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Chapter One: The Vanishing of Adaeze Okonkwo
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The rain had been falling on Marsh End for eleven days without once working up the courage to stop, and on the twelfth morning it was still coming down in that thin, grey, half-hearted way that London specialises in — not enough to keep people indoors, just enough to make everyone miserable about being out. I remember the date because I had written it on a prescription pad twice that week by mistake, the wrong week's date, a small failure of attention that would have embarrassed me if I hadn't had a great deal else to be embarrassed about by the time the year was out.

I found Sebastian Holt in his usual position, which is to say sitting absolutely still in the window of the old chapel on Cale Street with his eyes closed and a cello bow held loosely across his knees, not playing it, just holding it, the way another man might hold a cigarette he had no intention of lighting.

"You're not going to play that," I said, shaking the rain off my coat onto the flagstones, which he would later complain about.

"I'm thinking about a shipping manifest," he said, without opening his eyes. "The cello helps me not think about it directly. Rather like looking at a star out of the corner of your eye, Milo. Stare straight at the faint ones and they vanish. You have to look slightly to the side."

"There isn't a shipping manifest in this room."

"There will be," he said, "by Thursday, I should think," and set the bow down across the arm of his chair with the particular care he gave to things he didn't especially value, which was nearly everything except his violin case, his coat, and, I liked to believe, me.

It was three days before Grace Okonkwo climbed the narrow stairs to his office with her coat buttoned wrong — one hole out from the top, so that the collar sat crooked against her collarbone — and I mention it now because Holt mentioned it within four seconds of her sitting down, and I want it on record that I noticed it too, a full ten seconds later, and only because he'd pointed it out with his eyes.

"You've been dressing in the dark," he said. Not unkindly. He never was unkind to the ones who came to him desperate, whatever he was like with everyone else.

"I haven't slept," Grace Okonkwo said. "Four nights."

She was a slight woman in her fifties who worked, she told us, as a hospital cleaner on the night rota at St. Aldhelm's, three streets from where we sat, and she had the particular exhaustion of someone who does hard physical work for a living and had now added to it the much harder work of terror.

"My daughter," she said, and stopped, and started again. "My daughter Adaeze. She's nineteen. She didn't come home a week ago Tuesday."

Holt didn't reach for a notebook. He never did, in those early interviews; he said writing things down at that stage was like closing your hand around a moth before you'd properly seen its wings. Instead he folded his hands and said, "Tell us about the Tuesday. Not from the beginning. From the last hour you're certain of."

It took her forty minutes, with pauses, with my passing her tissues and a glass of water she didn't drink, to lay it out, and I will set down the shape of it here rather than the exact words, because grief does not organise itself into paragraphs and I think it does Grace Okonkwo more justice to give you the facts clean than to reproduce every broken sentence.

Adaeze had been unemployed since April, when the packing warehouse in Rainham where she'd worked since leaving school had closed with three weeks' notice and a redundancy cheque that didn't clear the cost of that month's rent contribution to her mother. She had been applying for jobs — care work, retail, anything — with the grim, methodical persistence of someone who has been told her whole life that persistence is the only tool she's likely to be given. In the last week of April she had seen an advertisement on a noticeboard outside the community centre on Verey Road: a modelling and promotional agency, offering paid work for "confident young women, no experience necessary," a London address, a mobile number, a name — Miss Bell — and a photograph of two smiling girls in matching sashes at what appeared to be a trade fair.

"She was so happy," Grace said. "She hadn't been happy in months. She showed me the photograph on her phone. She'd already messaged this Miss Bell and they'd talked, and Adaeze said she was lovely, very professional, asked all the right questions, asked about her availability, her height, whether she had a passport." Grace's hands twisted the strap of her handbag. "I should have asked why they wanted to know about a passport for handing out leaflets at a trade fair."

"You weren't to know," I said, because someone had to say it, and Holt, I noticed, did not contradict me, though he also did not agree.

