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Chapter One

In normal times, the low arch over the entrance to the little car park kept out caravans and campers, but this morning it had blocked Forensics. Forced to park on the verge outside, the CSIs in their white suits were coming and going in full view of every gawping driver on Yardley Wood Road, the terrace of houses opposite and eight or nine benighted souls waiting at the bus stop. Robin had just seen two of them scuttle out of the shelter to take pictures they’d probably posted to social media already.

The wind buffeted the car again. No point even trying to get an umbrella up – as they’d arrived, it had snatched one from a man on the pavement and sent it flying across the road; she’d braked just in time. They’d have to hope that in the wood, the trees would offer a bit of protection.

More than they had last night.

Bracing herself, she opened her door and ran to the back of the car. A second later, a hand clamped to her cap, Detective Sergeant Malia Thomas joined her under the boot’s slim wedge of shelter. Robin passed her a suit, then tore open the packet of her own with her teeth, remembering too late how much Malia hated that. ‘Paranoid about teeth,’ she’d explained before, to Robin’s surprise. She was thirty-five and very fit, especially for someone who worked sixty-hour weeks and regularly ate at the station canteen. Her teeth looked enviable, frankly, like the rest of her.

Earlier, Malia had been updating her on the domestic homicide the team was handling when Robin had seen Samir come through the incident room doors. He’d rapped a knuckle on her office door, face grim. ‘Response had a call to Moseley Bog just before eight,’ he’d told them. ‘Man who braved this,’ he’d nodded towards the window, ‘to take his dog out and found a body. White male, young.’

‘How young?’

‘Very. Probably still teenage, they think.’

Robin’s heart had dropped. Teenage. Again. Yet another life over before it really had a chance to get started. ‘Stabbed?’ she’d said. Knife crime was so epidemic in Birmingham now that, with young victims, the question had become a reflex.

But Samir had touched his fingertips lightly to his temple. ‘No, it sounds like a head injury.’

‘Any ID?’

‘Not yet.’

The wind drove waves across the puddles as they hurried, heads down, towards the uniformed PC at the gate to the woods. There were uniforms at every entrance; Response had closed the whole park.

Trapped like an air pocket between central Birmingham to the north and mile upon mile of semi-suburban streets to all other points, Moseley Bog was the patch of ancient woodland that had inspired the Old Forest in The Lord of the Rings. Tolkien had grown up nearby and played here, a fact Robin had known since she’d traipsed behind her parents on Sunday walks during her own childhood (it was called The Dell then, though). Now, years later, she walked here again, this time with her teenage daughter, Lennie. They’d come the weekend before last, Robin hoping in vain that the magic of the place on a crisp autumn afternoon would lift Len’s alarming new depression, if only for an hour or so.

The Lord of the Rings vibe was strong today. Within a minute, the woods had swallowed the sound of traffic and distant sirens, severing their ties to a Monday morning in 2018 and plunging them back in time. The place had always felt ancient, with its witchy self-seeded trees, their arthritic branches making tunnels over the paths. After being thrashed all night by the wind, most of them were near-naked now. The November light made everything sharp-edged, while the rain drenched it with colour: evergreen ivy and laurel, luminous moss, russet beech leaves underfoot. The air had an iron tang.

The park had open spaces, too, but at the fork in the path, the uniform’s directions took them deeper into the woods instead. The tree cover grew thicker, and where the Bog earned its name and the ground grew spongy, the path was replaced by wooden boardwalks that made their footsteps echo. ‘Trip trap, trip trap – the Billy Goats Gruff went over the bridge,’ Lennie had intoned dully last weekend. When she’d been five and six, she’d asked for that story a lot. ‘Up jumped the troll,’ Robin would growl and she’d squeal in horrified delight.

After a couple of minutes, muted voices reached them through the trees, and rounding a bend in the path, they saw an electric-blue forensics tent at the edge of a clearing. Among the thousand shades of green and brown, it was like something beamed in from a different century, a poor man’s Tardis. Very poor – the wind blew again and its canvas sides billowed as if to illustrate its flimsiness.

CSIs moved among the trees, just as alien. Robin and Malia gave their names for the scene log and ducked under the cordon. As they crossed the clearing, Robin looked for evidence markers or stepping plates protecting footprints and saw none.

Another uniform unzipped the tent for them. Inside were two white-suited figures: the scene manager, Rafferty, and, kneeling, oblivious to their arrival and murmuring softly as he examined one of the victim’s hands, pathologist Olly Faulkner, known as Aslan among the Homicide teams for his gentleness and leonine blond head.

The boy lay on his side, his back to them, one cheek pressed against the shoulder of the arm extended above his head. His hair was dark with rain, his baggy jeans and thin black hoodie plastered to his body so that his ribcage and his upper shoulder blade were clearly delineated. Robin’s first thought – ridiculous – was that he must be freezing; they had to get him warm as quickly as possible. Her second was an image of his mother yelling at him to put a coat on as he slipped past her and out the door for the last time.

Next to her, Malia sighed and Faulkner looked up. He laid the hand slowly back down and stood to make room for them.

From the entrance, you could just about choose to imagine the boy was unconscious, conked out here after a night of underage drinking. As soon as you saw his face, however, no amount of wishful thinking would help you. Robin’s first impression was of red – red and purple and grey against a bloodless deathly pallor.

Oh God, his eye.

Of all the injuries she saw, the ones to the head and face were the worst. A back was a back, a leg was a leg, but your face made you a person, your eyes showed your spirit and humour, your character. The boy’s eye had burst, no longer an orb but a sinewy gelatinous mess.

She focused on detail to suppress the horror. Whatever he had been hit with – something two or so inches wide, she’d guess – had caught him diagonally from the temple that was uppermost as he lay now. The temple had been the first point of impact: the bone at the outer edge of his eye was smashed inward, the socket broken, then his nose. Blood had congealed inside his nostrils, almost black, and in the lower corner of his eye where the lid was unsupported, but, given how much blood there must have been, his face looked clean. The rain – as he’d lain here, it had washed his face.

