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He carried her across the lawn, through the darkness. Her body was limp, and her long dress wrapped itself around his knees as he walked. She was light, a skeletal package. Her hair brushed the doorframe as he manoeuvred her lolling head carefully through the back door, her mouth open to reveal a milky-white throat. He laid her gently on the sofa, catching her wrist as her arm dropped to the floor. Her pulse was faint and her skin cold to the touch. He grabbed his mobile phone from the small table next to him. 
‘Andrew, it’s Todd. Can you get over here now? I have a…situation.’
Her arm slipped again to the floor. He draped it across her chest which was barely moving, showing the shallowest of breaths.
‘I’ve got a woman here. Looks like an overdose.’ He had seen the empty bottle of alcohol and scattered tablets next to her body as he’d lifted her from the grass. He nodded as the voice on the other end of the phone told him what to do. ‘Yes, okay. Just get here as quick as you can.’
He tossed the phone onto the table and gently lifted her head, placing a cushion beneath her red curls. ‘Hold on,’ he muttered. ‘Just hold on.’
Repeating the instructions in his head from the call, he grabbed an ornamental bowl from the side table, pulled her onto her side and pushed two fingers into her mouth, praying she wouldn’t bite down. Her eyes flew open, and her body tensed. Todd removed his fingers from her mouth just in time to avoid the flow of puke.
A pungent alcohol smell rose from the vomit pool in the china bowl. She lay back against the cushion. 
‘Why did you save me?’ Her voice was hoarse; throat raw from the heaving.
He stood as car headlights flashed through the window, then turned back to look down at her. ‘I don’t like people dying in my garden.’ 
Todd wiped saliva from his hand down the leg of his jeans as a tall, blonde man in jogging bottoms and an overcoat entered the room and crossed to where she lay. He glanced at Todd as he set his medical bag on the table. ‘How is she now?’
‘Seems coherent now all that stuff’s out of her.’ Todd ran a hand through his hair, the curls falling back into place across his forehead.
‘I am here. I can speak for myself.’ The woman pushed herself to a sitting position, then fell back, weakened by the pills and alcohol still in her bloodstream.
Andrew Taylor opened his bag. ‘Coffee would be good, Todd.’ He held the penlight and blood pressure cuff in his hands and waited.
‘Right. Coffee.’
As Todd left the room, Andrew perched next to the woman. ‘Let’s check you over.’ It wasn’t a request. The woman resigned herself to an examination. He pushed the loose sleeve of her dress up to the shoulder and strapped on the black band. She closed her eyes as the band tightened and the gauge hissed. Satisfied that her pressure was okay, Andrew shone the light into her eyes. She pushed his hand away.
‘I’m okay.’
Andrew pursed his lips. ‘I’m guessing ‘unfortunately’ lies at the end of that statement.’ He glanced down at the Meissen bowl and the pale amber bile peppered with white sediment.
‘Whisky and pills? Must have been serious.’
She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘It wasn’t a cry for help.’
Andrew packed his bag and pushed his hands into his coat pockets. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’
She shook her head and closed her eyes.
‘Okay. Rest here. I’ll be back.’
He found Todd in the kitchen, three steaming mugs of coffee on the work surface. The steam fogged the lower panes of the window as he stared into the darkness. He saw Andrew reflected behind him and turned to face him. ‘How is she?’
Andrew perched on the edge of the pine table and faced his friend of many years. ‘You found her in time. I don’t think there’ll be any lasting damage… physically anyway. She’ll be fine. Weak but fine.’
Todd sighed. ‘Lost one, saved one.’
Both men let the statement hang between them. 
‘It’s the anniversary today.’
Andrew nodded, rising and reaching past his friend to push a mug towards him. ‘You want to tell me exactly what happened?’ He sipped his own coffee and waited.
Todd shrugged. ‘I was upstairs, and I heard Samson meowing.’ At the sound of his name, a ginger cat appeared, rubbing round Andrew’s legs and leaving a furry reminder of his presence on his jogging bottoms. Andrew provided the required stroking as Todd continued. ‘I thought he must have caught something, so I came down to have a look. It seemed like he wanted me to follow him into the garden, so I walked across the lawn, to the shrubs at the bottom. And there she was.’
