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 Chapter 1

I got arrested on my birthday,
Monday, August the fourteenth. Which also happened to be the day
I’d decided to lose my virginity. The decision, indeed the
determination, to choreograph the loss occurred in the small hours
between Sunday and Monday, around two, I guessed. But not earlier.
So it could also have been three in the morning. Not only did I get
arrested, it happened at the offices of my new place of work, Cecil
& Buckley, in Duncannon Street, the Strand. I was an intern,
still on my probationary period.

But I’ve skipped ahead of
myself, so let me begin from the time prior to my arrest.

My morning had started in a
curious way.

Something woke me up.Some inner
alarm, I suppose. I rolled my head on the pillow, lifted it and
suppressed a whimper. My head wasn’t mine, it belonged to an entire
symphony orchestra of drums, cymbals, xylophones, gongs, bells –
the lot – gyrating inside my skull.

Shite. I forced my torso
upright, andthe duvet slipped down. I held my head between my
hands, a useless effort to quieten the orchestra. Slowly, through
tangles of hair veiling my face, I took in my surroundings. First
take: somebody in bed with me. Second take: sod it, not my bedroom,
not my bed either.The somebody seemed fast asleep under his
own duvet.

The digital clock on my side of
the bedside table stared back at me – 08:47. Monday morning.That
fact set vibrations in my mind, trying to
jangle their way through the gauzy layers of my
slipping sleep.Oh Jayz, I should have been at work forty-seven
minutes ago. I defied the orchestra and kicked out of bed in a
hurry. More surprises: I was as naked as the second I was born,
minus the umbilical cord. A quick look at the stranger still
peacefully asleep on the large bed told me he was still roaming
dreamland. His face was turned away from me.

Jasper, I remembered as I
searched for my clothes. I remembered more. The Sloaney Filly last
night. Jasper and a bunch of apparently disgustingly loaded East
Europeans and their ladies. God, did we go on a binge. Champagne
and bloody vodka. On a Sunday night, for heaven’s sake. As my
memory of last night fought with the symphony in my head to
resurface, I frantically continued the search for my clothes. The
bedroom was huge and extravagant. There were two doors leading from
it, on my side of the bed.

Which one’s which?

I needed the bathroomurgently,
so I tossed a coin in my overloaded mind and opened a door to my
right. Nope, that was the dressing room and there was no other door
in there. I closed it and opened the door farther on the right from
it. Jackpot.

Mirrors all over, instead of
walls. I watched myself sitting on the toilet bowl relieving
myself. I looked like some version of Sue Ellen of Dallas–
my mother’s favourite series from before I was even born –
struggling out of a depraved hangover morning. When I was done I
flushed the loo. Washed my face, fighting my hair out of my way. I
found a towel and swiped it across my face as if I were all of a
tall six-year-old in a hurry, dropped it and hurried back to the
bedroom. Half of my duvet hung on the floor and I gathered it off
the floor onto the bed. I stepped on something slippery, in the
process. I looked down at my bare foot, half buried in the shaggy
camel-coloured rug, and went, “Eeeek” to myself with some disgust.
A used condom, full of what Jasper had, I dimly remembered,vocally
delivered to me last night.Delivered in me. Or maybe I had been the
vocal one; my memories were far from precise, let alone reliable,
this morning.

I looked at Jasper on the bed,
as I wiped the foot on the safer spots of the rug.

“Jasper?” He didn’t even stir
or groan. His longish brown-blond hair was tousled and covered half
of his face. The duvet covered him to the shoulder. His – as I
remembered – grass-green eyes were shut, the long light lashes
resting on his cheek. He looked devastating even in his sleep,
although I remembered that he was much older than me. I called out
to him again with a light touch on his covered shoulder. He still
slept away like the dead. Forget it. I’ll leave him a message. Or
text him later. I needed to dress, get out and head to my house to
change for work. Change… Where were my …

A few precious moments of
trying to find my clothes in the bedroom yielded nothing. I stepped
out of the bedroom and spied my first tiny item of clothing on the
floor just outside the bedroom door. I stepped into it and
continued downstairs to the sitting room, picking up more items of
my clothing, littered about like Hansel and Gretel’s breadcrumbs.
My bra, the silk tank top, jeans jacket and finally, by the couch,
my jeans and shoes. My bag was under the coffee table. I quickly
finished wiggling and shrugging myself into my clothes, frantic,
and pulled out my handbag from under the table.

I called a Minicabas I left
Jasper’s terraced town house in Notting Hill,
Kensington. Thank God I still remembered where the taxi drove
us to last night. Or rather this morning. It took less than five
minutes for the taxi, which must have been cruising around the
area, to pick me up.

“Kilmaine Road, Fulham,” I told
the thirtyish Pakistani or Indian driver as I settled in the back
seat. “If you get me there in fifteen minutes, you get double fare,
okay?” I was already over an hour late for work.

“Yes, madam, I’ll try my
best.”

I said nothing. Pulled out an
elastic band from my bag and warred with my unruly hair to catch it
into a pony tail. Then worried my mobile to call the office and…
yeah, and what? Well, at least apologise that I’ll be about … a
quarter of a day late? As an intern of some three months’ standing?
Aiming to be an associate at Cecil & Buckley sooner than
anybody could stop me? Man, I was on the best route to screw this
up. I still had a mere week before my probationary period got
reviewed.

But I already buggered it all
up because of a one-night stand.

I punched in the code for the
personal assistant’s number just as the driver wisely soldiered on
through the relatively tolerable traffic along Holland Park. I
fidgeted in my seat like I needed to pee again, whileI placed the
mobile to my ear after punching the green button. The taxi was
leaving Holland Park to hit the A3220. Smart driver. The A3220
would be the fastest route to Kilmaine Road. Again, relatively less
traffic, I noticed, my eyes swivelling around to assess it. My
mind, too, turned around trying to mentally choose what I’d wear to
the office.Obviously, when I get home, a quick shower to clean
Jasper off my skin would be necessary, and then the change into
office clothes. Make sure I manage that within fifteen minutes,
sprint to—

 “Cecil
& Buckley, you’re speaking to Georgina Carter. How may—”

“Georgie, it’s me. Fairuza.” I
tried to control my erratic breathing. “I’m so, so sorry I couldn’t
call earlier to say I’ll be late this morning. My—”

“Fairuza. Good morning. We’ve
been wondering where you were. It’s almost nine-thirty already,
young lady.”

