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JAMES

FOUR MONTHS EARLIER

‘We’re just the same, you and me,’ said Grady.

James looked at the shrivelled man sitting beside him, with his toothless gurn and beaten-up trainers that smelled of piss. He was eating a pasty one of the street pastors had bought him, and he didn’t seem to care that there were baked beans dripping down the front of his coat.

No, we’re not, James thought. I’m nothing like you.

‘Resourceful, you know?’ Grady went on. Beside him, his dog Biggles, wearing a set of fluffy reindeer antlers, lifted an eyebrow hopefully, as flakes of pastry fell on to Grady’s legs. He brushed them off. ‘Survivors, right?’

Just because you’re still alive, doesn’t mean you’re not dying. James had no idea of Grady’s age. He looked seventy, but he might have been thirty years younger. That’s what decades on smack and dashed hopes would do to you.

A cold December wind whipped along the street where they sat, and James pushed his hands into his armpits, hugging the green field combat coat more tightly around him.

‘Fuck, it’s cold.’

Grady didn’t seem bothered as he chewed. ‘This is nothing, lad,’ he said. ‘When we was on the boats we had a warrant officer would get us out on deck in our undies on Christmas Day. Not a word of a lie.’

James didn’t doubt it. For all his repulsive traits and crippling addiction, Grady was pretty honest. They’d met at a soup kitchen run by ex-servicemen a few weeks ago, and since that day he’d bumped into the old navy boy several times and couldn’t shake him off. He quite liked Biggles, who attracted more than his fair share of kindness from the public – especially with the antlers – but Grady’s endless tales of life on the high seas made James’ blood boil.

‘One fella got frostbite on his bloody cock!’ Grady chuckled to himself at the memory, then offered the remains of the food to James. ‘You want this?’

‘No,’ he said, taking in Grady’s tattooed fingers and yellow nails. He stood and stamped his feet, trying to get the blood to flow into his freezing toes.

‘Going somewhere?’ asked Grady, handing the scraps to Biggles.

James spat on the ground. ‘None of your fucking business.’

‘Only asking,’ said the old man. He looked afraid, his eyes watery under his woollen hat.

‘I need to get warm.’

‘If I were you, I’d head to the library then. They keep the heating on.’

‘And if I were you, I’d do the world a favour and kill myself,’ said James.

‘Eh?’

‘Go to the top of the multi-storey and throw yourself off.’

‘What’s got into you, lad?’

‘You,’ said James. He nodded. ‘Give me that hat.’

‘No,’ said Grady.

‘Give me the hat or I’ll stamp your fucking dog’s head in.’

Biggles, sensing the sudden animus, whined, the very tip of his tail wagging timidly.

Grady reached up slowly, and pulled the hat from his head. James realised he’d never seen him without it. Beneath, his hair was wispy and grey over a scalp scabby with eczema. He looked every day of seventy now. He offered the hat to James, who snatched it away.

‘I thought we were mates, lad.’

James left the old man mashing his gums and wandered out into St Anne’s Square, where the tourists milled about under the festive lights. He put on the hat, feeling instantly better. He’d never been good with the cold, and it was worse since he’d returned from abroad. The library wasn’t a bad idea, but there were cameras everywhere, and he needed some cash urgently. So he went instead to one of the chain coffee shops. As usual in the middle of the day, it was filled with mums and their pushchairs, queuing for their skinny caps or whatever. It smelled of mulled spice. No one paid any attention to James, and after a show of looking at the menu board, he lifted the purse from a bag hanging over the handlebars of one of the buggies crammed in by a table of gossiping women. He was in and out in less than a minute.

Round the corner, he checked the contents beside the back door of a Chinese restaurant kitchen, air thick with rich, savoury smells of garlic and ginger. Sixty-five quid, bank cards and the like. There was a picture of a bloke and a baby, their noses touching. He kept the cash and dropped the rest in one of the restaurant’s dumper bins. A guy in chef’s whites stuck his head out of the door and shouted at him to clear off.

On exiting the alleyway at speed, tucking the money away, he almost collided with a couple walking arm in arm.

‘Woah!’ said one. ‘Easy does it!’

James looked up. ‘Go fuck your …’ The words dried up in his mouth. The two strangers were both men, but that wasn’t what caught his attention. ‘I know you,’ he said to the man on the right, tall and square-jawed, tanned, with short greying hair, maybe fifty. He wore a long navy coat that looked pricey.

The man’s partner – smaller, boyish, with tight trousers and a tweed jacket – gave an amused smirk and glanced at his companion. ‘I hope not, Chris.’

James swallowed thickly, unable to move. He couldn’t place the face, but it was right there, like a word on the tip of his tongue.

‘I don’t think so,’ said the older man. ‘Sorry we bumped into you.’

They walked off and James stared after them. It was as they disappeared around a corner that his mind dug out the memory he was looking for. He remembered where he’d met the man before. Before he even stopped to think why, he followed.

