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Part One


Prologue

She’s more alive now than she’s been for weeks, which would be funny if she wasn’t drowning. If she can just keep moving her legs, then it’s possible to think she might make it, but her grasp on the present is slipping, just as her body is starting to lose the fight against the dark and frigid depths.

Soon after she first hit the water, her skin began to tingle with heat, which she guessed was her body trying to save her. She thought in that moment of how, when she was little, her father used to lift her up and drop her into the ocean, re­membered how she’d screamed with delighted fear, and was briefly convinced that she’d see her family again. But the warmth has fled now, and the hope, and she can’t keep her face above the water. She thrashes, she panics. She can’t breathe. She must breathe. She wants her mother, wants her sister, but knows they won’t want her, not now. She knows too that if someone doesn’t come soon, she’ll be sucked down into the blackness – a fitting end given what her life has become. The water is in her mouth, gagging her. She thrashes, she coughs, she claws for the surface, for air. Until this moment, she hasn’t realised quite how much she wants to live.

The water is winning, and her chest is burning, searing, despite the cold. Soon her lungs will give out, she’ll be forced to inhale, and then she’ll be breathing water. Her life doesn’t flash before her eyes as she imagined it would, but rather it projects into the future. She imagines the police telling her family, her sister’s face as she hears the news. She thinks of all the other things they’ll discover, and the weight of water is unbearable. She must breathe, she can’t breathe. Her chest is a ball of fire. Surely she deserves another chance: a new life, a different one. She’ll make better choices this time, recognise what people are, see the darkness beneath the surface rather than the light that it reflects. Her lungs are screaming. Her mind is screaming.

She breathes in.


Chapter One

ALEX

‘Alice!’ the barista yelled, banging the coffee cup down on the counter. It was the kind of customer service only London could provide.

Alex raised her sunglasses and squinted at the paper cup – the name ALICE scrawled across it in thick black pen. Who the fuck is Alice? But no, OK, fine. She would be Alice today. It was close enough; maybe better. Better than being the Alex who’d drunk unknown amounts of white wine at a chambers party the previous night and now had to navigate a full day of distressed clients, criminals and, worse, other lawyers.

She picked up the coffee, added a sugar, lowered her shades and left the café, joining the stream of suited, caffeinated humanity flowing up Clerkenwell Road towards the offices where people would settle around wood-veneer tables and before the blue glow of computer screens and try to make themselves feel that their lives had a purpose. All she needed to do was get into the office unremarked, make it through her 10 a.m. call, then perhaps have a little lie-down under her desk.

Alex failed on step one, of course, because nobody ever got anything past Marcia: receptionist, gatekeeper, security guard. The woman raised her eyebrows as Alex walked through the battered office door and attempted a vibrant smile.

‘Late night, was it, Alex?’

‘Just feeling a touch under the weather, Marce.’

‘You and most of the paralegals. Already had one call in sick.’ She accentuated the word, baring her teeth, then shook her head at Alex. You’re too old for this, her expression said, and didn’t Alex know it.

‘But Lucy’s here?’

‘Oh, yes. Been in since nine. She always is.’ Another pointed look.

‘Right, well, I’ve got a lot to get done this morning, so would you mind putting any calls through to her? Thanks, Marce.’

Alex hurried on before Marcia could object, managing to make it down the damp-stained corridor and into her dingy office without any further assault. She kicked off her shoes, gulped some of the coffee and leant back in her swivel chair. Maybe if she remained completely still, the pain would go away. She closed her eyes. Tried not to think of the many items on her to-do list, the many emails lurking in her inbox, the many clients awaiting her call.

She was still sitting in exactly the same position five minutes later when her office phone began to ring. For a few moments, she studied it, willing it to stop. When, after five rings, it did not, she picked it up.

‘Marcia, I said to put calls through to Lucy.’

‘Not this one, Alex. This is a judge.’

‘What?’ She sat bolt upright.

‘Mr Justice Wilson. Calling from Central London County Court. Said he wanted to speak to you immediately.’

Fuck, she mouthed. Why would a judge be calling her? What had she forgotten? The familiar feeling of dread, of having missed something monumental, of having done something complaint-worthy, negligence claim-inducing, career-ending – a feeling familiar to all lawyers – flooded her, despite the fact she was normally careful, analytical, astute. Alex removed her dark glasses, felt suddenly that she would vomit, grabbed her bin, but the retching passed and she exhaled. ‘Right. You’d better put him through, then.’

The click of the line. ‘Good morning, My Lord.’ My Lord? She squeezed her eyes shut. That wasn’t what you called a circuit judge, was it? Shit.

