIAL KILLER TARGETING LONDON’S SINGLES. Most of the space below was taken up with pictures of two young women. One had red hair to her shoulders; the other was dark and had short hair. She was huge-eyed and delicate, while the redhead was a stunner with a full mouth and slanting green eyes. Both were slim, both attractive. And dead. My eye fell on a pull quote in bold type: ‘They lived alone. No one heard their cries for help.’ And then, on the opposite page: ‘Mutilated and murdered’.

‘It’s not our case,’ Godley said, to me. ‘I’ve been asked to put together a task force in case they turn out to be connected, but I’m working with the local murder teams and they’re still officially investigating them. The victims didn’t know one another. They lived in different areas. The first woman died in January. The second was two months ago. This article is just speculation.’

I appreciated the explanation but it wasn’t really aimed at me. Nor was Derwent really complaining about me being left out. He wasn’t the type to care. He was absolutely the type to make use of a subordinate to get at his boss, though, and he wasn’t finished.

‘Oh, come on. Of course they’re connected.’ Derwent leaned over and snatched the paper back, flattening it out so he could read aloud: ‘“Both Kirsty Campbell and Maxine Willoughby lived alone. They worked within two miles of one another in central London. Friends describe both of them as bubbly and outgoing, but unlucky in love – Maxine had never found the right person, while Kirsty had recently broken off her engagement to her fiancé, Stephen Reeves (28). He describes himself as ‘heartbroken’ on the Facebook page set up in memory of Kirsty, but declined to comment for this article. Police have cleared Mr Reeves of any involvement in Kirsty’s death.”’

‘He declined to comment but they scavenged a quote from him anyway,’ I said. ‘I bet the lawyers made them put in the bit about him not being a suspect.’

Derwent read on, this time with more emphasis.

‘“And the similarities don’t end with how they lived. Kirsty and Maxine were strangled in their homes. There was no sign of a break-in at either address, suggesting that in each case they may have known their killer. Most shocking of all is the anonymous tip-off we received that both women were horribly mutilated, their bodies desecrated, their eyes gouged out. Police had not revealed this grisly detail to the public, but more than anything else it seems to suggest that Kirsty and Maxine were killed by the same person.”’

I shuddered. ‘That’s horrible. I’m not surprised they didn’t want that detail revealed. But if no one knew, it can’t be a copycat.’

‘It’s not proof of any connection between the two deaths,’ Godley said. Derwent slammed his hands down on the desk.

‘Like fuck it isn’t.’

‘I wanted to talk to you about that article, but not out here, Josh.’

‘Nothing to do with me.’

‘Someone tipped them off. Someone who wants there to be a connection between the murders. Someone not particularly well informed. I don’t have to look too far to find someone who fits the bill.’ I’d never heard Godley sound so stern. He turned and walked around his desk. Derwent jumped up and followed him. He didn’t even glance in my direction as he went past, his face set and pale, his hands clenched. He slammed the door after him, to make it absolutely clear, as if I hadn’t known it already, that my presence wasn’t required. The newspaper had fallen to the floor, forgotten, and I picked it up. Back at my desk, with one eye on Godley’s door to watch for Derwent’s return, I read through the rest of the article, and discovered two things. One: I knew the senior investigating officer in the Maxine Willoughby investigation all too well. Two: I had no idea whatsoever why Derwent was so angry.

But I would make it my business to find out.


Chapter 3

‘What are you doing tonight?’

I didn’t even look up. ‘Going home early.’

‘Wrong answer.’ Liv began tidying my desk around me, humming under her breath.

‘Can you stop doing that?’

‘It’s so untidy.’ Liv was the only other female detective constable on Godley’s team. She was as elegant and lovely as a Japanese ink drawing; I had never seen a strand of her long dark hair out of place. Her own desk was arranged as neatly as if she’d used a ruler to organise it.

I was basically her exact opposite in every way.

‘It’s creative mess. I work best like this.’ I slammed my hand down on a pile of papers that was beginning to slide sideways. ‘That was fine before you started messing with it.’

‘If they ever bring in a clean-desk policy—’

‘I’ll change jobs.’ I took the file she was holding and stuck it back in the middle of the muddle.

‘It hurts me,’ she said.

‘Don’t look, then.’

‘I can’t stop myself.’