The cold of the January evening suddenly meant nothing at all. Every inch of James’ skin was hot, the atoms of his body vibrating on a higher frequency. New possibilities opened up ahead. If the man was who he thought, this changed everything. And even as the hope fired him, doubts set it. It couldn’t be him, could it? What were the chances, after all these years? He walked around twenty paces behind them, and James’ eyes bored into the back of the man’s head. The face had been familiar, but as he tailed them, he became more certain. The ages would be about right, too. Even the man’s gait, the way his upper body remained perfectly erect while his feet moved in small steps, aroused a deep-seated discomfort.

The men entered a restaurant on Deansgate, and James drifted past the front window, stationing himself beside a taxi rank. He watched as the men were shown to a table, took off their winter coats, and handed them to a maître d’. Then they sat opposite one another, reaching across the table to clutch hands. James felt a bit sick. Bracken, another private in his barracks, had once suggested he was a poof, solely on the basis that he didn’t spend his free time poring over pornography like the rest of them. James had pinned him down and got a thumb into the soft flesh beside the top of his nose, threatening to scoop out his eye if he cared to make the insinuation again. Neither Bracken, nor any of the others, ever did.

James watched now, confident that the harsh light of the restaurant’s interior and the relative darkness outside would keep him hidden. It was the guy all right – every mannerism rang true.

Falling right into my lap …

But there was still work to be done. He stood in place for a half-hour, observing the ebb and flow of customers from the restaurant, the waiting staff drifting from kitchen to table to bar. He saw their patterns of movement and the opportunities these allowed. The maître d’ did the same for each new arrival, checking a computer, then leading the diners into the restaurant, before returning to the wall beyond the front desk to hang the coats. There was a twenty- or thirty-second window he could exploit.

So, as the next diners arrived – a party of five men and two women in business clothing – James timed his approach. If he was spotted, he could always run. But no one clocked him as he went to the coat-pegs and fished in the pockets of the navy longcoat, locating a card wallet inside. After a quick upward glance, he opened it, and found the driving licence. Christopher Putman. 311 Victoria Tower, Salford. He slipped the wallet back where he’d found it – best not to raise suspicion – and walked out feeling breathless.

The dark city seemed a different place entirely now, the packed streets full of opportunity. He tried to maintain his composure, but it worked only for a few seconds at a time before his mind spiralled off into fantasies about what this could mean. A door into the past had opened just a fraction, and it could change everything.

Christopher Putman had claimed not to remember him, and fair enough. It had been over ten years, and their encounter had been brief. Probably just a few hours in the day of that bastard before he went back to his comfortable life. But for James it had turned his world upside down.

Soon the past would come back to Putman though. And when it did, he would be very sorry indeed.




Chapter 1

THURSDAY, 17TH APRIL

Jo Masters had attended dozens of dead bodies over the years and the majority of deaths – by far – weren’t suspicious at all. Road traffic collisions, freakish workplace accidents, squalid drug overdoses, elderly people who died alone and weren’t discovered until putrefaction set in and the neighbours raised the alarm. Death struck randomly, oblivious to notions of justice or moral standing, ready to snuff the lives of the living, and cast those left behind in darkness and misery. It was only when she became a mother that Jo realised quite how many threats lurked under her own roof.

The clock read 10.04, which meant her visitor was late. However, the extra minutes did give her the opportunity to do a final sweep of the house and make sure that it was, to all intents and purposes, completely death-proof for a six-month-old baby.

The magnetic strip that held the kitchen knives was way out of reach, so there was no danger there. The safety catches on the cupboards would keep any poisons safely stowed. All plug sockets had protective covers to prevent the insertion of conductive metals by curious fingers. Curtain cords were looped and fastened a metre above the floor, so there could be no accidental self-garrotting. Stairgates were braced so tightly against their wall-mountings that even a rugby prop forward running at velocity would fail to dislodge them. Never mind that Theo could not yet crawl. Jo had vacuumed, swept, dusted, and anti-bac-sprayed to standards that would have impressed Vera Coyne, Thames Valley’s forensic pathology supremo. Theo watched her with a mixture of smiles, squirms and frowning curiosity as she dashed about like a dervish trying to create the impression of parenting competence. He was probably wondering why all his stuffed animals were lined up on a shelf, as if awaiting a drill sergeant’s inspection, and why his mother had suddenly deemed to disinfect his favourite teething ring when she’d never bothered before. He, thankfully, didn’t understand the day’s significance.

It was a little stuffy, so Jo pulled up a sash window. Would that look like a hazard, though? Maybe. She closed it again.

Passing the phone, she noticed for the first time that the message light was flashing. There was only one person who used the landline these days, apart from the ambulance chasers and the other cold-callers. She played the recording as she brushed a few specks of dust off the windowsill.

The message was two days old.