Georgie was over fifty but
looked much younger and was as sharp as a whip. Apart from being
the PA to both William Cecil and Darrel Buckley, Georgie also ran
the entire office as administrator. Boss to everybody else, in
effect, the associates, interns like me and secretaries – political
correctness at Cecil & Buckley had limitations, and some of the
secretaries were actually male; if there were secretaries of state
and the UN had a general secretary, the argument went, so could
Cecil & Buckley.

“I’m desperately sorry,
Georgie. But I had a sort of terrible emergency. An aunt came for a
visit over the weekend, and this morning she slipped and fell in
the tub—”

“Oh dear. Is she all
right?”

“—and I had to accompany her in
the ambulance. Yes, more or less, thank you. She has concussion and
they have to keep her for a couple of days for observation.”

I was pretty good at lying when
I needed to. I’d had practice since I was about one foot tall. With
my parents, when I still had them both. But mainly with Daddy,
after that.

“How depressing, Fairuza. Are
you all right?”

“Yes, I’m fine. I’ll make up
for the hours and work late. I’m on my way home to change and then
I’ll take the underground from Fulham B. So sorry, Georgie. Till in
a bit.” I punched off before Georgie would say something, anything
that would lead to more lies.

At least taking the underground
wasn’t a lie. The Tube from Fulham Broadway was a five-minute walk
from my house. And the Tube to the Strand would take me about
thirty-five minutes with two changes at Earl’s Court and at
Piccadilly Circus. Another couple of minutes’ walk and I’ll be in
Duncannon Street where the offices of Cecil & Buckley were
housed. I was in no state to drive my nippy little Smart. For all I
knew, I still had enough alcohol in me to set the Tube on fire if
someone with a lighter sat near me.

The taxi driver parked right
next to my Smart, which was right at the entrance to my row of
maisonettes. The Smart was so tiny I could park it inside my
handbag.

The Pakistani had managed the
trip in less than fifteen minutes. The next thing I knew as I
rummaged in my purse was that I had no money. The bloody thing was
full of all sorts of cards but no cash.

“I don’t suppose you have those
machine things to run a card through, do you?” I said, hoping he
did.“I’m sorry I have no cash.”

“No, madam, ATM around at
Fulham Broadway. NatWest Bank. I’ll drive you there and back here
again, no problem.”

Which “no problem”cost me
another quarter of an hour.

Just my luck.












 Chapter 2

It was close to twelve midday
when I finally managed to get to Cecil & Buckley.

But not to my open plan
office.

At the reception area, I
greeted the receptionist.

“Morning, Sam.”

Samantha acted nervous and
greeted me back a few beats later, “Erm, morning Fairuza,” while
her eyes looked everywhere but at me. She picked up the phone and
punched three keys. Internal call, I presumed. Unless it was a dial
code for… whatever.

I’d turned away from Sam and
made to head to my desk in the office situated just beyond the
glass partition of the reception.

“Ms Alamazan?” an authoritative
male voice said behind me.

Startled, I stopped in my
stride.

Then whirled around, and my
stomach dropped to my knees.“Yes?”

“Ms Fairuza Alamazan?” He
pronounced my first name Fare-razza.

”Yes?” I repeated as my heart
headed north, in the opposite direction my stomach took. My body
was ripping apart across the middle, sensing, with that
evolutionary sixth sense, that something was very wrong. There was
a woman with the man. I concentrated on her to thwart my growing
fear. She was blonde, bob cut, lovely hazel eyes, lips some would
call luscious, a couple of years older than me, maybe. Like,
twenty-seven, twenty-eight. Five-nine or so.

“I’m Detective Inspector
Cameron,” he whipped out his warrant cardand flipped it before my
nose. “And this is DS Blackmore. Is it all right to call you Miss
or would you prefer the Ms title?”

What? “I am Ms Alamazan.
Alamazan is my family name going back a few dozen generations,
Detective Inspector. I’m proud of it.” I didn’t cherish my
conservatism at times.

So get on with it, DCI Cameron,
and let’s skip the tactical niceness.

“Then that’s cleared. DS
Blackmore, for example, prefers to be Ms Blackmore.” He indicated
the woman who smiled at me, holding her own ID warrant card. Was
that some sort of information for me to address her correctly?

I didn’t know what to say, let
alone think. So I nodded, swallowing.

“Now, do you know a certain Mr
Chelwood, Ms Alamazan?”

I shook my head before I could
speak. “No, I don’t think I know—”

“You don’t think?” said
Cameron.

His eyes fixed me but remained
expressionless. Pale and dead eyes. I thought of the fish stands at
Billingsgate Market, even as my insides took tentative trips to the
whirling edges of a black hole.

“No, I’ve never heard of … what
was the name again?”

“Chelwood,” said Blackmore.
“Jasper Chelwood.” She had a gentle smile. The
your-friend-and-helper kind of gentle smile.

This time I swayed slightly.
“Jasper?”

“Fairuza, what’s going on
here?”

Even before I turned to see who
spoke the words, I knew, from her voice. Georgina Carter. That must
have been the internal call Samantha had made after I greeted her.
She must have had instructions to alert Georgie the moment I
arrived at work. God, what was going on here? Was my lie about an
aunt and a bathtub slip already bared to the world? Was it a
crime?

Georgie was dressed in the best
from Harrods and Selfridges. She had the figure for it. Like the
well-preserved fifty-year-old she was. Even the creases around the
corners of her mouth were svelte. Not a single grey in her auburn
chin-length hair either. I checked Georgie out to give me time to
regain my composure. My lies of this morning seemed about to come
back to clobber me full force. Truth will out. But since when did a
one-night stand constitute a crime for which the police would
accost me?

I turned formal, and said, “No
idea, Mrs Carter. These are police officers who—”

“I know. They said they want to
question you,” Georgie said.

Cecil & Buckley had some
tacit agreement that we of the mid echelon staff call her Georgie
or Georgina only when there’s no outsider. The police were mega
outsiders.

Inspector Cameron muscled in.
“Quite.Ms Alamazan, we need you to come with us to the station to
answer a few questions.”

Jasper? I thought while
I asked, “About what?”

“What do you need to question
her about … Inspector?” Georgie asked at the same time, moving to
my side and placing a palm on my shoulder. It took all I had not to
flinch at her touch. With my lie about an aunt who’d slipped in the
bath tub at the very front of my mind, I certainly didn’t want
Jasper brought into this conversation here.

“All right, let’s get this
behind us. Mrs Carter, it’s probably best to do as the officers
ask. I’m sorry this day seems to go all pear-shaped on us.” I
turned to Cameron. “How long will this take, offi … erm, Inspector
Cameron?”

“That depends.”

On what, for goodness’s sake? I
thought as I nodded. I aimed to be an associate here at Cecil &
Buckley, and that meant I virtually had no minute to call my
own.

