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Chapter One

‘Why you saying my name for? I don’t even know you, bruv!’ 

The sound of shouting in the street outside wakes Ramona sometime after eight and she holds the pillow over her head as the voices grow louder and finally subside through the single-glazing of the sash windows. 

Fucking crackheads. Every. Single. Day. 

If not them, then it’s the kamikaze toddlers on scooters tornadoing towards the Steiner nursery on the corner of the street, up towards Dalston. It’s not the kids themselves who are the problem so much as the parents with their oat milk flat whites chatting endless self-important drivel, dressed in the ubiquitous beanies they buy for sixty pounds a pop on Stoke Newington High Street.

Give her the crackheads any day of the week. 

After the constant rumble of Camden High Street, Ramona had imagined it would be more peaceful living on a residential terraced street in a part of Hackney pretentiously described by the estate agent who showed her around as the Islington Borders. But there is something about the lurching sounds of the city whenever they suddenly spring out from the veneer of silence that is unsettling. 

Still, she loves it up here in the neglected Georgian rafters, the silhouette of the treetops just visible through the window. 


Monday.

With her eyes still closed, she lies in forced inaction until it’s clear she won’t get back to sleep. When she sits up, she remains still a while, watching the shadows of the room come into focus through the net curtains that were already here when she moved in.

The room is small and rectangular; a third of a room really, separ­ated from the so-called open-plan kitchen and living area by a single stud wall. Propped precariously against the left side is a narrow, free-standing wardrobe. Opposite, in the right-hand corner, is the armchair she found abandoned on the street a few doors down, along with a note: Free to a good home! 

Well, it was a home of sorts, she had mused, as she dragged it four floors up with the help of the couple downstairs.

Standing here now, her legs exposed under the thigh-length Reservoir Dogs T-shirt she has no memory of buying but can’t remember being without, Ramona pulls on a pair of tracksuit bottoms. 

Yawning, she fills the kettle and stands with her back against the melamine countertop, looking out at the bare branches that are at eye level with the window as she waits for the water to boil.

That second square of sky, almost identical to the one visible from the bedroom, apart from the additional tip of a spire, is her favourite thing about the flat; what you might call its selling point, if it had needed a sell beyond the fact that she could afford it – just – and that it was both close enough to where she grew up and suitably removed from her previous routine to enable her to feel as if she is properly starting again, away from the memories and the temptations and the . . . well, she tries not to dwell on it.

If one thing was to change then everything had to change. And hasn’t it just.

When Ramona sighs, the sound is accompanied by the bubbling of water starting to boil in the kettle behind her. Below, a train trundles past on the railway lines that separate one side of the street from the other, reminding her of all the places she doesn’t need to be. With an aching in her bones, she imagines the news conference that will soon be taking place without her, her former colleagues revving up for the week ahead; the worker bees making their way to and from the office and the courthouses and the council buildings.

Looking up at the dusty wine rack that was here when she moved in, Ramona notes that it is empty. Not that she ever kept wine; Bells whisky was more her thing: a litre of the stuff purchased from the off-licence on Camden High Street if she was feeling flush; more likely a half, bought with scraped-together change and consumed almost as soon as her cash had hit the counter.

At the sound of the whistle, she takes down a cup and stirs two heaps of Nescafé into the oversized Sports Direct mug that had belonged to Si. Adding a third, she takes the coffee and sits at the tiny table in front of the window in the kitchen, using both hands to crank it open before lighting one of the fake Marlboros she gets in bulk for seven quid a packet from the Albanians outside the Nag’s Head on Holloway Road. The flavour is of twigs and the slow approach of death, and she coughs at the first inhalation, taking another and waiting for her lungs to accept the welcome blanket of smoke. 

Exhaling, Ramona starts up her computer. She is an anachronism; too young to be as resentful of technology as she is; too young to live without it. Still, she tries her hardest. Having spent her adult life until now as a reporter, Ramona understands too well how easy technology makes it to track another person’s every movement, habit and relationship. So she avoids it where she can, and where she can’t she has the best inbuilt anti-spyware technology that money – or a sweet word with Gareth – can buy.

Certain details and clues can only be found by watching, and talking to, people – not least when it comes to catching out those who might well be as technology averse as she is. But she is not too bloody-minded to know there are certain websites she needs right now.

Blowing onto her hands for warmth as she waits for the old laptop to start up, Ramona scrolls through Reddit and Twitter to see if anyone has responded to her latest advert.


No new messages.

Turns out social media is as averse to her as she is to it.

It is fine, she tells herself as she stands and moves to the sink, turning on the tap and reaching for a scouring pad that has seen better days. She has at least a month’s rent saved up before she has to go pleading on hands and knees back to her old boss. Not that she will. Not that she could, even if she wanted to. 

Blinking, she sees herself that morning, the man’s face pressed up against hers; the wire hanging from her neck. A single trace of blood running from her nose, like a tear.