Her own voice seemed to reach her from a distance. ‘I’ve seen him before.’

Malia startled. ‘Have you?’

‘Definitely. Does he look familiar to you?’

‘I don’t think so, but given how badly he’s hurt …’

Robin looked at Faulkner and Rafferty.

Faulkner shook his head, but Rafferty nodded. ‘Same as you,’ he said, Black Country accent making it yow. ‘I’ve seen him somewhere.’

‘Was it work?’ Robin asked. ‘Another case?’

He frowned. ‘I don’t know.’

‘It must have been an almighty whack,’ said Faulkner.

‘With what, do you think?’

Rain spattered across the canvas overhead like a handful of gravel. Faulkner came closer and bent slightly to indicate the boy’s temple with a gloved pinky. ‘The skin here was split by the impact, not cut, so the weapon wasn’t sharp. Long, though, or long-ish. I think it came in sideways, like this.’ He mimed what looked like a baseball swing, double-handed.

‘Could it have been a baseball bat?’ Robin asked.

‘Possible width-wise, but there are these, too.’ He pointed at a scratch she’d noticed on the boy’s forehead and another on his cheek. ‘Could have been made by twigs on a bigger branch.’

‘Did they happen at the same time?’

Faulkner frowned. ‘That I can’t tell you.’

‘He was here in the dark and the wind – could a branch have swung out and caught him?’

‘In theory, but Rafferty and I had a careful look outside and there’s no obvious candidate – most of what’s immediately around is too small and scrubby.’

‘Maybe he was hurt nearby and staggered here?’ suggested Malia.

Faulkner tipped his head from side to side. ‘I won’t know if death would have been instant or not until I’ve seen the brain.’

Robin said a silent prayer that it had.

‘Either way, he couldn’t have gone very far,’ Faulkner said. ‘There’s also this.’ He pointed at the ground near the boy’s trainers. Around his left foot, the leaves were disturbed and showed a visible, though rain-flattened, arc in the mud. ‘He twisted as he went down, which would be consistent with being spun round by the force of a blow.’

Robin saw it in her mind’s eye, from the outside and the boy’s own perspective almost simultaneously: a branch coming out of the dark, a flash of blinding light, then – in slow motion – the half-turn as his body absorbed the energy, teetered between worlds, and collapsed to the ground. She closed her eyes for a moment.

‘How about time of death?’ She’d imagined it in the dark, she realised, but she didn’t know that yet.

‘Well, the rain complicates things from a body temperature point of view,’ Faulkner said, ‘but it might help us, too. Look.’ One hand on the boy’s upper shoulder, the other on his hip, he rolled his body very gently two or three inches backwards. The leaves underneath were dry.

Robin glanced at Malia. ‘What time did it start last night?’ Exhausted, she’d fallen asleep on the sofa the minute she’d finished her dinner. She’d woken after midnight to find that Lennie had turned off the TV, put a blanket over her and gone to bed. When she went upstairs herself, the rain had been hammering on the landing skylight so hard, she’d been amazed the carpet underneath was still dry. Ludicrously, she’d felt a bit proud: look at her, living in a watertight house.

Malia glanced at Faulkner, she noticed. ‘About ten o’clock?’

‘Yes, I’d say so.’

Outside the tent, there was a distant shout. Then, a minute later, another voice, much closer by.

Rafferty picked a careful path to the opening and stepped outside. ‘What is it?’ They heard feet approaching across the leaves and some mumbled words. ‘Thanks.’

When Rafferty reappeared, he was carrying an evidence bag, something dark inside. He held it out to her – a canvas wallet open to a short array of cards. One, a driving licence, had been pulled up from its slot to show the thumbnail photograph and, looking closer, she saw the boy now lying at their feet.

When she read the name, she frowned. It was familiar but— Oh, shit.

Malia and Olly Faulkner were staring at her.

‘It’s Ben Renshaw,’ she said.

‘Ben …?’

‘One of the lads from the Heywood case.’ She waited for them to make the connection and, sure enough, a second or two later, Malia’s horrified expression told her she had.

‘You mean, the witness? One of the ones who set up that website?’

‘Oh, Jesus,’ said Faulkner.

It was the first time Robin had ever heard him swear.

They trip-trapped back over the boardwalk without speaking. Robin guessed Malia was doing the same as she was, realising the extent of the situation they’d just been plunged into, trying to remember as much as she could about the earlier case. Cases.

Because they hadn’t been homicides, her team had had nothing to do with them on a professional level, but if you’d been in Birmingham last year when the first one had gone to trial, you’d have struggled to avoid hearing about it even as a member of the public. It had been the Birmingham Post’s lead story for days, Midlands Today’s too, and Robin had heard people discussing it everywhere she went: Tesco, the pub, the mortuary. At a fundraising event at Lennie’s school, three other parents had tried to shake her down for insider information, one of them with enough edge on his voice to let her know he’d heard the rumours about West Midlands’ handling of the situation and believed every one of them.

Her phone buzzed in her jacket pocket as a text message arrived. As usual now, whatever else was going on, her first thought was Lennie. She unzipped the white suit and reached for it.

Hi R, Seeing pics of CSIs at M Bog on social – and looks like your car? SK

Sara Kettleborough, the Post’s chief crime correspondent. Already – bloody hell.

Robin swiped the message away and went to her recent calls. She’d planned to wait until they were back at the car, out of the rain, but if Sara was on it, there was no time to waste.

Samir picked up almost immediately. ‘Hey.’ He was alone, the word told her, and just for a moment, she let the intimacy in his voice surround her. ‘How was it?’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘we’ve got an ID.’

‘Good.’ In the case that had dominated their summer, the victim hadn’t been identified for some time.

‘No, it’s not. It’s really not.’

‘Tell me.’

As she knew he would, he recognised Renshaw’s name immediately.

‘Oh God, Rob.’

‘I know.’

For a few seconds, neither of them spoke. She could picture his face as he processed it, brain mapping the ramifications.

‘I want to tell his family,’ she said, ‘I don’t want to leave it to Uniform. I want them to know straight away that we’re on this – Homicide in particular, I mean.’ As opposed to the part of CID that’s already failed them so completely.

