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About the Book

When the take-down of a violent criminal goes badly wrong, something doesn’t feel right to Detective Sergeant Maddy Birch. And her uneasiness is compounded by her belief that someone is following her home...

Retired Detective Inspector Frank Elder’s daughter, Katherine, is running wild. Elder’s fears for his daughter is underscored by his guilt – it was his involvement in a case that led directly to the abduction and rape which has so unbalanced Katherine’s life.

Persuaded out of retirement, Elder reopens a cold case which could have devastating repercussions for the crime squad itself. Elder’s investigations take place against the backdrop of his increasing concern for his daughter. He must battle his own demons before he can uncover the truth.
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Don’t come round reminding me again

How brittle bone is

Billy Bragg: ‘Valentine’s Day is Over’

By your late thirties the ground has begun to grow hard.

It grows harder and harder until the day that it admits you.

Thomas McGuane: Nobody’s Angel


The first girl dead, there wasn’t any choice.

Her friend – her sister, or was that all part of the pretence? – standing in the corner of the room, naked, one arm across her breasts.

Wanting to know what she’d seen but knowing. Reading it in her eyes. The thin stream of urine that ran down her leg.

‘Oh, Christ!’ he’d said.

Then someone: ‘I’ll take care of it.’

And when he looked again she wasn’t there. Neither of them were there.
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Maddy Birch would never see thirty again. Nor forty either. Stepping back from the mirror, she scowled at the wrinkles that were beginning to show at the edges of her mouth and the corners of her eyes; the grey infiltrating her otherwise dark brown, almost chestnut hair. Next birthday she would be forty-four. Forty-four and a detective sergeant attached to S07, Serious and Organised Crime. A few hundred in the bank and a mortgaged flat in the part of Upper Holloway that north London estate agents got away with calling Highgate Borders. Not a lot to show for half a lifetime on the force. Wrinkles aside.

Slipping a scarlet band from her pocket, she pulled her hair sharply back and twisted the band into place. Taking a step away, she glanced quickly down at her boots and the front of her jeans, secured the Velcro straps of her bulletproof vest, gave the pony-tail a final tug and walked back into the main room.

To accommodate all the personnel involved, the briefing had been held in the hall of an abandoned school, Detective Superintendent George Mallory, in charge of the operation, addressing the troops from the small stage on which head teachers since Victorian times had, each autumn, admonished generations of small children to plough the fields and scatter. The fields, that would be, of Green Lanes and Finsbury Park.

Climbing frames, worn and filmed with grey dust, were still attached to the walls. New flip charts, freshly marked in bright colours, stood at either side of a now blank screen. Officers from the Tactical Firearms Unit, SO19, stood in clusters of three or four, heads down, or sat at trestle tables, mostly silent, with Maddy’s new colleagues from Serious Crime. She had been with her particular unit three weeks and two days.

Moving alongside Maddy, Paul Draper gestured towards the watch on his wrist. Ten minutes shy of half five. ‘Waiting. Worst bloody time.’

Maddy nodded.

Draper was a young DC who’d moved down from Manchester a month before, a wife and kid and still not twenty-five; he and Maddy had reported for duty at Hendon on the same day.

‘Why the hell can’t we get on with it?’

Maddy nodded again.

The hall was thick with the smell of sweat and aftershave and the oil that clung to recently cleaned 9mm Brownings, Glock semi-automatic pistols, Heckler and Koch MP5 carbines. Though she’d taken the firearms training course at Lippetts Hill, Maddy herself, like roughly half the officers present, was unarmed.

‘All this for one bloke,’ Draper said.

This time Maddy didn’t even bother to nod. She could sense the fear coming off Draper’s body, read it in his eyes.

From his position near the door, the superintendent cast an eye across the hall, then spoke to Maurice Repton, his DCI.

Repton smiled and checked his watch. ‘All right, gentlemen,’ he said. ‘And ladies. Let’s nail the bastard.’

Outside, the light was just beginning to clear.

Maddy found herself sitting across from Draper inside the Transit, their knees almost touching. To her right sat an officer from SO19, ginger moustache curling round his reddish mouth; whenever she looked away, Maddy could feel his eyes following her. When the van went too fast over a speed bump and he jolted against her, his hand, for an instant, rested on her thigh. ‘Sorry,’ he said and grinned.

Maddy stared straight ahead and for several minutes closed her eyes, willing the image of their target to reappear as it had on the screen. James William Grant. Born Hainault, Essex, October twentieth, 1952. A week then, Maddy thought, off his fifty-second birthday. Birthdays were on her mind.

Armed robbery, money laundering, drug dealing, extortion, conspiracy to murder, more than a dozen arrests and only one conviction: Grant had been a target for years. Phone taps, surveillance, the meticulous unravelling of his financial dealings, here and abroad. The closer they got, the more likely it was that Grant would catch wind and flee somewhere the extradition laws rendered him virtually untouchable.

‘It’s time we took this one down,’ Mallory had said at the end of his briefing. ‘Way past time.’