Fuck off, fuck off, fuck off. 

Squeezing the dregs of washing-up liquid into the mug, she shakes her head, wrestling for another thought and landing on the image of Si the evening before; her ex-boyfriend’s skin glistening in the rain under the floodlights at Market Road football pitches. For a moment, the image soothes her and she feels her face lift in a half-smile. He’d looked happy, in a way she hadn’t seen since—

Shit. 

The water is unexpectedly hot, scorching her skin so that her fingers lurch open and she drops the cup. 

Turning the tap to cold, she holds her hand under the icy flow, enjoying the sensation as her skin finally turns numb. When she goes to resume her washing up, the handle of the mug comes away in her fingers. Great. Another thing she has broken, or maybe, as she has come to think of so much else, it was always destined to fall apart. 

Picking up the remnants, Ramona chucks the cracked pieces into the bin as she passes on her way to the table and sits in front of her computer. 

Why had she gone to Market Road last night? The moment she had seen Si’s face, she had known it was a mistake. She is pretty sure he hadn’t seen her, but still.

Looking up, she notes the time on the clock on the wall. 8.45 a.m.

Shit.

Her hair is short and home-bleached a dodgy shade of blonde, and she scrapes the bits that will be contained into the elastic band she wears on her wrist, and twists it into a ponytail. Drying her hands on the thighs of her tracksuit bottoms, she slaps down the lid of the computer and takes the two or so strides from one side of the studio flat to the other, sliding on her trainers, slipping on an old baseball cap and grabbing the denim jacket, with the hooded zip-up sweater still stuffed inside its sleeves from the day before. 

If she runs, she will only be a few minutes late. In any case, she prefers to arrive last, avoiding having to mingle with the others, who tell their same stories on loop over Styrofoam cups at the back of the room before and after the session. The same stories she heard last week and the week before – narratives inside which the speakers have locked themselves, without any escape, reinforcing their perceived path to where they are now.

Not that she is one to talk, so she doesn’t.







Chapter Two

The needling of the alarm pierces through the gauze of a dream in which Madeleine Farrow is back in Hanoi, the air claggy; the cries of the city streets turning to screams.

Gasping, she sits up, slowly becoming aware of the familiar contours of the king-size bed and the shape of the mattress holding her somewhere between sleep and the day ahead. 

It’s OK. She is home, back in her flat on Marylebone High Street. The scent of mimosa wafts over from the diffuser, overpowering in its sweetness. 

Attempting to lure open an eyelid still heavy with make-up, she focuses on the clock on the side-table as the numbers slowly come into focus.

7.20 a.m. Jesus fucking Christ, her head.

Jabbing at the sleep button, she lies back on the silk pillowcase, a world away from the mosquito nets and the thrumming fans of Vietnam, waiting for the throbbing in her temples to subside. She is home, for now at least. As always, the thought strikes her with an equal amount of relief and anticlimax. 

Right now, her brain is still working at half-speed owing to the negronis in the Soho bar the night before, consumed to forget the events of the day. Faltering, she registers the lace bra hanging from the circular glass handle of the bedside table – too small to be one of hers. When she looks left, she notes the outline of a woman half-concealed beneath the sheet.

Christ.

Careful not to wake her, Madeleine sits up, her palm moving to her forehead as she studies the pool of silky blonde hair spilled out on the pillow. Reaching through the fug of her mind for the woman’s name, she misses, picturing herself leaning in at the bar the previous evening, in an effort to hear the words being mouthed above the music. 

Diana? Gaia? 

Vaguely, she recalls herself making some reference to a Greek goddess. 

Bloody hell, she’d been drunk. Tentatively, she sifts through any recollections of the night before, the way one might navigate one’s way through a cave, nervous of what might leap out. The only thing she remembers with any clarity is the funeral in north-east London earlier that day, and the cab-ride back to Soho, the city a smudge of light and shadow through the rain-smeared window.

After that, her memory falls away, and not without reason.

She feels horrendous now – that much is painfully clear. What did she expect? Before yesterday, she had barely touched a drop in months, and any tolerance she might once have possessed has long since abandoned her. 

Closing her eyes, she pushes against the wave of anxiety threatening to take hold. It felt wrong, to leave straight from the service, but staying any longer would have been rubbernecking. She hardly knew Jamie or the girls. Her relationship with Laura, however friendly, had been professional. And in any case, there will have been plenty of people heading back for the wake. Laura had always known how to draw a crowd.

No, Madeleine won’t beat herself up for seeking comfort and oblivion, in the circumstances – and in the circumstances, neither had been hard to find. 


The sleeping woman stirs and Madeleine holds her breath.

Once she is still again, Madeleine reaches for a glass of water, her gaze landing on the order of service beside it on the bedside table. From the cover, the young woman smiles back at her. Below the photograph, the words Laura Tatchell: loved by all who knew her. 