‘Yes, good morning, Miss Moreno. I was expecting you here this morning.’

Alex’s eyes widened and she stared about the room – at the pen-smeared whiteboard, the dented filing cabinets, the dying plant – hoping that one of them would enlighten her. ‘On which case, Your Honour? I fear some communication—’

‘Your client, Ms Bartley. Mr Bartley made an urgent application.’

Ah, Mr Bastardby. Financier and manipulative narcissist. A man who’d abused his wife for years and was now trying to silence her in the courts. ‘Well, he didn’t serve it on us, I’m afraid.’

‘There is a fax receipt.’

Fucking faxes. Law remained the only profession on earth that still used fax machines. Alex rubbed her eyes. ‘Well, I’m terribly sorry, sir, but no fax was given to me. If you could just explain the nature of the application?’

‘He’s applied to have your client’s case struck out. His barrister is here now, so you had better get your instructed counsel here. I can delay by an hour, but no more. I’ll be in my chambers. I can expect you?’

Alex’s mouth was open, but she was unable to produce any sound from it. She was thinking of their so-called instructed counsel, namely Mike from King’s Bench Walk, who she’d last glimpsed on Instagram. Or at least she’d seen his knees, bronzing by a pool in Italy.

A young woman had appeared in her doorway: light-brown hair tied back, no make-up, gorgeous. Lucy. She held up two sheets of paper. The dreaded fax.

‘Miss Moreno?’ came the judge’s voice.

‘Yes. I believe our counsel is abroad, but I will be there, Your Honour. As soon as possible. You will appreciate that this is a complex case that follows years of failures by the criminal justice system. Strike out at this early stage would be entirely inappropriate and would deprive my client of a remedy for the many years of suffering she endured.’

‘That is for you to put to me when you finally arrive,’ came the judge’s voice.

Alex put down the receiver, took the papers from Lucy and skimmed through them. ‘Shit. Shit it. How did this not make its way to us yesterday?’

Lucy shrugged. ‘No idea. It just arrived in my in tray, but the hearing—’

‘Yes, the hearing is now, and I don’t even have a shitting jacket. Do you?’

‘No, it’s dress-down Friday. No one wears a jacket on Friday, do they?’

‘Go and find out for me, would you? Someone must have one. I’ve got to read through this and work out what the scumbag’s up to now.’

Alex rooted through the cupboard for the paper file and cursed herself for not filing everything earlier in the week, but then she hadn’t had time. She’d skim the recent documents, then ring her client on her way to court to tell her of her ex’s newest ruse to continue his lifelong strategy of escaping culpability for his actions.

‘Got a minute, Alex?’ It was Ari, her colleague from the crime team, leaning through the doorway.

‘No, Ari. Not even one.’ She continued trying to sort the papers, cursing the system that allowed men like Bastardby – white, monied, connected, assured – to win again and again, not just in the courts, but in life. Well, she wouldn’t let him win this one.

‘This could be juicy, Alex.’

‘Whatever it is, I’m not doing it, OK, Ari?’ She’d known him for years: a smart criminal solicitor specialising in fraud, cybercrime and in getting people to do what he wanted.

‘Listen. It’s interesting. Dead Moldovan girl taken out of the Thames, near Tower Bridge.’

Alex was hole-punching the documents and shoving them into the file. ‘I’m not taking on another inquest, Ari. I can’t.’ Not financially, not psychologically. A substantial part of Alex’s caseload was inquest work; mostly deaths in prison or police custody, deaths following lack of mental health help. A cornu­copia of misery and injustice, and almost none of it properly paid.

‘Hear me out. The Home Office post-mortem found there were drugs in her system, but her sister, Rosa, she says Natalia never took drugs.’

‘Ari, that’s what the families always say.’ It’s what she herself had said many years ago.

‘I know, I know. But it’s dodgy, I reckon. It’s a simple one-day inquest. And I owe Rosa a favour.’

Alex was skimming a document on the Bastardby file. ‘Here we go. Why?’

‘She was a character witness on a fraud case I dealt with a while back. Sidorov. Remember that? Big case.’

‘That doesn’t mean I have to act for her.’

‘No, but I said you’d at least speak to her.’

Alex looked up from the papers. ‘Oh, did you now?’

‘That’s all I’m asking. A chat.’

‘For free.’

‘For free. I promise you: it’s interesting. Might be something in it. A nice, lucrative police claim, or something.’

Alex felt a vague feeling of nausea rise through her. ‘Ari, I really have to go.’