‘Agreed about us,’ he said, ‘but let me do it.’

‘No, I’m SIO.’ She glanced at the back of Malia’s head. ‘Unless this changes that?’ She pressed the phone hard against her ear to try to contain his voice.

‘Of course not,’ he said. ‘If you weren’t already on it, I’d give it to you, everything being equal. It’s just …’ He paused and when he spoke again, his voice was quieter. ‘Look, the only reason I’d hesitate about you leading … No, I wouldn’t, I’m not. But be careful. Please.’

‘Of course,’ she said, matter-of-fact, masking her hurt from him as well as Malia. I’m not a bull in a china shop, Samir, she wanted to tell him, you can trust me to be diplomatic, believe it or not. Even I can see it’s going to be a political minefield. It wasn’t difficult: in the seven years she’d been leading investigations, with her old job in London at the Met and now with West Midlands, no other case had screamed ‘hornets’ nest’ as loudly and immediately as this.

As so often, he knew what she was thinking anyway. ‘I don’t mean it like that, you know I don’t.’ His voice dropped again. ‘I mean, look after yourself. You’re so close now – just two more weeks and Len’ll be home and dry. So do your job but don’t take any risks and don’t – repeat, don’t – stick your head over the parapet. You’re vulnerable and we’ve already seen the rules of engagement here. If this is the same people, they’re going to fight tooth and nail. Tooth and claw.’


Chapter Two

The Renshaws’ address was just over a mile away, in a largely residential patch bordered by Alcester Road and Billesley Common. Long and wide, the street was lined with semi-detached houses with bay windows and Tudorbethan gables set back from the pavement behind small front gardens or off-road parking. In the driving rain, late Monday morning, the pavements were empty, the only visible living soul an elderly man watering houseplants in his glassed-in porch.

When she’d first moved back to Birmingham, Robin had quailed at streets like these. In London, where she’d fled at nineteen, she could lose herself in the scale of the place, the height of the buildings, the busyness, but stretching for miles in all directions, everything two storeys or three at most, these streets had made her feel exposed, as if something might come screeching out of the sky to carry her off, Daenerys Targaryen-style.

Today, though, she was the one swooping, intent on destruction, her black umbrella like a judge’s black execution cap.

The front of the house was well cared for, if not as pimped up as some they’d passed, all herringbone parking spots and palms in terracotta planters. The silver Volvo outside the bay window was clean but nine or ten years old.

Malia rang the bell and they heard it chime inside. When it died away, all they could hear was the wind.

Robin’s phone buzzed, Sara Kettleborough again but calling now. She hit Ignore.

A few seconds later, the inner door was opened by a man of about fifty wearing chinos, a shirt and tie – work gear, though it was past eleven and he was still at home. As he reached for the outer door, she caught his eye through the glass and saw that, despite their plain clothes, he knew what they were. How many times had he answered the door to detectives over the past year and a half?

‘Roger Renshaw?’

He had to clear his throat before he could answer.

‘Detective Chief Inspector Robin Lyons, and this is DS Malia Thomas. Could we come in, sir?’

He closed his eyes briefly but nodded.

From behind him, a slim woman in a navy skirt and polo neck appeared. Emma Renshaw, Ben’s mother. She looked at them, eyes wide, then reached to touch his arm. ‘Roger?’

He looked at her and nodded again. ‘Detectives, love. Senior.’

Malia glanced at Robin. She’d heard it, too, the lack of surprise. They hadn’t reported Ben missing – on the way over, Malia had called the station to check – but they’d known something wasn’t right. Hence their work clothes, Robin thought: they knew he hadn’t come home, but they’d been praying for a different explanation, still hoping to catch him sneaking in, read him the riot act, then head off to work. Instead, here they were, detectives.

Inside, the quiet seemed condensed, the air still and heavy. Stop all the clocks. It was also chilly: of course, because they’d usually be out during the day, the heating was off. A faint smell of yesterday’s supper lingered, though – beef stew, maybe shepherd’s pie, something warm and familial.

Wordlessly, the Renshaws led them through an archway on the left into a pale-blue sitting room. In normal circumstances, and ten degrees warmer, it would be nice, comfortably large enough for the two sofas that faced each other over a glass coffee table stacked with books. The built-in shelves were crammed with books, too – both the senior Renshaws were teachers, she remembered.

Emma Renshaw directed Robin and Malia towards one sofa, then took the other. When her husband sat down next to her, she squeezed his hand so hard, her knuckles whitened. Like him, she had a fine-boned face, and though she was attractive now, Robin could already see how she would look when grief had done its full number on her, when her cheekbones were exaggerated, her eye sockets grey and hollow from lack of sleep and appetite.

Robin leaned forward and spoke as gently as she could. ‘Mr and Mrs Renshaw, a young man’s body was discovered earlier this morning in the woods at Moseley Bog. I’m so sorry, but we have good reason to believe it’s Ben.’

For a moment, Emma Renshaw seemed frozen, but then, as if the news had been a physical blow to her stomach, she hunched over, face in her hands, forehead touching her knees. Her shriek was muffled but even so, it sent a shiver down Robin’s spine. The bleakness – because everything was lost.

Roger’s reaction was silent. Eyes wide, he stared and then he began to shake, not just his hands but his arms and upper body, his lower lip. The movement in his body became more exaggerated, seeming to start low and rise up through his torso. When he gagged, they realised what was happening. Hand clamped over his mouth, he surged from the sofa and out of the room. Running steps in the hall and then, from the back of the house, they heard violent vomiting. Malia stood and went after him.

Whether Emma was aware he was gone or not, Robin couldn’t tell. Her face was still in her hands and now her body was heaving, not like her husband’s, but as if she was screaming silently, the terrible sound of the first shriek converted into great racking movements that Robin knew from experience would leave her aching as if she’d been beaten up. It was a minute, maybe two before she choked the word, ‘How?’

‘We’ll need the post-mortem to confirm, but it looks like a head injury, a single blow. We think it would have been very quick.’ The one crumb of comfort she could offer, dropped into the void.