Clearly not all, Madeleine thinks. Though perhaps that’s the point: whoever did this didn’t know – or care – who Laura really was.

God, she was so young; just forty-four. But her age is the least of it – the scale of loss in Laura’s absence would be better measured by what the much-loved Shadow Minister had done in her brief time on earth; for her friends and colleagues and constituents, not to mention her family. Though Madeleine has no children of her own – never wanted them – she respects that, unlike some politicians, Laura Tatchell never attempted to hide the fact that she was a mother, or to diminish it. Her daughters were her world, and somehow, despite the demands of the job, she managed to hold in careful balance her commitment to her children and her husband, Jamie, while always making time for those she represented. Few people could live twice as long as she did and achieve half as much as Laura Tatchell had.

Swallowing the lump forming in her throat, Madeleine blinks away the mental image of the daughters, Tilly and Ruth, both now teenagers, watching on from the front row, in a state of shock, as their mother’s coffin was paraded through the centre of their local church.

Given the manner of her killing, and her reputation, Madeleine imagines the late MP could have commanded a state funeral. But knowing Laura even as briefly as she did, she knows this would be the last thing Laura would have wanted. Unlike so many she worked opposite or alongside in Parliament, Laura was truly in her position as a representative of her constituency, and of wider society. She believed in democracy in its most literal sense: people power. In Laura’s mind, there really was one rule for everyone, including herself.

Forcing thoughts of the previous day to the back of her mind, Madeleine stands and walks across the bedroom, pulling on the black satin robe hanging on the back of the door. Pausing to remove a plastic-sheathed suit and dry-cleaned shirt from the suitcase on the floor where she had left it before heading out last night, she walks quietly to the same built-in wardrobes that were here when she inherited the place and takes out a set of matching black underwear from the internal drawer. 

Closing it as quietly as she can manage, she moves stealthily across the carpet to the bedroom door, bringing it to a close behind her. When Madeleine wanders through the blank walls of the hallway, tightening the belt of her robe, she is met by large sash windows, a light grey mid-winter London sky peering in as she enters the kitchen. 

Monday. Despite her weeks away, the place is almost as if she had never left: the countertop gleaming, the plain white plates she’d had the sales assistant pick out in the Conran shop down the road, stacked neatly on the open shelves that the cleaner keeps pristine during her client’s stints abroad. 

She had been due to return from Vietnam imminently anyway, the news of Laura’s death only hastening her return by a matter of days. But the transition from one world to another is always discombobulating. Even on the occasions when nothing has changed.

Outside, the city rattles to life, the sound of glass bottles being upended into the recycling van serving as punishment for last night’s excesses. The evidence lies sprawled across the marble counter. Picking up a pair of knickers and the remnants of the kebab purchased at the Lebanese on Edgware Road on their way home, Madeleine throws the empty wrapper in the brushed metal pedal bin as she passes. Placing the two dirty crystal tumblers on the counter in the sink, she throws the underwear into the washing machine. 

 As she does so, there is a moment of recall: her new blonde friend, the previous evening, reprimanding Madeleine on the basis of the coffee machine’s reliance on single plastic. Madeleine had silently marvelled at the hypocrisy of this coming from someone dressed head to toe in Zara, who works for a notoriously dubious bank and openly boasts about the quality of her dealer’s cocaine. 


But rather than feeling any real disdain, she had been prickled by a sort of envy. Necking one espresso and pressing the button for a second to brew, she walks back through the hallway, trying to imagine a life so simple that one’s biggest concern for the future of humanity might be a non-reusable coffee pod.

That’s not fair, though – she has no idea what other concerns the woman has or doesn’t have. But life’s not fair. 

Looking up at the clock, she checks the time.

7.32 a.m.

Following her own warped rule about not looking at her phone before getting dressed once she is up – doomscrolling in bed in the small hours doesn’t count – Madeleine heads to the bathroom. It is one of the few parts of the flat she has actually bothered renovating since inheriting the place from her parents a decade earlier, and she loves every inch of it. This flat is the closest thing they ever had to a family home, spending months here intermittently, between her father’s various international postings with the Foreign Office. Just the three of them usually: herself, her father, Charles, and her mother, Juliet. Occasionally they would be joined by her older brother, Dominic, while on exeat from Eton and then Oxford. 

Bristling at the thought of him, Madeleine closes the door to the bathroom and for a moment lets herself lean back against it. God, she has missed this. Of all the things she hankers for when she is away – of all the things that make her feel that maybe the apartment above the boutique on Marylebone High Street is home, after all – it is this bathroom with its scented toiletries and cool soft-tiled floor and soft thick towels and the promise of a high-pressure shower; a place where no matter the day or night she has the chance to wash it all away and start again. 