‘So, you’ll speak to her?’

Alex sighed. ‘Fine! Very briefly.’

‘You’re amazing. I’ll send you the documents. Most of them are in Romanian.’

‘Great. Helpful.’

‘You’re a superstar, Alex.’ Ari was walking from the room.

‘I’m not doing the whole thing for free, Ari, you know that, yes?’ she shouted after him. ‘Paul will kill me. You will be doing my inquest!’ Paul was the mafia boss-like managing partner: the money man, the enforcer, the one who tried to keep it all together as many other firms fell apart.

‘Love you!’ Ari closed her door.

Lucy reappeared a minute later, while Alex was crawling under the desk trying to disconnect the laptop charger, bringing with her Daisy, the tallest and thinnest of the paralegals, a beanpole of a human being. Alex banged her head, stood up, stared at her, then at Lucy. ‘Yes?’

‘You wanted a jacket.’ A pause. ‘Daisy has a jacket.’

Alex’s gaze returned to the tall paralegal, to her long, beige-clad limbs.

‘Yes, so she does.’ She would be needing another coffee.


Chapter Two

ALEX

End of the day and south of the river. Alex collapsed on her sofa, still clutching her keys and the bag of shopping she’d bought on her way home.

Megan emerged from the bathroom, a towel wrapped round her hair. ‘Mum, you look like shit.’

‘Hello, darling daughter. Great to see you too.’ Megan was right – she wasn’t looking her best. Her dark hair needed ­cutting, her wardrobe needed an update, and she could do with a few years’ sleep.

‘Is that tea?’ Megan nodded at the plastic bag.

‘No, it’s a collection of body parts.’

‘Good, ’cos I’m not eating here. I’m going out.’

‘Out where?’

‘Out with Dad. He said we’d get Thai.’

Alex took off her shoes and rubbed her forehead. Dad. Jason. Who no longer lived with them. Six months and the sting still stung.

‘Fine. I might just have toast, to be honest.’

‘You can’t just eat toast,’ Megan said. ‘Not at your age.’

Alex looked at her daughter wearily.

‘Vitamins. Minerals. You’ve gotta look after yourself.’ Megan wandered back into the bathroom and there came the sound of running water.

As soon as Alex entered the kitchen, the cat padded up to her and gave a long, piercing miaow.

‘I know, Steven. I know. But you’ll be pleased to hear that I won my application today, despite wearing a rolled-up jacket that made me look like the Michelin Man. Did Megan feed you?’

No, the cat miaowed.

‘Are you telling me the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth?’

The cat miaowed louder.

‘All right, all right.’ She scraped a tin of food into his bowl, the smell of the stuff reminding her stomach that she was still processing last night’s wine. She thought of the Moldovan girl who’d been found in the Thames. She’d gone over the emails Ari had sent and seen that her blood alcohol level had been 0.12 per cent. High, but not high enough to render her unconscious. Had she just slipped and fallen, befuddled with drink? That was what the police seemed to have assumed.

‘I’ve already fed Steven.’ Megan’s voice from behind her. ‘He’ll get fat.’

‘Well, Steven, like most males, is a liar.’

‘Mum! They’re not all bad.’ Megan was now in tracksuit bottoms and a T-shirt with the words DON’T YOU DARE emblazoned across it. This apparently was what fifteen-year-olds wore.

‘What time is Jason coming?’

‘Ten minutes ago?’ Megan surveyed her mother’s face. ‘Mum, maybe you should get Botox.’

‘Thanks.’

‘No, really. It’s not necessarily too late.’

‘Right.’

The sound of the key in the lock. Why could the man not bloody knock?

‘Hello! Anyone home?’

Not your home anymore, darling. You saw to that. Alex nodded to her daughter. ‘Go on, then.’ She watched as Megan left the kitchen. Could she just hide in here? she wondered. Pretend, perhaps, that she was dead?

‘Hi, Dad!’

‘Hi, sweetie. Sorry I’m late. Big job. Your mum still at work, is she?’

A pause from the other room. OK, come on, Alex. Important to be amicable. Even more important to show she was doing just fine without him. She ran her hands through her hair, dragged herself into the living room, and arranged her face into a smile. ‘Hi, Jason. How’s things?’

‘Oh, you know, not bad. You?’

‘Great.’ Never better. Top of the world. That’s why I look like I’ve been run over. ‘What’s the big job, then?’

‘Employer reckons several of his men have had their fingers in the till. Wants me to investigate. Could be worth a few bob.’

‘Nice.’