Waves of shivers now as if she were bitterly cold, and Robin saw the image of her son as he’d lain on his carpet of leaves, the thin wet hoodie clinging to his shoulder blades.

Emma started keening, long ragged sounds of despair.

‘Mrs Renshaw,’ Robin said, ‘my team and I will do everything in our power to find out what happened to him.’

For what felt like a long time, Emma said nothing, but then, with a sudden strangled noise, she reared upright, face streaming with tears. ‘Will you?’ Her eyes were wild. ‘Will you? The Heywoods terrorised us, terrorised, and …’ She stopped, overtaken by another wave of misery.

‘I know it must have felt—’

‘And you,’ she choked, ‘the police – did nothing!’

Robin searched for the right thing to say and came up empty.

‘They’ve killed him now,’ Emma Renshaw crooned. ‘They’ve killed him. They’ve killed my baby.’


Chapter Three

West Midlands Police had plenty of interesting stations – the white Italian baroque number in Digbeth, though yards from the grungy Rag Market, had an honest-to-God turret, and Steelhouse Lane had been a stunner, too, Georgian and elegant, before it was turned into a museum a couple of years back. Now it traded on its history as the lock-up where the real Peaky Blinders had cooled their heels.

By contrast, Rose Road, Force Homicide’s base in Harborne, was neither old, beautiful nor possessed of an interesting history. A nondescript modern red-brick building on an otherwise residential street, there was nothing about it, bar the blue lamp and signage, to say it wasn’t a call centre or any other bog-standard white-collar business. In recent months, however, Robin had come to think of it as like Birmingham itself: not flashy or attention-seeking but straightforward and hard-working. It got the job done.

For now. Thanks to the hatchet the government had taken to their budget, plans were afoot to close and sell off twenty-odd more stations across their patch, Rose Road among them. Give it two or three years and it likely would be a call centre.

Until then, her team was on the uppermost of the three floors, and as she climbed the stairs, the rather-you-than-me tone of a ‘Ma’am’ from one of Webster’s DCs told her the news had begun to filter through the building. It could only be minutes until someone dropped a journalist ‘friend’ a text with Ben’s name, if it hadn’t already happened.

Malia had called ahead to get everyone together for a briefing, and the hum in the incident room was audible from the top of the stairs. As soon as Robin pushed through the door, Tark, aka DC Les Hargeaves, Half Man Half Chair, reached for his notebook, then, without standing, propelled himself backwards from his desk, through a neat ninety-degree turn and forwards into the area in front of the board, bagging his usual spot dead centre. That keystone in situ, other people started filling the space around him, rolling their chairs over or sitting on the desks behind.

DC Varan Patel was at the board, pinning a map of Moseley Bog next to the scene photos. He’d also printed off a head-and-shoulders photograph and Robin went to look at it.

The photographer had caught Ben looking directly into the lens, with the effect that he seemed to be looking out of the picture, seeking eye contact. His own eyes had been large and green-brown and, at least in this picture, faintly imploring. Here I am, he seemed to say, me and my imperfect teenage skin, no hiding, no artifice. Talk to me – confide in me.

Dry, his hair was lighter than it had looked in the wood, the sort of brown that would turn blond at the temples by the end of a summer, although it hadn’t been summer when the picture was taken. His skin had probably been better after a bit of sun, too, but, regardless, he’d been good-looking in a way that she guessed had made him popular with girls his age: full lower lip, arched eyebrows that suggested mischief but no real threat. The word ‘cute’ came to mind, Corey Haim in The Lost Boys grown a couple of years older.

Well, it was all gone now. The boy in the photograph was lost, his spirit and personality and everything he might have achieved reduced to a set of remains to be picked off the mud and taken away in a bag.

‘You found this online?’

Varan nodded. ‘On the Post’s website, guv. They did a big feature when StrengthInNumbers.com went live.’

Behind them, the team was quietening down, and when Robin turned, their twenty or so faces were sombre. Even DC Phil Howell, ever the graveside smirker, was wearing an appropriate expression. Possibly he’d just blown a few bob on a scratch card, though.

‘Right,’ she said, as the last drift of conversation died away, ‘let’s get started.’ She always thought better with a pen in her hand, so she reached for a marker from the shelf under the board. ‘As you’ve all heard, the body found at Moseley Bog this morning is Ben Renshaw,’ she began. ‘Aged eighteen as of three weeks ago.’

A faint murmur ran round the group at that and Tark bent his head, making a concertina of chins again his collar.

‘A lot of you will have recognised the name, but for those who didn’t, Renshaw was one of the key witnesses in the Alistair Heywood trial last year.’ She looked at PC Dave Hanratty, who’d transferred from West Yorks in September. ‘Heywood was at school with Ben. He raped another classmate of theirs, Molly Zajac, and Ben and his best friend, Theo Gillespie, gave the evidence that got him sent down.

‘For eight years’ said Malia.

‘Afterwards, the three of them – Ben, Theo and Molly – set up StrengthInNumbers.com, which you will have heard of, the site where people in sexual-assault cases share their stories.’

Looking round, she saw almost everyone nodding.

‘The rape wasn’t the only crime, though. Before Heywood’s trial, Ben and Theo Gillespie and their families were harassed and intimidated for months, more and more violently.’

‘Theo gave evidence in a wheelchair,’ Tark, sitting next to Dave, told him. ‘Hit-and-run – car mounted the pavement. He nearly lost a leg.’ He sniffed as if he were trying to suck his brain back up his nose, and ran a finger under his eyes. The longer she worked with him, the more Robin thought of him as the heart of Homicide. For a man who looked like a Staffordshire Bull Terrier, albeit one committed to a sedentary lifestyle, he was soft as white bread; he’d earned ‘Tark’ by sobbing over Tarka the Otter. ‘It definitely wasn’t an accident – the car had false plates.’

‘And no one was ever arrested for any of it, let alone charged.’ Phil Howell got in on the outrage. ‘Literally months of attacks.’

