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The young woman standing in front of him was smiling. Cross was sure of this, as her mouth was turned up at both corners, which was a definite sign. He wasn't sure what it meant though, because he didn't know her. With people he knew he would note the upturned mouth, together with what had been said, combine it with the tone in which it had been said and make his inference. Context was everything for Cross. His interpreter. Only then would he be able to come to his conclusion: happy, ironic maybe, sometimes exasperated. With some work colleagues, he had a mental library of their smiles, frowns, enquiring expressions, catalogued in his head for reference. Frame grabs from previous conversations which he could then recognise and use to determine his reaction. This was a necessary process for Cross, as smiles meant nothing to him per se. They didn't trigger any innate emotional response in him. They didn't make him feel anything. He didn't empathise.

Smiles were therefore just another thing in life that needed interpretation. He'd heard it said that some people actually smile with their eyes. As if this gave their smile more meaning. As if it was some profound inroad to their inner soul. For Cross this was absolute nonsense; it was just a physiognomic accident.

All this girl had said was "Hi", and she was now waiting in the ensuing awkward silence for the customary return greeting. But it wasn't forthcoming. What she didn't know was that Cross didn't work like that. His brain wasn't wired that way. Most people would fill the vacuum with a "Hello". Then, not knowing what the young woman wanted, would follow with the enquiry, "What can I do for you?" But Cross was different. Her smile, he concluded, was nervous. She was waiting for something, but he wasn't sure what it was. Why didn't she just tell him? That was, after all, presumably why she had come up to him in the first place. People seemed to do this all the time. It was so puzzling.

'I'm Mackenzie,' she said.

Well, that was a start. An introduction.

'You're DS Cross.'

Why did people persist in telling him who he was?

'Well, nice to meet you.' She paused another moment, just to make sure Cross wasn't going to respond. He wasn't. So she left. He watched her go then turned his attention back to the corpse lying at his feet.

It was the corpse of an elderly man, at first glance maybe late seventies, eighties. His weathered face told the story of a life led lately on the streets. With the homeless, though, age was such an amorphous concept. Cross had come across several he would've sworn were of retirement age, only to discover they were in their early thirties. He examined the man. Filthy, his overcoat matted with dirt and tied at the waist with a piece of string. He was unshaven, with long fingernails under which were semi-circles of black dirt. A cloud of stale alcohol wafted up from the body, obliterating the cold early morning smell of rot and autumnal decay in the air. A smell Cross had always appreciated when examining a dead body. It centred him. It was his olfactory equivalent of keeping your eye on the horizon when in a moving boat to prevent seasickness.

To Cross' annoyance, Uniform had already dismissed this as a "homeless on homeless" crime and, having reached that conclusion, had lost interest. Cross was already pretty sure they were wrong. This was because of the carrier bag the old man was still hanging onto. In it, some scraps of food and six cans of strong cider. Cider was life's blood on the streets, and if alcohol happened not to be your thing, then it was currency with a street value higher than gold.

Cross studied the corpse's face. Who was this man? How did he end up here? Like this? What events in his life led him to this moment? What was his story?

He was always drawn to cases like this. Cases of the dispossessed. The outsider. He related to them because in many ways he was one himself. An outcast, a social misfit, a curiosity – someone it was easier not to engage with, to walk past, avoid. This was what interested him in murder in the first place. The ability to give a victim a voice when they no longer had one of their own. All the more compelling if the victims had had no voice when they were alive. Loners who had no-one to speak for them when they'd gone. No friends or family asking questions of the police, demanding to know what had happened.

Cross had received the call that morning when he was having breakfast at Tony's. He ate in this particular café in Redland every morning, and every morning he ate exactly the same thing. Every weekday morning that was, unless he was away, which was rare. It was handy for Cross as he lived directly above it, in a small flat. He had walked in and sat at his usual table, which had a rather incongruous, chipped plastic "reserved" sign at its middle. The café was populated by a group of regulars eating their full Englishes. Builders, taxi drivers, with their money bags in the middle of the table, pensioners up early out of habit, hoping someone would say "Hello" to make them feel like they were part of the human race again. Men buried in their tabloids. All the customers were men. Cross didn't come at weekends, despite the contiguous convenience of his flat. This was because on Saturdays and Sundays Tony let a young couple come in and make brunch. All poached eggs, avocados, huevos rancheros, lattes, sweetcorn fritters, smoked salmon and crème fraiche. It had become quite the hot spot with the young and it gave Tony two days off, but it wasn't for Cross. It wasn't because he felt out of place in the young, bearded, hipster crowd – that was, after all, something he dealt with on a daily basis.It was the length of the seemingly permanent queue that he didn't have the patience for. Dogger and Whiff – for they were the young couple's names – had offered for him to jump the queue. A horrifying suggestion. He couldn't possibly accept preferential treatment; he was a policeman after all. Before that a Thai couple had done a weekly three-night residency, cooking Thai food. It was so successful that they had been able, with Tony's blessing and a not inconsiderable financial investment, to open their own restaurant in St Paul's nearby.

'Morning, George.'

'Morning, Anthony.'

Cross was the only customer to call him this. The first time he walked in he saw the alcohol licence above the door in the name of "Anthony Korsan" and had used that name ever since. No-one corrected him, so there was no reason for him to think otherwise. Tony walked over with tea in a cup and saucer. Everyone else was drinking from mugs. He placed it in front of Cross and removed the "reserved" sign. Cross then produced a knife and fork from his pocket, and put the paper napkin in his lap.

He had no need to order. Tony knew what he wanted. He and the waiter came over to Cross' table a little later with his breakfast. Nothing odd in that except that all the components were on separate plates.

A fried egg.

Bacon.

Mushrooms.

Toast.

Baked beans.

'Bon appétit,' said Tony, putting another, empty plate in front of Cross.

'Merci,' Cross replied.

Cross placed the fried egg on his plate and carefully cut the white away from the yolk and ate it. He then placed each of the three rashers of bacon equidistantly from the edge of the plate, the middle rasher underneath the yolk. (Tony had ensured in the kitchen that each rasher was identical in length.) Cross' phone rang. He checked who it was before he answered.

'Cross… I'll be straight over.'