‘Hello, Jo. It’s been a while. Listen, there’s something I need to talk with you about. I know you’ve got a lot on, but … it’s delicate. Maybe you could give me a call back when you’ve got a minute. Oh, it’s Harry, by the way.’

Harry Ferman. Former inspector with Thames Valley Police and her drinking buddy before life changed completely and she’d switched to gin-less tonics and early bedtimes. He hadn’t cared, of course – it was her company he valued. But she hadn’t seen him for, what, three months? Too long. She doubted he was busy that evening, and began to search for his number.

Before she could hit call, the doorbell rang. Jo pocketed the phone, and went to check her appearance in the hallway mirror. As so often these days, there was a moment of cognitive dissonance as she regarded the tired expression looking back at her. No amount of concealer could disguise the dark circles beneath her eyes, and she hadn’t even bothered to dye the grey streaks multiplying around her temples. What was the point, really?

‘Get a grip,’ she muttered to herself. This wasn’t a date, or an interview. It didn’t, or shouldn’t, matter how she looked. It was her house. Her turf. I’m in control.

She opened the door with the sincerest smile she could manage. Liz Merriman, the normal health visitor, was a diminutive five-foot-nothing, maybe thirty years old, with dreadlocks pulled back in a knot, and an easy, authentic expression that suggested she really did enjoy her job. She wore a blue nurse’s tunic, sensible flats, and carried a satchel. But she wasn’t alone today. The woman accompanying her was about ten years Jo’s senior, dressed in a tailored navy skirt and a pale blouse buttoned up to her throat, with short-cropped grey hair. She reminded Jo of a Victorian governess, and the contrast between the two women on her doorstep couldn’t have been more extreme.

‘Hello, Jo,’ said Merriman. ‘Sorry we’re late.’

Jo tore her gaze from Merriman’s companion and waved her hand dismissively. ‘Oh, you’re not, are you? Time doesn’t mean much to me these days!’

‘I’m Annabelle Pritchard,’ said the older woman, holding out a bony hand.

Jo took it. The woman’s skin was cold, despite the heat of the day.

‘Jo Masters,’ she said.

‘May we come in?’ asked Pritchard.

‘Have you got a warrant?’ said Jo. Annabelle frowned. ‘Just kidding. Occupational humour.’ Jo tried to form a disarming grin.

‘Of course,’ said Annabelle, looking troubled rather than amused. ‘I heard you were a police officer.’ She said it with about the same level of distaste as if Jo had said she worked in a slaughterhouse.

Jo moved aside, and let her guests pass. Merriman slid off her shoes before Jo could tell her not to bother.

‘How’s the little man doing?’ she asked.

I’ve managed to keep him alive, if that’s what you mean.

‘Fine, fine,’ said Jo, leading the way through to the living room. ‘He’s just through here. Can I get you a tea or coffee?’

‘Just a glass of water would be great,’ said Merriman. ‘Hotting up out there.’

‘And for you?’ Jo asked her companion.

‘Nothing, thank you,’ said Pritchard.

As Jo went to the sink in the kitchen to get the drink, she could hear Merriman cooing to Theo. A knot settled just under her heart. She’d known that this would be more than a routine visit, but the appearance of the other woman was still disconcerting. She carried the water into the other room. Merriman was already seated by Theo’s bouncer, spinning the mobile that hung in front of it. Pritchard was looking out of the window into the street below, as if appraising the drop, and Jo was pleased with her decision regarding ventilation.

Jo placed the glass on the table.

‘Thanks,’ said Merriman. ‘He looks a cheerful little chap.’

‘He is in the daytime,’ said Jo. ‘The hair and claws sprout after dark.’

Merriman offered the briefest of smiles. ‘And how are you coping with the lack of sleep?’

‘Fine, actually,’ Jo lied. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d got more than two straight hours, and the night before had been hell; it had taken three strong coffees that morning to rouse her to anything like a functioning mind, and a ton of foundation to take away the zombie pallor. Theo had seemed like a dream sleeper at first, but in the last month the nights had become progressively more fractured by his wakefulness. There seemed no cause. Even when he was fed, dry and the room was a perfect temperature, he still woke frequently and it took forty-five minutes of rocking and singing to help him settle once more.

She threw a glance at the clock, and Merriman caught it.

‘Don’t worry. We won’t keep you long.’

‘It’s not a problem,’ said Jo. ‘I just have to get to work by eleven.’

Pritchard looked surprised. ‘Goodness. You’re going back already? You’re a super-woman.’

Again, perhaps the hint of criticism there. ‘Thames Valley maternity pay isn’t great,’ Jo explained. It was a fib – they were rather generous – and Pritchard’s eyebrow rose sceptically. Working in the public sector, Jo reasoned, she’d likely know such things.

Merriman leant across, and Jo flinched as her visitor laid a hand on her knee. ‘I know it’s hard to juggle things,’ she said. ‘Have you found a nursery?’