Five years before, an associate of Grant’s, ambitious enough to try and freelance some Colombian cocaine conveniently mislaid between Amsterdam and the Sussex coast, had been shot dead at the traffic lights midway along Pentonville Road, smack in the middle of the London rush hour. After a trial lasting seven weeks and costing three-quarters of a million pounds, one of Grant’s lieutenants had eventually been convicted of the killing, while Grant himself had slipped away scot-free.

‘What d’you think?’ Paul Draper asked, leaning forward. ‘You think he’ll be there? Grant?’

Maddy shrugged.

‘He fuckin’ better be,’ the Firearms officer said, touching the barrel of his carbine much as earlier he had touched Maddy’s leg. ‘Feather in our fuckin’ cap, landing a bastard like him.’ He grinned. ‘All I hope is he don’t bottle out and give it up, come walking out with his hands behind his fuckin’ head.’

As the Transit veered left off Liverpool Road, someone towards the rear of the van started humming tunelessly; heads turned sharply in his direction and he ceased as abruptly as he’d begun. Sweat gathered in the palms of Maddy’s hands.

‘There pretty soon,’ Draper said to nobody in particular. ‘Got to be.’

Conscious that the man next to her was staring more openly, Maddy turned to face him. ‘What?’ she said. ‘What?’

The man looked away.

Once, after a successful operation in Lincoln, her old patch, a good result, she and this officer who’d been eyeing her all evening had ended up with a quick grope and cuddle in a doorway. His hand on her breast. Her hand between his legs. What in God’s name had made her think about that now?

‘We’re getting close,’ the driver said over his shoulder.

One side of York Way was derelict, half-hidden behind blackened walls and wire fencing; on the other, old warehouses and small factories were in the process of being converted into loft apartments. Underground parking, twenty-four-hour portering, fifteen-year-old prostitutes with festering sores down their legs and arms a convenient ten-minute stroll away.

From the front the building seemed little changed, a high-arched wooden door held fast with double padlock and chain, its paintwork blistered and chipped. Small windows whose cobwebbed glass was barred across. Maddy knew from the briefing that the guts of the place had already been torn out and restoration was well in hand. A light showed dimly behind one of the windows on the upper floor.

Either side of her, armed officers in black overalls, the single word ‘Police’ picked out in white at the front of their vests, were moving silently into position.

No sweat in her palms now and her throat was dry.

‘You bastard!’ Laughing.

‘What?’

‘You know.’

‘No. What?’

Wary, Vicki walked over to where Grant was stretched out on the bed, cotton sheet folded back below his waist. For a man of his years, she thought, and not for the first time, he was in good shape. Trim. Lithe. He worked out. And when he’d grabbed her just now, fingers tightening about her wrist, it had been like being locked into a vice.

‘C’m’ere a minute,’ he said. ‘Come on.’ A smile snaking across his face. ‘Not gonna do anythin’, am I? So soon after the last time. My age.’

She knew he was lying, of course, but complied. Vicki standing there in a tight white T-shirt and silver thong, the T-shirt finishing well above the platinum ring in her navel. What else was it about but this?

When she’d first met him, a month or so before, it had been at the Motor Show, Birmingham. Vicki not wearing a whole lot more than she was now, truth be told, a couple of hundred quid a day to draw attention to the virtues of a 3.2 litre direct-injection diesel engine, climate control and all-leather interior.

He’d practically bought the vehicle out from under her and later screwed her on the back seat in a lay-by off the A6. ‘Christen the upholstery,’ he’d said with a wink, tucking a couple of fifty-pound notes down inside her dress. She’d balled them up and thrown them back in his face. He’d paid more attention to her after that.

‘I’ve got this place in London,’ he’d said. ‘Why don’t you come and stay for a bit.’

‘A bit of what?’

The first time he’d seen her naked it had stopped him in his tracks: he’d had more beautiful women before but none with buttocks so round and tight and high.

‘Jesus!’ he’d said.

‘What?’

‘You’ve got a gorgeous arse.’

She’d laughed. ‘Just don’t think you’re getting any of it, that’s all.’

‘We’ll see about that,’ he’d said.

Fingers resting lightly just below her hips, he’d planted a careful kiss in the small of her back. ‘Who was it?’ he’d said, hands sliding down. ‘Pushed in his thumb and pulled out a plum? Little Jack Horner? Little Tommy Tucker?’

After that he took her face down on the polished wood floor, bruises on her knees and breasts that smelt of linseed oil.

‘Will, don’t,’ she said now, shaking herself free. ‘Not now. I have to go and pee.’

‘What’s wrong with here?’ Pointing at his chest.

‘Over you, you mean?’

‘Why not? Wouldn’t be the first time.’

‘You’re disgusting.’

‘You don’t know the half of it.’ He reached for her but she skipped away.

‘Don’t be long,’ he said, leaning back against the pillows and watching her as she walked towards the door.

There was access from a courtyard at the rear, stairs leading past three balconies to the upper floor. The loft apartment where Grant lived was entered through double doors, a single emergency exit leading to a fire escape at the furthest end.