Andrew smiled. ‘Obviously fed up with rabbits and mice, aren’t you, mate?’ The cat’s purr was amplified in the stillness of the hour. 
‘God, Andrew… she was just lying there. I wouldn’t even have known if it hadn’t been for him.’
Samson was now sitting between the two men, looking from face to face.
Todd continued, ‘I felt for a pulse—first thing I did. Then I brought her in here and called you and stuck my fingers down a strange woman’s throat. The whisky bottle is still outside.’ He knew the words came out as a witness statement, echoing the last time.
‘An average Saturday night for an ex-rock star, then?’
Todd’s laugh was small but genuine. ‘I’m glad you’re here. Thanks for coming.’
‘Anytime, my friend. I’m presuming you don’t know her?’
‘Never seen her before. I can’t explain any of this. I need to ask her why—why me? why here?’
Neither of them had been aware of her in the doorway, the lighting making her skin seem even paler. ‘Where’s my bag?’
‘Bag?’
‘I had a straw bag with me. Where is it?’
‘I don’t know. It must still be outside…’
The woman made to walk to the back door but stumbled. Andrew dropped his mug and caught her as she collapsed. She fought him and steadied herself against the table. ‘I need it. I need it now.’
Andrew pulled out a chair and motioned for her to sit, glancing at Todd and at the back door.
‘Okay, I’ll go and check.’ Todd disappeared into the night with Samson following.
‘I suggest sitting down.’ Andrew did not touch the woman again but busied himself picking up the broken mug and mopping the coffee dregs, taking the opportunity to study her in more detail. Her long, blue velvet dress had garden detritus clinging to the nap. A necklace of wooden beads and crystals were hanging down her front, almost perfectly straight, and she had swept her mass of Pre-Raphaelite curls forward to rest over one shoulder like a red corsage. He put the broken china and the cloth in the bin and placed the third mug of now cooled coffee in front of her. He guessed she must be late twenties; maybe older. It was difficult to tell. Her elongated fingers wrapped themselves around the mug, but her gaze remained on the back door.
‘Can I call anyone for you?’
Her laughter was unexpected and shrill. ‘Yes. Please call God and tell him I’ll be a little later than planned.’
Andrew clenched his fists, not a doctor now but a protector of a dear friend who had already had more than enough tragedy in his life. ‘If you’re planning a repeat performance, don’t even think about doing it here. He doesn’t need this.’
‘And what about what I need? Isn’t your solemn promise to serve the good of the patient?’
She shot back in her seat as Andrew lurched towards her, his face now inches from hers.
‘Listen to me…’ His angry breath sprayed saliva into her eyes, and she blinked to clear her vision.
‘Andrew. It’s okay. ’Todd was stood in the doorway, the straw shopping bag an incongruous accessory for a six-foot-two man.
She crossed the room before either man registered her movement, grabbing the bag and retreating into the safety of the house, the return of the bag somehow giving her extra strength.
‘I’ll take care of her tonight,’ Todd said. 
‘I can sort this, Todd. Take her to hospital...’
Todd placed a hand on his friend’s arm. ‘Really, it’s okay, Andrew. I feel I should.’
‘No, Todd. Don’t you dare say you feel responsible for her. I don’t want to hear that crap from you.’
Todd held his hands up. ‘Okay, okay. Let me get your bag.’ Todd disappeared into the lounge, leaving Andrew to make his way to his Range Rover. 
The woman was sitting back on the sofa, stroking Samson who was happy to have found a comfortable lap and soft hands to massage his chunky body. She didn’t acknowledge Todd but stared straight ahead at the fireplace. He picked up Andrew’s bag and went outside.
‘Look, I know it’s nearly 2a.m. but if you need me, just call.’ Andrew threw his bag into the back of his car and climbed in. Todd smiled and stepped back, the gravel under the tyres filling the quiet of the early morning as Andrew drove away. He watched the taillights until they disappeared, then made his way back inside, suddenly tired to his bones.
She looked up as he settled himself into one of the overstuffed chairs.
‘How are you feeling?’
She nodded. ‘Okay, thank you.’
‘I have plenty of room here. I’ll show you to a bedroom, and maybe we can talk in the morning.’ He looked at the straw bag next to her. ‘Do you have anything else with you?’
‘No.’ She manoeuvred the cat from her lap and picked up the bowl. ‘I’ll just get rid of this.’