But he went back to his breakfast, breaking the yolk with the left-hand rasher of bacon. He ate as he looked through the condensation on the window, observing life on the street outside. The area had changed in the twenty-five years he'd lived there. It had become quite gentrified over the years, and this was reflected in the changing nature of the shops around him. They'd become more bespoke and upmarket, more artisan. A bakery, a Michelin-starred restaurant, Wilks. It was as if the more affluent area of Clifton had run out of room and spread inexorably west over Whiteladies Road into Redland. He now recognised some local people as they went about their everyday routine at this time in the morning. He amused himself by building an imaginary picture of their lives, their jobs, their marital status, their sexuality. In his head he had created an alternative Redland with its social infrastructure and personalities all cast by him.



When he arrived at the crime scene, which was on the edge of the Downs, close to the gorge, Cross was stopped by a uniformed policeman. This wasn't unusual for Cross, and in many ways it was quite understandable. He had arrived on a bicycle, fully kitted out in a dayglo green helmet with a flashing light and digital camera attached to the top, dayglo cycling windbreaker, dayglo bicycle clips round his ankles and a small backpack over his shoulder. He looked more like an eccentric, absent minded, fifty-year-old geography teacher who had lost his way en route to an orienteering field trip, than a serving detective sergeant in the Major Crime Unit of the Avon and Somerset police.

'I'm sorry, but you'll have to stay behind the tape,' said the policeman.

'Of course; I have… somewhere I have…,' said Cross, rummaging through his pockets. He was in no way annoyed, quite the opposite in fact – he was pleased this young man was doing his job. If the policeman didn't know who Cross was, he should, of course, ask for identification. In fact Cross would go as far as to say that even if the police constable did know him he should still, strictly speaking, ask for identification. Cross believed in order, in proper procedures being followed. Life would be so much easier if everyone did likewise. He finally took off his backpack as DS Ottey approached, a black single mother of two in her late thirties. She was Cross' current partner.

'It's okay; he's with us,' she said.

Cross finally produced his id.

'DS Cross,' he informed the policeman, who then lifted the tape for him to go under.

'I'm sorry sir.'

'No need to apologise; just doing your job,' Cross replied.

But with that he remained rooted to the spot, looking expectantly at the policeman, who then asked, 'Was there anything else, sir?'

'DS Cross 2117 and the time is…' He looked at his watch. '9.04'

The policeman was confused.

'For the log,' Cross explained.

'He's right,' said Ottey. 'You should be taking a log of everyone in and out of the crime scene.'

'Oh, of course. Sure,' said the PC. He got out his notebook and entered Cross' details as Cross looked on.

'2117… that's correct.' Cross turned and was a little surprised to see that Ottey had started walking away.

'Josie?' She stopped in her tracks and turned back.

'DS Ottey 3472. I arrived about fifteen minutes ago,' she said, as Cross watched the constable writing it down. Satisfied, he then wheeled his bike after her. She knew what was coming next, the inevitable lecture. Cross simply couldn't let this stuff go. In fact it was more than that. It actually really upset him. He couldn't cope if procedure was not followed correctly.

'It's really important,' he informed her, gravely.

'I know, but I'm the only one who's here,' she replied.

He gave her that look she knew so well. The look that said he was waiting for her to tell him what he already knew. That she wasn't telling the entire truth. What his father would call a white lie, another expression he had never understood. Why should a lie have a colour that made it different? Why were there no other coloured lies, like red or yellow? But he had learnt that, logic aside, this meant it wasn't a grave, terrible consequential lie.

'Apart from local CID. No harm done,' she went on.

He stopped walking and looked at her.

'Okay, okay; I'll get them all to sign in,' she conceded.

Cross' obsession with order and procedure was what made him one of the most successful detectives in the Major Crime Unit of the Avon and Somerset police, in terms of his conviction rate. Ninety-seven percent of his cases resulted in successful convictions. He had a great set of deductive skills and was something of a legend in the interview room, but it was his detailed presentation of cases to the CPS, his ordered collation of evidence, which was genuinely astonishing. His dogged, slavish adherence to procedures was extraordinary, if at times frustrating for those working with him.

Prosecutors beamed when they saw his name attached to a case, because they knew that everything would have been meticulously pored over and set out in a fully comprehensive order. Cautions, chains of evidence and warrants would have all been executed properly. None of the "shortcuts" some policemen employed, which often led to an arrest, but invariably to a collapse of the case in court. But it wasn't just this efficacy which they held in such esteem, it was the case he built up in the interview room which was so compellingly incriminating. No-one in the police force utilised the "no comment" response with such lethal, pinpoint accuracy. Suspects answered a series of carefully constructed questions with "no comment", as instructed by their lawyer. Cross was more than happy for them to do this as he built a picture of what he thought, or in some cases knew, had happened, at the same time as he withheld nuggets of evidence from them. When he judged the timing was right and they'd dug themselves into a hole of adequate depth, they were confronted with this evidence. They then had to change ''no comment" to some sort of response, which basically built a picture of their guilt. It was a chess game and Cross was the grand master.

They just didn't know it.
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      'You're sure it's murder?'

      Cross and Ottey were standing in front of DCI Carson's desk. At thirty-five, Carson had the air of someone who would go far in the force. Not because he was a great detective or a particularly astute policeman, but because he had that unmistakable air of someone who was political. Not overtly political in a Machiavellian kind of way, but simply in knowing which battles to fight and which to walk away from. Who to support and, conversely, who not to, and when to offer that support. He had an exquisite instinct for worthwhile allegiances. He'd go on to work his way rapidly up the career ladder in a seemingly effortless manner. Not for nothing was his nickname "FCC" – future Chief Constable; the "bigger picture" was an expression he would come to use with increasing frequency, the higher the office he attained. Even then he had an ability not just to look at what was in front of him but at context in a wider sense. An ability, it had to be said, that Cross found irritating and at times obstructive to the immediate matter in hand.

      'Would you be asking that question if it wasn't a homeless person?'

      'That's not fair, DS Ottey, and you know it,' said Carson.

      'It's murder,' interjected Cross, aware that the conversation was already in danger of becoming unnecessarily confrontational and that time would be wasted.

      'Well, if it's homeless on homeless it's going to be a lot more difficult,' Carson replied.

      'It isn't,' said Cross.

      Carson looked at him, unsure as to what he was saying.