‘True,’ Robin said. ‘Which a lot of people locally were very angry about.’

‘Are very angry about,’ said Tark. ‘And can you blame them?’

She held up a hand. ‘So this is already a very fraught situation. People are going to think they know who his killer is – or at least their surname – and a lot of them are going to demand know why West Mids didn’t prosecute that person – or people – last year. Unfortunately, that includes Ben’s parents.’

Roger Renshaw hadn’t returned from the kitchen for several minutes. White-faced, he’d barely been able to speak until they’d stood up to leave. Then, voice low and shaking, he’d reached out and gripped Robin’s arm. ‘There’s blood on your hands, too – the police. If you’d done your job – even tried …’ His voice had run out.

‘However,’ Robin looked around, connecting with Phil and a couple of others she wanted to be sure were paying attention, ‘we have to keep an open mind. Ben’s killing could be completely unrelated to the earlier cases. Maybe this was a mugging gone wrong – someone attacked him for his wallet, then ditched it when they realised how hurt Ben was. Maybe Ben was fighting with someone or meeting someone in the woods, and either that person or someone entirely different attacked him. Maybe he was into something criminal. Until we know otherwise, everything’s on the table.’

Behind the group, the door opened: Samir. He caught her eye and nodded before taking a spot on a desk at the back.

Robin glanced at Emily Shepherd, the new admin, and lo and behold, there she went, surreptitiously checking him out from under her blunt-cut fringe. Every bloody time. He’s married, love, she wanted to say. Has no one told you? Bad luck.

‘At the same time,’ she continued, ‘it being Ben Renshaw who was found dead this morning does feel like more than a coincidence.’

‘Yeah,’ said four or five voices, and again, almost every head nodded.

‘And, given the history, our first priority has to be making sure Molly Zajac and Theo Gillespie are protected. If this is the reopening of hostilities, we can’t let there be any more victims. This is our watch now.’

‘Who are this family anyway, the Heywoods?’ asked Dave Hanratty. ‘Why would they get away with attacking these kids like that – or why would people think they could?’

‘Because they’re the local great and good.’ Tark looked ready to spit on the carpet. ‘Big-shot property developers, back and back for generations, loaded, super-connected.’

‘So great and good,’ said a female voice near the back, ‘that even when they spawn a rapist, they just slither away scot-free.’

‘Yeah, and it’s not every Tom, Dick and Harry who can go round breaking legs to keep their rapist offspring out of jail.’ Tark again.

‘Stop.’ Robin’s voice was louder than she’d intended, but no harm done: let them get the message. She held up both her hands now. ‘That’s enough. I don’t want to hear any of that again, understood? Yes, of course there should have been charges for what happened, and convictions. But the team who handled that case – they’re West Mids, too, our colleagues. Think about it: if we say they didn’t carry out a proper investigation’ – she looked at Tark, eyebrows up – ‘what are we implying? That they’re incompetent?’ She paused. ‘Or bent?’ He opened his mouth, but she shook her head. ‘No. I won’t hear that said by anyone on this team. Understood?’

Some muttering at the back, but more Yeahs, including from him.

‘All right. The witness-intimidation is not our case, Ben’s killing is, and if we’re going to get a conviction, we have to be rock-solid. However much pressure we come under, we are going to conduct ourselves unimpeachably, and a major part of that is coming at this the right way: without preconceived ideas. Not least because we know that if this was the Heywoods, and their defence gets the faintest whiff we were “out to get them”, their expensive QC will tear us apart. So, laser focus. New crime, brand-new set of leads to follow.’

She uncapped the pen and turned to the board.

‘What do we know so far – hard facts? Ben was eighteen, in his final A-level year at the Summerfield School in Rotton Park. He lived at home with both his parents and his younger sister, Amy, who’s fifteen.’ The pen squeaked as she wrote.

‘The Renshaws aren’t ready for detailed questioning yet, but we’re lucky: from what they could tell us, we’re already looking at a pretty narrow window for time of death because they last saw Ben at about 8.45 p.m. yesterday when he went out, they thought, to visit a friend or friends. That time is give or take fifteen minutes, though, because Emma, his mother, was on the phone and didn’t look at a clock.’

She’d sobbed as she’d told them. ‘I wasn’t paying attention – the last time I ever saw him.’

‘He was dead, or at least lying in the position where his body was found, before the rain started last night, which we think – though to be confirmed – was just before 10 p.m.’

‘His parents didn’t worry that he wasn’t home when they went to bed?’ asked Varan, looking up from his notebook.

‘No, because it wasn’t unusual. He went round to his friends’ a lot in the evenings, his mother said. The rest of the family are in bed by ten, but he was a night owl and they trusted him to be back by eleven, which was his curfew on a school night. He had his own key. They didn’t realise anything was going on until this morning. When he didn’t get up, his mum went to wake him, but his bed hadn’t been slept in. She knew something was wrong immediately, she said, because he’d never stayed out overnight before without letting them know. She rang him, kept ringing – straight to voicemail. They got Amy off to school without panicking her, then started calling round. None of his friends said they’d seen him last night and none of them knew where he was.’

Robin tapped the board near the scene photographs. ‘Obviously, one of the major questions is what he was doing at Moseley Bog last night. Why was he there? How did he get there? Was he meeting someone, and if so, whom? Did he go willingly, even, or did someone take him there?

‘Unfortunately, the rain destroyed any footprints at the scene. I’d thought it would help us – mud – but the area’s covered in leaves anyway, and even where it isn’t, the rain was so hard, it wiped everything out. Maybe we’ll get lucky with the wider search, where there’s more tree cover.’ She tapped the picture of Ben’s wallet. ‘The lab’s doing a rush job for us, but I don’t think we should get our hopes up. Even if the killer was panicked enough not to wipe it, it’s canvas, so not great for prints.’

‘No sign of his phone yet, guv?’ asked Varan.

She shook her head. ‘The CSIs have got their work cut out, though – the undergrowth’s very dense and the park’s twenty-nine acres. And that’s if it’s there at all.