He listened to her moving around the kitchen and took the opportunity to look inside her bag. It was stuffed with envelopes. Just envelopes. Nothing else. He felt guilty for prying but pulled one out anyway. The outside of the envelope was blank but there was a sheet of paper inside. He heard her coming back and quickly replaced the envelope. He picked up the bag, holding it out to her as she entered the room.
‘This way.’ Todd stood and gestured to the hallway.
She took the bag from him and followed him upstairs to an oak-panelled bedroom with a heavily patterned carpet and soft silk curtains at the two windows. The room was sparsely furnished, housing just a bed, small chest of drawers and wardrobe.
‘The bathroom is just down the hall. I’ll put some towels out for you.’ 
She placed her bag at the side of the bed and nodded.
‘Feel free to have a bath or shower. I’ve got a spare robe, so I’ll put it in there for you. Do you want anything to eat or drink?’
‘No, thank you.’ She sat on the bed. ‘You’ve been very kind.’ Her voice was small, her face hidden by her mass of curls.
‘Well, help yourself to anything you want. I’m just across the landing.’ He pointed but was aware she wasn’t looking. He felt he should be doing something more for her but didn’t know what. ‘I don’t sleep much, so if you hear me wandering around, don’t be scared.’ He couldn’t think of anything else to say. ‘Night, then.’ He closed the door, and her tears fell.
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Her face creased into astonishment. ‘What? You can’t be serious.’ 
‘But I am, Detective Chief Inspector Fortune.’
She leaned forward, placing her hands on the polished walnut veneer of his desk. ‘No. This is a wind up, right?’
‘Sweetheart...’
‘No. No. Don’t do that. You lost that right forty years ago.’ She stopped, lost in the amazing clarity of the moment when she discovered the boy she loved was inside the knickers of Donna Partington. Donna—she of the almost boyish figure, no tits, long blonde hair and an attitude that told the world she could have any boy she wanted.
Chief Superintendent Lenny Howard knew the look on her face. He felt a brief flash of shame at the reminder of his decades-old indiscretion. ‘You should have married me and stayed at home having our babies and making my tea.’ He grinned at the way her thin lips formed into a cavern of disbelief at his words, then enjoyed the moment as she relented and gave in to his charm, knowing it was useless to fight it. ‘Take the weight off that arse of yours, and let’s talk details. You can thank me later.’ 
Kath Fortune wedged herself into the chair as directed. ‘Let’s start again.’ She smiled. ‘I really do appreciate you looking into my request for scaled-down duties but this can’t be right. And where the hell is the money coming from for all this?’
Lenny leaned forward. ‘I’ve been given some money to spend. It’s been ring-fenced for five years. I have to do it before the next budgets are announced. If I don’t use it, I really will lose it. So, this is perfect.’
‘But a cold case unit? Please explain to me why we need one and why you want me to head it up. I’m a damn good officer, Lenny. Working cases is what I do best, what I enjoy best, and you seem to want to stick me in a back office or basement with no daylight—’
‘Shut up, woman, and let me get a word in.’ Lenny sighed, but he had rehearsed his speech in anticipation of this exact reaction. ‘You wanted less demands on your time; not to be on call to get hauled out of bed by your sergeants at 4a.m. to stand in the cold and look at a body on a piece of waste ground.’
‘Yes, I know all this, but—’
He held up his hand. ‘Let me finish. Please.’ He undid his jacket and sat back again, arms open—a relaxed pose that Kath knew meant he was going to get his own way. ‘You can’t be a part-timer, Kath. I know you. As much as you’ve come to hate the demands of this job, you would be mad as hell if you thought you were missing out.’
She tucked some stray strands of hair behind her ear.
‘This way, you get to head up a brand-new squad which you can handpick...’ 
Her head tilted slightly. She rolled her hand, indicating to him to elaborate further. 
‘It will make our figures look good if we can clear up some of the mess left behind from the last twenty or thirty years, and it raises our profile.’
‘Let’s go back to the bit about picking my own team.’ Kath smiled, and he knew exactly what was coming.
‘No, no way. That is not going to happen.’
‘You can’t just say these things and then go back on them. Sir.’
Lenny sighed and wagged a finger at her. ‘You know how I feel about having that damn psychic in here.’