      'Homeless on homeless,' Cross elaborated.

      'The cans of cider,' explained Ottey.

      'What if the perpetrator panicked and that's why he left them?' asked Carson.

      'It's still murder, whoever committed it,' Cross pointed out.

      Carson paused for a moment and then looked at his computer, scrolling down a few pages.

      'Five uniforms and two DCs,' he said irritably.

      'Seriously? We need numbers. This is a joke,' replied Ottey.

      'Not from where I'm sitting, Ottey,' he said.

      Cross hated this part of the process. It was a new development in police work which had rapidly become the norm, thanks to cuts implemented across the force. This bargaining for resources – basic, essential resources. Different teams all fighting for a finite pot. So often it felt as though it was a competition between all the DIs and DSs, pitching the case for their investigation to have more resources than others. It did nothing for the atmosphere in the department. He hated it when a detective strode across the incident room with the smug look that said he had just won the numbers game, and it was all the more sweet if it was at the expense of some other colleague. Cross, like so many other policemen, had joined the police because he wanted to solve crimes – a distinction from his more machismo peers who insisted on talking about "fighting crime" as if they were characters from a Marvel comic book. Not to compete for resources, to have to justify the need for the most basic of tools to do their jobs. Not to compete for "collars" – another expression he hated – to boost the department's numbers. It was safe to say that he disliked all police slang because he thought of it as indicative of a slack and, at the same time, aggressive attitude to their work. The system that was supposedly there to help them had somehow unnoticeably, over the course of time, become the enemy.

      'We need numbers, sir. We have nothing to go on. His being homeless necessitates more. He has no structure, no life…' Ottey protested.

      'That we know of,' interrupted Cross. 'This man had a life and it's more than likely that whatever that life was has, in some way, led to this unfortunate conclusion.'

      'I can bolster it with some staff,' said Carson, as if making a huge concession.

      'Well, that's something,' sighed Ottey.

      'One of them is new. It's her first morning,' Carson continued.

      'Great, babysitting as well,' she sniped.

      'What is it with you this morning, Ottey?'

      'Nothing. Sir.'

      'I sent her down to the crime scene this morning. Did you not see her?' Carson asked.

      'No.'

      'I think I may have done,' said Cross.

      'Think?' asked Carson.

      'I didn't know who she was.'

      'So I'm assuming she got the full-on Cross "welcome to the Major Crime Unit" speech, together with the statutory reassuring hug,' he said sarcastically.

      'No, I didn't hug her,' Cross protested.

      It wasn't that Carson ever forgot that humour and irony were certainly wasted on Cross, it was just that sometimes he couldn't help himself.

      'I mean, I don't know her,' Cross continued literally. 'And even if I did hug people, which on the whole I don't, as indeed I'm sure you are fully aware, it would have been grossly inappropriate.'

      'He's joking, Cross,' Ottey explained.

      Cross looked at her for a moment then left. Ottey had recently become the interface between Cross and the rest of the department. Truth be told, since they'd been partnered together, she'd become his apologist and translator with the rest of the world. She wasn't entirely happy about this. She'd worked hard throughout her career to get where she was in the police force and she wasn't done yet. At one time being a single, black mother would have been a hindrance to her progress. But the prejudice against her colour, her sex and the inevitable implication that she couldn't be an efficient police officer when also a mother had abated in recent times. This was down to the buzzword of the moment. Diversity. And she was going to play that card for all it was worth. Why not? She was owed.

      'We had an agreement. You promised me, next case, you'd partner him with someone else,' she said to Carson, now they were alone.

      'Not possible, I'm afraid.'

      'Why not?

      He looked at her for a second as he considered his response. It would seem that her bullshit detector was well primed that morning.

      'No-one else will work with him,' he stated.

      'Then why the hell should I?' she retorted.

      'Because you do it so well. You're a victim of your own success.'

      'Don't do management speak with me.'

      'Let's just get through this one and then review it again.'

      'That's what you said last time,' she countered.

      As frustrating as she found Cross and partnering him, it did have its upside. She wouldn't dream of telling anyone else, but she'd learnt a lot from this man. More than she'd care to admit. But she wouldn't give Carson an easy ride if she could possibly help it.

      'And I'm pretty sure we agreed that putting new staff with George was not a good idea.'

      'The DCI thinks that people can learn from someone with the highest conviction rate on the force despite his... different way of working.'

      Ottey stared at him, unconvinced.

      'Look, if you had a remarkable surgeon in a hospital who was difficult and unintentionally upset people, you wouldn't stop junior doctors assisting them in theatre, would you?'

      She offered nothing in reply, partly because what he was saying did, in part, make sense but also because she knew it was not an argument she was going to win.

      'Just manage him.'

      'He's unmanageable. '

      'But you get on with him.'

      'At times, but then he'll do something which makes me want to kill him.'
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      Cross walked into the mortuary, the interior of which was in stark contrast to the Victorian building it was housed in. Immaculately clean, modern and clinically functional. He held up his warrant card to the pathologist, a woman in her thirties. She sighed. It was the irritant again.

      'You don't have to show me that every time you come here, you know.'

      What nonsense; he was required to identify himself at all points of his investigation. The fact that no-one else did this as a matter of course didn't make any difference. He ignored her and walked over to the body on the metal slab. Cross liked the mortuary, not through any ghoulish or morbid interest in death but because to him it was an oasis of calm. Not too many voices. The focus of their investigation was there in front of them. It concentrated the mind. He was able to think. He looked at the discolouration on the man's jaw and its irregular line.

      'Broken?'

      'Yep. Clean. Could be a fist or an object. Can't tell you precisely yet. But cause of death was strangulation. His trachea is actually broken. It was violent.'

      Cross' phone vibrated in his pocket. It was always on silent; that way it didn't seem to interrupt his train of thought quite as much as when it rang loudly, which he sometimes found quite startling. He looked at it. It was Ottey. No doubt wondering where he was. Angry that he'd left the office without telling her. He cancelled the call, put the phone in his pocket and turned his attention back to the corpse. The pathologist continued with her findings.

      'There's some blood on the carrier bag – looks like he may have hit out with the tins and caught whomever with an edge of one – and traces of skin under his nails; difficult to tell precisely, as there was quite a lot of debris under there.'

      'But he was definitely murdered.'