Stepping out of her robe and into the cubicle, she sighs in relief as the heavy flow of the cascading water pummels her shoulders. After a minute or two, she lathers the shower-gel she doesn’t remember buying onto her Vitamin D-deprived skin. Only one who has spent her entire stint abroad locked in a succession of windowless rooms, as she has, could come back from south-east Asia, in January, paler than when she left. Not that she cares for tanning; at her age she values the relative absence of skin damage, despite a childhood largely spent baking under the blistering skies of Africa and the Middle East.

Dabbing moisturiser on her forehead and rubbing it in, in smoothing strokes, Madeleine pulls away from the mirror and dries herself. Once dressed in the wool-cashmere blend suit she had made up at Minh Quang tailors while she waited for the raid, she pulls a comb through the dark shoulder-length hair, applying a hint of eyeliner and a slick of red lipstick to distract from the jet lag and everything else, before moving back into the kitchen.

Just as she downs the second coffee, she hears stirring in the bedroom, and freezes. Scribbling a note – Juice is in the fridge. Take a taxi home – she quickly removes a fifty-pound note from her bag and leaves the note and the money on the countertop. 

Not that a woman who works in a bank needs Madeleine’s cash, but what is she supposed to say? Help yourself to anything edible you can find, then please fuck off?

Registering the sound of the bedroom door opening, followed a moment later by the bathroom being shut, Madeleine breathes a sigh of relief and then disappears into the hall, picking up a pair of black loafers and quietly closing the front door behind her.

It is only once she passes the downstairs flat, which is empty as ever – the Saudis who own it presumably at one of their other residences in Jeddah or Mauritius – that she slips on the shoes and pulls out her phone to check her work email. The message at the top, from Paul Rittler, is subject-lined Welcome back! The contents simply read: Headquarters. Briefing room, 9.00 a.m. Don’t be late!

Stepping out into the bracing central London air, Madeleine inhales.

Happy fiftieth birthday to me.







Chapter Three

Ramona walks quickly, glancing over her shoulder as she heads down through the churchyard. The meeting is held in the crypt, which smells of disinfectant and soggy biscuits, with Vicky, the group leader, seated at the centre. 

Wincing at the sound of the door creaking closed behind her, she scans the room before moving her eyes to the floor as she shuffles inside, taking a seat towards the back.

At the front, facing his audience, Ramona’s sponsor, JJ, is deep in a monologue that Ramona can almost recite by heart, flanked on either side by boxes of plastic toys and half-size chairs that are brought out for the parent-toddler group that runs in the same space after the sessions. 

‘I went into care at the age of ten. My wife, Lorna, and I met at one of the pubs I drank at in Hoxton when we were both still practically kids. She was a barmaid.’ JJ speaks with a softness that somehow commands attention. Presumably at some point he was thinner – smack is nothing if not great for shedding the pounds – but these days he is doughy as well as tall, with a thick red beard and freckled skin. His blue eyes are kind and intense, but you wouldn’t want to take him on in a fight. 

As he continues, Ramona’s mind drifts. This is one of the few places where she has come to feel relatively safe. While Narcotics Anonymous meetings attract people from all walks of life – among them ex-gang members – meetings are a sacred space, and if anything was to kick off, Ramona knows everyone in this room would do what they can to protect her. But Ramona also knows that trouble is likely to bite when you are most comfortable. 

When the door bangs open and closed, she turns sharply, her fingers curling around the edge of her skateboard. But it is just the wind. Her heartbeat takes a moment to settle as she focuses on what JJ is saying, keeping herself low in her seat. She has only known her sponsor for six months, though in real-world terms this might as well be a lifetime. Connections in NA are generally accelerated through their intensity. She knows the intimate details of most of the people in here, even if they, in turn – with the exception of JJ and Cindy – know fuck all about her. It is partly a choice, on her count. But even if Ramona had been able to tell, she is pretty certain she wouldn’t. At least she tells herself this is why she never does.

Generally speaking, sharing in meetings is not so much about what JJ is doing now – delivering a sermon of sorts, on his own sobriety journey. Rather it is about working through the day-to-day challenges faced in the process of getting, and staying, sober. Secrets are what activate destructive behaviours; if you confess, it takes the power out of the surging thought, whatever it might be. 

This is the theory – and in this sense, Ramona still has some work to do.

She focuses on JJ. In his early fifties with bright red hair, he is almost twice her age. On the face of it, they share little in common besides the area they live in and a fondness for getting out of their minds. Yet when she listens to him, something inside her twinges with recognition. Not just because of the kindness he has shown her, answering her calls in the middle of the night, being the one to talk her down when it felt too hard in the beginning, too pointless.

The truth is, Ramona has never heard a single life story in this room and not felt a slight pinch of connection. More often than not, this fact has made her cringe. But it is also what keeps her coming back, day after day. 

Closing her eyes and then instinctively opening them again – wary of letting her guard down even for a second – she tunes back into JJ’s words. His is a story that she knows too well involves a smack habit, a wife and a child that no longer wants to know; years spent on the streets; violence; self-loathing. And now, a grandchild that he is determined to do better by, though this detail Ramona only knows from their private conversations.