Draper close behind her, Maddy turned a corner into the courtyard and flattened herself against the wall. Weapons angled upwards, armed officers were in position at the corners of the square, others scurrying towards the first and second balconies, and she waited for the signal to proceed. When it came, moments later, she sprinted for the stairs.

The walls were exposed brick, furnishings tasteful and sparse. Shifting his position, Grant poured himself another glass of wine. Dusty was still in the CD player and he clicked the remote.

‘Why do you listen to that old stuff?’ Vicki asked from the far end of the room.

‘Greatest white soul singer ever was,’ Grant said.

‘History,’ Vicki replied, approaching.

Grant grinned. ‘Like me, you mean?’

‘If you like.’

One knee on the bed, she ran her fingers through the greying hairs on his chest and, reaching up, he kissed her on the mouth.

At the head of the stairs, Maddy waited, catching her breath, Draper on the landing below. The outer door to Grant’s apartment was in clear sight. Mallory appeared level with Draper and then went on past. There was armament everywhere.

‘After a little glory?’ the superintendent whispered in Maddy’s ear.

‘No, sir.’

He smiled and Maddy could smell the mint and garlic on his breath. ‘Second fiddle this time, Birch. Sweeping up the odds and ends.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘You and your pal Draper. Down a floor. Just in case.’

Mallory moved on towards the door, Repton at his back, two officers wielding sledgehammers in their wake.

Volume high, the interior of the loft pulsated with sound: French horn, strings, piano, and then the voice. Unmistakable.

Vicki reached down and touched Grant’s face, straddling him. Arching his back, eyes closed, Grant found her nipples with his fingertips.

Dusty swooped and soared and swooped again.

At the first crash, Grant swung Vicki on to her side and sprang clear, one hand clawing at a pair of chinos alongside the bed, the other reaching past Vicki’s head.

The outer door splintered inwards off its hinges.

Fear flooded Vicki’s face and she began to scream.

The pistol was tight in Grant’s grasp as he turned away.

From the landing below, Maddy heard music, shouts, feet moving fast across bare boards, the slamming of doors.

‘What the fuck?’ Draper said.

‘Move,’ Maddy said, pushing him aside. ‘Now.’

Positioned on the balcony opposite, one of the police marksmen had Grant in his sights for several seconds, a clear shot through plate glass as he raced down the emergency stairs, but without the order to fire the moment passed and Grant was lost to sight.

‘In here,’ Maddy said, kicking open the door and ducking low.

Draper followed, swerving left.

Maddy could feel the blood jolting through her veins, her heart pumping fast against her ribs. The room they were in ran the length of the building, iron supports strategically placed floor to ceiling. Some of the floorboards had been removed prior to being replaced. Building materials were stacked against the back wall, work begun and then abandoned. Low-level light seeped through windows smeared with grease and dust.

Maddy reached for the switch to her left with no result.

Voices from the stairs, urgent and loud, descending; more shouts, muffled, from the courtyard outside.

‘Come on,’ Draper said. ‘Let’s go.’

Maddy was almost through the door when she stopped, alerted by the smallest of sounds. She swung back into the room as Grant eased open the door at the far end and stepped through. Bare-chested, barefoot, pistol held down at his side.

Maddy’s voice wedged, immovable, in her throat.

‘Police!’ Draper shouted. ‘Put your weapon on the ground now.’

She would wonder afterwards if Grant had truly smiled as he raised his gun and fired.

Draper collapsed back through the doorway, clutching his neck. Instinctively, Maddy turned towards him and, as she did so, Grant ran forward, jumping through a gap in the boards to the floor below. With barely a moment’s hesitation she raced after him; when she braced herself, legs hanging through a gap a metre wide, the boards on either side gave way and she was down.

Grant had landed badly, twisting his ankle, and was scrabbling, crab-like, across the floor, seeking the pistol that had been jarred from his grasp. A 9mm Beretta, hard up against the wall. As he pushed himself up and hopped towards it, Maddy launched herself at him, one hand seizing his ankle and bringing him down. Flailing, his hand struck the squared-off butt of the pistol and sent it spinning beyond reach.

‘Bitch!’

He kicked out at her and she stumbled back.

‘Fucking bitch!’

Grant was on his feet and moving towards her. No smiling now.

Maddy heard movement behind and then the sound of a weapon being discharged close to her ear. Once and then once again. As she watched, Grant skidded backwards, then crumpled to his knees, his face all but disappeared in a welter of blood.

‘Textbook,’ Mallory said softly. ‘Head and heart.’

Maddy’s skin was cold; her body shook.

‘You or him, of course. Didn’t give me any choice.’

Vomit caught in the back of Maddy’s throat. Her eyes fastened on Grant’s pistol, still some metres away across the floor.

The superintendent bent low towards the body. ‘Ambulance, I dare say. Not that it’ll do a scrap of good. He’s bleeding out.’

When he stood up, a second weapon, a .22 Derringer, was close by Grant’s inturned leg, small enough to hide inside a fist. Now you see it, now you don’t. No matter how many times Maddy would run it through in her mind, she would never be sure.