He shrugged. ‘Yeah. It’s not a diamond heist, is it, but it’s better than sitting in a car all day watching for someone to commit a marital infidelity, right?’ Only too late did Jason realise what he’d said and then he squeezed his eyes shut in a grimace. ‘Sorry.’

A pang of pain, but Alex shrugged. ‘It happens, apparently.’

‘Yep. I heard. And apparently people then regret it.’

‘Well, this has been lovely, but we’d better go.’ Megan had her bag strung over her shoulder and was wearing a hoodie mainly obscuring the DON’T YOU DARE T-shirt. She kissed Alex on the cheek. ‘See you later, Mum.’

‘Bye, darling girl. Have fun.’

‘Bye, Alex.’ Jason scratched his head. ‘Sorry about, you know, everything.’

She gave a tight smile, shut the door on them and felt her shoulders sag. Wandering back into the kitchen, she saw that the cat had jumped onto the table and started nosing at the Sainsbury’s bag. ‘Well, it’s just you and me again, Steve. What do you want to do? Movie? Glass of wine?’

The cat regarded Alex with, she thought, a look of dis­appointment, as she uncorked a bottle of red wine and poured herself a glass. ‘Don’t stare at me like that, Steven. It’s been a hard day, and I’m only having one. Hair of the dog.’ He blinked. ‘Sorry, poor choice of words.’ Alex turned on the radio and sliced herself some bread, listening to the Chancellor talking about cutting red tape to secure more international investment, insisting rich people made for a rich country. ‘After all,’ he opined, ‘doesn’t a rising tide lift all boats?’

‘Drowns those who can’t keep up with it, more like.’ Alex switched off the radio. Having spent a good part of the afternoon trying and failing to get housing support for a destitute client, she had limited enthusiasm for claims of trickle-down. The wealth certainly wasn’t trickling anywhere near the people she saw day in, day out. From what she could work out, it was mainly flowing offshore.

She opened her laptop, and clicked on an email from Ari, headed ‘Further documents re. Moldovan case’. After a moment, the download opened on her screen. The top document was Natalia’s passport, showing a pretty, dark-haired girl with large brown eyes. ‘Natalia Xenia Morar.’ Alex felt a wave of sadness. She was so young. Eighteen, Ari had said, but she looked younger than that. She checked the date the passport had been issued. The year before, when the girl had been seventeen. But she looked fifteen at most in that photo, no make-up, hair scraped back. What had happened to her when she reached London? Inevitably, Alex thought of another young woman who’d travelled to a new country, only to vanish, as though into the ether. Her sister, Elisa. Still missing, twelve years later.

Alex scrolled down, past various documents entirely in Romanian to, at the very bottom, a scan of a postcard. On one side, a picture of Buckingham Palace; on the other, a short note, again in Romanian, save for the last sentence: ‘I wish you were here.’

Without an exclamation mark, the sentence seemed sad and plaintive. A cry for help, or just a girl who missed her big sister? Difficult to say.

Alex closed the document and rubbed her eyes, trying to push away that feeling of grief and guilt and fear that came with every memory of her own sister; that made her strive to help others because she hadn’t helped her. Because she’d driven her own sister away. She wouldn’t think about Elisa. Not now. You couldn’t shut down memories entirely, but you could, Alex had found, file them in a drawer at the back of your mind and hope that they went astray. She’d run herself a nice hot bath and wash the day away.


Chapter Three

KAT

Life takes you by surprise. That’s what Kat’s dad used to tell her, or at least he did until he was hit by a car when she was nearly fourteen years old, neatly proving his point. He’d been right, though. Certainly, she’d never imagined that she would be sitting in a sleek metallic Jaguar, briefing the Home Secretary as a police officer drove them to an exclusive private view. Because, yes, despite everything, she, Kathryn Ishida – Kit-Kat – was now officially a Special Adviser to the Home Secretary himself. They were driving along the Chelsea Embankment, the office lights jewelling the Thames. Kat used a compact mirror to apply her lipstick, while Richard combed his hair. Richard Carmichael, appointed Secretary of State for the Home Department only three weeks before at the age of forty-eight. A man at the top of his game, or near it, for some already predicted he would rise still further. A man who, from all the possible candidates, had chosen Kat to bring into his circle. And if she’d kept things back, that was only right. She’d worked so much harder than everyone else, and she wanted so desperately to succeed. If she didn’t, then what did she have?

Richard replaced the silver comb in his jacket pocket and smiled. ‘We’ll do, I think, Kat, though the other attendees will be dripping in pearls.’ He turned to the papers in his ministerial red box. ‘Talk me through the urgent stuff, would you?’