‘It’s not that bad.’ I rolled back a few inches so I could see what she was talking about. ‘Okay. It looks like an explosion in an origami exhibition.’

‘Worse than that.’ She picked up my pen pot and tipped the contents out over the desk. ‘There. I think that’s how it was when I found it.’

I brushed paperclips off the page I had been reading. ‘Thanks, that’s much better. Why were you asking me about my plans?’

‘Come for a drink.’

‘I shouldn’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘Rob’s going away tomorrow morning. Two weeks in the good old US of A.’

Her eyebrows went up. ‘Holiday?’

‘An FBI course in Virginia. His boss arranged it.’ His predatory, female boss, who had almost caused me to break up with him over the summer, so heavily had she been leaning on him to sleep with her. I’d known he was hiding something and assumed the worst. I’d been absolutely sure he was cheating on me, when the opposite was true. It was like that, with Rob. I kept waiting for everything to go wrong because no one was that perfect, and I couldn’t believe he felt the way he said he did about me. To my constant surprise, we were far beyond my usual cut-off for relationships. Most of mine had lasted weeks, not months, but here we were, still together after almost a year.

The course was too good an opportunity for him to turn down, as I’d told him when I encouraged him to go. But I hated that he was going to be gone for so long, and so far away. And I hated that DI Deborah Ormond was going too.

‘Two weeks in the States. Nice work if you can get it.’ Liv settled down on the chair next to mine, getting comfortable. ‘And how do you feel about that?’

‘Stop using your relationship-counsellor voice. I’m looking forward to it.’

‘Bullshit.’

‘No, I am. I’ll be able to do whatever I want, when I want. It’ll be like being on my own again. Being free.’

Liv raised an eyebrow. ‘Still working on the commitment issues?’

‘No, because I don’t see them as a problem.’ I shuffled pages, trying to look busy. ‘I just like having options, that’s all.’

‘How does Rob feel about it?’

‘Oh, who knows. He acts as if we’ve mated for life.’

‘What a bastard.’

I glared at her. ‘We can’t all settle down and get a dog on the second date.’

‘It was our fourth,’ Liv said, ultra-dignified. ‘And not a dog. Goldie is a goldfish.’

‘Well, that’s totally different.’

She grinned. ‘Seriously, though. Is two weeks the longest the two of you have spent apart?’

‘Yes, but I haven’t seen all that much of him since he left the team.’ That was another sore point. He’d had to leave a job he loved because of me. Godley had a rule about relationships within the team and we’d been found out. One of us had had to go. Being Rob, he’d netted a promotion and a slot on the Flying Squad, but it had complicated his life and I knew he missed the old team. I sighed. ‘We just never seem to be on the same schedule.’

‘It gets a bit like that, doesn’t it? Especially in the job.’

‘So it seems. If they’re not job, they don’t understand the hours and stress and bad pay. If they are, you don’t get to see them. What’s the point?’

‘There isn’t one. You have to become a nun.’

‘I would, but the veil wouldn’t suit me.’ I checked the time, suddenly aware of the ache in my shoulders and neck from hunching over my desk. ‘Where are you going for this drink and who else has signed up?’

‘The local, and it’s just me and Joanne, and Christine. Please note, I’m not offended by you wanting to know who else is going.’

‘Joanne as in your girlfriend? I haven’t seen her in ages.’ I’d only met her a couple of times but I liked her a lot. ‘Okay, I’m in. Who is Christine?’

Liv shushed me, leaning across so she could mutter. ‘Civilian analyst. She’s been working for Godley since before I joined the team. Please don’t tell me you didn’t know who she was.’

‘Oh, her. I’d forgotten her name.’ I was aware of her, but I hadn’t paid much attention. She was young and giggly, addicted to shopping for clothes in her lunch hour and flirting with the male detectives.

Liv tilted her head to one side, like a bird about to peck. ‘Don’t judge her. You don’t know her.’

‘Okay. I don’t know her. But I don’t think we’re going to get on.’

‘She’s sweet. And she’s terrified of you.’

‘Of me?’ I glanced over to where she was working, facing away from me so all I could see was light brown hair in a messy up-do and a narrow back. ‘But I’m not scary at all. How is that possible?’