‘Trouser pocket,’ Mallory was saying conversationally. ‘Small of the back.’ He shrugged. ‘There’ll be an inquiry, routine.’ His hand on her shoulder was light, almost no pressure at all. ‘You’ll be a good witness, I know.’

Armed officers were standing at both doors, weapons angled towards the ground.
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Maddy stood on the cobbled stones outside, drivers slowing down to gawk through misted windows as they passed. The rain fell in thin, seamless lines, giving the road a dull sheen. She didn’t smoke, never really had, but there seemed to be a cigarette in her hand.

Without her hearing him approach, Mallory was at her side.

‘You okay?’

‘Yes, I think so.’

‘Holding up, that’s good, that’s good.’

Maddy opened her fingers and watched the cigarette fall to the ground.

‘You’ll be coming with us for a drink. Later. A wee celebration.’

‘I don’t know.‘

‘It’s expected.’ His fingers grazed her arm. ‘No need to stay long. Show your face. That’s all.’

She stared at him, not knowing what to say. The hair on his head was iron grey, matted down by the rain.

‘That’s settled then.’ With a brief smile, he turned and walked away.

Behind them, the business of recording and cleaning up went on. Grant’s girlfriend was sitting in the back seat of a police car with one of the officers, someone’s topcoat round her shoulders, tea from a thermos in both hands. An ambulance stood waiting to take Grant’s body to the mortuary, once the preliminary examinations had been carried out. Paul Draper was in one of the intensive care wards at UCH, fighting for his life.

A celebration, Maddy thought...

The club was on Gray’s Inn Road, the far side of King’s Cross, the function room on the first floor. A shield bearing the coat of arms of St David was on the wall above the long bar, Van Morrison and Rod Stewart rasping alternately through the speakers at either end, barely holding their own against the noise. Forty or fifty people and, for the next hour or so, free booze.

Two of the snooker tables had been covered over and were already crowded with discarded glasses, large and small. At the third table Maurice Repton stood repetitiously chalking his cue, watching as the young Asian DC he was playing potted the last red and lined up the pink. He saw Maddy glance in his direction and acknowledged her with a nod.

‘Buy you a drink?’ The SO19 officer from the Transit, ginger moustache, was alongside her, smiling hopefully.

‘I thought the boss had put his card behind the bar.’

‘So he has. Stupid really, something to say.’

Maddy said nothing and hoped he’d go away.

‘Graeme Loftus,’ he said, holding out his hand.

‘Maddy Birch.’

Loftus made a signal towards the barman and pushed an empty pint glass in his direction.

‘You?’

Maddy shook her head.

‘In the thick of it, what I hear.’

‘You could say that.’

‘Lucky bastard.’

‘You think so?’

Loftus lifted his fresh pint, spilling beer down the back of his hand. ‘Never got a look-in where we were.’

‘Ask Paul Draper where he’d rather’ve been,’ Maddy said. ‘Ask his wife.’

‘Paul...? Oh, yes, him. Poor sod. Still hanging on, isn’t he?’

‘Last I heard.’

‘Look,’ Loftus said, ‘when we’re through here, you wouldn’t fancy...’

‘No,’ Maddy said.

‘Okay, suit yourself.’ There was an edge to Loftus’s voice as he turned and shouldered his way back into the fray.

Standing a little apart, George Mallory seemed to be warming up to make a speech, his voice, now and again, sawing through the general cacophony of sound.

Whenever Maddy closed her eyes, she saw Grant’s head imploding like a bloodied rose. She drained her glass and headed for the stairs.

Repton was just exiting the Gents, still zipping up his fly.

‘Not going?’

‘No,’ she lied.

‘Good. Come and have a drink with me.’ Taking her by the elbow, he steered her back towards the bar. ‘What’ll it be?’

‘Tonic water’ll be fine.’

‘Gin and tonic for the lady,’ Repton called. ‘Scotch for me.’

Maddy knew better than to protest.

Five or so years younger than Mallory, slightly built, Repton was wearing a grey suit with a faint stripe, a dark blue tie with silver fleur-de-lis. His fingernails looked to have been trimmed and buffed. Dapper, was that the word? Once upon a time it probably was.

Repton downed his whisky at a single swallow. ‘There,’ he said, ‘that’s my bit for race relations. Letting one of our brown-skinned brethren get the better of me, eighty-seven points to thirteen.’ He winked. ‘Hubris. The Atkins diet of the soul. And you. No after-effects from this morning, I see. Still looking like the proverbial million, give or take.’

Maddy had deliberately chosen a green cord skirt that was full and finished well below the knee, a loose cotton top the colour of cold porridge, American Tan tights and shoes with a low heel. ‘I look like shit,’ she said.

‘Young Loftus didn’t seem to think so. Practically coming in his pants just standing next to you.’

Colour flared in Maddy’s cheeks.