      'Without question. He was strangled.'

      'Anything else?'

      From anyone else this would be a simple question, but from him, in that tone, she knew that he'd spotted something she hadn't and she would have to endure the implication that he could do her job better than she. But she had no choice. She actually did have nothing else.

      'Not at present.'

      He walked over to a box of latex gloves and was about to put them on when he remembered that Ottey had told him last time that such a gesture could be interpreted as offensive. So, even though he still didn't understand why, he turned to the pathologist, and in an attempt to be courteous, asked,

      'May I?'

      'What?'

      'Take a closer look.'

      'Is that really necessary?'

      'Well, I won't know till I've had a look.'

      'Are you implying I can't do my job?'

      This was why he didn't waste time on niceties. It never seemed to work. Much quicker to be direct. Saved time, and people knew exactly where they were.

      'I really don't have time for this. May I examine the corpse or not?'

      Every single time, she thought. What is he looking for?

      'Sure, why not?'

      He put the latex gloves on carefully and started to examine the old man. He was in no way squeamish around dead bodies and didn't understand why some were. Unless, of course, there was a particularly nasty injury, which would make sense. But this man had been strangled and now he was just not breathing. Cold. A strange colour. All the broken veins in his nose from the alcohol had disappeared, drained by gravity from his face down to the base of his skull. But that was all. Nothing to be frightened of. He lifted up the man's left hand and looked at it closely.

      'Was he wearing a wedding ring? There's a slight indentation on the ring finger.'

      'It's over there with the other one.'

      'The "other one"?'

      She went over to an aluminium table at the side, where there were some clear evidence bags. She took one and held it up. In it were two wedding rings, one on a piece of string.

      'The other one was on a piece of string round his neck.'

      'You didn't think that was significant?'

      'I'm a forensic pathologist, not a detective.'

      If there was a sarcastic edge to her comment Cross would normally be oblivious to it. But he was getting better at recognising the tone, and he was fairly sure she was irritated. He also thought she had a point. It was his job to do the detecting, hers to simply present her forensic findings. He took the bag and examined the rings carefully. He looked around for something, and without asking she handed him a magnifying glass, for which she got no thanks. He was too engrossed to remember that he should express his thanks in such a situation. The rings were identical. One marginally smaller in circumference than the other and less worn. Inside they were engraved with a date and the initials H, L and C intertwined.

      'This man was widowed. He was wearing his late wife's ring round his neck. She died some time ago, judging by the comparative wear on the two rings. He's had a lot of dental work done in the past. Quite extensive and quite expensive by the look of it. Could you photograph and x-ray the dental work, then send it over to me?'

      'I can.'

      Cross looked closely at the man's eyes and then bent down to look at one of them from the side.

      'You didn't examine his eyes.'

      'Of course I did.'

      'He's wearing contact lenses.'

      He'd caught her out. She was angry with herself. How could she have missed that?

      'I'm perfectly aware of that.'

      'So, is it normal practice to leave them in situ?'

      She said nothing. With other people there might have been a little hint of victory in this little dance. But not so with Cross. He just felt that if people did their job properly it might save a little time.

      'Could you remove them, please?'

      'Of course.'

      He noticed that she took great care as she did so with a pair of tweezers. As much care as she might use removing them from someone alive. He was appreciative of this small point. She had a sympathetic attitude to the dead. He found that pathologists with this kind of attitude tended to discover more about their subjects than those without it. One of his favourite pathologists referred to the corpses in front of him as "clients" – a little too far for Cross' taste but he understood the reasoning behind it. However, she seemed to be off the ball this morning. She placed them in a dish and handed them over to him.

      'Do these look normal to you?' he asked.

      'A little on the large size, perhaps,' she replied tersely.

      'These are scleral lenses, used for a condition called keratoconus, which is where the cornea bulges, meaning that standard lenses don't fit. The sclera is the white of the eye and, as you can see, the lens covers this.'

      She was annoyed; she knew what the bloody sclera was and she should've seen them, but scleral lenses cover almost all of the eye, so it was easily missed and not something she thought to look for on a homeless man.

      'I'd've thought you would have known all of this. But then again, I suppose you could argue you are a pathologist and not an ophthalmologist.'

      He left. She was stunned by his apparent rudeness.
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      Ottey had stopped bothering to ask people in the office if they knew where Cross was when he went walkabout. This wasn't so much because they invariably wouldn't know, but because her being constantly unaware of his whereabouts had become something of an office joke which, in the context of her reluctant partnership with the man, had worn particularly thin. So she waited patiently for his return, giving the impression to everyone that all was as it should be and going according to plan.

      A little later Cross had returned and was in his office making a list. He liked making lists of things that needed doing, in order of priority. But what he liked more was placing a tick next to each task as it was completed. And of particular satisfaction to him was the fact that if he had compiled the list in the correct, logical order, the ticks would appear on the list in consecutive order down the page. This gave him an, albeit somewhat childish, extra kick.

      He was the only detective in the unit with his own office, aside from Carson. All the others had desks in the open area. This was because he could not deal with the noise. It wasn't that he found others' phone calls and conversations distracting. It was simply the noise. To him it was literally intolerable; almost physically impossible to deal with. For many years, before his superiors came to understand that it wasn't a simple, eccentric affectation, he could often be found sitting on the steps of the back stairwell of the building, working away, grateful for the silence it afforded him.

      There was a knock at his door. He answered without looking up from his list. 'Come.'

      'Can you please not just go off without telling me?' Ottey said.

      He continued with his list, not granting her the courtesy of looking up as she came into the room.

      'You were with DI Carson,' he replied.

      'You should've waited.'

      'Which would have been a waste of my time.'

      'That may be so, but it would have saved me wasting a good half hour placating an angry pathologist who you, apparently, accused of not being able to do her job.'

      Now he did look up, as he'd learnt that, when making a statement that contradicted someone else's, it was the most effective way of getting your point across.

      'That is not accurate. She missed several key things which she would've found had she done a proper, detailed examination of our victim.

      'And you told her so.'

      'I didn't have to.'

      'We are supposed to be a team and would work much more effectively if I didn't have to go round clearing up after you. You've said it yourself: you have trouble communicating with people.'

      'I have never said that. I am a very good communicator,' Cross protested.