Liv sighed. ‘You have no idea, do you?’ She counted her points off on her fingers. ‘You never speak to her. You aren’t afraid to snap at the boys if they get out of line with sexist remarks. You’re a workaholic and you take your job very seriously. Plus you have a habit of solving our shittiest cases. Most of the team think you’re the mutt’s nuts and would sacrifice a body part for the chance to sleep with you, which you don’t seem to care about. Then again, you do have the finest bloke ever to work here warming your bed, so why would you? She worships you from afar. I made her day by telling her I’d ask you to come with us.’

‘You are kidding.’ I was feeling deeply uncomfortable.

‘Not in the least.’

‘She’ll be so disappointed when she finds out the truth.’

‘What did I say that wasn’t true?’ Liv patted my head. ‘Especially the part about being a workaholic. You really need to have a break now and then.’

I considered that for a moment. By the evening I was usually exhausted, fit for nothing but half an hour in front of the television and then bed. That was on ordinary days, when I wasn’t in the middle of a nightmare, headline-grabbing case. I’d been tired for so long, it passed for normal. I only really noticed when I was so fatigued I could neither eat nor sleep.

Now that I thought about it, none of that sounded healthy.

‘All right. You’ve persuaded me.’ Liv looked triumphant and I held up my hand to forestall her. ‘But just for one drink. Then I really have to go home.’

It was simply amazing how quickly one drink turned to three when you were having fun. I beamed across the table at Liv and Joanne, who were holding hands. Joanne was tall and dark-haired, with clear, freckled skin and high cheekbones. She looked like a model, spoke with a Scouse lilt, and had a high-flying job in the Counter Terrorism Command. Liv had met her when they both worked in Special Branch. The contrast between them was striking. Both were exceedingly attractive, but in very different ways. And they were obviously, transparently in love.

The gin loosened my tongue. ‘You know, you two make a lovely couple.’

‘Oh, we know.’ Joanne smiled at Liv, then back at me. ‘Poster girls for Metropolitan Police inclusiveness.’

‘The friendly face of lesbianism.’ Liv untangled her fingers from her girlfriend’s to lift her glass. ‘Here’s to being a dyke.’

We all clinked glasses, Christine giggling nervously. That was more or less all she had done so far. Sitting beside me, she was facing the bar and therefore had a view, as I did, of most of the team propping it up, drinking as if it was a competition. From where I was sitting it looked as if DS Chris Pettifer was winning. As I watched, he took three goes to get his pint glass back on the bar, then stared at it blearily as if daring it to move again.

‘Not a pretty sight,’ I said. ‘I think Chris needs to call it a night.’

‘Poor DS Pettifer. His wife’s left him.’

I looked at Christine curiously. ‘How did you find that out?’

She shrugged. ‘I get to know things about the people on the team. They were having IVF and it didn’t work out. They can’t afford any more and they’re not entitled to another round on the NHS. She’s gone off travelling on her own, so I suppose I shouldn’t say she’s left him, because she might be back and they haven’t exactly split up.’

‘Why didn’t I know any of this?’ I asked Liv.

‘Because you don’t really have time to gossip. You’re too busy.’

‘That’s so sad.’ I knocked back the end of my drink. There was another lined up in front of me, fizzing gently. I’d drink it quickly, I thought, checking the time with a twinge of guilt.

‘Pettifer?’ Liv asked.

‘Me. I’m so boring. It’s not that I don’t like gossip. I absolutely do. It’s just that I’m too scared of getting in trouble with Derwent to be caught having fun at work.’

‘What’s it like?’ Christine asked. ‘Working with DI Derwent, I mean?’

‘A laugh a minute.’ I was trying to get at the slice of lemon in the bottom of my glass. Ice slid past my hand on to the table, and I swore.

‘Really? It’s fun?’ Christine had pale blue eyes that were very large, surrounded by a lot of eyeliner and set far apart in a heart-shaped face. She was too pretty to dislike, or take seriously. She had already confided in us that she had always dreamed of being a police officer but having worked for Godley, she wasn’t so sure she wanted to be one any more. I imagined myself watching other people do my job while I spent all day reading and colour coding Excel spreadsheets of phone data that meant nothing to me. Hell on earth, I concluded.

I also concluded that Christine and I did not have a lot in common.

I tried to explain what I meant. ‘Well, it’s sort of fun. In a way. You have to ignore a lot of what he says, and he likes to test me.’