Clients were billed at three
hundred quid an hour, double that for the work done by the full
associates and partners. Right now I was working on an agreement
review for a client that I was supposed to re-rig to our client’s
advantage. The office was buzzing with activity, I could see
through the glass partition. A couple of secretaries and some
associates were grouped around a desk, talking. Obviously about me,
because their eyes were trained on me while they chatted, but
avoided direct gazes on me when our eyes met.

“This won’t look good,
Fairuza,” Georgie said. “So get it sorted.”

I swallowed and nodded. It
won’t look good because in a week, I shall have completed my
three-month probationary period and the…

Georgina Carter turned and
walked away.












 Chapter 3

The
two officers escorted me out of the reception area, one on each
side, to the lift. The lift had three other people in it, two men
and a woman, all three smartly dressed. Like bankers or company
executives. Nobody spoke, all behaving as if we were in a
no-speaking confined zone. The lift went down without a stop to the
ground floor. Blackmore retained me in silence, by a gentle grip on
my shoulder, as if she was my best friend reminding me to be
polite, while Cameron gestured to the other three occupants to
leave the lift first. I wondered if Londoners could tell
plainclothes CID coppers – and their suspect – on sight.

Out on Duncannon Street, we
walked to the parked police car, still in silence, Blackmore
steering me in the right direction. I glanced towards the statue of
Nelson awash with the midmorning sun. Stoic lad. We reached the
car. Detective Inspector Cameron opened the rear door and DS
Blackmore pushed my head down and nudged me into the back seat.
They left me alone in the back while Cameron got behind the wheel
and Blackmore on the passenger seat.

The car nosed into the traffic,
heading north-east.

Jasper, Jasper, Jasper, I kept
on thinking. What had he done and how did I fit in on all that?
Jasper and his very flush drinking mates of last night, who might
have been Russians or Poles or whatever. I wanted to lean forward
and ask about what was going on but something stopped me. Something
that said I was in a bad situation here. Apart from the cash, tons
of booze and foreignness of the drinking buddies, I remembered next
to nothing. Not even the moment my planned “loss” occurred,
exactly. And I was on the best road to lose my internship as well.
The two officers were quiet and only the police radio crackled with
commands and information I couldn’t begin to fathom.

Should I initiate a casual
chat? Like: Did Chelwood do something against the law?

When I next looked out the
window, we were passing the British Museum, heading north-west this
time, in the direction of the Library.

I leanedforward this time,
cleared my voice. “Where are we going?”

“Notting Hill,” said Cameron.
“Ring a bell?” He didn’t look at me.

Oh shit. “Should it? It’s part
of Kensington as far as I know. That it?”

I got no answer, so I decided
to shut up before I talked myself into more trouble than I
presumably already had. In fact I didn’t even want to think back on
last night and Jasper and his loaded mates. My memory of the night,
after all, was pretty sieved and shrouded in mist. I whipped out my
iPod and threaded it to my ears. As Adele told me that whoever it
was looked like a movie, and talked like a song, I looked out the
window to notice we were turning back south-west past the Zoo. Why
Cameron had chosen this long route remained his secret. Maybe it
was because London was right in the middle of hosting the IAAF
World Championships. Basically the caveman disciplines of run,
jump, throw. Cameron wouldn’t want a javelin piercing the
windscreen or a shot-put landing on the roof of the car, I
mused.

Maybe it was deliberately meant
to give me time to fall apart.

We finally arrived. Not at
Jasper’sRegency Georgian terraced town house in Notting Hill, but
the police station. I didn’t know why I’d assumed we were heading
to the house instead of the police station in Ladbroke Road. I
quickly parked my iPod as Blackmore and Cameron came around the
car.

The police officers flanked me
again at each elbow and led me inside.

I had a huge fight with my
bladder, which threatened to fail me. By now I concluded I wasn’t
just in trouble here, I was in deep shite. The best strategy right
now, Fairuza, I told myself, is to act calm and collected. After
all, as far as I knew, I had done nothing wrong. Unless one-night
stands were currently against Her Maj’s Constitution.

The officers took me straight
past the desk sergeant, deeper into the far recesses, where I was
ushered into an interrogation room. Cameron stepped into the room
first, followed by myself. Blackmore took the rear-guard with that
best friends hand on the small of my back to encourage me in.

I took in my surroundings. A
wooden table, four chairs around it, two on each side. A camera
mounted on one corner of a wall, angled in a way that it would
cover the room.

“Please take a seat,” Cameron
said.

“Which side of the table?” I
asked. My indirect way to find out whether they wanted my profile,
or my face, to the camera. My face won. I placed my bag on the
table and made myself comfortable on Her Maj’s furniture, folding
my hands on my lap.

Cameron and Blackmore scraped
their chairs on the linoleum floor, sat opposite me but on each end
of the table, while I was in the middle. They banged their chairs
about once more to move closer to the table, three quarters of
their bodies angled to face the camera. Cameron looked at his watch
and spoke for the camera.

“It’s twelve-seventeen and I,
Detective Inspector Iain Cameron together with Detective Sergeant
Deborah Blackmore commence the interrogation of Ms Fairuza
Alamazan, in Case GC one NHK stroke fourteen, stroke eight, stroke
two zero seventeen.” It took me a moment to realise he must mean
that as a sort of file number: GC1NHK/14/8/2017.My birthday, as
well as the day of the interrogation. He turned his head to me and
asked me to say my full name, place and date of birth, and
address.

I did, not sure whether I
should say all that to the camera or to Cameron, so I kept
swivelling my head towards him and then towards Blackmore.

They both stared at me in
silence, when I was done, Blackmore with her lower arms on the
table, Cameron leaning back casually on his chair.

It wasn’t fair, in that
protracted silence, because I couldn’t successfully do what I
needed to do; keep eye contact. But I could only do that with one
pair of eyes at a time, so I kept shifting my eyes from one to the
other. I was innocent, whatever the crime here was. All I did was
get drunk and have sex with a grown-up man I’d met in my favourite
pub. I had a strong urge to pee but an even stronger one to speak,
tell them all the things I was thinking about right now and ask
them to get on with it or let me go back to work. This wall of
silence was probably a strategy. To make me nervous, which it
did.

Or make me want to speak, which
it did too.

As if he read my mind, Cameron
said, “So, you know Dr Chelwood.”

It was a statement. “Dr
Chelwood?” I asked.

Blackmore leanedin a little
closer over the table. “Yes, Dr Jasper Chelwood. You were at his
house last night till this morning.”

Christ. A thought occurred to
me. “How did you know who I am and where I work?”

“Public Records,” said
Cameron.