‘Sorry,’ Repton said. ‘Nothing out of line, I trust. Not going to haul me up before some board or other? Sexual fucking harassment.’ He winked again. ‘Load of bollocks, don’t you think? Empirically speaking.’

‘I’ve heard worse, sir,’ Maddy said.

‘I’m pleased to hear it.’

Maddy sipped her drink.

‘Oh, oh,’ Repton said, nudging her arm. ‘Here comes George’s speech.’ He gave her flesh a generous squeeze. ‘Mentioned in dispatches, I’d not be surprised.’

She left as soon as she possibly could, pulling the need-the-Ladies trick and grabbing her coat from the pile in the cloakroom below; a brisk stride to King’s Cross and then the Northern Line to Archway. She could walk from there in ten minutes or less.

When she’d first transferred down from Lincoln, three years ago now, she’d stayed in a hostel: forever taking other women’s hair out of the bath; listening to their war stories in the corridors, Saturday nights when they’d been out on the pull; cleaning them up after they’d been sick in the sink, wiping their sorry faces and listening to their woes. Everyone’s favourite auntie.

As soon as she could she’d moved out, rented a room and looked around for something to buy, something she could afford. She’d been lucky to get the flat when she did, prices about to take a hike and families with young kids starting to colonise what had previously been the province of single mums on social security, economic migrants, labourers sharing three to a room and old jossers who’d been there long enough to remember the Blitz.

Compared to what she’d had in Lincoln, a new-build maisonette just a bus ride from the city centre, it wasn’t much. Three rooms and a bathroom on the ground floor, the kitchen no bigger than a cupboard; French windows leading out to the strip of garden she shared with the people upstairs. Whoever had lived there before had had a love affair with red paint; when she woke up in the mornings it vibrated behind her eyes.

Gradually, when her shifts didn’t leave her too knackered, she brought the place into line, made it feel more her own. Two lots of undercoat in both bedroom and living room and then a quiet pale green on top. Doing the same to the kitchen would have meant taking down too many shelves and she resorted to covering as much as she could with postcards and old photographs. Those sunflowers in garish reproduction; the village outside Louth where her parents used to live.

Coming in this evening she threw her coat down on the bed, kicked off her shoes, and wandered into the living room, flicking through the TV channels before switching off again. She’d missed the news.

She thought she’d make a cup of tea.

Waiting for the kettle to boil, she phoned the hospital where they’d taken Paul Draper.

‘Are you a relative?’

‘A colleague. I was with him when...’

‘I’m sorry. We can only pass on information to the immediate family.’

What the hell did that mean? Maddy wondered. Did it mean he was still in the middle of some bloody operation? Did it mean he was dead?

She took her tea back into the living room and, without switching on the light, sat, legs curled up beneath her, on the settee she’d bought from an auction room near the Angel.

The look on Graeme Loftus’s face came back to her, the scarcely veiled anger in his voice when she’d turned him down; Maurice Repton’s fingers hard and quick against her arm. Was there ever a situation, she thought, when men, most men, didn’t feel it their right to test the waters, chat the chat, rub up against you like a dog sniffing for a bitch on heat.

Tired, she closed her eyes and when she did so she saw Grant in the converted warehouse, scrambling to his feet.

‘Fucking bitch!’

As he moves towards her, his hands... what are his hands doing?... the left one reaching out towards her, fingers spread, the right... where is the right?... is it curving low, low and out of sight, reaching for something perhaps...?

The gun in Mallory’s hand fires twice, the barest of intervals between, and when she opens her eyes again, Grant is no more.

The pistol on the floor. A Derringer, no bigger than the span of a man’s hand: a weapon that, once upon a time, was only seen in Western movies on rainy Sunday afternoons, emerging from the sleeve of some two-bit gambler caught dealing from a crooked deck.

Now you see it, now you don’t.

Maddy shivered.

Her tea was cold.

Setting it down, she glanced towards the French windows and, for an instant, behind the faint reflection of her own face, something moved.

Maddy froze.

Two seconds, maybe four, no more. Swift to her feet, she turned the key in the door, slipped back both bolts and stepped outside. Leaves from next door’s fruitless pear tree were sprinkled on the grass. Shrubs and faded flowers in the borders to each side. At the garden end a thick mesh of buddleia, interspersed with holly, stood head high and dark, enough of a breeze to turn the spear-shaped leaves.

Maddy stood quite still.

Other than the sounds of the city shifting about her nothing stirred.

Her heart slowed to a normal beat.

That’s all it had been, then, only something moving in the wind.

Back inside, she locked the door, drew the curtains, went carefully to bed.
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The office of the assistant commissioner in charge of the Specialist Crime Directorate was on the seventh floor: along with a number of other units, S07 came within his overall command. Just about the only things above him, ran the tale, were God and all his angels. Maddy hoped they were on her side.

She gave her name to the civilian clerk in the outer office and declined the invitation to take a seat. When the clerk gave her the once-over she pretended not to notice. Ten minutes she’d spent that morning, polishing the black boots she was wearing with her navy blue trouser suit, bought a year and more ago at M & S and already showing some signs of wear.