‘Yes,’ said Jo. ‘Little Steps. They’ve got a good survival rate.’

Stop it, Jo. You’re not helping.

‘Parents nearby?’ asked Pritchard from the window. Jo wondered if she’d had her sense of humour surgically removed, or if she’d left it in her crypt at home.

‘Sadly my mum opted to pop her clogs rather than babysit,’ said Jo.

‘Oh, I am sorry,’ said Pritchard, with a purse of her lips.

‘Don’t be – she wasn’t particularly happy. In a home, you know. We weren’t that close.’

Pritchard nodded, and moved across to the sofa. She opened her own bag and took out an ominous black file.

Jo knew how she came across when she talked about her mother. It was true what she’d said though. There’d not been much affection even before her mum went into Evergreen Lodge, and by the end there wasn’t much of her mum there at all to love anyway. Jo hadn’t even wanted to tell her about the surprise pregnancy – it would have involved too many awkward questions about the identity of the father. Plus, she really didn’t feel she needed any advice on mothering at the time, especially from the woman who’d made her own childhood so miserable.

In the end, the decision to tell her mum or not was taken out of her hands. The physical changes to her own body, undeniable to anyone else, had coincided with her mum’s sudden decline at the home, sleeping for longer and longer periods, barely eating, then eventually, on a Monday afternoon, not waking up at all. Paul, Jo’s brother, had handled the arrangements, and she had been one of just seven at the Crematorium, her hips killing her as she waddled up to the lectern to read some cloyingly sentimental Victorian verse.

‘How’s feeding going?’ asked Pritchard. ‘Bottle or breast?’

‘Bottle,’ said Jo. ‘I’d wanted to breastfeed, but there were medical issues. He’s taken to solids though – loves pears!’

God, I sound deranged!

Pritchard wrote a few more words, then looked up. Her eyes moved around the room before settling on Theo. She smiled like an afterthought.

‘And healing up well, I see?’

Jo tensed, internally at least. It hadn’t taken long to get the pleasantries out of the way. The bruise across Theo’s right cheekbone was a sickly yellow now. If only the memories that led to it would fade as quickly.

‘I really don’t think it bothers him at all,’ said Jo.

‘Probably not,’ said Pritchard. ‘Must have been frightening for you both though.’

A moment’s silence. Jo heard the distinct sound of the kitchen clock.

Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock.

‘Women drivers, eh?’ she said at last.

‘What’s that?’ said Pritchard.

‘It was a woman who crashed into us. Silly cow was on her phone.’

‘Us?’ said Pritchard. ‘My understanding was that you weren’t in the car.’

This time, there was no accusation in the tone, but there didn’t need to be. Facts were facts. ‘Well, no,’ said Jo. ‘You know, it was just bad luck.’

‘I understand,’ said Pritchard, before returning to her notes.

‘You don’t need to write it down,’ said Jo. ‘I’ve already been over it twice at the hospital, and with the police.’

‘We keep our own records,’ said Pritchard, as she continued, infuriatingly, to scribble her notes. ‘It’s just a formality.’

Jo’s throat felt tight, just from the memory.

‘He’s fine,’ Jo insisted to the prim woman on her sofa.

‘It does seem that way, yes,’ said Pritchard.

‘No,’ said Jo. ‘It is that way. The matter is closed.’

Merriman’s mouth moved as if she was about to speak, but the older woman got there first.

‘This is just a routine visit,’ she said.

‘Really?’ said Jo. ‘In the past, it’s just been Liz.’

‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ said Pritchard.

‘I’m not worried,’ said Jo, shaking her head. But as she spoke she felt a small tremble of her lip betraying her. She could almost imagine how she was coming across. Defensive, unstable, neurotic. She was stuck in a downward spiral, drowning. What scared her most was that, though she could see the impression she was giving off, she felt powerless to stop it. She felt herself welling up, and clenched her jaw to stem the flow.

‘Josie, it’s okay,’ said Merriman. She reached out again to touch Jo’s leg, but this time Jo drew back.

Tick. Tock.

She took a deep breath, trying to regain some equilibrium. Then she leant down, unclipping Theo from the bouncer and holding him to her chest. ‘I’m fine, thank you,’ she said. ‘We’re fine, as you can see.’

Merriman stood, as if ready to leave, but Pritchard remained seated. ‘Is it okay if we go over a few more things, Jo?’ she asked.

‘I’m afraid I don’t have time,’ said Jo. ‘You were late, you see?’

Merriman, to her credit, looked like she wanted to be out of there fast. After a couple of awkward seconds, Pritchard nodded too. ‘If you need us, you know how to get in touch.’

The only thing I need is for you to get out of my fucking house.

‘We can show ourselves out,’ said Merriman softly.