‘First order of business, then: house-to-house round Moseley Bog and every bit of CCTV we can lay hands on, while it still exists.’ A lot of shops and small businesses only had a single tape or two, and with every hour that passed, the odds increased that vital evidence would be recorded over. ‘We need witness appeals on social, but we’re not going to mention his name outside this room until we have the formal ID. This is a tight ship: no leaks, no mistakes.

‘With luck, when we do name him, his profile will help – a lot of people will want justice for him, whoever his killer is. And that’s what we owe him – West Midlands as a whole and us now particularly, this team. So let’s get it for him.’


Chapter Four

Robin watched Samir negotiate the tide of people heading back to their desks, most of them only for long enough to grab phones and jackets. Years ago, in their late teens, they’d been together and, back then, her brother, Luke, had called Samir ‘The Shirt’, because he was so skinny, Luke claimed, his clothes billowed from the shoulders as if they were hanging on the line to dry. It wasn’t true; for all his lightness of movement, Samir had always had muscle, but there was no denying that now, in his late thirties, he was much more substantial, strong-armed, deep-chested. God knows, her brother could never dream of looking as good in a suit. His life rarely required one, though, especially these days.

When Samir reached her at the board, they looked at the scene photographs together. ‘You’re going to need more people,’ he said quietly, ‘but the only way I can do it is by taking them from Webster.’

Subtext: prepare to be unpopular.

This was the part of his job Robin envied him least, which was saying something. As Head of Force Homicide, he’d largely transcended detective work and morphed into a politician and marshal of their wildly inadequate resources. West Midlands’ manpower had been cut to the point where thousands of crimes that would normally merit proper prison time, such as burglaries, had just been written off for lack of anyone to investigate them, and even Homicide wasn’t spared. Samir’s work now reminded Robin of a recurring anxiety dream she’d had when Lennie was a baby, in which, mythological-punishment style, she was desperate for water but the pool from which she was trying to cup handfuls kept disappearing into the ground.

‘We need security for Molly and Theo, too.’

He grimaced. ‘I’ll try.’

Robin’s phone buzzed, Sara Kettleborough’s name on the screen yet again. She showed him.

‘Has she got his name?’

‘I’m not sure, I’m dodging her until his parents have done the ID. But at least if she has, she won’t run it without confirming with us.’ Unless his family confirmed it, but Sara wouldn’t doorstep them. She was an excellent reporter, almost always first with the big local stories, but she was respectful, too, you had to be in local news. National news was a different matter.

Samir nodded. ‘Have you spoken to the SIO on the witness-intimidation yet?’

‘No. I rang him from the car but got voicemail. I’ve left a message.’

The bustle behind them stilled abruptly and they turned at the same time to see Assistant Chief Constable Aidan Kilmartin standing in front of the double doors. Pulled up to his full five-feet seven, shoulders back, he was simultaneously scanning the room and displaying himself to maximum advantage, a pocket emperor on opening day at the Coliseum.

‘Were you expecting him?’ Robin asked under her breath.

‘Negative.’ Samir’s lips didn’t move.

Kilmartin located them at the board. ‘A word,’ he called. ‘Both of you. Your office, DCS Jafferi.’

‘Yes-sir,’ Robin muttered.

Almost inaudibly, Samir shushed her.

They followed him out of the incident room and down the corridor. Robin kept her eyes fixed on the floor, averted from his flat little bottom in his too-tight trousers. Once, cruelly, her brain had imagined it naked (no great feat – the trousers were pretty explicit), wrinkled and white as the moon; she’d been off food for a fortnight.

In the small anteroom, Rona, Samir’s PA, mouthed Robin a silent hello as they passed.

Once the door was closed, Kilmartin strode to his usual position in front of the window, which he liked for its framing effect. ‘Right, well,’ he said, stopping bang in the middle and extending his arms to grip the windowsill. ‘What an utter shit-show this is.’

‘The poor lad,’ said Samir.

No acknowledgement from Kilmartin. ‘You’re leading, DCI Lyons?’

‘Yes, sir.’ She prepared to fight her corner. ‘I know it’s a fraught—’

‘Good. I want you front and centre on this.’

Startled, she immediately began questioning his angle. In the eighteen months she’d been at West Mids, he’d made no secret of his misgivings about her. They were understandable, she had to admit: she’d first crossed his radar as a person of interest in a murder case, and she’d only returned to Birmingham at all because she’d got into hot water at the Met.

‘In this situation,’ he said, leaving Robin to supply the only, ‘you’re an asset. You have the summer case behind you, although, as you know,’ he frowned, ‘I wish you’d been more amenable about maximising that. Yes,’ he stopped her, ‘I heard why you didn’t want to do the TV, but big wins are extremely valuable for positive public perception, especially now.’

It was hardly a ‘big win’, she wanted to say, three people died. But while she hadn’t been willing to go full media show-pony, she saw his point about the eventual end of that case and some good publicity for a change.

‘This is an opportunity, too,’ Kilmartin said. ‘We can salvage a PR disaster here.’

She couldn’t resist a glance at Samir, who, with an infinitesimal widening of his eyes, warned her to keep her trap shut.

‘I want you round at the Renshaws’ ASAP, Lyons, as soon as we’re done, no delay. We need to look visible.’

‘I’ve already seen them, sir.’

‘Have you?’ His turn to be surprised. ‘Well, all right, good. Optics, optics, optics, here more than ever.’

Optics. Robin barely refrained from rolling her eyes. Had the man ever heard a bit of PR jargon he hadn’t immediately clutched to his bosom?

Kilmartin moved away from the window and paced with studied thoughtfulness, hands clasped behind his back.

‘I also want you to be the contact with the Heywood family.’

‘What?’ It was out of her mouth before she could stop it. ‘I mean, sir?’

‘As you’ll both know if you’ve had a chance to refresh yourselves on the history,’ he looked at Samir, ‘the Heywoods are very angry at their treatment by this Force.’

Samir’s eyebrows drew together in a deep vee. ‘Angry?’

‘They say they were focused on to an unfair degree.’

‘Their son raped someone,’ said Robin.