A buzzer sounded on the clerk’s desk.

‘You can go through.’

Maddy knocked, took a breath, and entered. Lean, bespectacled, nicely balding, Assistant Commissioner Harkin smiled from behind his desk. Tie knotted neatly and clipped, he was in shirtsleeves, cuffs turned back. Younger than quite a few of the officers below him, Mallory included, he was not so many years older than Maddy herself.

‘Detective Sergeant. Maddy. You’d rather sit or stand?’

‘Stand, sir, if that’s all right.’

‘Of course, whatever you’re comfortable with. I’m sure this won’t take long.’

The room was airless but not unpleasant, a faint background odour of antiseptic and flowers. Anonymous paintings on the walls. A water carafe and glasses on a narrow table to one side. It reminded Maddy of the lounge at Gatwick Airport, the one time she’d been bumped up to business class.

Harkin tapped papers on his desk. ‘You’ve not been in the unit long.’

‘No, sir.’

‘Settling down?’

‘Yes, sir. I think so.’

‘Yesterday,’ he said. ‘First thing that has to be made clear, the manner in which you acquitted yourself, first rate. Absolutely first rate.’ He beamed as though he had been praising himself. ‘Everything I’ve heard, the Detective Superintendent’s report – well, you heard him last night, of course, extolling your virtues at great length – it all points to a good job well done. Initiative. Steady head. Guts. Above all, guts. Going up against an armed man. Commendation material, I’d not be surprised.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Do you no harm when it comes to promotion. None at all. You’ve taken the inspector’s examination, I dare say?’

‘Twice, sir.’

‘Hmm. Well, qualities will out. Eventually. Your kind of quality. In the field.’ He coughed into the back of his hand. ‘There’ll be an inquiry, of course. Fatal shooting. Officers from another force. Standard procedure.’

‘Yes, sir, I understand.’

‘And you’ve no concerns, I take it?’

‘Concerns, sir?’

‘Regarding the inquiry. Sequence of events and so on.’

‘Sir?’

‘No doubt in your mind as to how it all played out?’

Maddy could feel the sweat prickling beneath her arms. ‘No, sir.’

Harkin nodded and glanced towards the window as if something outside had suddenly claimed his interest. ‘Detective Superintendent Mallory’s actions, appropriate, you’d say, to the situation?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Good. Excellent.’

Once she’d noticed a slight tic in the assistant commissioner’s left eye, Maddy was finding it difficult not to stare; she looked at the floor instead.

‘You, personally,’ Harkin said. ‘Incidents like these, violent death, sometimes takes a little while for them to settle in the mind.’

‘Yes, sir, I’m sure.’

‘If there’s any help you feel that we can offer... a little personal time, maybe. A chat with someone versed in these things, someone professional...’

‘A psychiatrist, sir?’

‘That sort of thing.’

‘I don’t think there’s any need. Really. I’m fine.’

‘Yes, yes. I’m sure you are.’ Harkin rearranged papers on his desk. ‘If there’s nothing else then...’

‘DC Draper, sir, I was wondering if there was any news?’

‘Ah.’ Harkin removed his spectacles and pinched the bridge of his nose between forefinger and thumb. ‘A shame about DC Draper. Great shame.’

One of the first things Paul Draper had done, he and Maddy chatting together on their first day in the squad, was to show her a photograph of his wife and kid. Alice and Ben. On holiday somewhere in the north-west. Blackpool. Morecambe. A faint suggestion of sea on the horizon. Alice in a two-piece swimsuit, not a bikini exactly, her figure not yet back to what it once had been, Ben in a little all-in-one on her knee. Alice having to narrow her eyes slightly against the light, but smiling nonetheless, her skin pale, as if unused to the sun.

‘You must come round,’ he’d said. ‘We’ll get a takeaway, eat in. Alice’d be chuffed with the company.’

Maddy never had.

Now she sat awkwardly on the edge of a chair. Alice slumped back on the two-seater settee opposite, the child fretting at her breast. Cups of tea on the table, half-cold. Biscuits, some broken fragments of rusk. There’d been photographers outside, a few; one reporter, insistent, from the local whatever-it-was, Journal or Gazette.

‘Alice...’

At the sound of Maddy’s voice, tears appeared again on Alice Draper’s face. How could she not cry? Maddy thought. Twenty-three and a wee boy of no more than six or seven months and then this...

Maddy forced herself to her feet. Through the partly drawn curtains she could see the flats opposite, identical to the one in which she was standing; balcony upon balcony busy with tubs of flowers, rusting bicycles, washing twisting in the late-afternoon breeze. The dark already falling into place.

‘It’s not bad,’ Draper had said. ‘Not bad at all. Ex-council, couldn’t afford it else. But okay. You wait till you see.’

He looked a little like that guitarist, Maddy had thought, the one who used to play with Morrissey.

Alice had said very little. Before being finally pronounced dead, her young husband had said nothing at all. Flowers from the Metropolitan Police Commissioner lay by the sink, waiting to be put in water. I’ll do it before I go, Maddy thought. Wash these cups, make a fresh pot of tea. See if I can’t persuade Alice to eat something, a sandwich at least.