Jo watched them go, then followed to the hallway. Neither of them spoke to each other, and the older woman led the way out of the front door. Merriman paused a moment, looking back to Jo. ‘You’re doing a great job,’ she said. ‘Hope the return to work goes well.’

Jo, already on edge, lost it then, and the first tear rolled down her cheek. She nodded. As the door closed behind her visitors, Theo squirmed a little in her grip, and she realised she was holding him tight enough to make his back clammy through his clothes. She loosened her grip, and kissed him on the head. Though her thoughts were an angry swirling mess on the surface – How could they march into her house? Ask her their stupid questions? – it was the pull of a deeper, more unsettling current beneath that was causing her legs to shake. Something Jo Masters rarely experienced. Fear. Theo was her child, and no one else was going to lecture her on how to look after him. No one was going to touch him, or talk to him, or ever take him away. 




Chapter 2

Her first thought, in the aftermath of the visit, was to call and delay the return to work for another day, but after ten minutes giving Theo his bottle and spooning some mashed banana between his gums, she found a degree of calm. It wasn’t even a proper day’s work – she was only popping in for a catch-up. If she didn’t show, it wouldn’t look right. Her colleagues would make their own assumptions.

Having wiped Theo’s face, and changed his nappy, she felt composed enough to search for Annabelle Pritchard online. She was listed as a ‘welfare co-ordinator’ with the Oxfordshire City Council Child Welfare Team. Jo preferred ‘Child-Snatcher’ – it seemed to fit Pritchard rather well. She didn’t know why she had let herself be caught off guard like that, but told herself the visit was indeed a formality, a simple safeguarding procedure. After several incidents of neglect in the last few years, local authorities often erred on the side of caution. Better that than catch negative publicity later. And who could blame them? There really was nothing to worry about though. What had happened outside the shop was a freak accident – nothing more – and it certainly didn’t reflect any cause for concern, or approach anything like the threshold for taking further action. She was, as everyone close to her said – and as she frequently tried to convince herself – a good mum.

The cottage she was renting was in the small village of Wolvercote, far enough from the city centre that she didn’t feel tied to the station, but still walkable on a good day through Port Meadow. As she drove Theo to Little Steps, the nursery she’d found on the Woodstock Road, he gurgled happily from the rear seat. Though she tried to block out the memory of the accident eight days earlier, it was like a stubborn tune that wouldn’t leave her, playing from the depths of her subconscious.

She’d heard the crash from the queue at the front of the minimarket – everyone had. She’d dropped the nappies and run out, seeing her own car at an angle, the front of an Audi TT buried in the rear wing. She hadn’t even found her voice to scream; she could hardly breathe as she ran on unsteady legs to Theo’s door. A young woman was climbing out of the Audi, her phone still in her hand. She looked up at Jo approaching and mumbled something about ‘single yellows’. Jo rushed right past, and flung open the back door. Theo’s cries were wild, like no sound he’d ever made before. She heard the woman say, ‘Oh my God!’

Jo felt an echo of the same sinking feeling as she stopped at the lights. The pores of her skin prickled at the memory.

The only immediate sign of damage to Theo had been a graze across his cheekbone. The doctors said later that it could have been much worse, but the baby seat’s headrest had done its job, cushioning the impact as the car jolted sideways. Still, they’d insisted on several different tests – keeping Jo in a purgatory of guilt and worry. Theo, amazingly, had stopped crying while they carried out the examinations, as if, even in his own distress, he’d recognised her emotional turmoil was greater. Though nothing turned up in the X-rays or brain images, they’d kept him in overnight as a precaution, with Jo curled up in a chair on the children’s ward beside him, eyes gritty from tears and exhaustion.

She released a deep shuddering breath as she cruised down the Woodstock Road. What she’d told Pritchard about the matter being closed wasn’t strictly true. Though the police had shown no interest in pursuing things, the insurers were still in a process of arbitration. Jo hadn’t even noticed the parking restrictions when she pulled up directly outside the shop. She hadn’t seen much at all, other than that the small car park was full. Theo was fast asleep; he needed to sleep after the broken night before, up every hour crying inexplicably. And if she parked near to the door, she’d practically be able to see him in his seat. It would be for two minutes, maybe less …

It had turned out to be more like seven – bloke at the damned checkout deciding he’d picked up the wrong hummus – and every second haunted her. Might she have made a different decision, if she hadn’t been so fucking exhausted herself? If she hadn’t been so desperate for him to get some decent sleep, and to wake up smiling rather than crying, eyes clear and shining rather than pink with fatigue? If she was a better mum, and not the sort who left her baby – her precious, defenceless, innocent, six-month-old baby – in the car while she dipped into a shop to buy nappies?

The car behind was honking its horn. The lights were green. Jo lifted a hand to apologise and drove on.