The interview — Adaeze had described it to her mother in detail, delighted, the way a nineteen-year-old describes a good day — had taken place not at an office but at a hotel bar near Liverpool Street, which Adaeze had thought was glamorous and her mother, in hindsight, thought was the first alarm bell she had failed to hear ringing. Miss Bell had been "lovely." There had been a second woman present, introduced only as "my colleague," who said almost nothing and took photographs on a proper camera, not a phone. Adaeze had been offered a placement: three days' promotional work in Manchester the following week, expenses paid, cash on completion, with the possibility — dangled, Grace said, like a whole future — of further bookings in Europe if she "photographed well and was reliable."

On the Tuesday, Adaeze had left the house at half past six in the morning to meet a car that was, she'd told her mother, sent by the agency to take her and two other girls to the coach that would run them up to Manchester. She had texted her mother at 6:52 to say the car was five minutes late but had arrived. That was the last message anyone received from her phone.

"Nothing since," Grace said. "Eight days now. Her phone goes straight to voicemail. I went to the police the first night and they took a report and told me she was an adult and adults go off sometimes, especially — " She stopped.

"Especially?" Holt said.

"The officer said, and I'm not going to pretend he didn't, he said girls her age sometimes go off with a man their mothers don't approve of. He wrote 'voluntary absence, no evidence of risk' on the form. I saw him write it, upside down, while I was still talking."

I watched something happen behind Holt's eyes at that — not anger exactly, or not only anger. A kind of narrowing, a focusing, the look he got when a case stopped being an abstract puzzle and became, instead, a specific injustice with a specific address.

"The agency," he said. "You've tried to reach it."

"The mobile number for Miss Bell doesn't ring anymore. It says the number's not recognised. There's no office address — I looked. The website's gone. It's like—" Grace's composure, held so carefully for forty minutes, finally slipped, and her voice cracked open on the next word. "It's like she was never real. Like I imagined the whole thing and my daughter just — walked off the edge of the world."

Holt was quiet for a moment. Then he asked the question that I would come to recognise, over the following months, as the axis on which nearly every one of his interviews turned — the one that told him more than an hour of sobbing would have.

"Did Adaeze leave anything behind at the door? Anything she usually carried and didn't take that morning?"

Grace blinked. "Her umbrella," she said slowly. "It was raining that morning too. She never goes out without it, she hates getting wet, always has, since she was small. But she left it on the hook. I only noticed because I went to use it myself two days later and there it was."

"And on the hook," Holt said, "was there anything else? Something that isn't usually there?"

Grace frowned, reaching back into a memory she had clearly not thought worth keeping. "There was a — I don't know what you'd call it. A little charm. Brass, I think, or brass-coloured. Like a compass, but not a real one, no needle, just the star shape, the points. It wasn't Adaeze's. I never asked her about it because I only found it after, hanging off the coat hook by a bit of thread, and I thought maybe it had come off someone's bag in the hallway, a delivery, I don't know. I put it in the kitchen drawer."

"Do you still have it?"

She produced it from her handbag as if she had known, without knowing why, that it would matter — a small brass compass rose, no bigger than a two-pence piece, eight points, slightly tarnished, threaded onto a loop of black cotton that had clearly been cut, not untied.

Holt did not touch it immediately. He looked at it in her open palm for a long moment, from perhaps eight inches away, the way another man might look at a spider he wasn't sure was venomous.

"Milo," he said, "do you have gloves in your bag?"

I did. I always did, by then; three years of assisting him had taught me to carry a GP's bag reconfigured as much for forensic caution as medicine. I passed him a pair and he lifted the little charm by its thread, held it up to the grey window light, turned it once, twice.

"This is not a fashion item," he said. "It's cast, not stamped — you can feel the mould seam if you run a nail along the edge, here. Machine-cast items like this cost pennies in bulk. It has been deliberately aged — see the tarnish pattern, uneven, heavier in the recesses, consistent with a chemical patina rather than years of wear. Somebody wanted this to look old and ordinary. That is not the same as being old and ordinary."

"What is it, though?" I asked.

"I don't know yet," Holt
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