Right. The age of terrorism and
surveillance. Although I was probably more English than Iain
Cameron and Deborah Blackmore combined, my name told a different
story. I would be in the records somewhere, probably watched
regularly as a potential sleeper.

Cameron prompted, “You spent
the night at Dr Chelwood’s house?”

I didn’t remember Jasper saying
he was a doctor. “You called him Mr Chelwood back in the
office.” Stares. No reaction. So I added, just in order to say
something before I started tapping my feet on the floor, “What sort
of doctor is he? I mean, is he a medical doctor, a veterinarian,
university lecturer of tropical insects boarding British Airways in
Johannesburg and landing as terrorists with biological weapons at
Heathrow or something?” My voice had crescendoed a bit as I talked.
They were pissing me off major, but also scaring me.

“He works with—”

Cameron cut Blackmore off. “We
ask the questions, Ms Alamazan. All right then. Were you with Dr
Jasper Chelwood last night, Miss—?”

“I was with someone who said
his name was Jasper,” I cut him off in my turn. I guessed this was
what I’d read about Good Cop, Bad Cop games. I couldn’t care less,
I wasn’t some criminal. Scared, yes. But only with the dread of
losing my job at Cecil & Buckley when I was so near my goal. In
fact, so scared that my bladder did an about turn and stopped
giving me extra grief.

“He was with a bunch of mates
at the pub and we got to chat. I’m afraid I didn’t ask him to give
me his credentials. Neither did he request me for any. Are we
done?”

Cameron eyed me with his dead
pale eyes and a slow smile spread across his face. He actually had
quite an open face that camouflaged his aggressive words. Fair hair
cut like a banker’s, handsome features, a confident air about him
that could charm anyone – if he chose to charm. Blackmore on the
other hand struck me as eager and obedient. The sort who skirted
around insubordination like it was infectious. A rookie, just like
me, if I still had my job intact. Which worry also started to make
me angry. Why couldn’t they get on with it so we could clear things
up and I’d return to the office and rescue my job? My work cost
clients three hundred quid an hour. My work was measured in chunks
of minutes, and right now, this Monday – demonstratively looking at
my watch – I’d robbed Cecil & Buckley of more thantwo thousand
quid and counting.

I realised Cameron’s smile
meant I’d started talking too much and so I shut my gob. The point
was, all sorts of emotions battled inside me: fear, anger,
unfairness, feeling helpless.

“Go on, Ms Alamazan. How did
you meet Dr Chelwood, which pub are we talking about here? How did
you land at his house?”

Nope. I was a lawyer. “Don’t
you need to tell me what this is about first?”

Cameron now fixed me with a
serious gaze. “Dr Chelwood is dead, Ms Alamazan. Our information is
that you’re the last person who saw him alive.”

“What? When?” I left Jasper
asleep several hours ago. Alive and peacefully slumbering in his
bed. “I mean, if Jasper is this Dr Chelwood, then I left him asleep
in his bed a couple of hours ago.” Then the consequences dawned on
me. “Am I a suspect here?”

“Jasper Chelwood was found in
his bed, yes. But he wasn’t alive.” That was from Blackmore,
playing the good cop. She didn’t smile, for all that.

Suddenly there wasn’t enough
air in the windowless room. Not for me.

Not for all three of us in
here. I now noticed the fan, which seemed to do a great job of
recirculating the used air.Felt both hot and cold. Imagined I must
look white and red, like my blood was tipping around back and forth
in my body. Parts of my skin crawled, as if I were a snake shedding
its layers for a new skin to emerge. The video camera high on the
wall opposite me signalled a monotonous pulsation in a red dot. It
no doubt covered not only my voice but my body language as well. I
steeled myself. Nausea gripped me, and it had nothing to do with
leftover alcohol that I felt must be doing its own recirculation in
my blood. I lost my breath for long moments, while the bile burned
in my throat when I tried to swallow.

A dense silence darkened the
room. I couldn’t even hear the soft whir of the fan.

Until Cameron punched the
silence again. “Ms Alamazan, why don’t you tell us how you met Dr
Chelwood.” A statement. Followed by another. “How you two ended up
at his house.”

I considered mentioning that I
was entitled to a lawyer before I spoke to them. This involved
somebody’s death, after all. But I decided against that because I
thought it would make me look guilty. Why do that, when I knew for
certain that I was innocent?

But was I really innocent, if
we’re talking about the same Jasper, and he’d died in his bed? How
had he died, a heart attack? How couldn’t I have noticed that – a
heart attack? Didn’t the person thrash around before dying or
something?

Still, I felt like a Moslem
forced to hang a photo of Mohammed on their wall.

Or a Mormon forced to do the
same with a cross.

My muddled mind began to
spoolback in a slow motion replay.












 Chapter 4

My mind spooled back in frantic fits
and starts, not ready or able to unravel that particular thread.
Not able to even find the end of the thread in all the ball of
wool.

I looked at DS Blackmore, who
returned my gaze as if to say she’s part of Team Ms Alamazan,
passing me the baton to continue the race. When my gaze swung over
to DCI Cameron, I knew the best thing he would pass me right now,
with pleasure, would be kidney stones.My slow recollection had
enough holes for a spaghetti sieve, but I did my best to remember,
not only for the detectives but also for myself.

I talked about when I got to
the Sloaney Filly from my house. Where I sat in the pub. When I
found myself sitting at the bar with Jasper and his six Russian (or
Polish, or Ukrainian or all three?) friends, four men. One about
Jasper’s age and three younger. Two women about my own age, or
perhaps younger. I was positive that they were Russians, come to
think of it, officers. From their accents but also from when they
occasionally lapsed into Russian as they spoke to each other. But
there again, before the Berlin Wall fell, that entire region spoke
Russian, including East Germans. As I spoke, my inner anxiety took
hold of me, and bit. I fought not to let it show, all too aware of
the camera on the wall.

“Impressive,” Cameron said. I
couldn’t tell if he was being sincere or not. Those cold eyes gave
nothing away. “Normally your generation have no idea about the
Berlin Wall.”

“Maybe not every one of my
generation went to Cambridge with Firsts and has obtained
satisfactory test score for an MCL from the Faculty of Law,
Detective Inspector.”

I’d made my point and it found
its mark. “Go on then,” Cameron said, eye contact a duel between us
of who would first look away. It wasn’t going to be me.

I finished with how I woke up
and splashed water on my face, collected my clothes piece by piece,
called the Minicab, got home to change and took the Tube to
work.

“The rest you know.”

“You didn’t try to wake him
up?” Cameron asked. “Say goodbye?”