Theo had already had a couple of sessions to settle in at Little Steps and, despite some tearful protests, the staff had assured her he was perfectly happy as soon as she was out of sight. She wished she could have said the same for herself. As had so often happened in recent months, the extremes of her own emotions surprised her – the swings and lurches of her moods were not something she was used to at all. Tears came more easily, and mawkish films that would once have induced nausea now reduced her to sobbing. She’d actually had to turn off a nature programme a couple of nights earlier when it showed a lion cub being stalked by hyenas.

There was anger too, always there, like a Mr Hyde lurking and ready to attack. She really had come close to kicking the desiccated old bitch Pritchard up the arse on her way out of the door. But now, replaying the conversation from memory with her Dr Jekyll head, she wondered if actually she’d imagined the judgemental tone completely. For someone who so often had relied on calm intuition – on reading people and their motives – it was a little frightening to think so.

Today, there were no tears at all from Theo on drop-off, and so she took the nursery worker’s advice and left without making a big deal of the goodbyes. Back in her car, she felt a sudden release, then immediately on its tail, guilt. Theo was still so young. The welfare officer wasn’t the only person to express surprise at Jo going back to work so soon. Her sister-in-law Amelia, and Heidi Tan, the other mum in CID, had both suggested she needn’t rush back. And it wasn’t as though her financial position was particularly parlous even – with the inheritance, and her share of the sale of her mum’s house, she could’ve easily prolonged her maternity leave for another six months.

So what was it, pulling her back in now? She was honest enough with herself to acknowledge that she missed the hustle of police work. Some women, she knew, never looked back once they started their families. Work took the back seat, and good luck to them. Amelia was like that, taking four years out for Emma, their first child. She’d been on the way to making deputy head at a good school prior to the birth, but she’d paid the price in terms of career progression, settling for a demotion in order to continue teaching when her former role was absorbed. She’d told Jo she really didn’t mind the pressure being off, but Jo knew Amelia was no pushover, and she had always been ambitious; it must’ve stung.

Jo was luckier with her line of work. Once you had your rank, they weren’t taking it away. She could have stayed out for a couple of years, and there’d have been few impediments to rejoining later. Maybe the odd training course to bring her up to speed on the latest rules and regs, but otherwise it would have been back into the thick of it. The only thing she’d had to fight for – and it was a quick and bloodless fight with the HR department – was a return to active duty rather than desk-work like Heidi had settled for. That had never been her thing.

It wasn’t just the thrill of the chase she missed though. She’d been thinking about it a lot, and realised a large part of the job’s appeal was that, at St Aldates, things were actually simpler. There were plenty of problems, obviously – mysteries to be solved, charges to be brought, wrongs to be righted, justice to be served. But at the end of the day, there was procedure, paperwork, and shared routine that everyone understood – shift patterns, briefings, pecking order. And results that spoke for themselves. No one had warned about the complexities of motherhood, and she’d never anticipated the psychological challenges it would bring. Not knowing the solutions to calm a crying child. The trial and error. Never being sure if you were doing the right thing, either in the moment or for the long term. The constant second-guessing. It had been a different proposition altogether, stirring up insecurities she’d thought she’d put behind her years ago, creating others she never knew she had, a rollercoaster of highs and lows, doubts and difficulties. Through the fog of sleeplessness, answers seemed less certain. Even the questions being asked weren’t sometimes clear.

* * *

She pulled up in the St Aldates car park feeling a little like an adult revisiting her childhood school. In reality, it was only six months since she’d last been at the station, and she wasn’t sure why she expected it to look different. Nevertheless, the complete lack of change came as a surprise. The same takeaway menus were pinned to the board in the hallway at the same angles. The same scuffs were on the floor. The same smells, even – whatever refrigerant was leaking in the break room, mixed with the stuff they used to clean the holding cells along the corridor. Plus George Dimitriou’s strong, though admittedly very pleasant, aftershave.

As she entered the CID room, though, it was empty. Her own chair was under the desk, a woman’s lightweight jacket slung over the back, and a nice-looking handbag perched on the edge of the desk. Heidi had mentioned a new DC had started, in her late twenties. Alice something. Jo heard the mumble of voices and laughter from the briefing room, so dropped her things on the desk and wandered over. The door opened before she’d reached it, and it was Dimitriou who ambled out. He was sporting a new, finely sculpted moustache, which unnerved her a little. She backed away, unable to take her eyes off it.

‘Look what the cat dragged in,’ he said. He smiled as he spoke, half-turning to a slim and attractive natural blonde behind him. ‘Ali, meet the mighty Jo Masters.’ As ever with Dimitriou, there was a hint of mockery. She was technically his superior, but he never spoke as though that occurred to him. Most of the time, she didn’t mind, and the two of them had a lightly combative relationship that just about worked.

The woman shook Jo’s hand firmly. ‘Alice Reeves,’ she said. ‘Pleased to meet you at last.’

‘Likewise,’ said Jo. ‘Looking forward to working together.’