‘I’m talking about the witness-intimidation inquiry, DCI Lyons,’ he said as if she were an imbecile. ‘They felt targeted – in fact, Anne Heywood, Alistair’s mother, used the word “hounded”.’

‘But—’

‘Hounded. I don’t want to hear that again, is that clear?’ He paced for another moment, head bowed.

Robin and Samir looked at each other.

As if trying to catch them out, he spun around. ‘When’s your brother’s sentencing, Lyons?’

Robin was thrown completely off guard. But of course he knew – how could he not? If it hadn’t been common knowledge in Homicide anyway, Samir would have had to tell him.

‘Two weeks today,’ she said. ‘The twenty-sixth.’ The date loomed larger and larger every day, the first thing she thought of every morning now.

‘So get this wrapped up before then. The last thing we want is that being used against you – I don’t even want to think about the headlines. God, if we screw this up, the media will want our heads.’ He pivoted to Samir, eyes narrowed. ‘And I don’t expect to be embarrassed by hearing anything for the first time elsewhere, Chief Superintendent. Any developments come straight to me, is that understood?’

Robin waited for the sound of the outer door, then eyeballed Samir. ‘Two weeks? For a homicide – when the witness-intimidation has gone unsolved for a year?’

He shook his head. ‘I wish I could say he was joking.’

‘Why does he want me on this at all, Samir?’

‘Because you’re good.’

‘No, come on. So are plenty of other people.’

‘He told you himself, you’ve got the tailwind of the Gisborne Girl case and the other—’

‘I’ve also got a brother on remand for violent disorder with white supremacists.’ She’d had months to get used to it, but said aloud, it still shocked her to the core.

‘Your brother, Robin. He’s about to be sentenced,’ Samir said, ‘not you. And you’ve been totally frank about it.’

‘Frank about that,’ she said, voice barely a whisper. ‘You said yourself on the phone: if this is the Heywoods, they’re going to fight like hell, just like they did before, and if they come after me and find out about Lennie somehow, God forbid’ – she felt sick – ‘they won’t hesitate. I’ll lose her. I’ll lose everything.’


Chapter Five

Summerfield was a medium-sized private school, but, architecturally, it looked more like a red-brick Oxbridge college. Set back from the road behind glossy black railings and a lawn fringed with rhododendrons, the main building had a central portico whose white pillars reached as high as the second-storey windows. Atop the central gable, the school flag – Robin assumed that’s what it was – snapped in the wind as if the building were a ship leading the fleet. Rule Britannia.

She gave their names to the intercom and was asked to repeat them. At least two minutes passed before the gates slowly swung open. The driveway took them to the right of the building, where an actual fingerpost directed them to visitors’ parking in a small courtyard edged with holly bushes.

They walked back past beds planted with shrubs Robin couldn’t begin to name overlooked by tall sash windows. Hard not to compare it with Lennie’s school. There was no lawn there or rhododendrons, just an asphalt moat separating a huge, more than slightly shabby sixties construction from an otherwise residential street. No flag, either; shoes thrown over telephone wires was more the vibe. And yet Ofsted graded it ‘Good’, she reminded herself. It was also free, whereas the fees here were twenty-four thousand a year, they’d just looked it up. As Varan was reaching for the bell, Robin’s phone buzzed: Malia.

‘Someone’s leaked his name, guv,’ she said without preamble. ‘It’s on social media.’

Bugger. ‘Are you with Molly yet?’ Robin asked.

‘Five minutes away.’

‘Well, fingers crossed you get there first. We’re probably lucky we’ve had this long. We’ll do the formal release as soon as Ben’s parents do the ID.’

As Robin ended the call, a woman in a pencil skirt and pale twinset came barrelling down the hallway visible through the spotless glass. She undid a heavy deadlock, then opened one of the double doors.

After a careful look at their warrant card, she stood aside to let them in, then locked the door again behind them. ‘I’m Jane Booth, the school secretary. Please, follow me.’

Wooden boards lined the hallway, painted with names in gold: former headmasters and head boys, scholars. The largest boards, though, were just inside the double doors at the other end, the names arranged alphabetically, not by date like the others: Hastings, Haverton – three of those – Hepworth; two Shepherds, two Stirlings, a Stratford. She was reading the list of the school’s Second World War dead. On the board opposite, 1914–1918, the lists were even longer.

Historically, Summerfield had been boys-only, but around the time Robin herself had been the right age, it had started taking girls for the final two years. She hadn’t known any boys here, but a girl from her class had got a scholarship and left Camp Hill to come here. Now, as the mother of a teenage girl, it struck Robin as madness, for the final two years – the key, A-level years – to throw girls into a school full of hormone-drenched boys who’d been Lord of the Flies-ing it up there since kindergarten. Like tossing a piece of raw meat over the wall into a tiger enclosure. No, even if she won the lottery – and even without a recent rape case – she wouldn’t send Lennie here.

The woman led them across a panelled vestibule and up a broad wooden staircase overlooked by beady-eyed oil paintings, all men. Doors off a wide balcony led to classrooms, judging by the single adult voices they heard as they passed. The air held the odd sense of pent-up energy that Robin remembered from being alone in the corridors when she was at school.

Jane Booth stopped outside a door with a plaque that read Richard Atkinson MA (Cantab), Head of School, and knocked discreetly. At a muffled ‘Come’, she opened the door and flattened herself against it. ‘Detective Chief Inspector Robin Lyons and Detective Constable Varan Patel, Headmaster.’

‘Thank you, Jane.’

Atkinson stood and came around his desk to shake their hands. He was in his early fifties with silver hair cut close to his head and pale blue eyes, the skin around which looked tight, as if he spent his weekends up crags in Snowdonia and was always slightly wind-burned. He was lean, in a worked-on sort of way, the kind of man, Robin thought, who would tell you his splits on the rowing machine and the grams of carbohydrate in any given protein bar at the faintest provocation. The hand he gave them was smooth, his crisp suit more businessman than academic.