      'People have a problem with your manner. You piss them off.'

      This, of course, was true and he knew it, so his only recourse was to change the subject.

      'I have the briefing document for you,' he said, holding it out.

      'If you're such a great communicator, you can do the briefing yourself.'

      He looked at her for a moment, quite shocked by this suggestion.

      'You know I can't do that.'

      But instead of responding she slapped the briefing document back onto the table, as ever making him jump, and went into the open area, where Carson had arrived ready to hear the briefing.

      Carson surveyed the room – there were five uniformed policemen, a couple of staff and another detective.

      'Good, we're all here.'

      'This is it?' Ottey knew the numbers that had been assigned to the case but was shocked by seeing the actual physical reality of it. She decided to reiterate her point. 'This is it?'

      'Josie, we've been through this,' Carson said wearily.

      'Seriously?' She, like so many others, was fed up with taking criticism from the media and the public about how the police function, when it was simply not the fault of the feet on the ground. They could only do so much with what they had – a mantra she'd repeated around so many kitchen tables with friends that it felt like it was wearing thin. Carson realised Cross wasn't there.

      'Where's George?'

      

      'She's angry with me because I went to see the pathologist without her.' Cross was staring down at his desk, not making eye contact with either Ottey or Carson. In the interview room he could stare down the hardest of men while questioning them, but in normal social interaction he would always shy away from verbal confrontation.

      'Is that true?'

      'She knows very well I can't manage a briefing.'

      'Josie?'

      She actually couldn't be bothered to waste her time with this conversation. Carson always backed Cross in an argument or a differing opinion on a case, which was all the more annoying because he was almost always right. So in this instance she just grabbed the briefing document she'd left on his desk and walked back into the open area. Carson left, then Cross got up and followed them, but instead of sitting with the assembled group, he grabbed a chair and placed it next to the door at the back of the room. It looked like he was doing this in case he needed to make a swift escape, which was pretty much the truth of it. He always needed to be close to an exit in such situations in case anything became too much for him; that way he could slip quietly out without anyone noticing. It could be too much noise, an argument, or even something as small as a squeaky pen on the white board – which happened all too regularly before someone realised that the solution was just to test the markers before they were used. The difference between Cross and the rest of them, though, was that he was not there to listen to the briefing – after all, on most occasions it had come from his notepad – he was there to listen to the questions asked. Most of them would be irrelevant and trite, truth be told, but occasionally someone would ask something which set off a train of thought in him which he wasn't expecting. Ottey began reading from the document.

      'Keracotonus is quite rare…'

      Cross winced. 'Keratoconus, it's KeRATOconus,' he interrupted.

      'Perhaps you would like to take over,' Ottey said.

      'No, no, I see what you're doing there, but it doesn't alter the fact that it is Keratoconus and it would be useful for everyone in this room to know the correct pronunciation before they start calling local opticians to find prescriptions for scleral contact lenses, which is what you're about to instruct them to do.'

      Ottey looked over at Carson. This was what she had to deal with throughout her working day. He only came across it occasionally. He returned her look with his non-stick smile that said absolutely nothing. She carried on.

      'Keratoconus is quite rare; the incidence varies between one and six hundred people per one hundred thousand,' she continued. 'The victim was wearing scleral lenses. These are particular to this condition, covering the entire eyeball. The fact that he had them, an apparently homeless man, is obviously of interest in itself. We need to find where they came from. They would require a specialist optician, so ignore the chains. Look into the more established, older opticians and get the names of anyone who has had them prescribed in the last decade or so.'

      A uniform spoke up. 'Do we think he's local?'

      'I think it's safe to assume…' said Ottey.

      'It is never safe to assume,' Cross blurted out. He firmly believed that assumptions led to ill-informed, or indeed un-informed, avenues of enquiry, wasting hours of valuable and, these days, scarce police time.

      'An assumption requires a set of circumstances, factors if you like, which when combined, lead to a probable conclusion. We have no such factors or circumstances and therefore cannot have formulated any kind of assumption, safe or otherwise, at this point in time,' he said.

      Everyone was now looking at Cross, something he found difficult to deal with, so he did what he always did in this situation and left through the door conveniently placed to his left. Ottey paused just enough to let her irritation pass and then continued.

      'Okay, so make the optician search local to begin with – Steve, Monty.'

      One of the detectives spoke up. 'Shouldn't that be a job for staff?

      'Why?'

      'So that, as detectives, we can do some actual police work instead of staring at our computers and banging the phone for two days.'

      'All right, point taken. Dave and Brian – opticians. That's it, thanks. Sir?'

      Carson stood up. 'Our victim is homeless and alcoholic in all probability, but he is our victim and will, therefore, be afforded all the usual respect and attention that this unit gives all its victims. Understood?' He said this rather pompously, as if it was something he would do unthinkingly but couldn't rely on them to do without his reminding them. The meeting dispersed.
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      Alice Mackenzie was twenty-four years old. She had graduated from university eighteen months before without any clear idea of what she really wanted to do in life either job-wise or generally. It was really depressing. So many of her contemporaries – in fact, when she came to think about it, almost all of her contemporaries at university – had a clear idea on leaving what they were going to do. But not Alice, and so she'd drifted from one unpaid internship to another before something happened in her life which fundamentally changed its course and made her think of joining the police for the first time. But there was still a residual, innate, reluctance in her. This was entirely down to the way her socialist, red-flag-singing parents had brought her up. Over the course of her life there hadn't been a single local cause, from the closure of local libraries and A&E departments to immigrant families having problems with the Home Office, which her parents hadn't either marched on or formed committees for.

      Both were academics at the university in the social sciences department. Alice's childhood holidays were all in England in Brighton, Bournemouth, Blackpool or Scarborough, not because her parents didn't want to go abroad but because they arranged them around that year's Labour Conference. So in some sense her decision to do anything involved with the police – in her parents' eyes the right arm of a fascist government – was a kick in the teeth. A profound act of rebellion. They were initially dumbfounded. Where had they gone wrong? For heaven's sake they'd even become vegetarian for three years during her teenage years in an attempt to "furnish her with an informed choice". The police? It was incomprehensible until they invented a set of mitigating circumstances for her which made no actual sense to anyone but themselves, but which comforted them in the knowledge that in the light of these factors, their only child's decision to join the police force made complete sense, was indeed inevitable and had their complete support.