Inside the briefing room, Heidi Tan and Andy Carrick were talking but broke apart when they saw Jo. Andy waved her in.

‘We can catch up in a minute,’ Jo said to Dimitriou. ‘But don’t try and tap me up for sponsorship.’

‘Huh?’ he said.

‘For the novelty facial hair.’

Alice smiled, and Dimitriou blushed. ‘Ha-bloody-ha.’

Leaving them, Jo walked across to the others. On the screen immediately behind them was a montage of several pictures of a young man in the front seat of a car – a white BMW. From one angle, he looked asleep, but another showed a significant wound that had mangled the left side of his face.

‘Welcome back,’ said Carrick. ‘Theo okay?’

‘I think I’m taking the separation worse,’ said Jo. ‘How are yours?’

‘The older one’s worked out how to bypass the parental controls on his phone,’ said Carrick. ‘I’m fighting a losing battle.’

Andy had two kids, on the way to being teenagers, and managed to carry off the balance of perfect family man and professional police officer with more grace and aplomb than she’d ever achieve.

‘Got that to look forward to,’ said Jo.

‘I doubt it,’ said Heidi. ‘By the time ours hit ten, the phones will be implanted somewhere.’

Jo turned to the photos again. The man looked Japanese, or Korean. ‘This the local shooting?’ she said. It had been in the paper, and though she’d normally have taken great interest, it had coincided with the fallout from the accident outside the minimarket, and thus had made limited impact on her consciousness.

‘Indeed,’ said Carrick. ‘Five days ago – the twelfth – at the old BT building.’

Jo knew the location – five floors of abandoned offices off the Cowley Road. Popular with graffiti artists. There wouldn’t be any security cameras, because the building held nothing of value.

‘Xan Do,’ said Heidi. ‘Twenty-one years old. Private school educated, an undergrad here who dropped out after a year. He wasn’t on our radar, but one of Dimi’s informants seemed to think he was connected to the Matthis family.’

Jo nodded in acknowledgement. The surname was a common one from their case files. The Matthis family had been notorious, mid-level drug dealers in the South Oxford area since before she joined Thames Valley, though things had quietened down in recent times. ‘They’re inside, aren’t they?’

‘The dad is. Plus his eldest boy, Riley. There’s another son, though – Blake. He’s sixteen. Our theory is that Do was taking care of the dirty work, with Blake acting as a contact with his father.’

‘So this was a deal that went south?’ said Jo.

‘Maybe,’ said Heidi. She fished through a pile of papers and came up with a photo of several small baggies of pills. ‘These were still under the seat though – a couple of grand’s worth. Phone and wallet left untouched too. We’re having the call and GPS data extracted.’

‘Maybe a rival then,’ said Jo. ‘Or a third-party professional. Ballistics?’

‘Single round, fired point blank through the window, which remained largely intact. It entered under his cheekbone and exited, well, all over the place. They’re saying it’s a Makarov, probably reactivated.’

‘Xan Do’s parents own a successful Asian food wholesaler on the edge of town,’ said Carrick. ‘They consented to a search, but it came up empty. George is pissed. He and Alice are about to head out to talk to Blake Matthis, see if we can shake the tree.’

‘Great – I’ll tag along.’

Carrick smiled. ‘You don’t want a cup of tea or something first? Catch up?’

‘Maybe later,’ said Jo. ‘I need to get my sea legs back.’

* * *

Jo caught up with Reeves and Dimitriou as they were pulling out of the car park and waved them to stop. He wound down the window.

‘Wait up,’ she said. ‘I’m coming too.’

Dimitriou flinched. ‘We don’t need hand-holding.’

‘Don’t be a spoilsport.’

The younger woman began to climb out of the passenger side to make room in the front.

‘Don’t worry about that,’ said Jo, though the show of deference impressed her. ‘I’m just observing.’

‘Sure thing, ma’am,’ said Reeves.

As they drove, Dimitriou filled Jo in on their suspect – Blake Matthis had been picked up numerous times in the last five years for possession, assault, and threatening behaviour. Currently registered as living at home with his mother, Tracy Grimshaw, he was known to visit his sibling and father in prison once a fortnight. Enough time to pass on info and receive instructions about the family business. He was also seventeen, as of that morning.

‘You’re going to ruin his birthday,’ said Jo. Her eyes were still drawn to Dimitriou’s moustache, and he seemed to realise.

‘Can you stop that?’ he said. ‘You’re making me self-conscious.’

‘Sorry,’ said Jo. ‘It’s … nice. You think Blake will give us anything?’

‘Probably not, but no harm in rattling cages. If Xan was executed on their patch, they must have an idea who did it.’

‘Might have been the Matthis family themselves. Maybe Xan was screwing them.’

‘The thought had occurred,’ said Dimitriou. ‘Despite the low level trouble-making, Blake’s managed to keep his nose clean so far. I doubt he pulled the trigger.’