Kath stood and smoothed down her skirt over her rotund waistline. ‘Then I guess we have nothing more to talk about.’ The slightly shambolic but damn fine police officer he should have held onto when he had the chance walked out of his office.
Back in the squad room, Kath sat back in her chair, sipping coffee and picking at a loose piece of wood veneer on the front of her desk. Her brain was in overdrive. She glanced around at the people at the other desks. She had been through so much with her team: DCS Marvin Henshall, Kerry Harris and David Broome; DS Shirley Thompson and Ruth Goodwin; civilian administrator Jodie James. Corpses violated beyond comprehension, evidence examination, crowded courtrooms, nights out involving good wine and good food, nights in comforting each other. Did she really want to give all that up to be stuck in the past, raking over old bodies and old evidence? But she had to confess to becoming stuck; frustrated with the image of the police being constantly tarnished by the media when cases dragged on with no result in sight. Damn Lenny for knowing her too well. He knew that merely reducing her hours would not satisfy her, even if it was possible. He saw her spark being smothered by paperwork and regulations, new governments bringing ever more changes. Kath was good with change; had always been ready to accept a challenge. 
This new idea was way out of her comfort zone. But there had been a tingle in her gut since she had walked out of Lenny’s office. The idea of putting together a new team had awakened something in her. She recognised it as excitement and anticipation. But that contrasted with a tinge of fear at the unknown. Lenny obviously thought she could take on the role but he was biased. He had loved her for so long. 
She shook her head, memories of the past threatening to flood her brain. Lenny was pragmatic even against all his feelings towards her. He had never given her special treatment, but he had always had her back. And she loved that about him. He would not have thrown this cold case idea at just anyone. She tossed her empty coffee container into the waste bin as a text came through on her phone. 
Okay. You win.
She grinned but refrained from replying. She needed more details now, especially in respect of her team. She wanted to know who exactly would be replacing her. She needed to know her team would be okay. She already had an idea of who she wanted to join her. Those who did not know her often took her arrogant, matter-of-fact manner as a slight against them, not realising abrupt and pragmatic was the mask she used for caring deeply about her team and her work. 
She scribbled questions and ideas onto her pad of paper, doodling in the margins between thoughts. She threw down the pen after ten minutes and looked over to see what Shirley was doing. Kath took her cigarettes and lighter from her bag.
‘Shirl. You and me. Fag break?’
‘Okay, Boss.’ Shirley grabbed her packet and followed Kath out of the office and onto the roof. The day was deliciously warm, a slight breeze playing with Shirley’s blonde fringe. They stood together, hanging over the rail, smoke chasing smoke into the air and across the view of Telford town centre with its myriad of shops and cafés. Shirley knew there was something coming but waited for Kath to speak.
‘Lenny has a proposition for me.’
Shirley looked at Kath. ‘That’s not news.’
Kath smiled. ‘I mean a work proposition. A new team. Cold case squad.’
Shirley, being a similar age to Kath, had always been a sounding board for her thoughts and ideas. ‘Okay. How do you feel about that?’
Kath flicked at her cigarette filter. ‘I’m considering it. Need more info first.’
‘Like who will replace you as our great leader?’ Shirley threw her cigarette butt over the parapet. ‘We’ll miss you but we’ll survive without you. It sounds like a good move. New challenge.’
‘I’m afraid of missing out.’ Kath sighed and bit her lip. The forty-eight-year-old detective sergeant was a steadying influence in the team, and in Kath’s life. Kath had pushed her to move up to inspector level for several years but Shirley was happy exactly where she was. And she was a valuable and necessary cog in the division.
‘Afraid you’ll miss the buzz but secretly could be very glad handing over the reins to someone else?’
Kath flicked her cigarette butt towards the car park below and watched the breeze guide it towards the rear entrance door. ‘You and Lenny seem to know me too well. I need to start keeping stuff to myself.’ She rubbed the back of her calf with the front of her other foot. The breeze was now definitely turning into a wind, and her bare legs were feeling chilly in the August morning. She hadn’t meant to turn up bare-legged, but ripped holes in four pairs of tights in succession proved she needed to file her nails down or buy a bigger size. Not that she liked wearing them. Tights were so unflattering to the fuller female figure. Coupled with big pants and an ample support bra, the look of a fifty-something copper hauling her hosiery over her belly and feeling her finger run another hole in them had not been a great start to the morning. Any morning really. She had resigned herself long ago to the fact she was never going to be a skinny minny again. At five foot four, she knew damn well she was carrying more weight than her GP wanted. That, of course, was deliberate. But no one needed to know that.