      So here she was on her first day, keen as mustard, determined to make a good impression from the get-go, with nothing to do. The much-trumpeted induction process had consisted, so far, of, "Here's your desk and this is your computer; this is your username and password. You can change the password, if you like, to something more memorable for you".

      To be honest, she also felt that the murder of a homeless man was not a very "sexy" case to begin with, something she immediately admonished herself for. But she had hoped for something a little more interesting, more intriguing. Nothing wrong with that – perfectly understandable. Surely it was obvious that this was a piece of senseless violence in the underworld of the homeless. Her parents would, of course, be appalled by this attitude. Where on earth had it come from? Possibly her father's perpetual insistence on trying to find the best in people. The number of times he'd been let down by those he had taken in or helped, only to be ripped off and conned, had made her determined never to be taken in by anyone. Her attitude was diametrically opposite to that of her father. A cynical outlook accompanied by the persistent suspicions: Who are these people? What do they actually want? What's their angle? An attitude, one suspects, that would hold her in great stead in the police force.

      But right now, no-one was speaking to her, and her fear that her initial days would be spent making detectives coffees and teas, and photocopying files, seemed preferable to this. At least people would have to talk to her if she did that. She might just as well have been invisible in the briefing, and it had ended leaving her where she was before it started – with nothing to do. Sod this. She went over to the boards that had been wheeled into the end of the room. She'd watched Cross earlier as he had stuck pictures, photographs of the scene, the corpse, his clothing and other pieces of evidence like the scleral lenses to them. What had struck her was how he'd pinned everything up exactly level using an app on his phone, and with the use of a ruler had made sure they were equidistant from each other. Then he stood back to look at his work, made a few adjustments and moved some photos nearer each other, as if seeing them up on the board was forming some kind of link or logic in his mind. Then she saw them. The rings. There were a few photographs of them: details of the wear and then the identical inscriptions on the inside. She noted down the HLC, then drew how the letters were intertwined on the rings and went back to her desk. Maybe this was a clue. Whatever. It was something to do.

      

      Cross' need for order in his life was one of his main weapons at work. He had developed a heightened sense of things being out of place. Not as they should be. While working a case, experience had shown him that aberrations from the norm, however small, were often the key to unlocking the seemingly unsolvable elements of a case. People's routines, behaviours, characters, all had an order of sorts, and when something didn't conform to that, it often led to a rewarding line of enquiry.

      'Look for the "uns" and you'll more often than not find yourself going in the right direction,' he often said, leaving Ottey to translate to the bemused interlocutor.

      'The uncharacteristic, unusual or unlikely,' she would explain.

      In the case of the homeless man the scleral lenses were unusual. In two ways. The presence of contact lenses on a homeless person was unusual in itself. If they were disposable it would indicate a source of income, or someone who had found themselves on the streets only recently and hadn't exhausted their supply of lenses yet. If they were permanent, it would suggest the wherewithal to keep them clean and the eyes well maintained. But scleral lenses were a double whammy, in that they were rare and, because they were prescribed, their presence on the body increased the chances of identifying their victim a hundred-fold.

      Mackenzie had been awaiting Cross' arrival at the office the next day eagerly. Like a child wanting to hand in a piece of homework to their teacher because they know it's good and can't wait to receive the inevitable praise. When he arrived she waited while he settled himself, made himself a coffee and opened his laptop. She didn't want to seem pathetically keen. She then decided to go and tell Cross her findings, but Ottey had got there before her, so she waited.

      'The charts and pictures of the teeth have come through. I'll send them through to the forensic dentist,' said Ottey.

      'No, send them to Henry at the British Dental Journal,' replied Cross.

      'Who?' she asked.

      'He not only has an exceptional talent in identification, he can send them out to all the members of the British Dental Association. It'll be quicker,' Cross explained.

      'Okay,' Ottey replied.

      There was a knock at the door. One of the uniforms, PC Steve Clark, walked past Mackenzie and came in. There was a moment before Cross looked at him. Clark said nothing. He knew better than to speak before Cross was ready.

      'We know where the victim was shortly before he died. Shaftesbury House,' Clark said.

      'Another hostel?' asked Ottey. The PC nodded.

      'I had no idea there were so many hostels in Bristol. It's quite depressing,' she said.

      'I spoke to the manager who was on duty that night. The victim's name is Lenny.'

      'Do we have a surname?' asked Ottey.

      'No, just Lenny,' the PC replied.

      But Cross wasn't listening. He had grabbed his coat and left without a word.

      'George?'

      He was gone. She turned to Clark.

      'Sorry, Steve. Thanks.'

      She went after Cross, leaving Mackenzie in the open area ruing the fact that she'd missed her chance to speak.
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      Having successfully intercepted Cross at the bike lock-up, Ottey was now driving him to Shaftesbury House. Only a few months ago she would have asked him why they needed to go there when they could have just waited to hear what else Steve had to say. But she knew now that it was not because Cross didn't trust the reports he would be given, nor so much the need to hear it for himself first hand; it was the context in which that information was given which was key for him. As in interpreting conversation, context was all; it qualified some and dismissed other lines of enquiry for him.

      Shaftesbury House was an old sixties office block, adjacent to a small, now defunct industrial estate. It had been built for function rather than any desire for architectural distinction. The reception had the depressing air of a run-down institution that could barely afford to exist any more. Noticeboards displayed flyers for help groups and helplines that were so old the area codes were years out of date. No-one had replaced them because no-one actually had any need or use for them in the first place. The reason people came here, ironically, was to get away from offers of help, despite the fact that their very being here in itself was a plea for help.

      The reception desk was manned by one of the few paid employees that worked here during the day. His minimum wage was matched only by his minimum interest in being there.

      He didn't look up when they approached. He was too busy playing a game on his phone. Ottey introduced them and showed him her warrant card. It had no effect. He still didn't look up. She carried on nevertheless. 'Were you the gentleman who spoke to our colleague last night?'

      'No,' he muttered, barely audibly.

      'Do you know if Lenny was here the night before last?' she carried on.

      'I have no idea.'

      'You didn't see him at all?' asked Cross.

      'I just said. No.'

      'You're sure?' Cross went on.