‘I’m afraid there’s rather a lot.’

‘Isn’t there always?’

And yes, it seemed there was. The Home Office was crisis central. There was always some problem exploding, some drama hitting the headlines. It was what made the job so exciting. Kat gave Richard the evening briefing, highlighting the key documents for the Home Secretary to sign off on that night: draft legislation proposals, a briefing from the PM. It wouldn’t normally all fall to her: she covered media and comms, while her co-spad, Charly, was the Home Secretary’s policy adviser and general sparring partner. Charly, however, had somehow escaped to the beer-scented gloom of the Barley Mow to catch up on political gossip. Kat didn’t mind. Truth be told, she was pleased to be alone with Richard, to have a chance to impress him, to learn from him. She sometimes felt Charly hogged his attention, that they had an easy camaraderie, from which she – wrong gender, wrong ethnicity, wrong class – was excluded. And she enjoyed Richard’s company, she had from the first. Her interview, at which she’d arrived almost sick with nerves, had turned out to be a coffee and a chat, with far more laughter than most of the internet dates she’d endured with men claiming to ‘not take life too seriously’.

‘I’ve heard a lot about you,’ Richard had said. ‘I’ve read the references, some of your work. I know you’re smart, ambitious and with an enquiring mind. I just needed to check we’d get on, and I think we will, won’t we, Kat?’

‘Yes,’ she’d said. ‘We will.’

The Jag passed Albert Bridge, as elegant and sparkling as the nearby residents, and progressed through Belgravia, where immaculate shop windows cast squares of light onto the pavements: expensive antiques and designer boutiques. Kat hurried through the remaining documents, passing them to Richard to sign. ‘There’s also the prisons tender,’ she said. ‘Charly told me your preference was Omnius. Do you want us to discuss it informally with MOJ?’

Richard handed her the pen. ‘Actually, I’ll talk to George about that myself, I think.’ George: Justice Secretary and Richard’s friend from Bar school. Kat had last seen George with his journalist wife in the Prime Minister’s kitchen, eating Bran Flakes. Her life had grown surreal.

They were now entering Mayfair, where old money and oil funds mixed to produce the most visible wealth in London: hotels like fairy tales, houses like fortresses, warehouses for international wealth. The car drew up to a large white townhouse in Berkeley Square, one of the many private galleries in the area. An array of shining cars waited outside. At a Rolls-Royce, a uniformed chauffeur was using a tiny brush to ensure the wheels were polished clean. As they approached the house, Kat could hear the buzz of laughter and conversation from within. A suited member of staff took their coats while the police officers lurked behind, then ushered them through to the vast main gallery, where people swathed in expensive fabrics (merino wools, wild silks, fawn leather) stood about in groups, talking, and elegant couples pointed at the paintings hung on the walls. The air smelt of subtle perfumes and money. Richard had said it was a charity event to raise money for a youth justice organisation. Though he’d told her it was likely to be full of the designer-labelled, ready to splurge on art, Kat in fact sensed that she was in the presence of a different category of person altogether. Most of the guests had the understated look of the truly, astoundingly wealthy – the ones who had no need to flash their Gucci handbags, but kept their luxurious lives hidden. Sprinkled among them were the requisite celebrities: an American actress, a much-televised historian, a sportsman, who she couldn’t for the life of her name.

A glass of champagne was set in Kat’s hand and a woman in a green silk dress led them across the vast white floor to where a tall man with silver hair was holding court, gesticulating as he spoke to an entranced circle of people. This, Kat decided, must be Max Peterson, the host and the founder of the charity. He was handsome, she supposed, but in an overblown, bull-like sort of way: a man with his personal trainer on speed dial. It was hard to put an age to him.

‘Rich!’ he said, as they approached, walking forward to greet her boss, putting his hands on his shoulders. ‘The politician of the moment is here.’

‘Good to see you, Max,’ Richard said. They were shaking hands, two lions of their domains, and, within seconds, the cameras were flashing.

Richard turned his attention to a woman with bobbed brown hair and a floral dress that would no doubt have been marketed as ‘ditzy’. ‘Martha, you’re looking well.’

‘Rich, how fabulous to see you.’ Kisses on the cheek. The woman must be Max’s wife, Kat deduced. Her voice was marinated in money. But she was not the beautiful, gazelle-like woman Kat would have expected a man like Max to have chosen. She had a round, comforting sort of face, like a favourite teacher or a friendly aunt. Behind her loitered a pretty girl, who Kat assumed was their daughter.