“As I already said, I called
out his name several times. I probably touched his shoulder in a
light shove. He didn’t respond, so I assumed he was fast asleep.
Saying goodbye wasn’t important enough for me to rouse him out of
his sleep. He was just somebody I’d met at a pub and slept with for
the night. Or morning, rather.”

“Do you do that often?”

I knew what he meant, rose
above it.

The best lies are told face to
face, with a touch of arrogance. Yet I began to doubt my own
memories of the events. How drunk had I been when I joined Jasper
and his foreign troop at the barstools? Did I chat him up, or had
he started the chatting? When? How? I groped for my calm and found
it. The more terrible the situation, the more certain my calm.

I decided to hedge. “Do what,
often, Detective Inspector Cameron? Where’s the relevance of your
question anyway?”

Had I turned serial?For
God’s sake, Fairuza, calm down.

I remember reading in the
papers yesterday that murder crimes in Greater London had
increased. There had been four murders in as many days, and
Scotland Yard launched yet another phase of its Operation Sceptre
campaign. If Jasper added to that number, it meant five murders in
as many days. But I still had trouble getting my head around the
fact that somebody I left sleeping only hours ago had been
murdered. Murdered by me, apparently.

This brought a thought to mind.
“If we’re talking about the same person, how was he murdered?” I
wanted to add, “And when?” But Cameron’s look stopped me.

“You should be telling us that,
and telling us why?” Blackmore said.

“Sergeant Blackmore, you
allege he’s dead, not me. The man I slept with was asleep when I
left, as far as I remember. You claim he’s dead and I’m sure
you know how he died.”

Cameron gave her a look. It
made her lower her gaze to her lap. As if she was crushed by her
own insubordination or something. All those dear suffragettes must
be jitterbugging in their graves.

“See if the lads have put it
together, Sergeant.”Blackmore nodded and left the room, and Cameron
said, “DS Blackmore leaving the interrogation room at twelve
fifty-one.”

I forced myself not to stare at
the walls or the top of the table where my handbag lay. My gaze met
Cameron’s, and I tried not to flinch from the dead-fish blue stare.
Silence screamed, even from outside the walls. The usual London
background sounds of traffic, car alarms, ambulance, police
helicopter, the growl of engines accelerating away from traffic
lights, didn’t reach this room.

“Am I under arrest, Detective
Inspector Cameron, or just a suspect?”

“Well, let’s put it this
w—”

“I don’t want it put any
way at all, I want my question answered.”

Cameron’s gaze seemed to tell
me that he’s being extraordinarily patient with me, just this once,
and that this was an exception to how he handled people in my
situation. Like, I should appreciate his incredible
magnanimity.

“You’re assisting us in the
investigations, Ms Alamazan. Shall we put it that way?”

The crouch or run mode welled
up in me again, and I had to fight it off. I was innocent, surely.
And it probably wasn’t the Jasper I’d been with who was dead. I’d
left him perfectly sound asleep under his duvet. I had to keep on
reminding myself of that to ward off my fright. By now, fear of
being a murder suspect overwhelmed that of losing my job.

Sergeant Blackmore came back
into the room, holding a laptop under her arm.

Cameron looked at his watch
once more and informed the camera of the exact time DS Blackmore
re-joined us in the interrogation room again.

She put the laptop on the table
before she sat back again. Put it on the table in front of
Detective Inspector Cameron, who leanedforward and opened it. He
tapped on some keys, stood up and slid the laptop towards me,
closer to me but angled to include the camera to record what was on
the monitor. He walked around to my side of the table and stood
next to me, bent and tapped on a key on the laptop’s keyboard. An
image blossomed on the screen. Black and white and grainy. A street
scene. London’s famous CCTV, which made the city a ginormous
watchtower. Or liberal prison of free citizens.

I found myself, for the breath
of a second, comparing myself to Detective Sergeant Deborah
Blackmore. My twisted psyche held her responsible for everything
negative in this interrogation room. She was too average. I
detested average. I wouldn’t want to be average even as an intern
at Cecil & Buckley, which is why, probably, I chose them out of
five law firms in London that accepted my applications, interviewed
me and offered internship. Cecil & Buckley didn’t do average.
Cecil& Buckley became my choice, my home planet, and I promised
myself to end up as one of its governors.

“You do recognise this, Ms
Alamazan, don’t you?” Cameron said next to me. So close I smelt his
Old Spice. “That’s you and Dr Chelwood, correct?”

I nodded as I watched the two
of us, hand in hand, teetering to the front door of the house I
left several hours ago: Jasper’s Regency Georgian terraced town
house in Notting Hill, Kensington. As I continued to look, still
nodding for some reason, I noticed that, actually, we were not just
holding hands; I practically dragged Jasper behind me to his front
door. As if it was my home, not his, and he was reluctant to come
in with me.

“Yes, that’s correct,
Detective.” I didn’t look at him, perhaps intimidated by his
closeness and the smell of Old Spice that seemed to invade my space
as if there were two of DCI Cameron emitting poisonous gas at me. I
watched my grainy self, laughing and opening Jasper’s door. I
couldn’t remember when I’d taken his keys in my hands. Or even if
he’d offered them to me, and asked me to do the honours of letting
us in.

We tumbled inside and the door
closed.

DCI Cameron paused the video.
His proximity made me feel choked. “How long have you been in the
possession of Dr Chelwood’s keys, Fairuza Alamazan?”

For the first time, he said my
full name without the Ms.

“Fah-ee-roo-zah,” I corrected
him. “You have the Alamazan down pat, though.”

“Answer my question, will
you?”

“Christ. I don’t know. Maybe he
gave it to me in the taxi that took us to his place. I can’t
remember, Detective. As is very evident,” I pointed at the laptop
with the paused closed door, “we were both pretty sozzled.” I
decided to crouch, now, not take flight.

Time for the fight mode.

“You don’t know, but you
remember you got to the house in a taxi, Fairuza Alamazan?” He
pronounced my first name, correctly for the first time, with extra
emphasis.

I didn’t react to that. I
thought. Hard. Had we taken a taxi from the Sloaney Filly, or had
Jasper driven us to his place? Or, God help me, had I drunk-driven
us to his place in his car? I didn’t know with any certainty. My
mind was blank. Total blackout. But inside it now, legal terms
began to rattle. Terms like evidential … well, terms. Legal terms
such as wasting police time or perverting the course of justice or
contempt of DCI Cameron& co, or whatever.

“To the best of my knowledge
right now, DCI Cameron, I really don’t know.”

I turned my head to look at him
beside me as I said that. His close proximity still strangled me.
Something like a thin smile scudded across his face, like a cloud
letting sunshine through. But just for a fraction of a second. Then
all went cloudy again.