      'Oh, let me just check the guest book,' he said ironically, unaware that it would be completely lost on the detective in front of him.

      'You have a guest book?' Cross said, surprised.

      'Of course not.'

      'Was he here recently?' Ottey asked.

      'Possibly,' he said. Ottey wondered whether he'd watched too many American cop shows on TV and was expecting payment.

      'What do you know about him?' Ottey asked this more firmly, thinking as she usually did that she might elicit more information than Cross could manage in these situations.

      'Nothing.'

      'Nothing?' she repeated. The man went back to his phone. Cross stared at him.

      'The poor bloke is dead. Why are you being so unhelpful?' Ottey continued.

      'I'm not.'

      'What about a surname?' she said.

      'Are you kidding? We don't know if any of their names are real or not, and how are we supposed to check? They're ghosts.'

      'So you didn't see him Tuesday night?' asked Cross. The man looked at him and then over at Ottey.

      'Has he actually been listening?' he said.

      Cross ignored this. 'When was the last time you saw him?'

      'I have no idea,' he repeated.

      Cross looked at the guy, weighing him up. Appraising him.  'You really hate your job that much?' he said.

      'No, I love it. It's my vocation. My life's work. You have no idea how hard it is to get a job like this.'

      'Which is why you're not particularly concerned about this man's death. You're too preoccupied with how you ended up in a job you loathe and have no prospect of getting out of.'

      The receptionist stared at Cross, who simply stared right back, unflinching. He wasn't going to back off. In these situations, when faced with Cross in this frame of mind, people often concluded it'd be quicker to just answer his question.

      'Okay. He was here,' he said at last.

      'Are you sure?' Cross' persistence niggled this man. His dogged quest for the facts often made him come across as stupid, slow even, to those he was talking to. He was aware of this and took advantage of it. It was something which came naturally to him, something he had in common with his favourite fictional detective, Maigret, who used it with great success.

      'Seriously?' the man asked in disbelief.

      'What time did he leave?' said Cross carrying on, regardless.

      'Around eight.'

      'Was he alone?'

      The receptionist thought for a moment.

      'No, he was with Badger.'

      '"Badger"? Were they friends?' asked Ottey, as Cross jotted the name down on his pad.

      'Yeah, like an old married couple those two. Always pissed. Always arguing. They were arguing when they left, now I think about it,' he said.

      'When did Lenny first turn up?' Ottey asked.

      'About six weeks ago.'

      'Do you know where he'd come from?' she said.

      'No.'

      'Any accent?'

      'No.'

      'Do you know where Badger might be currently?' Cross had rejoined the conversation.

      'No.'

      'What can you tell us about him?'

      'Nothing really. Ex-army. Always banging on about Iraq.'

      'Any mental health issues?' Ottey had come across more men and women than she'd care to remember on the streets after leaving the services. Almost all of them suffering from some sort of conflict-related mental illness.

      'Most of them in here do,' he said.

      'How old is he?' asked Ottey.

      'Late forties maybe? Beard. Always wears a beanie. That's him over there.'

      He pointed to one of the notice boards, in the middle of which was a cutting from the local newspaper. "Homeless man has medals stolen". Ottey took a picture on her phone and read out the name. 'Corporal Terence Whitby.'

      'His medals were handed in a couple of weeks later,' the receptionist said.

      'You have a camera over the entrance. Does it work?' asked Cross.

      The man laughed. 'Are you kidding?'

      'No, I'm being perfectly serious,' Cross said.

      'Of course it doesn't work.'

      

      They drove back to the office in customary silence. Ottey attempted to break it, more out of boredom than anything else, 'How's your father?'

      'He's fine,' Cross replied, offering nothing further.

      'You really don't do small talk, do you?'

      'I don't follow.'

      'Have a conversation.'

      'About what?'

      'Anything.'

      He considered this for a moment. 'To what end?'

      'I don't know... to pass the time.'

      Cross thought about this. 'No, I don't,' he replied. He had an uncanny way of bringing conversations to an end; not leaving even the smallest hint of an invitation to carry on further. She thought this was, in truth, quite a useful skill, one she should maybe practise.
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      As they walked across the open area in the MCU, Mackenzie got up from her desk. She wasn't going to let her chance slip away again. She knocked on Cross' office door and walked in.

      'Hi.'

      Not this again. Cross waited for her to tell him what she needed. She seemed to have no understanding of the efficacy of just saying what it was she had to say.

      'I'm Alice. The new trainee PSI.' This he already knew, so he just looked at her, still waiting. She looked over at Ottey, who wasn't in the mood to help either her or Cross in this situation. Whatever she said wasn't going to change the way he behaved and so this girl had better get used to it. She also couldn't be bothered justifying any helpful interjection she may have tried to make on the girl's behalf to an indignant Cross after the girl had left the office.

      'Police Staff Investigator.'

      'I know what a PSI is,' Cross finally said.

      'Of course.' She waited, expecting him to ask her what she wanted. But he didn't. He just looked at her. She felt he was putting her in her place – which was completely unnecessary, as the fact that everyone had gone out of their way to ignore her for the past few days had indicated to her in no uncertain way exactly where her place was.

      'I've been tracking down all weddings in the area on the date inside the ring with surnames beginning with H, L or C.'

      There was a pause as Cross took this in. Ottey sighed; she knew what was coming – she'd had to sit through this enough times, but there was no point in interrupting.

      'I see, and who told you to do that?'

      'No-one.'

      'I thought that might be the case, and do you know why?'

      'No.'

      'There's no need to answer rhetorical questions. The reason I knew that is that I decide on all the actions to be taken in a case. We have a process here. I put a plan of action together which is then assigned to people working the case. This means no two people are duplicating each other's work because they didn't check with each other. It saves time and man-hours which, in the current climate, we're ridiculously short of. So please don't take it upon yourself to undertake an action or course of actions without my authorisation.'

      'I see. That makes sense.'

      'Make the search nationwide.'

      'Excuse me?'

      'Of course, but for future reference there's no need to ask.'

      'What?'

      Ottey couldn't help but smile at this point. He was at times unintentionally funny.

      'To be excused.'

      'No, I meant "nationwide". That'll take hours,' she said.

      'Possibly a couple of days. Bring it to me when it's done.'