When Ramona compares her own addiction issues with JJ’s, she feels like a fraud. Whisky, sleeping pills, party drugs consumed while successfully holding down a full-time job is hardly stashing heroin in your kid’s dolls. Thank God. 

For fuck’s sake JJ, she had thought, the first time she heard that detail. What kind of person—

Drawing breath, she stops herself, as if even thinking it now is some sort of betrayal of her sponsor, who has been nothing but good to her. Any sort of judgement isn’t tolerated here. No doubt if she were to ‘share’ her own sorry past, there would be the same noises of affirmation rippling through the crowd that rise now; the same sympathetic nods and smiles from other users; the same encouraging applause that moves through the room as JJ takes his seat.

There is so much self-indulgent bullshit that surrounds this process. It was this that had kept her away for a full six months after Cindy suggested she join. But over time Ramona has come to appreciate the bullshit as part of what makes this a safe space for everyone, even the most naturally hardened cynics, such as herself. She can mock it, or she can shut up and get on with it.

Belatedly joining in the clapping, albeit a little less enthusiastically than others in the crowd, Ramona looks up and feels Vicky’s eyes on her. As always, the group leader wears neon-green eyeliner drawn in Amy Winehouse-style flicks. Attempting to coax Ramona forward, she gives a gentle smile that reveals a single gold tooth in a row of white. ‘Does anyone else have anything they’d like to share?’


Vicky holds Ramona’s gaze until she looks away.

‘OK, maybe next time.’ 

Maybe not, Ramona thinks.

‘Right, Cindy. You’re up.’ Vicky moves towards another familiar face in the crowd.

At the sight of her friend, Ramona smiles and leans back in her chair with a sense of pride, relaxing ever so slightly as Cindy gathers an inner strength that is at odds with her tiny frame, in order to tell her story. 

Catching Ramona’s eye, Cindy winks and Ramona nods back in mutual recognition. 

Clearing her throat, she speaks. 


As soon as it is over, Ramona watches as Cindy slips away. She knows, counter-intuitively, that Mondays are a busy day in her line of work and she will have clients before collecting Sonny from school. Watching her disappear into the hubbub of Dalston, Ramona stands and follows suit before the group leader can catch her eye again. Not today, Vicky. Not today.

Outside, Ramona pulls her cigarettes from the top pocket of her denim jacket and lights one. As she turns, she bumps straight into JJ. 

‘Alright?’ His smile wavers as he clocks the packet of extra-large silver Rizla sticking out of her open pocket, which ordinarily would be obscured by a packet of Marlboro.

‘Ramona—’ 

Before he can lecture her on the pitfalls of continuing to smoke weed, she makes a face. ‘Sorry JJ, I’ve got to go.’ 

Placing the spongey headphones over her ears in an unsubtle attempt to muffle out the sound of her sponsor kissing his teeth in disapproval, she continues onwards.

The morning is bright and fresh, and at this time of day Ramona finds it easy to keep her attention diverted away from the bars and pubs that line Kingsland High Street.

Wincing at the thought of JJ’s disappointed expression as she reaches the corner of Crossway, Ramona enters the Turkish grocers and nods at the young man behind the till. 

‘Alright, beautiful. Listen, why aren’t you working? I’m looking for your name every day in the paper, but I’m not seeing it,’ Sami calls out after her as she heads through the store, scanning the prices of the items on the shelves. 

Basmati rice, tinned beans, pistachio baklava laid out on a polystyrene tray wrapped in cling film. 

‘You know I don’t work there any more, Sami,’ Ramona calls back, totting up the prices in her head, picking out a loaf of sliced white bread, a tub of hummus and a can of tinned soup before heading to the till. She holds her breath as she counts out her change.

 ‘Not working?’ Sami kisses his teeth. ‘What, have you won the lottery or something? You gonna buy me one of them big houses on London Fields for my birthday, yeah?’

‘Yeah, no worries.’ Ramona laughs, pointing to a row of cards behind his head, ignoring the bottles of spirits. ‘Can I get ten pounds of phone credit, too?’ 

‘Phone credit, what is this, the year 2000? What do you need a burner for— Wait, you’re not shotting drugs now, are you? Is that why—’

‘Sami, please.’ Ramona rolls her eyes at her old school friend. 

Friend is perhaps a bit of a stretch but they were both part of the same group that smoked weed together at break time in sixth form, and she can’t help but feel a fondness for Sami, even if he does render every single interaction a surreal minor interrogation. She is also quietly grateful for how willingly he has accepted her new name, though she can’t help but worry that he is one of those people who might well be indiscreet when overexcited. She has no choice but to trust him – and for now, she has nowhere else to go.