‘Test you?’

‘Challenge me. I don’t know. I can’t really describe it.’ It was a working dynamic that was as close to dysfunctional as you could get, but we got results. ‘I make suggestions and he shoots them down. Or he gives me a hard time for being too good at the job. Or for being a woman.’

‘Sounds like a charmer,’ Joanne observed.

‘I’m used to him,’ I said simply.

‘I’d rather work with anyone on the team than him. He’s a bigoted prick.’ Liv sounded extra-fierce and I grinned at her.

‘Tell us how you really feel.’

‘He hates me because I’m not interested in men.’

‘Oh, he hates everyone. Don’t take it to heart.’ It wasn’t often that I found myself defending Derwent, but I knew him better than Liv did. He really wasn’t picking on her specifically. There were very few people he liked in the world, and it happened that the majority of that select group were straight white men, just like him.

Christine leaned her chin on her hand and stared dreamily into the middle distance. ‘He doesn’t have a girlfriend, does he? What do you think he’s like in bed?’

‘I don’t think about that.’ I was hoping to stop her before she got too far with that line of conversation.

‘But if you did think about it …’ She sighed. ‘I bet he’s dominant.’

I pulled a face, appalled at the very idea.

‘Energetic,’ Liv suggested.

‘Go on, Maeve,’ Joanne said. ‘It’s your turn. In a word.’

‘Quick.’

The burst of laughter turned heads at the bar. They were wondering what we were talking about, with that prickly suspicion born of being self-conscious. Because of course the four of us had to be talking about the men we worked with.

They were right, as it happened. But we might not have been.

Liv grinned. ‘I know, let’s play Shag, Marry, Kill. Maeve, who would you pick if you had to choose between Derwent, Godley and … Belcott.’

‘Too easy. You’d kill Belcott straight away then you’d have the party to celebrate. You’d have quite a while before you had to choose between Derwent and Godley.’ Belcott was a nasty little man, the same rank as me but going nowhere. I’d seen him in action, taking credit for things he hadn’t done and sucking up to anyone who might put in a good word for him with the boss. He’d taken pleasure in the fact that I’d had a stalker who had invaded my privacy, gloating about the fact that he’d seen footage of me with Rob, during private moments. And that was only the beginning of what he’d done to piss me off.

‘And?’ Liv demanded. ‘Marry Godley, shag Derwent?’

‘Not so fast.’ I was considering it. ‘I bet Derwent would worship his wife, in a patronising way, obviously. You’d never hear a word about his cases but he’d bring you flowers every Friday night.’

‘And perfume on your birthday,’ Joanne agreed.

‘Always the same brand …’ I said.

‘The same as his mum used to wear.’ Joanne grinned at me.

Liv’s jaw had dropped. ‘You’re not turning down Godley as a marriage prospect, are you? For Derwent?’

‘I don’t know how happy Mrs Godley is. He’s married to the job, isn’t he? More than any of us. And you’d have to put up with people staring at him as you walked down the street, because the man is beautiful.’

‘I’d turn for him. He’s on my freebie list,’ Liv said. ‘Near the top.’

Joanne nodded. ‘I wouldn’t mind as long as you told me all the details.’

I ran my finger down the side of my glass. ‘I don’t really want to have sex with him, though.’

‘Because you love Rob.’ Liv sing-songed the words and I glowered at her.

‘Thank you, Disney Princess. It’s not that.’

‘But you do love Rob, don’t you?’ Christine sighed. ‘I had such a crush on him when I started working here.’

‘Who wouldn’t?’ I made it sound wry, but I kind of meant it.

‘Me,’ Liv said promptly. ‘But only because I love Jo, and he has boy bits, and I knew he was totally head over heels for you the first time I saw you together.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘Anyway, get back to Godley. I’m intrigued.’

Even on the wrong side of three drinks I wasn’t going to tell them what I knew about Godley, but knowing it had changed the way I saw him. He had been my hero. I had worked my arse off to impress him. I’d been determined to prove he’d been right to whisk me away from Borough CID to work for his specialist murder squad. Then I’d found out the truth about him, and suddenly I couldn’t see him any other way.

All three of them were looking at me, waiting for an explanation. Liv and Joanne were too good at interrogations for me to hope they’d drop it. ‘I just don’t go for older men.’