‘Let’s have one more.’ Kath offered her pack to Shirley, and they hooked their hands around her lighter.
‘So… new team. Can you have anyone you like?’ Shirley knew exactly who Kath’s first choice would be: Lane Petreus—a psychic who had helped them out on previous cases. Not that the public knew. Or at least they weren’t supposed to know. A local hack working for the local paper had done some digging and put in some extra-curricular time trailing the team on more than one occasion. It had fallen to Lenny to dispute the intervention of a psychic because the team had no leads.
Kath shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I just gave Lenny the impression to wind him up.’ She took a long drag. ‘But it was worth it to see his face.’ They both exhaled smoke and laughter. This was what Kath would miss. But then she thought that maybe it was viable. Her team, her choice. Lane and Shirley got on well, as did Lane and Ruth. She crushed her half-finished cigarette underfoot and followed Shirl back to the office.
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There was no clock in her room. Hunger had roused her from sleep; those magical few hours where her brain was silent. She stood at the window and looked down on the huge garden—a tumble of overgrown shrubs and unpruned trees. It was a garden that TV design teams would smother with gravel and decking and weighty stone ornaments. Fields lay beyond, and she could just make out cattle grazing. 
She meant to go straight downstairs but his bedroom door was slightly open. She stood in the doorway, then crossed to his bed. He lay sprawled, facedown, his tumbled curls spread across the pillow. Limbs and an expanse of hairless back had fought loose from the duvet. His clothes were draped haphazardly across the small Chesterfield. Other than that, the room was tidy; devoid of, bric-a-brac and unnecessary clutter. One large silver photo frame graced the mantelpiece. From the picture, a blonde woman smiled as she clutched a small blonde girl to her chest. They were sharing a hug of love; of devotion. The child was laughing.
‘Daisy,’ the woman whispered, fingering the glass. ‘I’m so sorry.’
The woman went downstairs. The kitchen seemed larger in the morning sunlight. She flicked on the kettle and started at the noise coming from the utility room. Samson appeared, a small rabbit hanging from his jaws. He dropped his prize at her feet and meowed.
‘What have you got there, big guy?’ She bent to pick up the corpse, its body still warm. Samson rubbed around her legs as the limp rabbit lay in her hand, a small stain of blood around its throat. She scanned the shelves for a box or bin liner, finding a stash of used carrier bags. She took one and placed the body inside, then deposited it in the wheelie bin outside the back door. She washed her hands and proceeded to make coffee and look for cat food. She tipped a handful of multi-coloured pellets into the empty bowl on the floor and wondered how cats managed to purr and eat at the same time.
He’s a tidy man, she thought as she looked around at the gleaming surfaces and shiny appliances. Or he’s got a very good cleaner. Mug in hand, she unlocked the back door and stepped onto the flagged patio. Dandelions and islands of grass pushed their way between the flags. This domain was very different from the house; unkempt, uncared for. The lawn—shaggy and in need of a haircut—spilled over into beds of tight, bright foliage, wet from the dew of an unseasonably cool August night. Two large sheds and a greenhouse nestled against a fence, all in need of a little care and attention. Miranda had successfully evaded Todd’s questions, but now, wandering around the crazed patio, she had to seriously think about her next move while he was out of range in the shower. She’d heard the water running and the panic had risen in her. She craved his company and yet a part of her still did not want to face him. She wanted to give him the bag and the envelopes. That was why she was here. To give up her life and her secret. But his kindness and concern had overwhelmed her. She knew what she should do. Yet, his company was now something she needed, and she did not want to leave him just yet. She hugged herself as she wandered around the exterior of the house. Maybe he wouldn’t actually want her here. After all, why would he? She was a stranger to him, yet she knew their horrifying connection. She could not tell him. Not yet.
Warmed by the coffee and sunshine, she wandered down to the spot where Todd had found her, her thin pumps absorbing moisture and memory.