Besides, he claims to understand the need, even if not the reason, for silence. Snitches get stitches, I know how it goes, girl. You can trust me not to say nothing, he had reassured her after she bumped into him at his uncles’ shop, only a London borough away but far enough from where they grew up that she had been surprised to see him there, in the days after she moved into her new place. She had been hard-pressed not to point out the double negative but concedes that what Sami makes up for in enthusiasm, he lacks in a basic grasp of most other things – grammar included – and so saves her breath.

‘You know I’m messing with you,’ Sami grins as she places her money on the counter. ‘I know you’re not a dealer. If you were, you wouldn’t be paying me with shrapnel.’ He tuts as he scrapes the coins into his hands. ‘But seriously, you’re the only one who knows what goes on around these ends. All those other writers, it’s bullshit. You had your ear to the streets, girl. It’s a loss.’

Smiling despite herself, Ramona shrugs. ‘Yeah well, I’m doing my own thing now.’

Making a thumbs-up signal, she backs out of the door, feeling herself blush at her own grandiosity. 

Doing her own thing. Yeah, like going to meetings with names like Staying Clean in Bethnal Green and Euston, We Have a Problem. Although admittedly that last name was pretty good. Good enough that when Cindy mentioned it, Ramona had finally consented to going to Narcotics Anonymous with her, despite her initial reservations about the evangelical nature of the program.

Stepping out onto the junction, Ramona’s thoughts are interrupted by a loud ringing coming from the pocket of her hoodie, the sound partially muffled below a denim jacket. 

Pulling out her Nokia, she studies the screen a moment, scrutinising the number before answering. ‘Hello?’

‘Hi—’ There is silence before the voice continues. ‘Is that Ramona Chang?’ The caller is young and female. Something about her tone makes Ramona stop in her tracks, putting a finger in the ear exposed to the street, to block out the sound of the car horns and the drill beat thumping from an open window.

‘I saw your advert online; I’m looking for a private detective.’







Chapter Four

The briefing room is on the first floor. 

Madeleine knocks, not waiting for an answer before pushing it open. Inside, her direct boss, Paul Rittler, is seated at the head of a conference-style table, leaning back in his chair – one of six people in the room, including herself. The way he is positioned, his hands held behind his neck, it is more as if he is reclining on a sun lounger in Marbella than in a faceless government building at the arse end of the River Thames.

It looks as if Madeleine isn’t the only one who got some last night. Or perhaps he is just overjoyed to have been given a day-pass to headquarters, and a chance to play with the big boys, for once. For Rittler, the headquarters of the organisation for which they work will only ever be a brief reprieve from his own department’s eccentric outpost; and here he is in the company of the top dog, Gerald Okoduwa, himself. No doubt, this is the stuff Paul Rittler’s wet dreams are made of.

Madeleine steps inside. Here at HQ, everything is uniform and clean, in the loosest sense of the word. No scope for personalisation or interpretation; no room for manoeuvre. Dressed in a pinstripe suit, Gerald Okoduwa adjusts his horn-rimmed spectacles, his attention moving pointedly to the clock on the wall, which reads three minutes past nine.


‘Madeleine Farrow. The wanderer returns!’ Rittler says, making a show for his superior officer, though what message he is trying to convey isn’t exactly clear. If by wanderer you mean one barely sleeping for four months, working night and day with international agencies to close in on a ring of paedophiles, reliant on the ever-diminishing resources of the UK’s answer to the FBI, Madeleine silently responds, then sure. Call me Forrest bloody Gump. 

Smiling tightly, she closes the door behind her, surveying the room. 

One of the strangers seated at the table is tall, thin and blond, with one of his legs crossed over the other, filing his nails with a black emery board. 

MI6, presumably.

Naturally suspicious of men more groomed than herself, Madeleine eyes the stranger warily, as she takes a seat. 

‘Rittler. Gerald.’ She greets the two colleagues she already knows with a courteous nod. Rittler, never Paul. A moniker he himself insisted on, as though he were bloody Madonna.

‘This is Jamal Brown,’ Gerald Okoduwa says, indicating towards one of the younger surveillance officers who looks more like a semi-pro footballer than a policeman. ‘As well as Arabic, Jamal also speaks Russian, which may or may not prove useful.’ 

Jamal smiles, bashfully, and Madeleine takes an immediate liking to him based on her gut feeling – a method she finds as reliable as it is unscientific. ‘Jamal will be assisting Amol Fernandez, who is . . .’ Gerald Okoduwa looks at his watch, ‘late.’

His attention moves to the young woman at the centre of the table, with poker-straight posture. She is armed with a pencil and logbook – recording what, exactly?

 ‘And this is Sadie Mackintosh, a trainee investigator who joined us a couple of weeks ago, from the Met,’ he continues.

Madeleine smiles knowingly to herself. She has seen Sadie Mackintosh’s type before. She has, no doubt, watched every episode of Line of Duty and imagines it somehow qualifies her to be a detective. She probably also hopes to keep an anonymous kiss-and-tell policing blog that will one day be transformed into a million-pound book deal. And on the last matter, good for her.