Bar the computer and Atkinson himself, the room might have looked the same in 1945 – Robin could imagine the behemoth of a desk being used to plan the Normandy landings. The wall behind it was fitted with shelves, the top three full of leather-bound books that had likely been up there for decades even then. Table lamps cast circles of light onto a Turkish rug in faded blues and greens, and the air smelled faintly of coffee.

‘Please.’ He indicated the armchairs in front of his desk and withdrew behind it. ‘How can we help, Chief Inspector?’ He was playing it cool, demeanour unruffled, but his eyes were following them keenly.

‘I’m afraid we’ve got some bad news, sir,’ she said. ‘As you may have heard, a body was discovered at Moseley Bog this morning.’

He pulled back, alarmed. ‘A body? No, I hadn’t.’

‘We’ve just had the formal confirmation and I’m sorry to say, it’s one of your students. Ben Renshaw.’

‘Oh!’ He put a hand to his mouth, then closed his eyes tightly and bent his head. ‘Oh, no.’ He took a deep breath in and let it out. After several seconds, he looked up, face grave. ‘I’m so sorry to hear that – incredibly sorry. Can I ask … how?’

Robin told him and he shook his head in either disbelief or denial.

‘Did you know him, sir? Personally, I mean.’

Atkinson nodded. ‘Yes, much better than I can know the vast majority of our pupils on an individual level. He was one of our stars. He and Theo Gillespie both – we were, and are, very, very proud of them. Molly, too, of course, though she’s not at Summerfield any more. This – it’s a huge loss for the school.’

‘Was that why you knew him better than most of your students, what happened before?’ Robin asked.

‘Yes. I talked to them numerous times, him and Theo.’

‘It must have been a very difficult situation for the school.’

With a clink, he lifted the stopper from a cut-glass inkpot and turned it between his fingers, staring into it as if it were a crystal ball. ‘The kind you hope you’ll never have to deal with. That never happens, I mean, of course.’

She glanced at the wall clock. ‘We’d like to speak to Theo Gillespie please. As soon as possible. The news is online, we’ve just heard, and we’d rather him not find out like that. With phones …’

He nodded, picked up the handset in front of him and hit a single button. ‘Jane, could you ask Mr Dugmore to bring Theo Gillespie to my office, please? Straight away. My God,’ he said, hanging up, ‘are you worried that he’s in danger, too?’

‘Honestly, it’s very early and we don’t know. Had either of them spoken to you recently about anything worrying them?’

He shook his head. ‘That wasn’t the sort of relationship we had.’

‘I meant if they’d had concerns about their safety, perhaps they came to you about security. We noticed you keep the front door locked.’

‘That’s standard procedure.’

‘And the front gates.’

‘Again, standard. We have young children on the premises, four- and five-year-olds.’

‘Had Ben been involved in any trouble recently? Had he had any issues here – any disputes?’

‘Not that I’d heard, and frankly, I’d have been extremely surprised. He was very popular, especially after what happened. He was kind, full of energy, generous with his time, and he and Theo put a tremendous amount of work into StrengthInNumbers – articles, interviews, school visits. They gave one of their presentations about it in a special assembly, it was impressive.’

‘What impact did the rape have here?’

Despite himself, he flinched at the word, Robin noticed. ‘In what way?’ he said.

‘Any that seems significant. An incident like that, the rape of one student by another—’

As if to stop her saying it, he cut in, ‘I think it was what you’d expect: disbelief at first, dismay across the board. Summerfield is a close community, however, we pull together, so it was obvious to everyone that it was an isolated incident. Besides, it had nothing to do with the school. It happened at a boy’s private home, at a weekend, at the very end of the school year when the Upper Sixth, Heywood’s year, had finished their exams and weren’t required ever to set foot on school property again.’

‘But wasn’t everyone at the party a student here?’ said Varan.

Atkinson eyed him. ‘Not everyone.’

‘And was it an isolated incident?’ Robin asked.

He turned his focus to her. ‘There was only one assault, Chief Inspector.’

Assault. ‘Of course,’ she mollified, ‘but in terms of the culture generally, especially with girls joining just for their final two years – if we asked them, would they say it was easy to be a student here?’

‘Yes. I can assure you that our culture is one of equality and respect. Look, Alistair Heywood was found guilty and he’s serving his sentence. End of story – the incident rests there. Alone.’ His voice had risen and as if aware he’d sounded defensive, he modified it to add, ‘We’ll do everything we can to help, but there’s no reason to think this has anything to do with the school.’

Footsteps on the balcony outside and a low male voice, then a female one – Jane Booth. A knock and then the door was opened by a man in his early forties in a blue-and-black checked shirt and black jeans. His hair was combed neatly from a side parting, his beard short and well-kempt, but his expression was stricken. His eyes flicked over them, then locked on Atkinson.

‘Headmaster,’ he said quietly, ‘could I have a word?’

‘Come in, Grant. These are detectives Chief Inspector Lyons and Constable Patel.’

‘Grant Dugmore,’ the man said, turning to them. Louder, his voice was deep. ‘Head of Sixth Form. You’re here about Ben.’ It wasn’t a question.

‘You know?’

‘I’ve just heard. At Moseley Bog …’

‘How did you hear?’

‘From Theo, just a moment ago. He checked his phone as we came down. Someone had tagged him on Twitter!’

‘Oh, for the love of God.’ Atkinson sat back in his chair, palms pressed together. ‘Where is he now?’

‘Next door with Jane.’

‘How is he?’

Dugmore made an exasperated gesture, How do you think? Then, as if remembering whom he was talking to, ‘As you’d expect, headmaster.’

‘Bring him in, please.’

Dugmore looked as if he were about to protest, then thought better of it and left the room. It was a couple of minutes, however, before he ushered Theo in.

Robin’s first impression was small bear. He was medium-sized, five ten or eleven, but solidly built, with a broad face topped with a shaggy load of very straight blond hair. He hadn’t been wearing glasses in the picture she’d seen on Varan’s screen back at the station, the Post’s feature about StrengthInNumbers.com, but today he had on heavy black frames that would have looked cool if the face behind them hadn’t been utterly aghast, the skin pale as a church candle
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