‘Everyone says you’ve slept with him already.’ Three drinks down, Christine had gone far beyond the point where she was capable of being discreet. I’d known about the gossip, but it was irritating to hear it parroted back to me as if saying it would make it true.

‘Never. And I never will. Make sure that gets around the squad room when you’re passing on things you know about the team.’ There had been an edge to my voice, but I was still surprised to see Christine’s face crumple. ‘Oh, shit.’

‘Sorry …’ Two perfect tears slid down her cheeks.

Liv drew Christine’s glass away from her. ‘That’s quite enough gin for you, dear.’

‘I didn’t mean to say anything wrong,’ she wailed, hunting through her bag for a tissue. Even when she was crying she looked adorable, a fact that wasn’t lost on the guys at the bar. Ben Dornton won the race to our table and handed Christine a paper napkin.

‘What are they doing to you, Christine? Why do you want to go out drinking with these miserable cows?’ He scowled at the three of us. ‘Fuck me, it’s proper bubble, bubble, toil and trouble over here. Is it Halloween or something?’

‘Not for days,’ I said.

He seemed genuinely cross. ‘Well, you lot are all set for costumes.’

I looked around, noticing that Liv, Jo and I were all in black suits. Christine was wearing a purple cardigan with a butterfly embroidered on the shoulder. Spot the difference. I had been too harsh, I knew.

‘I didn’t mean to upset you, Christine.’

‘Don’t worry, I always cry when I’m drunk,’ floated out from behind the napkin.

‘Come and have a drink with us,’ Dornton suggested. ‘We’ll look after you.’

‘It’s a girls’ night out, though.’ Christine emerged, looking tragic, as if that was an insurmountable obstacle. The very phrase made me wince.

‘I wouldn’t say that. Colleagues’ night out.’

‘Well, that includes us. We’re your colleagues too.’ Ben gave a little laugh, shooting for casual. It occurred to me that he was trying hard. I glanced up and saw the expression on his face as he stared at Christine: pure yearning. Over at the bar, Dave Kemp was watching us, turning his beer bottle around and around as he brooded. And the brooding wasn’t aimed at me. Kemp I didn’t know at all, but he was cute if you liked blue eyes, fair hair and a boyish manner. Dornton was all close-cropped hair and attitude, older than Kemp and usually cynical about everything. I’d never seen him look quite so vulnerable before and I hope Christine had the sense not to play them off against one another because I wasn’t at all sure Dornton would cope. It reminded me of Rob, all of a sudden, and how he had looked at me before we got together – knowing what he wanted, not at all sure he was going to get it – and all of a sudden I missed him like mad.

‘Okay, then.’ I stood up. ‘I need to get going. We can carry on another time.’

‘Oh, what?’ Liv began, and Joanne grabbed her knee.

‘She’s right. We should get going too.’ She caught my eye and gave me a wink and I knew she’d seen the same thing I had on Dornton’s face. ‘Down in one, Maeve.’

It was such a bad idea to knock back my drink, but I didn’t even consider leaving it; I did as I’d been told. Slightly high from the gin burning in my stomach, I turned to Dornton under cover of pulling on my jacket and murmured, ‘I’m trusting you to look after Christine. Make sure she doesn’t get too drunk, and make sure she gets home all right.’

He looked wounded. ‘You know I will.’

‘I think you will, but I’m still making it your job. She needs looking after.’ I poked him in the chest. ‘And no taking advantage.’

‘As if I would.’

‘Make sure you don’t.’ I gave Dave Kemp a long stare to convey the same message, and saw it hit home.

As I stalked to the door, I found myself thinking I could get to like being scary.


Chapter 4

By the time I got home, I’d slid all the way down the helter-skelter from the tough detective who doesn’t let anyone intimidate her to the usual version of me, second-guessing every decision I’d made that day and wincing as my feet complained about hours of punishment in heels. It didn’t help that I had to take a long route back. Rob and I had moved to a flat in Dalston, in a purpose-built block of no charm whatsoever. It was an easy enough commute to work for both of us, but I was still getting used to the area. I hated the fact that we’d had to leave our flat in Battersea, where we’d been happy, because the stalker I tried not to think about had found out where I lived.