“All right, then,” he said and
bent to tap keys on the laptop again. “We’ll come back to that
later.” He hit the Enter key. “Let’s have a look at this.”

This was another grey grainy
video. It showed me coming out of the house at a run down the
stairs to the street. I remembered that, it was this morning. I
watched myself walk with agitation back and forth on the street,
craning my neck all the while, waiting for the taxi. That is, I
knew it showed me waiting for the taxi and skittering up and down
because I was anxious about having overslept, anxious because I was
already late and would be even later getting to work, since I still
had to get to my house and change to office clothes.

The Minicab finally arrived and
I practically sprinted to it. I remember yanking the door open and
dumping myself on the back seat even before the driver fully
stopped. Now on this video, the angle was such that you could only
see me from the shoulders upwards, the rest of me hidden by the
cars parked on the kerbside.

The room hummed with the
invisible energy. The energy of a bad situation in a police station
interrogation room with two officers and the murder suspect. I
raised my gaze to the video camera on the wall and had the feeling
it was already saying: You’re as guilty as Eve and Cain
combined.I could only guess what Cameron would make of this
whole video evidence. What he would make of my obvious nervousness
and the exploding urgency I displayed, to get away from my presumed
scene of crime.

I lowered my eyes back to the
laptop. Cameron had paused the video at the point where the Minicab
was pulling away to join the traffic. He went back to his seat
again, and the feeling of being choked that his close proximity had
caused me, subsided. I swallowed.

“What were you running away
from if you only left a sleeping man in the house?”

“As I already said, Detective,
I woke up late. I was already late for work when I woke up. Of
course, I was in a hurry to get out of the house and get to work.”
My voice split a dozen ways. I felt a violent tremble wash over me.
Cameron calmly eyed me as if he waited for more – or better –
explanations.

Once this hit me, I discarded
my panic. Panic became useless for me because it spelt the collapse
of morality and nerves, both a total waste of precious energy and
time. Instead, I embraced fear. Fear asserts, fear rears up for a
fight, and fight like a savage.Fear sniffs the air, stiffens the
backbone, pumping up abundant adrenaline. Fear never congregates
with moral baggage, fear tightly controlsbrain and muscles up for
work.

“How did you establish that
Jas… whoever you suspect me of harming …” I waved a hand like it
aimed to slap someone or something. “How did you find out he was
dead?”

“The house cleaner alerted the
police. She gets in at nine-thirty, weekdays.”

Which gave me a thought, now
that I was in fight mode. “Is the house cleaner also a suspect? And
when did said house cleaner alert the police?” I gazed from one to
the other.

Neither of the officers gave me
an answer. But Cameron had a question of his own.

“Did you clean the clothes you
wore this morning?” He gestured at the laptop as if the device was
the clothes he was talking about, heaped on the table. I glanced at
the Sergeant. She quickly avoided my gaze and fixed hers at some
middle distance.

I turned back to Cameron.

“I might be a suspect, but I’m
entitled to an answer when I ask a question, DCI Cameron. As you
must know, you haven’t cautioned me on the bit about my being
entitled to a lawyer and anything I say…” I let my voice drift
along. “So, if you don’t answer me, I just might decide I don’t
need to answer you either.”

It might have been my
imagination, but I thought the shadows of resignation and
vulnerability swept across his face, like the moon passing before
the sun during an eclipse. Then it was gone in the blink of an eye.
Neutral hit back on his face, body language laid back.

“Ah, yes. I almost forgot.
You’re a fledgling super lawyer.” Nothing more.

“Any idiot who has watched BBC
crime series on the telly knows the routine.”

“You’re not under arrest, Ms
Alamazan. At least not at the moment.We’re only questioning you to
assist us in our investigations, as I said a moment ago.”

“I don’t remember being asked
whether I wanted to assist. I remember being arrested from my place
of work, where I’m still under probation, Detective Inspector
Cameron.”

“It wasn’t an arrest. We
explained that to Mrs Carter before you arrived.”

“So why explainit to Mrs
Carter, without arresting her, and then arrest me – okay, march me
in here – without the same courtesy of explaining to mewhat
on earth for?”

DS Blackmore threw a brief
glance at Cameron, then turned to me, “That’s why we asked you if
you knew Dr Chelwood.” She seemed to have predicted where I
headed.

Full fight mode. My bladder had
long worked out the fact that this was no time for luxuries like
relief; it was time to log in survival. My whole body had
evaluated, analysed, assessed and identified the pros and contras
of my delectable situation here. I wasn’t here as an involuntary
assistant in a murder investigation. I knew I was innocent but
proof of that, on my part, could wait. For the time being.

“Why ask me that,” I continued
undaunted, my alpha engaged and revving up, “and not Mrs Carter,
for example? Or anybody else at Cecil & Buckley, for that
matter?”

“Ms Alamazan,” Cameron leanedin
on me, “We ask the questions here, if I may—”

“My question is absolutely
valid, Detective. Unless you want me to shut up and demand to have
legal representation before you proceed with your questions.”

“We are not at liberty to
reveal our sources of information, Ms Alamazan. That includes
whether you have a bunch of smart lawyers at your elbows or
not.”

Then he threw me off my
thoroughbred white charger. “Have you cleaned the clothes you wore
last night and this morning, Ms Alamazan?”

I hadn’t. I’d had no reason to
do so. The thought gave me strength.

“And the relevance of the
question is, Detective?” I think I up-tilted a brow at him.

“That a question, really? From
the fledgling super lawyer, Ms Alamazan?”

The truth, the true
significance of it, blossomed in my mind. I felt like I was on top
of the world, only to discover that I had serious issues with both
acrophobia and basophobia. I shot off the chair fast, sending it
toppling behind me, and grabbed my handbag off the table.

Both detectives rose, Blackmore
blocking my way to the door, Cameron behind me, ready to grab if I
attacked or tried to flee.

“Then let’s go, Detective
Inspector Cameron. My laundry is done on Mondays.”

For the briefest moment, his
brows acquired clusters of concern. Then, with his sharp detective
acumen and talent to coordinate variables, Cameron consulted his
watch, told the camera what time the questioning stopped, reached
the door before me and Sergeant Blackmore, and held the door open
for us.







 Chapter 5

As we rushed to Fulham, I prayed
silently that Karimé hadn’t done anything disastrous. Disastrous in
the sense of having already washed, dried and ironed the clothes I
wore last night. Wore this morning. Karimé was thorough.

“So who is Karimé – hoping I’ve
pronounced the name right?” Cameron asked.

“She’s a student of photography
at the University of West London.” I didn’t expand.