      Mackenzie waited for a moment then remembered his rank, the fact that she'd only been there a few days and was still learning the way things work, and left. Cross went back to his lists. Ottey watched her go. She'd seen this so many times. On one occasion someone took bets in the office on how many days the new staff would last working for him. But there was something about Mackenzie – the way she had just got on with it and then didn't exactly moan – that ticked a box with Ottey. She turned to Cross.

      'Alice...' she said.

      'Alice?' For a second he hadn't got a clue who Ottey was talking about. There was no Alice involved in the case. Then he remembered.

      'Oh, Alice,' he said.

      'She's new,' Ottey went on.

      Cross thought for a moment, leafing mentally through all the comments Ottey had made to him in the past about the way he conducted himself at work, and remembered – make allowances for staff members, especially when they were new.

      'Oh, right,' he replied.

      'At least she showed initiative.'

      'Yes. I suppose she did,' he said.

      Ottey sat down. 'So. We have a name, which could be a pseudonym, we have rare contact lenses and now we have a suspect.'

      'Potential suspect.'

      'Potential suspect,' Ottey corrected herself. 'Okay, so we need to speak to Lenny's friend.'

      'A bearded, homeless, middle-aged man wearing a beanie,' he said.

      'Exactly. Well, we know he's on the streets.'

      'Which makes him virtually invisible. He's also on the run,' Cross observed.

      'How do we know that?' Ottey asked.

      'Because of the cider. He ran. He knew he'd hurt Lenny badly. He knows he's in trouble. He'll be keeping out of sight,' Cross replied.

      'He needs to eat and we know he has no money,' she said.

      'We don't actually know that,' he replied.

      'But it's a fairly safe assumption.' She regretted it as soon as she'd said it and so went on to prevent the forthcoming lecture even beginning. 'All right, I know no such thing exists. So he could have money. Begging? People see regimental tattoos on his arms, the medals, someone who has served his country and is now on the streets. People won't like it.'

      Cross looked at her.

      'What? Oh come on, those aren't assumptions. That's common sense,' she said.

      'Another myth. So you know all that for a fact?' he asked.

      'Give me a break. The problem remains the same. How do you find a homeless person, living on the streets, who doesn't want to be found?' she said.

      He didn't reply, as he was actually thinking this puzzle through. Ottey got up, bored with his pedantry. No wonder she always got home exhausted. What she didn't know was that this exchange had actually been useful for her colleague. It was the mention of regimental tattoos.

      

      Cross didn't attend the daily meeting. He was the only one of the team afforded this privilege, much to the chagrin of one or two officers, who thought it implied that his work was more valuable than theirs. That morning he was delving into Badger's military background. Whitby, or "Badger", as he became known – there must be a story behind that – had a distinguished military record before being discharged on medical grounds. He'd served in both the Afghan and Iraq wars. Cross enjoyed this kind of research. He loved gaining more detail about subjects he only had a vague general knowledge of. He was a fact gatherer, storing them away for future use. Carson had tried for years to get him to take part in the force's annual charity quiz night – he'd make mincemeat of the opposition, but he'd always declined. It was a campaign that Carson was still actively pursuing. But more importantly, this kind of research often provided Cross with insights into the suspect's character and attitudes, which would otherwise have been overlooked and were sometimes influential.

      Cross was intrigued to discover that Badger was once mentioned in dispatches, shortly before his discharge, in fact. To his great satisfaction, a footnote in the newspaper article he found told him that the London Gazette still published mentions in dispatches, something he was unaware of. He quickly found the website and through the search engine found Whitby. It made interesting reading. But what grabbed his attention was the date of the battle in which Whitby distinguished himself so bravely. Its fifteenth anniversary was in two days. On Sunday. Cross decided to dig a little further – it might turn up nothing, but his instincts told him the chances were it might.

      'Why isn't George with us?' asked Carson, out of curiosity more than irritation.

      'He's researching the suspect's, I'm sorry, potential suspect's military history,' said Ottey.

      'Why on earth is he doing that?' he asked.

      'He didn't feel the need to share.' She was determined not to miss a single chance to inform Carson exactly how difficult it was to work with Cross every time one surfaced.

      'So where are we up to?' he went on.

      'Terence James Whitby, aka Badger, is someone we'd like to speak to. He was the last person to have seen our victim alive. He's in the system with a number of convictions, ABH, public disorder,' said Ottey.

      'What else?'

      'Ex-army, divorced, two children. Restraining order taken out by his ex-wife.'

      'Is he local?'

      'No, Leeds. His wife hasn't had any contact from him all year.'

      But Carson wasn't listening. He'd seen a detective he needed to talk to about another case walk down the corridor. He called after him. 'Shepherd?'

      Shepherd didn't answer, so Carson left the room and followed him down the corridor.

      'We've alerted Transport police and are checking CCTV of Temple Meads and the bus terminal over the last forty-eight hours.' But Ottey's voice trailed off as she remembered that everyone else in the room was aware of this information. They were gathered just so that Carson could look like he was doing his job and be got up to speed. If he read his progress emails like everyone else, half of these meetings wouldn't be necessary and time would be saved. His exit also confirmed the belief this team all held individually – that they were working on a far less important case than anyone else in the MCU.
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      Cross often refused to share his train of thought, or potential leads, with others. Experience had taught him that his frustration in his colleagues' lack of understanding, lack of faith in his unorthodox workings even when – no, particularly when – he had explained them in exhaustive detail, would be exacerbated to an almost unbearable level. So, best just get on with it and deal with their annoyance after the fact.

      Having said that, there was no doubt that Cross liked and needed the occasional metaphorical pat on the back when something good came out of his left field. This was not uncommon in people with Asperger's. They had a need for approval. It was perhaps their way of ascertaining that their behaviour was at that moment acceptable, appreciated even.

      In such situations Ottey had a choice, either to ignore him and let him get on with it or to say nothing and literally go along with it and him. She invariably did the latter, out of curiosity. Which was how she found herself sitting next to Cross in her car, on a Sunday morning, beside the small cemetery of St Andrew's church, overlooking the grey Bristol Channel just outside Clevedon. They were waiting for Badger who, for some reason known only to Cross, would make an appearance at some point. She hadn't asked him why on this particular occasion, because she had a sense that he wanted her to, and so she was being bloody-minded about it. She wouldn't give him
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