My usual inclination was to stand up to being bullied, but I was scared enough of Chris Swain to follow elaborate precautions in order to avoid being traced. He was a rapist and a coward, a peeping Tom and a technological genius who ran password-protected websites in shady corners of the Internet where like-minded creeps could share their fantasies – and memories. I’d been the one who uncovered the truth about him, and I was his ultimate target, or so he told me. He’d found me before; he could find me again. But I wasn’t going to make it easy for him this time. Our landline was ex-directory and all of our post was redirected to work; I had no magazine subscriptions and wasn’t a member of any organisations that might put me on a mailing list. None of the bills were in my name. I took different methods of public transport home, when I had to rely on it rather than getting a lift. I hadn’t replaced my car when it died; Rob parked his anywhere but in front of our flat. I checked, always and methodically, that no one was following me on my walk home, and I never went the same way twice.

Chris Swain had affected every decision we’d made in moving. The area was a busy one, well served by public transport but with a shifting population who wouldn’t pay any attention to us. The flat was on the second floor in a modern building with good security and CCTV. It had low ceilings and small, bland rooms: a sitting room that did double duty as a dining room by virtue of the table in the corner, a galley kitchen, a poky bathroom that got no natural light, one bedroom with built-in cupboards and a bed and no room for anything else. We kept the blinds down in the bedroom almost all the time, more aware than most that privacy was an illusion in urban areas. It was a six-month lease and there was nothing to make us leave at the end of those months, but nothing to make us want to stay either. Functional was one word that occurred to me about it. Bleak was another.

It took me three goes to get my key in the door and the first thing I did was fall over the suitcase in the middle of the hall. I landed on my knees with a bang.

‘Jesus. Fuck.’

‘If that’s a request, Jesus is busy. He told me I should stand in.’ Rob came out of the bathroom, toothbrush in hand. ‘Are you okay?’

‘The booze is taking the edge off the pain.’

‘Where have you been?’

‘I fell among thieves.’ Since I was down there anyway, I sat on the floor and pulled off my shoes while Rob finished brushing his teeth. ‘Liv made me go for a drink.’

‘Twisted your arm, did she?’ He said it lightly, but I felt guilty anyway. When he came back to the hall he put out a hand to me and I allowed myself to be lifted to my feet, smelling mint.

‘I hadn’t been out for ages. Joanne was there too. And Christine. Do you remember her?’

‘The analyst? Yeah, she was sweet.’

‘She remembers you, let me tell you.’

He grinned. ‘I deny everything.’

‘She said she fancied you rotten.’

‘That’s nice.’ It wasn’t an unusual event in Rob’s life, and not just because he was tall and lean and broad-shouldered, or because of the black-hair-blue-eyes colouring, or the quiet, understated commitment to doing the right thing that had landed him in harm’s way once or twice. It was because when he listened to people he seemed to hear more than what they actually said. It gave him an unnerving ability to read minds, which I found inconvenient at times. Like now. He reached out and touched my cheek. ‘Don’t worry. I only had eyes for you.’

‘Who said anything about being worried? I think she fancies Derwent too, so it’s not all that flattering.’

‘What gives you that idea?’

‘She was speculating about what it would be like to sleep with him.’

‘And?’

‘We speculated.’ I blinked up at him. ‘Don’t make me think about it again. I’ve been trying to forget.’

‘I’ve heard you talking about him in your sleep.’ He imitated me. ‘“Ooh, Josh, again. Like that. Harder. Don’t stop.” I think that was it.’

‘Yuck. That’s a horrible suggestion.’

His eyes were wide with innocence. ‘Imagine how I felt having to listen to it.’

‘I’ve never had a dream about Derwent. My subconscious mind is above that sort of thing.’

‘I know what I heard.’

‘You’re making it up.’ I looked at him doubtfully. ‘Aren’t you?’

He laughed at me. ‘How is Derwent, anyway?’

‘Rude. Horrible. Oh, and weird.’ I hadn’t noticed him come out of Godley’s office; the next time I’d seen the super-intendent he’d been alone. Derwent, for once, had gone home early. I told Rob about it and he listened, frowning.

‘You know and I know he doesn’t give two shits about my career progression. He was using me to get at Godley for leaving him out of the task force he’s setting up and I don’t know why he would be left out. Or why he’d care, particularly.’

‘Maybe because DCI Burt is involved?’ Rob suggested.