Jo turned her attention to Reeves. ‘So how are you finding it?’

‘Good,’ she said.

‘Tell Jo about the OD,’ said Dimi.

‘What’s that?’ asked Jo.

‘I’d rather forget it,’ said Reeves.

‘A squat in Abingdon,’ said Dimitriou. ‘Girl had been dead for a while. Let’s just say they had a rodent problem. It was nasty. Mel Cropper was licking his lips.’

Jo smiled. Cropper headed up the crime scene team. He had a taste for the macabre and apparently no sense of smell.

‘Carrick’s a great gaffer,’ said Reeves, as if keen to change the subject.

‘A definite improvement on his predecessor,’ Jo agreed.

‘Yeah, I heard he gave you a hard time,’ said Reeves.

Jo wondered what exactly Reeves had been told about her, by Dimitriou and the others. Since moving to Thames Valley, she’d worked two cases that yielded positive results, but made national headlines, and required some serious public relations handling. In both, lengthy inquiries had absolved her of wrongdoing, but the notoriety lingered. Phil Stratton, her former DCI, hadn’t been so lucky. From her perspective, he’d hampered the investigations, refusing to listen to his officers, and she only guessed the rest of team had put the boot in too when giving their own evidence. In the end, just as she went on maternity leave, he’d been unceremoniously shown the door. Ostensibly it was an early retirement, but he and everyone else knew that was a weasel way of saying he was surplus to requirements. He was only forty-eight, and he hadn’t even been given time to clear his desk and say farewell. Jo had actually bumped into him in the supermarket while pushing Theo around, about a fortnight after the C-section. He’d insisted, with slightly too much enthusiasm, that he was enjoying some time away. The microwave meals for one, and the two bottles of whisky in his basket, suggested otherwise.

* * *

The Matthis house, a sixties semi, was on the edge of Blackbird Leys Park, in the centre of a sprawling estate south of the city. Mostly built as social housing, it had had a reputation for many years as a high-crime area, but things were improving. It still accounted, however, for a significant proportion of low-level call-outs, like anti-social behaviour, petty theft, and domestics.

They parked a few doors down, and attracted a few sullen stares from some local teenagers hanging around outside a shopping parade opposite. One took out his phone. The fact Jo and her colleagues weren’t wearing uniforms hardly mattered. Their sort could smell police a mile away.

As Dimitriou and Reeves led the way, Jo couldn’t help but admire the latter’s attire. It helped she had the confidence and shape to make it work, but the suit was no off-the-rail number like her own. Jo thought they were probably about the same height in socks, but Reeves’ heels boosted her stature considerably. She obviously hadn’t dressed expecting any sort of foot-chase, and Jo wondered how much beat work she’d done previously.

They reached the front of the house. The TV was on inside and Dimitriou rang the doorbell. A dog barked within, and through the marbled pane beside the door Jo saw it hurtling towards them, before its paws began clubbing and clawing at the inside.

They waited for half a minute before Dimitriou rang again, this time banging the door with the fleshy part of his fist as the dog continued to go nuts. ‘Ms Grimshaw, it’s the police. We’d like a word, please.’

Jo looked around, checking their surroundings. At the shops, one of the youths was still speaking into his phone, watching them.

Another shape appeared through the marbled pane, and the door opened. A morbidly obese woman, maybe not quite forty, stood there. She held the short lead of the equally rotund Staffordshire bull terrier, head like an anvil, tail held stiff as a car aerial. Dimitriou held his ground and Jo was glad to be a few steps back: she’d never got on with dogs.

‘What do you want?’ Tracy was breathing hard, and her cheeks were red, as if they’d interrupted a workout, though it seemed more likely it was just the exertion of getting to the door.

‘We were hoping to speak to Blake,’ said Dimitriou.

‘He’s not here,’ she said.

‘Any idea when he’ll be back?’

‘No.’

She began to shut the door, but Dimitriou put his foot over the threshold and blocked it. Tracy Grimshaw’s features went from bored to lethal in a blink. ‘Be careful where you put that,’ she said. ‘Niko here likes bacon.’

Dimitriou left his foot in place while he fished out a card, and offered it to her. ‘If Blake puts in an appearance, we’d love to have a chat.’

Grimshaw looked at the card but didn’t take it. After a second or two, Dimitriou withdrew his foot. The door slammed in their faces.

‘I think that could be the start of something beautiful,’ said Jo.

Dimitriou posted the card into the letterbox, where Niko promptly set about attacking it, and they turned back towards the car.

As they were getting in, Jo noticed that the boy who’d been on his phone outside the shops was slipping between parked cars towards an









































If you enjoyed Watch Over You then why not go back to where it all began in the first Josie Masters book.

[image: Advertisement image: Hold My Hand by M.J. Ford]

 

Click below to find out more.

UK readers

US readers

Canadian readers






Josie Masters is in a desperate race against the clock to find the killer …
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