Todd watched her from the window in the room where she had slept. It made no more sense to him now than it had done a few hours before. As a precaution, he had removed all prescription and over-the-counter drugs from the bathroom cabinet. He had checked her pink straw bag again, but all it contained were the envelopes. He wandered back to his room, hoping she would feel a little more like talking today. He pulled on jeans and a T-shirt and went downstairs.
Samson had joined the woman in the garden but turned and trotted back towards the kitchen as soon as he heard Todd. She followed the cat and stood opposite Todd on the patio as he sipped his coffee and lit a cigarette.
‘Want one?’ 
She nodded and took one from the proffered packet. They stood in an amiable silence, wreaths of smoke curling around their heads. ‘My name is Miranda.’
‘Interesting coincidence.’ 
She feigned a puzzled expression.
‘My name is Prospero, Todd Prospero.’
She smiled. ‘Is that like Bond, James Bond?’ 
He smiled back.
He has such a warm face, she thought, guilt coursing through her. A face that had adorned magazine covers and newspapers in his heyday as rock god and frontman of the biggest rock band to hit the scene at the end of the ‘90s. Of course, she had seen his face many times but now it was so close and so personal. Everything about him was big but it all fitted together. Big hands enveloped his mug, long-lashed hazel eyes gazed at her.
‘So’—he exhaled a plume of smoke and aimed his cigarette butt at the grass—‘I’ll make us more coffee and then you can tell me why you chose to die in my garden.’
As he moved to the kitchen and busied himself with the coffee, Miranda pushed down the huge wave of panic that threatened to send her running.
She heard another voice in the kitchen and angled herself so she could see through the open door. An elderly woman put a wicker basket on the table and lifted out a shallow dish. Her white hair sat in curls around her harsh face. She stared back at Miranda. Todd was talking and pointing to the garden. Miranda tried a smile, but the woman turned away from her and busied herself taking off her jacket and putting on an apron from the basket. Todd came to the door and beckoned her inside.
‘Miranda, this is Mrs Tinkerson, my housekeeper and all-round guardian angel.’
‘Hello.’ Miranda held out her hand.
Mrs Tinkerson stared at her outstretched hand and gave a small noise like a snuffling dog. She looked at Todd. ‘You’ll have to be careful with that lasagne then if it’s for more than one.’
Miranda, eager to get on the woman’s good side, bent down and sniffed the dish. ‘That smells amazing. I bet it tastes great, too.’
‘Food critic, are you?’ Mrs Tinkerson went into the utility room and came out with her cleaning caddy.
Todd sighed and smiled at Miranda. ‘It will be wonderful as usual, Mrs T. Thank you.’
The woman made her way into the hallway. ‘You’ll have to let me know if I’m cooking for an army now. I require plenty of notice.’ She made her way up the stairs.
Todd moved the lasagne into the fridge to protect it from Samson, who had been known to also be an admirer of Mrs T’s cooking.
‘Well, she hates me.’ Miranda grabbed the fresh mug of coffee and went back outside. Todd joined her. 
‘Don’t take offense. She doesn’t know you. She treats everyone like that. Even me.’ He smiled and sipped his coffee. ‘When I first advertised for someone to come and take care of the house, it was like she was interviewing me!’ 
Miranda smiled. 
‘Oh yes,’ Todd went on, ‘she laid down exactly what she would do and what she expected of me. She gives the air of a sergeant major but she’s just really protective of me, I guess.’
‘How long has she been with you?’
‘Ten years, just about.’
Miranda’s stomach went into spasm. Around six months or so after it all happened, she thought. It’s nice that he’s had somebody all this time. And now I have someone else to avoid or get to know. It has all got suddenly so much more complicated.
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‘Where the bloody hell do we start?’ DS Ruth Goodwin was stood in the middle of the upstairs room with its high ceiling and double windows overlooking the car park. She stared at the boxes of documents stacked against the walls. The property had previously been used by social services and housed the community mental health team. They had inhabited the ground floor rooms, the upstairs rooms being used as storage. The police cold case files had been stored there for years, and Kath had been given the task of arranging the transportation of them to their new home across Madeley, in the small police station outpost. 
Kath was stood next to Ruth, arms crossed, and playfully kicked her ankle. ‘You’re the organiser, feng shui queen. Off you go.’