‘Max, Martha,’ Richard announced, ‘this is one of my brilliant advisers, Kat. Helps to keep me sane.’

‘Do you now?’ The woman smiled at Kat. ‘I’m glad someone is. It must be dreadfully stressful working at the Home Office.’

‘Exciting is the word I’d use.’ Kat smiled. ‘All very new, of course.’

‘Well, for both of you! We were so delighted when Rich was appointed. Definitely the man for the job. He’s been so extremely helpful with Impact, our charity. Really understands youth justice issues in a way many politicians don’t.’

‘He certainly knows his stuff.’ But Richard had, Kat knew, been given the post of Home Secretary because of his hard-line stance on crime, and his tough rhetoric. He might well understand the importance of acting before young people’s lives were destroyed (something she understood herself), but that wouldn’t mean he’d adopt policies that would annoy their right-wing voters.

‘Where are you from?’ Martha asked Kat, surveying her. It was the question people always asked Kat, though, of course, they meant: ‘Where are you really from? Why do you not look like us?’

‘From London,’ Kat said. ‘But my mother is Japanese, if that’s what you mean.’

‘Ah, that explains that marvellous bone structure. Lucky you. Max, isn’t she beautiful?’

Max, who’d been talking to Richard, glanced at Kat. ‘Of course she is. I’d expect nothing less. This is a woman Rich selected.’

‘Max, darling, you’re positively a dinosaur! He chose her because of her intelligence!’

‘Thank you, Martha,’ Richard said, smiling. ‘You’re quite right, of course. Kat here is really quite exceptional. Speaks four languages. Knows about everything, including art.’

‘Oh no, not really,’ Kat protested, but it was too late.

‘Does she? Well, I’d love to know your views,’ Max said. ‘Let me show you both what we have going on here.’ He led them about the gallery, pointing to various paintings and photographs with sweeping gestures, talking about the artists that he’d found on his international travels, how he’d encouraged and nurtured them individually. ‘We find the best and we bring them here.’

Kat nodded, smiled and made polite comments, but, to her, most of the artwork seemed brash, and in some cases plain awful. The painting at which Max was currently pointing was, she was fairly sure, an artistic rendering of a vulva, though it might have been a quince tart.

‘It’s quite something,’ Richard agreed, raising his eyebrow at her when Max’s back was turned. Kat struggled not to spit out her drink.

‘Did you study art?’ It was Martha, by her side.

‘No, no. I just have an amateur interest. I worked briefly in a gallery. I’m really no expert.’

‘Oh, neither am I, dear. Neither am I. It’s Max who loves this stuff. Of course, art is seen as a very good investment these days, so it’s a great way of raising money for the charity.’

‘Yes, I see.’ And she did. Art was the only market that was unregulated. An easy way to move money around. It made Kat feel vaguely uneasy.

‘Amy, dear, do you want some more juice?’ Martha was talking to the girl Kat had taken for their daughter. She was fifteen or sixteen, perhaps, fair hair, large, liquid eyes. She looked bored out of her skull.

The girl shook her head. ‘No, thanks. I’m fine.’

‘Kat, this is my niece, Amy. She’s been helping us with organising some of the fundraising events, haven’t you, my love? So much to do.’

‘Hello, Amy.’ Kat smiled at her. Poor girl, she thought, dragged around to see her uncle’s collection of artistic vaginas. Her dress, though, Kat would guess, had cost considerably more than Kat’s entire wardrobe. ‘Are you studying at the moment?’

‘Yeah, I’m supposed to be.’ The girl’s tone was flat. ‘Are you a politician?’

‘No, I’m an adviser to the Home Secretary. So not really political. Not really a civil servant either. Somewhere sort of in between.’

The girl gave a slight nod. ‘But you work in the government?’ Her accent was different to her aunt and uncle’s: less public school, more Estuary.

‘Yes. Are you thinking about studying politics?’

Amy shrugged. ‘I’m just interested in how it all works. In, you know, power.’

‘Well, it’s definitely worth looking at.’ Kat was about to launch into her career talk for wannabe civil servants and advisers, when Martha put her hand on Amy’s arm. ‘Sweetie, I’m afraid we need you. We have some guests leaving. Can you sort out their goody bags?’

The girl shrugged again in apology to Kat and followed her aunt towards the entrance hall.

For a moment, Kat was left on her own. She looked about the large white room and its perfect occupants, at the vast, glittering chandeliers. What on earth was she doing there, she wondered, in the midst of all this wealth and glamour? It wasn’t her world. Far from it. She was a girl from a comp in Finchley.