 ‘Last but by no means least, this is Fionn Edwardes, our new FI,’ Gerald says, pointing towards the impeccably presented middle-aged blond man who will be working as the financial investigator on whatever new case it is that Madeleine is being pulled onto.

Fionn Edwardes? She rolls the name around her head, trying to place why it sounds familiar. When the penny drops, she inwardly groans. Surely fucking not. 

 ‘Not had the pleasure – but I’ve heard of you,’ Madeleine manages, her apparently casual tone not matching the implication of her words. Which is to say: you thieving bastard. 

‘Well, you’ll all know each other soon,’ Rittler interjects, attempting to distract from the point they all know she is making.

Who does he remind her of, to look at? Julian Assange, that is it. As first impressions go, this is not going well. 

‘And here’s Jonny . . .’ Rittler adds, doing his usual The Shining voice, as the team’s dedicated surveillance officer – and Madeleine’s firm favourite, Jonny Robertson – enters the room.

‘Alright, hen? I was beginning to think you’d done a bunk,’ he calls over to Madeleine in his Glaswegian brogue, and she winks back at him. 

This is exactly what she needs – familiar faces. Already she feels her spirits lighten.

‘Luckily for you, you’re not as late as Amol,’ Gerald comments, disapprovingly, as Jonny steps inside. 

Both Jonny and Amol are in their fifties, but this is where the similarities between the two men end. Even at the best of times, Amol Fernandez has been a lazy sod; now that he is nearing early retirement, with a filthy rich Spanish heir for a husband to pay his way, he is becoming lazier with every moment that passes. For surveillance manager Jonny to be held up, on the other hand, something must have happened; Madeleine’s first bet would be an altercation with a traffic warden, one of Jonny’s personal nemeses, along with aphids and the Scottish Labour Party. 


‘To catch you up, I was just introducing Madeleine to Fionn, who you’ve already met,’ Gerald Okoduwa says. ‘As I was explaining, we’ve brought Fionn in on a freelance basis from Strategic Intelligence Services to help with a new case.’ 

Gerald’s voice catches only slightly as he references the name of one of the private investigation firms the organisation seems intent on haemorrhaging cash on, having been stripped of its own resources. ‘Fionn has a finance background – he was an in-house lawyer at a major Japanese bank, until the corporate intelligence service lured him away.’

Until he tried to rob the bank blind, and got off with a slapped wrist and the anonymity granted by a non-disclosure agreement to protect the firm from spooked investors, and moved on to the only company shady enough to have him, Madeleine silently corrects her superior, clicking the lid of her pen.

Catching her eye, Jonny gives her a knowing look.

‘Fionn will be working as the financial investigator on a new case that has come into our possession concerning the jailed businessman, Amir Zhatchanov.’ 

How is this even possible, Madeleine wonders. But of course, because of the cover-up following the banking scandal, Fionn Edwardes was never charged. In the eyes of the law, he is clean. There is no reason why he can’t retrain as a financial investigator in law enforcement and pass the necessary vetting – even the more advanced Developed Vetting (DV) clearance level required for a unit like theirs, which sometimes involves liaising with MI5 and MI6. 

Edwardes would hardly be the first wrong’un to slip through the net – and at least this way, they will get the benefit of his considerable experience, Madeleine muses. 

She is nothing if not pragmatic. 

‘I don’t know how much you’ve kept on top of the news while you were away?’ Gerald continues, drawing Madeleine’s mind back to the briefing.

‘I’ve been a bit busy, actually,’ she replies, unable to stop herself, and Rittler chips in again.


‘Of course – and what a result! Twenty-six men rounded up, wasn’t it?’

She has missed this: watching Rittler spin on his head in front of his superiors, in an effort to protect her against any accusations of insolence; an effort that is in fact about Rittler effectively protecting himself. Christ knows how much more work he would have to do if he didn’t have Madeleine on the team, but clearly he has done the maths. 

In order to have Madeleine on board, Rittler needs her to keep his boss on her side. The slightest hint of insurgency and Gerald the top-dog will pull rank and have Madeleine tugged across into headquarters where he can keep an eye on her, by the scruff of her perfectly moisturised neck. Not trusting Madeleine to do the necessary arse-licking herself, this part of the job – if nothing else – falls to Rittler. If Gerald’s motto is keep your friends close and your enemies closer, then Rittler’s is keep your friends close and your colleagues who do most of your work for you, within touching distance at all times. 

Though this is a rule that has to be suspended on the occasions when Madeleine is seconded on specialist cases, like the one in Vietnam, from which she has just returned.

‘Twenty-seven men,’ Madeleine replies, unable to match her boss’s enthusiasm as she pictures the harrowed faces of the boys they had freed, their stony-faced captors walking behind already mentally working up their respective legal defences. 