At five foot eleven, Ruth towered over Kath and quite a few of her other female colleagues in the force, along with some of the men. A West Bromwich lass, she had worked with Kath for many years, and they worked well together. Her forte was making sense of chaos—both physical and within evidence files. But even she was feeling a little daunted.
‘The truck’s coming in two hours, and we have to get this lot downstairs. We’ll sort through exactly what we’re going to need when we get to the other end.’ Kath walked to one of the windows. Three days into her new role as Cold Case team leader and she had chosen her officers and civilian staff, and agreed to set up base at the Madeley station.
‘Life and death, Ruth,’ Kath said quietly. ‘Each box holds a person and everything about them.’ She turned back to face Ruth. ‘I’ve done the right thing, haven’t I?’ She had been looking to her colleagues for reassurance since her meeting with Lenny a week ago. He was right, and she hated to admit it. Active murder investigations had taken their toll on her over the last few years; late nights and even earlier mornings, bad diet and bad sleep patterns had all added lines to her smooth, rounded face. But she loved the end results, and that was what had kept her going through each case. Justice for the dead and their families. That was all that mattered at the end of the day. That was what they all strived for: results and closure.
Ruth sat on the only chair in the room and leaned forward, elbows resting on her knees, and looked at Kath. ‘Don’t start doubting yourself now. You are the best person for this new squad and you know it. It’ll just be a different way of working but still getting to the same end results.’
‘I know, I know.’ Kath walked around the boxes, lifting lids and peering inside at the masses of paperwork. ‘But where do we actually start? How do we decide which cases get priority? Do we work in date order, oldest first, or pick one at random? So many questions and I don’t seem to have any answers.’
‘Christ, Kath.’ Ruth folded her arms.’ It’s been less than a week since this all happened. Don’t run before you can walk. We’ll sort it out when we get to our new home.’ No sooner were the words out of her mouth than they heard the transport pulling up outside.
Two male civilian staff from Malinsgate, the main Telford police station, entered the room.
‘You’re early.’
‘Sorry, ma’am. What’s the plan, ma’am?’
Kath narrowed her small eyes. ‘The plan is for you not to call me ma’am, otherwise you may find yourself in one of these boxes.’ 
The two men laughed and then stopped suddenly, fearing Detective Chief Inspector Fortune might actually be serious.
Ruth moved forward. ‘Ignore her and just grab a box. There’s coffee and sandwiches at the end of this.’ She grabbed a box and followed them down the stairs. 
Kath tested a few for weight, picked the lightest one she could find and went to move onto the landing, only for guilt to get the better of her. She sighed and went back to find a heavier box.
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Todd carried two bottles of cold beer into the lounge. Andrew smiled and took his bottle, slouching in the armchair. He loosened his tie and savoured the first mouthful as Todd sat across from him on the sofa.  
‘Come on then, out with it. I’ve had a long day.’
Todd grinned. ‘Okay, it’s just knowing where to start.’
‘Just let it pour out, and we’ll make sense of it later.’
Todd took a pull of his beer and sighed. ‘Christ, this is so weird. This girl has come into my life under the craziest of circumstances, and it feels good.’ He shook his head, not quite believing he was admitting it out loud. ‘What is it they say—you save a life and you’re responsible for it forever.’
Andrew pulled himself upright and leaned forward, arms resting on his thighs. ‘Don’t be a martyr, mate. You don’t owe her anything.’ Todd opened his mouth to speak but Andrew had the bit between his teeth now, ready to spew forth exactly what he had been holding back ever since Miranda had appeared. ‘No, no, I’m serious. This has been huge for you and... where is she, by the way?’
‘Lying down in her room. You can speak freely. I trust you, Andrew, you know that. You’re my oldest friend.’
That much was certainly true. They had met in school aged thirteen and continued a healthy and loving friendship even when Todd and the band had become globally famous. Two good-looking boys; Andrew the blonde academic who had always known he would go into medicine in some way, and Todd the curly-haired brunette who’d messed around in class and yet was still adored by the teachers, and who had picked up a guitar aged eleven and knew he wanted music in his life. 
‘I’m just looking out for you. I remember only too well how lost and vulnerable you were after Daisy’s death and then losing Zoe.’