While she was waiting for the kettle to boil, Alice switched on the television news.

‘Alice,’ Maddy said, ‘are you sure this is a good idea?’

Colours unnaturally bright, Paul Draper’s face flickered for a moment on the screen, then disappeared.

‘Alice...’

Seated behind a bank of microphones, the Assistant Commissioner looked sombre yet purposeful.

‘From all the information available to me, I have no doubt that the operation was carefully and professionally planned and executed with a high level of competence that does credit to all the officers involved. With regard to the tragic death of a young detective constable...’

Regardless of Alice’s wishes, Maddy leaned forward and switched off the set.

Ben was wriggling in his mother’s lap, whimpering against her chest.

‘Alice, Alice. I think you might be holding him too tight. Do you want me to take him for a minute? Here. That’s it. Just while you drink your tea.’

The baby’s pale eyes looked at her in wonder when she lifted him towards her and Maddy felt something kick, hard, against the hollow of her insides. When Alice picked up the cup it slipped between her fingers, spilling tea across the table and the floor.

‘Never mind,’ Maddy said. ‘I’ll clean it up.’

Alice looked back at her blankly. ‘Paul,’ she said. ‘Paul, Paul.’

‘Poor cow.’ Vanessa Taylor broke off a piece of chapatti and used it to wipe up what remained of the chicken massala. ‘What kind of life’s she got now?’

A good year they’d been doing this, Maddy and Vanessa, meeting up every week or so, when shifts allowed, a drink or two first and then a curry. A good goss and a natter. Bit of a bitching session, sometimes. Rules and regs. Pay. All that dyke or station-bike innuendo that was supposed to have been knocked on the head once and for all.

At twenty-nine, Vanessa was not only younger than Maddy but shorter and broader too, a figure on her and she didn’t care who knew it. Before joining the force, she tried secretarial, then nursing, but not for long. Glorified bloody chambermaids, that’s all you were. More blood and piss than the pubs in Kentish Town, which was where she was currently stationed. Three years as a uniformed constable and she still wasn’t certain she’d stick with it.

Maddy had met her on a training course soon after moving down to London: ‘Integrating Police Work with the Ethnic Community’. Vanessa sizing up the Asian community worker who was leading the afternoon session. ‘Wouldn’t mind integrating with that,’ she’d winked. ‘Given half the chance.’ It turned out Vanessa lived no more than a few streets away from Maddy herself, Upper Holloway.

This evening, eyeing up one of the waiters whenever he passed their table, Vanessa reminded Maddy of that first occasion and asked her had she ever, you know, been with anyone Indian, Pakistani?

Maddy said she didn’t think she had.

‘I had this lad once...’ Vanessa said, lowering her voice as she leaned forward. ‘Student nurse at the hospital. Great big eyes.’

‘Just the eyes?’

‘Stop.’ Laughing. ‘Lovely-looking he was, beautiful skin.’

‘You’ll be telling me next you had him in the storeroom cupboard amongst the bandages and bedpans.’

‘Better than that. Upstairs, on one of the empty beds. Ward was temporarily closed down because of the cuts.’ Her face was flushed but it was probably due to the curry.

‘What happened?’ Maddy said.

‘What d’you mean what happened?’ Vanessa laughed again, louder than before. ‘Too long ago to remember? Draw you a diagram if you like.’

‘Not that, you idiot. I mean what happened to the bloke?’

‘Oh, him. I dunno. Next week he’d moved on to Obstetrics. Good, though. Top Ten, I’d say.’ She grinned. ‘How about you? Top ten shags of all time.’

Maddy looked warily round, prepared to be embarrassed. ‘Don’t joke. I’d be scraping the barrel to come up with five or six.’

‘You’re kidding.’

‘You should try getting married before you’re twenty-one. Trims your sails a bit, I’m telling you.’

Vanessa crossed her knife and fork across her plate. ‘You never were? Married that young?’

‘Wasn’t I?’

‘How come you never said?’

‘I don’t know. Don’t much like talking about it, I suppose.’

‘Well, who was he? At least tell us that. What was his name?’

‘Terry, his name was Terry. Okay? Satisfied? He was this bloke, older, a bit older, and I was just a kid, still living at home, and I thought he was God’s gift. Now let’s just leave it, right?’

‘Right.’ Vanessa shrugged and ordered two more bottles of Kingfisher. No point in pushing it further, she could see that. Not unless she fancied trolling along to the karaoke session in the pub later on her own.

‘I keep thinking,’ Maddy said a few minutes later, ‘that poor little lad, Paul Draper’s boy, growing up without a dad.’

‘She’ll find someone else, won’t she? If she’s any gumption. Kid’ll not remember.’

Maddy shook her head. ‘You really think it’s that simple?’

‘Yes. If you want it to be.’

‘Sometimes I wonder,’ Maddy said, ‘if you know you’re even born.’