‘Maybe. She does make him crazy.’ I sighed. ‘He was so angry with Godley, though.’

‘He’s an angry man.’ Rob stretched and yawned. ‘I can’t believe I’m talking about him rather than sleeping. I’m shattered.’

‘Are you going to bed? What time is it?’

‘Late. I’ve got to be up in six hours.’

‘I missed your last night.’ I rubbed my eyes. ‘I am such a crap girlfriend.’

‘You have your good points.’ Rob looked thoughtful. ‘I may need a reminder of what they are.’

I slid my jacket off and leaned back against the wall. ‘Where would you like to start?’

‘With you taking your make-up off. If you go to bed like that, you’ll wake up looking like the saddest clown in the world.’ He was standing very close to me, and he started unbuttoning my shirt.

‘That is not motivating me to get out the cleanser.’

‘What? I’m just helping.’ He leaned in for a kiss and I let him do what he wanted with me as his hands roved. The effect he had on me was not wearing off – quite the opposite. He only had to look at me a certain way to make me catch my breath, and when he touched me, I was lost.

‘I have been thinking about this all night,’ I whispered, the plaster cold against my back as Rob slid the last of my clothes to the floor. His hand slipped between my thighs and I clung to him and shivered, wanting him to keep doing what he was doing. Wanting more.

‘It was on my mind too.’

‘Oh really?’ I pressed against him. ‘What were you thinking?’

‘I would really rather show you than tell you.’ He stepped back, moving towards the bedroom. ‘Hurry up, though.’

I came down to earth with a bump as soon as I saw myself in the bathroom mirror. The gin-euphoria had worn off. I was blotchy, with mascara streaked under each eye and my hair was tragic. Sobering up, I scrubbed my face and brushed my teeth until I could no longer taste alcohol. All of the things I was worried about came and stood around me as I wearily, savagely rubbed moisturiser into my face. Why was I so crap? I only had to manage two things: my job and my relationship. Sometimes I felt I was failing at both.

And in the kitchen, as I drank half a litre of water, I saw that he had made dinner for both of us, which made my guilt bite down even harder. It was like him not to mention it. It was like him to say he didn’t mind. Sometimes I would have given all I had to know how he really felt.

I found Rob sitting up in bed with his eyes closed, his arms folded across his bare chest, fast asleep. He looked tired too, with dark smudges like thumbprints under his eyes. As usual he was sleeping in a self-contained, composed way, not sprawling or snoring. He was just too perfect.

Too good for me.

I shied away from thinking about it, knowing that I’d touched on the truth but absolutely not wanting to consider it any further because I knew, logically, where it would end: with a break-up. And I didn’t want to lose him, even if I didn’t deserve him. I turned off his light as quietly as I could and edged around to my side of the bed, intending to get in without waking him.

Some hope. He slept as lightly as a cat. As I slid under the covers, he reached for me.

‘Where were we?’

‘You don’t have to. You’re tired.’

‘I’ll find the energy, believe me.’

I turned over, burrowing into the pillow.

‘Don’t you want to?’ Rob sounded puzzled.

‘I’m really, really sorry I missed dinner,’ I whispered. ‘I’m sorry I missed your last night.’

‘Not my last night on the planet, hopefully.’ He put on his light. ‘Maeve, look at me. If I really minded, I’d have phoned you. I could have gone to bed hours ago. I was watching TV until five minutes before you showed up. I don’t mind you going out and having a good time with your mates. I don’t expect you to be here if you’re not working.’

‘But you’re going away.’

‘And I’ll be back.’

‘You don’t hate me for being selfish?’

He looked startled. ‘Who said you were selfish? You’re terrible at managing your time, but I knew that before we started going out.’

‘And you still find me attractive even when my makeup is smudged and I smell of alcohol.’

The corner of his mouth lifted. ‘Then more than ever.’

The thing about Rob was that he had an unerring instinct for the right thing to say, and do. I felt all of my worries slip away as he made me absolutely sure he loved me, despite all of my flaws. Maybe because of some of them. I showed him, because it was true, that I loved him, even though I still hadn’t said it, and couldn’t, and it turned out to be the sort of sex that makes you smile to yourself when you think about it afterwards, and you think about it a lot.

I was almost asleep when I remembered to ask him if he thought I was intimidating, and had to listen to him laughing on and off for
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