Richard found Kat while she was staring at one of the sculptures. He must have read her expression. ‘I know, I know, but Max is a man we need to keep onside.’

Kat turned to him. ‘A man with a lot of money, you mean?’

‘Well, it’s certainly not a lot of taste, is it?’ He looked archly at the sculpture – a naked woman entwined with a snake – and Kat struggled not to laugh out loud. ‘But listen, his charity is doing valuable work and he’s managing to get his super-rich pals to plough a load of money into helping disadvantaged youths, so let’s let them buy terrible art, shall we?’

‘Who do they help, exactly?’

‘Mainly young men and women who’ve become embroiled in the criminal justice system at far too tender an age. They help keep them out of it.’

‘So they’re saving you money on prison spaces, you mean?’

‘Saving lives, Kat.’ He gave her a knowing look. ‘Now, I have someone I need to introduce you to. This way.’

He led her towards a group of people and put his hand on the arm of a jowly man in a pinstriped suit. ‘David, sorry to interrupt, but I wanted to introduce you to Kat, the adviser I was telling you about.’

The man smiled, offered his hand. ‘Pleased to meet you, Kat.’

‘This is David Webb, our ambassador to Japan. He’s helping us put together a delegation to Tokyo to speak to the government officials dealing with crime and policing out there.’

Kat felt her face freeze, but heard herself say, ‘How fascinating.’

‘Given you speak Japanese and know the issues, we thought you’d be an essential member of the team. And you worked in Tokyo, didn’t you?’

For an instant, Kat saw the mirrored room, the lights, the sculptures. ‘Oh, that was years ago.’ Her voice seemed very small.

‘Nevertheless, you’ll be a considerable asset to them, and I should think it will be quite jolly.’

Kat felt her mouth stretch into a wretched smile. ‘How kind of you to have thought of me.’

While Richard wandered back to talk to Max Peterson, the ambassador proceeded to tell her about their opposite ­numbers in Japan, the intended time frame, his aims. Kat tried to concen­trate on what he was saying, but her mind was a tangle of images and memories, and after a few minutes, she excused herself, claiming she was due at another event.

She knew she should have said her goodbyes to Richard and to Max and his wife, but in that moment, it was all she could do to walk out of the gallery and into the evening drizzle. She could not return to Tokyo. Not now, not ever. She continued walking, trying not to think, all the way back to her flat.


Chapter Four

ALEX

Three sad shortcake biscuits were laid out on a china plate.

‘You do know I only instructed you because of those other biscuits? The posh, foil-wrapped ones?’

Matthew gave the dramatic sigh he usually reserved for expressing disappointment with his opponents in the courtroom. He and Alex were sitting in a characterless conference room at his chambers: magnolia walls, anonymous prints in frames. ‘You and many others, I suspect, Alex. But that is the way of the criminal bar. Decimated funding. A decline in standards. A decline in the quality of biscuits.’

Alex picked up one of the biscuits and bit into it. She hadn’t, after all, had lunch. ‘Poor.’

‘Blame the Lord Chancellor, not me.’

‘Anyway, thanks for taking a look at this case. Particularly given there’s zero funding at the moment.’

‘Do we know what her financial situation is?’

‘Pretty dicey by the sounds of it. Sorry there wasn’t much in the way of background, but I thought we should meet as soon as possible, given the date of the inquest.’

The inquest into the Moldovan girl’s death had, Alex had found out, been listed for just over a fortnight away. Trust Ari not to have mentioned that.

‘Yes. I mean, we could apply for an adjournment, but in a way, we might as well get on with it. There isn’t much disclosure, is there? A rather sad little case.’

Was there such a thing as a cheerful inquest? Alex was yet to experience one. ‘You’ve seen everything I have: the pathologist’s report, the phone logs, the police report. They say there isn’t anything else.’ Natalia had fallen, it seemed, from a party on a boat, though no one at the time had noticed. She’d washed up, as so many bodies did, in the alcove near Tower Bridge that for many years had been known as Dead Man’s Hole.

‘Have you got a statement from the family about her, about what they’re seeking?’

‘No, not yet, but I fear their demands aren’t going to be realistic. Shall we get her sister on the line now? I said we’d call at around three.’

‘Yes, let’s.’ Matthew dialled the number on the phone in the centre of the table and there came the sound of the ringing tone, then a woman’s voice.

‘Hello?’

‘Hi, Rosa. It’s Alex here, the solicitor. We’ve been emailing. I have Matthew with me, the barrister I told you about. Are you OK to speak now?’

‘Yes, yes. I am good to speak.’