Todd sipped his beer, nodding. They let the memories hang between them; the tragic murder of a daughter and the equally tragic death of a wife in such swift succession. It had seemed impossible at the time to process the act of his wife taking her own life; giving in to the pain, unable to fight her way out of the grip of it. Todd had felt madness slowly envelop him to a point of inertia. But Andrew had been his saviour—comforted him, held him as he’d cried and taught him coping mechanisms to get through each day, hour by hour.
‘But I’m not back there, Andrew. I’m done with all that. I’ve moved on; got past it. I still have days when it’s bad but it doesn’t last the whole day anymore. A few hours maybe, and I can get myself out of that now, thanks to you and the things you taught me I could do to cope when things become unbearable. I feel a connection with Miranda. I like having her around.’
Andrew sat back. ‘Oh God, you’re not in love with her, are you?’
Todd shook his head. ‘No, no, nothing like that. I can’t explain it.’
‘Look, I’ve never tried to tell you how to live your life or behave or dress...’ He raised an eyebrow at Todd’s tie-dye shirt and ripped jeans, and Todd threw a cushion at him. They laughed, and Andrew hugged the cushion, taking another swig of his beer. ‘I just can’t help thinking something feels…hinky.’
‘Hinky? Really? The preppy Brideshead doctor comes out with hinky?’
Andrew threw the cushion back. ‘I can’t help being tall, blonde and beautiful.’
‘And that could be why you have three divorces behind you.’ Todd stood and waved his empty bottle at Andrew. Andrew nodded, and Todd left for the kitchen to get fresh supplies. 
Andrew let his head fall back and sighed. His friend had become a hermit following the deaths of his wife and child, but a relaxed and at peace with himself hermit. He was still in touch with his old bandmates but had no desire to jumpstart his career. The local villagers acknowledged him but left him alone, and he had found an angel of a housekeeper in Mrs Tinkerson, who fussed over him, cleaned his house and made amazing meals for him. She had reluctantly agreed to search the bedrooms regularly for mouse corpses, as Samson was an accomplished killer. She feigned dislike of the feline but Todd and Andrew had caught her on more than one occasion stroking him and talking in a baby sing-song voice that made the two men chuckle quietly.
Todd returned and handed Andrew a new bottle.
‘How is Tink taking to your new houseguest?’
‘Surprisingly well, actually. I haven’t told her the circumstances of Miranda being here, just that she’s the daughter of a friend, who needs somewhere to stay for a while.’
‘And her Miss Marple antennae was happy with that? I don’t even want to think about what she’ll do if she finds out you’ve been lying to her.’ Andrew exaggerated a shudder, and Todd smiled.
‘She was her usual dismissive self, but I think she’ll be okay for the moment. As is her way, she’ll just carry on and make sense of any chaos I may bring to the party. By the way, I’m going to cook for Miranda and me tonight. Do you want to join us?’
Andrew drained his second bottle of beer and shook his head. ‘You’re alright, mate. I’m off home for something unhealthy and a stint of Call of Duty. I don’t think I’m mentally prepared to play nice with your new houseguest yet.’ He stood and made his way to the front door. Todd followed.
‘You know, for a dedicated health professional, your diet is pretty crap. And you don’t exercise. And your alcohol intake is above what is nationally considered acceptable.’ 
‘It is very much a case of do as I say, not as I do.’
Todd put a hand on Andrew’s shoulder. ‘Thank you. Again. Now, give me a big old man hug.’
They embraced and slapped backs.
‘Anytime, mate. You know that. Just... be careful.’
Todd waved from the doorway as Andrew got into his Range Rover. Maybe in a more relaxed setting, Miranda would finally open up. Todd went into the kitchen, deliberately making kitchen sounds, hoping Miranda would finally come down.
Miranda sat at the pine table with Samson on her lap as Todd moved around the kitchen, collecting ingredients. She had heard the kitchen noises, just as Todd had wanted, and had wandered downstairs.
‘I can cook,’ he explained as he gathered mushrooms, onions and garlic from the fridge, his large hands easily encompassing everything required. ‘It’s just that it’s normally...well, just me, you know, so I’m a big fan of the microwave.’
She smiled. ‘Mrs Tinkerson is an amazing cook. That lasagne she brought over a couple days ago was fab.’
Todd started chopping the onions. ‘Yes, she’s so good to me; a real find. It was actually Andrew’s suggestion that I get a...well, housekeeper, I suppose you could call her... so, I put a card up at the Post Office in the village and there she
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