“And she works for you?” said
Blackmore, on the passenger seat next to Cameron.

“She helps me out
Mondays, Sergeant Blackmore,” I said from the back seat.

“Where does she come from? I
mean her name—”

“I know, Sergeant. She’s
English, born in the West Midlands. Names can mislead, they’ve been
globalised to death. Like the Beckham children: Brooklyn, Romeo,
Cruz, even Harper Seven. Wouldn’t guess they’re English, let alone
British, from their names, right?”

The officers went mute, as if
I’d touched a button with that label.

Kariméand I had some bond, in
that we had one “immigrant” parent. Her father was Egyptian, mine
Persian. And like me, she aimed big in her chosen field.
Kariméoften joked that she wanted to one day hit Hollywood, failing
that, then Bollywood. At twenty-three, she behaved twice her age,
wise but also with an ingrained winning charm about her.She rented
a room with a family in Camden, who sounded pretty well off. Karimé
came in to do my cleaning and laundry on Mondays, when she didn’t
have lectures.

As I sat on my own in the back
of the car, blue lights whirled over the top, I knew, but no siren.
None of us talked after my mute button. The police radio crackled
with garbled stuff I was too agitated to quite understand. Every
now and then, I caught Cameron’s gaze at me on the rear-view
mirror. Each time, I attempted to guess what was going on in his
head. Invain.

I glanced at my watch as we
sped along, without noticing what time it was. I was fidgety,
prayed that this be one of the Mondays when Karimé came in later in
the afternoon. I prayed it be one of those unknown Mondays when
she’d had her own soaked Sunday evening with friends or whoever she
associated with, and therefore take the day off. The thought made
me check my phone for texts or voicemail. Nothing from her. Not
good.

I was as anxious as the police
to find out what had happened between me and Jasper.

If only I’d been truly
likeKarimé: a good teetotaller daughter of parents who lived in
Birmingham, where Karimé had been born and brought up. I debated on
calling her but wondered if that would be construed by the police
as some kind of coded warning from me, making me even more of a
suspect. I decided to ask first.

“Is it all right if I called
Karimé? Just to—”

“Who was he again? I mean the
name,” said Cameron looking at me in the rear-view.

Was he out to deliberately piss
me off? “MsGautama. Karimé Gautama. A student.”

“Let DS Blackmore do that for
you, all right? Dial, and then give her the phone.”

I did as I was ordered.
Blackmore took my handed over mobile and turned on the
speakerphone.We all heard the ringing, all tensed with
anticipation, I assumed. Please, Karimé. Please. But as the
ringing continued, my hopes dwindled: Karimé always turned her
mobile off when she was working. And Karimé was organised. I’d had
the pleasure to watch her go about her work. The laundry would be
the first thing she gathered and shoved into the machine. While the
machine was busy, she’d once explained to me, she could be busy
doing something else, not standing about waiting for the clothes to
be done. Please, Karimé, please!

The ringing finally stopped and
the voicemail kicked in. Karimé’s happy voice chirped: Hi there,
precious caller. You know who you called, right? Leave a message
and your number, if necessary and I’ll get back to you soonest.
Cheers!

“Fuck! Sorry, officers. But
that’s not a good sign. She turns her mobile to voicemail while she
works.” I took the phone Blackmore held out to me back, thought
about leaving a message but decided against that. It would be too
late by the time Karimé heard it.

“Gautama,” said Cameron as I
dropped the phone back into my bag. “Buddhist?”

Christ, the paranoia these
days. “What relevance has that question here, Detective?”

Cameron answered with a
noncommittal shrug. We went quiet again as he drove on.

When we reached my house,
Cameron flash-parked on a space about ten yards from the entrance
to my place. I got out even before he had parked properly and
sprinted, Blackmore yelling behind me for me to stop. I didn’t
listen. I needed to rescue my clothes unwashed. Please, Karimé,
be late today. Be sick and indisposed or whatever. Blackmore
caught up with me in a moment. By the time we reached the main
door, I already had the keys in my hands and inserted the right one
into the lock, turned it, then began to punch away the code on the
pad just above the keyhole, cursing my departed mother for her
brilliant idea of installing the damn thing. All the while I danced
on the balls of my feet.

Cameron joined us at the
door.

My eyes were glued on the
electronic numbers, each punch soundless. Until the little beep
that signalled the locks were open. I turned the doorknob and
pushed, entered into the houseshouting Karimé’s name from the
entrance hall.

“Karimé! Karimé!”

The place was so quiet my voice
calling out was enough to be labelled deafening. No answer from
Karimé. I heard one of my companions close the door behind me while
I skipped up the stairs to my bedroom where I’d last dropped my
redeeming – I hoped! – clothes. Right behind on the white marble
stairs, and then along the white-washed wooden corridor, was one
set of footsteps I judged were Cameron’s.

My bedroom door was ajar. Had I
left it open? Possible.

I pushed the door wide open and
scurried in.

“There,” I pointed at the
untidy scattering of clothes near my walk-in wardrobe. But he was
already there with his long strides, shaking out a plastic bag he
must have brought with him. I plopped on the bed, whacked by the
adrenaline that had propelled me, now sinking gradually back to
normal. Relief felt like a high. I even had slight tremors in the
hand that had pointed the heap of clothes out to Cameron. I watched
him gingerly lift the items with a biro pen he’d fished out of his
breast pocket. Heat raided my cheeks, ears and neck, as Cameron
lifted the bits of black lacy underwear with his pen and dropped
them in the plastic bag. The jeans, blouse and jeans jacket defied
the pen, so that Cameron had to fiddle with the plastic back and
angle it half way inside out, and use it to gather the clothes into
the bag.

I craned my neck a little to
see if there was blood on the clothes. From my position here on the
bed, I saw none.

From downstairs came sounds of
drawers being opened and shut, furniture being moved around on the
wooden floor. Blackmore was busy, I guessed. Going through kitchen
and sideboard drawers, I could tell. Pushing around furniture.
Dropping a few heavy books from some stacks of them on the
bookshelf, onto the wooden floor.

“Did you officers manage to
snatch a search warrant I’m not aware of?”

“Do we need one?” Cameron shot
back. “One of us could always go collect it.”

While the other remained
with me to ensure I didn’t mess with any possible and probable
evidence, I concluded in my mind.But I didn’t care either way.
I was exonerated by the contents now being made safe and secure in
Cameron’s plastic bag. Well, at least I hoped I was. I still didn't
know for certain whether I had or hadn't killed Jasper. The
contents thus shielded from harm by Cameron, plus the CCTV, would
prove my innocence or guilt.

Then a thought hit me.