Twenty-seven men. Someone’s father, someone’s grandfather, someone’s son. Twenty-seven men and not even the tip of the iceberg – not even close. 

If she had her way, they would castrate the lot of them. She would do it herself.

‘Madeleine’s one of our finest officers.’ Rittler appears to address the new recruits directly, but Madeleine knows he is stating this for Gerald’s benefit. ‘Highly experienced. She was at the Foreign Office before joining the agency, though that was long enough ago now that we’ve forgiven her. Ha! She’s just come back from Hanoi where, as you know, she has been working with great success with our own international partners to bring down a network of paedophiles, including British citizens. She will be joining us on this case for a while—’

Rittler cuts himself short and Madeleine hears in her mind’s eye the words he doesn’t need to say. She needs a break before jumping into all that again, after what she’s seen. 

And on this occasion Rittler is right. Madeleine is long enough in the tooth to understand the value of taking time on the home front to restore, and dig deep into her day job as Detective Sergeant. While being a DS in a unit such as theirs entails dealing with serious and complex investigations, uncovering the truth and analysing evidence on cases – ranging from undertaking search warrants to making arrests to pushing a case through the courts – Madeleine knows that Rittler will have her on some soft job, for now. 

It is a form of mandatory therapy, really; she is still officially working but at a distance, removed from the darkest recesses of humanity; a place from which it becomes harder and harder to fully re-emerge, the older she gets. 

In her experience, you can’t unsee it, but you can try to look at something else for a while, until the image fades.

‘Amir Zhatchanov: fill me in . . .’ Madeleine says, clearing her throat. 

‘Amir Zhatchanov is a former businessman and British national, currently serving time in his home country of Kazakhstan for swind­ling the state bank there out of the equivalent of two billion pounds,’ Gerald Okoduwa says. ‘As you might have heard, the country’s former leader – a peasant who joined the Soviet Communist Party in his twenties and rose through the ranks – expanded the constitution during his almost two-decade reign to protect himself and his inner circle from scrutiny. Under his leadership, a tight circle of businessmen were able to amass fortunes and political influence.’

Madeleine flinches, an image of Laura Tatchell rearing up in her mind. 


Making the connection, Rittler looks over at her, his expression suddenly nervous. He knows Madeleine and Laura’s paths have crossed over the years and it is impossible not to make a link between the case she is being briefed on now and the late MP, who called out a group of Kazakh mining tycoons in Parliament, under parliamentary privilege, weeks before she was killed by persons unknown. 

On this matter, and others, Laura was a dog with a bone. Despite the self-confessed bleeding heart, which made her a divisive figure, politically speaking, she had a directness and a personable quality that could endear even the most hardened Tories to her cause. But she was happy to rub them up the wrong way, too. She was a people person but not a people-pleaser. 

Salt of the earth was the expression that had been used repeatedly in the press, swiftly followed by the fact that she was the first person in her family to go to university – a form of shorthand used mainly by posh people as bywords for ‘working class’; a means to characterise a woman who in so many ways defied convention. 

Warm, dedicated. A loving mother.

Laura was all of these things, but Madeleine knows, from the times they had worked together and the MP’s notable public profile, that she was also outspoken and unapologetic, a pit bull when the occasion called for it. The treatment of workers in the mineral-rich Central Asian country of Kazakhstan, and the British government’s refusal to crack down on those who benefited from it, was one of Laura’s bugbears. It had been so, ever since Madeleine first met the ambitious young MP while working at the Foreign Office. 

Madeleine had listened to her rant in private about the UK not doing enough to bring sanctions against individuals connected to the Kazakh regime laundering and spending its dirty money, without repercussions, here in London – and she had heard the details of the questions Laura had raised in PMQs, shortly before she died. 

‘Amir is part of a group of allies of the former president, who have been targeted in recent years by the current regime,’ Gerald Okoduwa continues. ‘Hence his imprisonment, over there. And while Amir is locked up in Kazakhstan, his wife, Ingrid, is over here, spending the proceeds of his crimes with impunity.’ 

You’ve got to be fucking joking. Madeleine bites her lip, barely suppressing a snide laugh. Now she understands why Fionn Edwardes, specifically, has been brought on board for this case; talk about having access to an inside mind. 

‘We’re talking weekly trips to Cartier, private island in the Caribbean, a golf course—’ Rittler continues.

‘Are we thinking this Amir Zhatchanov is linked to Laura Tatchell’s death?’ Jonny asks, verbalising the question Madeleine has not yet found the words to ask. 

‘No,’ Rittler says resolutely, glancing at Madeleine. ‘Amir Zhatchanov wasn’t one of the mining tycoons Tatchell was referring to in her statement.’

‘Sorry, Tatchell was the MP who was run over, right, on her way to work?’ Jamal interrupts.

‘A hit-and-run, just days after she called out, in Parliament, the names of certain oligarchs washing their dirty
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