‘Fuck off,’ Vanessa said, laughing. ‘And pass us over that aubergine thingy if you’re done with it.’

Shortly after midnight, the two women emerged from the raucous glitter of a late-night extension and set off, arm in arm, along the Holloway Road. Vanessa had talked Maddy into a duet version of ‘Dancing Queen’ which had been fine until Maddy had lost it two-thirds of the way through and faltered to a halt.

‘What got into you?’ Vanessa asked. ‘We were going great.’

‘I don’t know. Suddenly realised what I was doing, I suppose. Up there in front of everyone. Looking a right prat.’

‘Come on,’ Vanessa said, ‘I’ll walk you to the end of your street.’

‘You’re sure? No need.’

‘No, do me good. Walk off some of that beer. Nothing worse’n waking up of a morning, feeling bloated.’ She laughed. ‘’Less it’s not waking up at all.’

‘Not funny, Nessa.’

‘Sorry.’ Vanessa gave her arm a squeeze. ‘Really got to you, hasn’t it? What happened.’

‘Last night,’ Maddy said, ‘when I got home, getting ready for bed, I saw these specks of mascara here, alongside my eye. Except it wasn’t mascara, it was blood.’

Vanessa didn’t say anything else until they reached the corner of Maddy’s road. ‘Take care,’ she said, giving Maddy’s arm a squeeze. ‘Get some sleep, eh? Try not to think about it too much. And give me a call tomorrow.’

‘Okay,’ Maddy said, ‘if I can. You take care too.’

Maddy watched for a moment as Vanessa quickened her pace, and then turned towards home. The click of her low heels on the pavement as she walked. Here and there, lights faint behind drawn curtains or lowered blinds. Of course, what had happened had got her rattled. Grant, Draper. It stood to reason. Only now that wasn’t all. Her key stiffened for a moment in the lock, then turned. She knew she should never have said anything to Vanessa about being married, about Terry, fetching all that up from where it lay buried, started herself thinking about him after all this time. Terry. All abs and promises. She allowed herself a rueful smile. North Wales, the last she’d heard from him. Married again and good luck to the pair of them.

Maddy poured the last of the orange juice into a glass and carried it into the living room. No way that would have been him, skulking mid-week round a North London boozer, staring at her from the back of the crowd. His face stopping her in her tracks, mid-chorus. Everyone clapping, laughing. ‘Dancing Queen’. Just someone who looked a bit like him, that was all.

The curtains were drawn fast across the French windows to the garden, shutting out the night. The glass was cold in her hand. She sat there until her legs began to numb, willing her eyes to close, her mind to still.


4

At first, Elder had wondered if he would ever get used to the weather in this part of Cornwall. Mostly, like a delinquent five-year-old, it was unable to make up its mind five minutes at a time. Sunshine followed by fierce lashings of near-horizontal rain and then sunshine again, and through it all, sun and rain, the near-inevitable wind. ‘Keeps you on your toes,’ the locals said when he complained. When they said anything at all.

Then, one late, dark afternoon towards the end of October, he realised there’d been three days solid in which the fog had rolled in off the Atlantic, met and mingled with the mist veiling down off the hills, and never lifted, pressing down an immovable grey, and through it the rain had continued to fall, harsh and unyielding, and he had barely noticed.

Sitting in the deep corner of the kitchen, illuminated by a single bulb, he had read steadily – Priestley currently, a threadbare edition of The Good Companions – rising occasionally to make tea or switch on the radio for the sound of a voice other than his own. Sometimes, setting Priestley aside, he closed his eyes and listened to one of the few pieces of music he possessed, a cassette of some string quartets he had picked up at the local village bring-and-buy. Local meant a good two miles across fields by hedge and stile.

He had moved home twice since early summer, when the owner of the place he’d rented for close on two years had decided to put it up for sale. First, and briefly, he took a third-floor flat in a tall Victorian house in Penzance, with views across the harbour towards St Michael’s Mount. It was not a success. Small, scarcely metropolitan, Penzance was yet enough of a town to remind him of what he’d willingly left behind: Lincoln, Leeds, Mansfield, Nottingham. After that, he had gone back across the peninsula to where he was now, a former farm labourer’s cottage between moor and sea.

The downstairs was warmed by an oil-fired stove, which heated the water when it had a mind, and on which Elder gradually retaught himself to cook. Nothing spectacular: stews, casseroles, pasta, fish. What was the point of living so close to the sea if you didn’t eat fish? Mackerel, red mullet, megrim, sea bass, lemon sole, occasionally shark. His favourite, mackerel, was, providentially, the cheapest by far.

The walls of the room in which Elder slept were bare stone save for one section on which plaster had been unevenly slapped. A second, smaller room held clothes he now rarely wore, boxes and bags, dribs and drabs of a life he scarcely chose to recognise. At some stage a bathroom had been added to the rear: the toilet seat rocked precariously when touched, the fitments bought cheaply at second- or third-hand; the bath itself, below its wide old-fashioned taps, was ringed with generations of overlapping reddish stains.

A short
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