“How did Jas—I mean Dr
Chelwood. How did he die, Detective Cameroon?”

Cameron looked at me for a
beat, glanced at the plastic bag with my clothes,in his hand, for
another half a beat, then answered me with one word.

“Shot.”


Cameron offered to drive me
back to my office, after I voluntarily gave a blood sample and a
swab at the police station. I was eager to be cleared. My own
conscience was giving me a nasty time with Jasper’s death, but I’d
never had a gun. And where would I find a gun in a stranger’s house
unless he had them on display? Had he? I tried to
remember.

I wished they had some instant
detector that could tell me straight away how much alcohol I’d had
in my blood to cause this blackout in my memory. Surely, it
couldn’t be my chronic best friend – psychogenic amnesia – at
work?

Once more, Cameron drove, with
Blackmore on the passenger seat and me on the back seat. Thepolice
radio continued its unseen fireworks with voices that seemed
distorted and spoke things I couldn’t quite decipher. So I tuned
out and thought about myself.

Now that I knew how Jasper had
died, I felt I’d moved a notch up on the list of suspects, not a
notch down. At least that was my situation assessment. How can
somebody shoot someone on the same bed I was in, and I hear nothing
of it? I’d been drunk, sure. But I hadn’t been dead. This brought
up the question of why this somebody would shoot Jasper and leave
me alive. Either they hadn’t seen me – but how could that be
possible? – or they hadn’t noticed me. And the latter was
definitely impossible; they must have seen me. I was convinced of
that. They saw me, but deliberately left me alive as their
scapegoat, right?

But why didn’t I hear anything?
Was I, in fact, part of the murder team?

Worst of all, had I shot
Jasper? And then simply curled up next to the body and went to
sleep? Why would I kill somebody I’d never seen who did me no wrong
and merely slept with me? He hadn’t tried to rape me, had he? But
even then, where the fuck did I get the gun?

My mind switched to sometime
back at my house, when Cameron and I came back to the living room.
We’d found Blackmore out in my back garden snooping around the
garden furniture and surrounding flowering bushes and potted
plants.

“Found anything incriminating,
Sergeant, seeing as to how you showed me the search warrant?” I’d
asked her, thinking about Cameron’s one word answer about Jasper’s
death.

“Do we need to obtain one?”
she’d asked back.Same words, more or less, as Cameron’s. Maybe they
taught it at the College of Police. For the first time, I noticed
the intelligence in her bottle-green eyes. And the fact that she
had more backbone than I’d imagined. Her eyes told me she wasn’t a
lightweight I could afford to disregard.

“Legally, I’d say you do,
Sergeant Blackmore. Up till now, I’m simply being questioned in
connection with a murder… incident or whatever you call it.
Correct?”

We re-entered the house.
Changing tack, she swept her gaze around the house. “Rents here
are, what, seven, eight hundred quid a week?” The eyes were back on
me.

“At least,” I
challenged. “Fortunately, I don’t pay rent. My mother bought this
place.”

“Does this represent your
faith, or are they some sort of collections?” Cameron.

I turned to find him examining
the gold and silver menorahs in a glass vitrine.

I smiled inwardly: Cameron was
trying to fit a square into the proverbial circle. The name
Alamazan, in his pre-suggestive mind, fitted the half moon, not the
menorah. But there again, maybe he was simply a consummate
detective trying to steer Blackmore and me off the warrant issue
and the ensuing verbal battle over the wealth of people presumed
not of English descent. I’d learnt that it rankled the “real” Brits
that their precious City’s exclusive properties got acquired piece
by piece, first by Arabs in the seventies to nineties and now by
oligarchs.

I decided I didn’t have to
fully answer Cameron’s question. “That’s a long family story that’s
reserved for family. Unless you feel it would assist you in your
investigation.”

He dropped it smoothly, faced
me and asked, “Do you live here alone?”

“Now, yes.”

“And before?”

“And before now?”

Blackmore and Cameron spoke in
tandem, in that order.

“Is that relevant to your case,
officers?” They stared back at me as if I’d been caught with a
murder weapon in my hands. The last thing I needed was to aggravate
these two now.

“I lived here with my mother
since I was twelve. I lost her three years ago. Cancer.”

“Sorry to hear that,” said
Cameron. He looked genuine about it to me, not like somebody merely
repeating social niceties. “What about your father, if I may
ask?”

I hated talking about my
mother, not to mention my father. It brought back memories of the
separation of my parents. A separation that had hit me at a pretty
vulnerable stage of my life, and not spared me all the hurt and
hate, at a time when puberty had me in its fangs.

“Oh,” I tilted my eyebrow. “I
thought you had all that already in your famous Public Records,
Detective Inspector Cameron? Alamazan is a rare name and hardly
British.”

To his credit, he didn’t flinch
and stared at me, waiting for an answer.

“Daddy got married again and
lives in our house, still. Well, his house now, I guess.” I
swallowed, looked into space, the bottled pain rising in me. “The
rest you can dig out, surely, same as you dug out all about me,
Detective Inspector Cameron.” I swallowed again.

My parents sold their lucrative
dot.com company to an Internet giant and split the money between
them. Daddy got the penthouse inleafy Belgravia and his soon-to-be
new wife, Tiz. Mummy got me, and bought the maisonette in Kilmaine
Road, particularly because of Lady Margaret School in the area.
Both my parents agreed at the time that Lady Margaret School, a
Church of England academy for girls aged eleven to eighteen, right
in the London Borough of Hammersmith and Fulham, was the right
school for me, the unsplittable property.

“It’s touted as
outstandingly successful,and itwelcomes girls of all academic
abilities, my sweet Sunshine,” Daddy had cuddled me as I
cried,“and ensures they achieve their full potential.” And
all I could think of was that he left me and Mummy because he
preferred Letizia and the baby she was carrying. Deep down I still
believed he loved them more than he loved us – Mummy and me.

I still remembered that first
visit to the school with my parents, united for the necessary hours
to meet the staff, to receive information on the school’s success
on its culture of high expectations and aspirations, excellent
standards, commitment to the Christian ethos while remaining an
inclusive school that accepted girls from other faiths or those who
have no religious beliefs at all. Too young and angry at the time,
I paid unusually keen attention to the conversation, hoping to find
a way, a reason, not to join the school,and through that, somehow
force my parents to get back together and remain married.

I hoped for weeks, months,
years.

In vain, of course. But a
little girl was allowed to aim at fairy tales.

“Was that all as far as my
clothes and the house, or do you have more questions officers?” No
answer, so I pointed to the door. “Then I need to get back to work,
if you’re done here.”

“Just one more thing, Ms
Alamazan. Would you mind letting
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