‘Hello, Rosa,’ Matthew said. ‘Before we start, I wanted to say how sorry I was to learn of your sister’s death. I appreciate you’re going through an exceptionally difficult time at the moment. We’re going to do what we can to get some answers for you, but we should warn you that the inquest system is not a process for apportioning blame or finding people guilty. It’s about trying to find out how and why she died.’

‘It makes no sense.’ The woman’s voice came through loud, sharp. ‘My sister is not what they are saying she was.’

Alex swallowed. This was evidently going to be tricky. ‘When did you last see Natalia?’

‘About six months ago. Just before she left Moldova.’

‘She hadn’t been back since then?’

‘No. No coming back. Barely even any phone calls after the first month or so. I tell you, there was something strange.’

‘Do you know where she was living, what she was doing?’

‘She told me she was working as receptionist for a company in West London. Making good money, she said. But then she called less and less.’

‘Did you ask her about that? Why she didn’t call?’

‘Yes, of course. I said to her, “Natalia, what is going on with you? You don’t care for your family anymore?” And she said that she was very busy in London. Many friends. Lots of work. She would call when she could.’

Alex looked at the photograph of Natalia in her folder. The penetrating dark eyes. She thought of her own sister, Elisa, also dark-eyed, beautiful, gone. ‘Could you, for God’s sake, at least call Mum?’ ‘Rosa, do you think maybe she’d made friends who were not very good for her?’

‘I don’t know. Perhaps. Something was not right. It was not like her to be going to parties she wasn’t invited to. But I do not believe this business of her taking drugs. She never took drugs in Chis,ina˘u. Never. She barely even drank alcohol.’

Alex’s and Matthew’s eyes met. Both had read the pathologist’s report, which recorded a heady mixture of alcohol, amphetamines and cocaine.

‘The problem is, Rosa,’ Matthew said, ‘that we’ll need to address then why the report showed such high levels of toxins in her system.’

‘Lies. All lies,’ the woman said sharply. ‘Our father killed himself with alcohol, over many years. We watched him leach the life out of himself, ruin everything around him. You think she would do that to herself? No. Never.’

Interesting, Alex thought.

‘Neither of us ever drank,’ Rosa continued. ‘We never would. They make up this report. You understand?’

‘Yes, we understand,’ Alex said, and yes, maybe this was a sign, but then again, a family history of alcoholism could indicate various things. Trauma tended to travel in circles.

Matthew chewed his lower lip. ‘Did your sister talk to you about where she went in the evenings? Had she mentioned going to parties? Out with friends?’

‘No, she did not talk about this. She said she was with people who were looking after her.’

‘Did she say what any of them were called?’

A pause. ‘I do not remember.’ Then: ‘Isabella. She mentioned Isabella several times, but the others I do not know.’

‘According to the police report, she attended this boat party with a friend, Tanya. Had she mentioned her?’

‘No, never. But, like I said, I did not talk much with her those past weeks. And if this girl is really her friend, why does she not notice when my sister disappears off the boat?’

Alex tried to imagine Natalia: young, drunk, at a party where she knew hardly anyone. How had she ended up in the water? ‘Could she swim?’ Alex asked.

‘No. No, we never learnt as children.’

A silence and Alex regretted having asked the question. She envisaged the dark waters of the Thames, the girl struggling to stay above water. The image came to her easily, vividly. It was oddly familiar, like something that had come to her in a dream. She remembered a time she herself had been pulled beneath the waves as a child, trying to come up for air, the waves still roaring over her, her mouth full of salty water, convinced she would drown. She imagined, as she had before, her sister’s pale face in the water, though she didn’t know why it came to her like that. She rubbed the image out.

‘It would be very helpful, Rosa,’ Matthew was saying, ‘to get a statement from you telling us, telling the judge who hears the inquest, what Natalia was like as a child, what she was like as a young woman. What her aims and ambitions were, that sort of thing.’

‘She went to England for a good life,’ Rosa said. ‘She went because she wanted to make something of herself. She was smart.’ Her voice broke down. ‘She did not just drown in the river like some drunkard. That is not Natalia. They need to find who did this to her.’

‘I understand,’ Alex said, and she did, all too well. ‘That’s why it’s important that we get your view of her. But I have to manage your expectations and tell you that, unless we’re able to produce some evidence that there was an element of foul play in Natalia’s death, it will be difficult to get the coroner to give a verdict of anything other than death by accidental drowning. And so far, we have nothing. The police don’t seem to think anyone else was involved.’

‘That is because the police are not looking. They think: drunk foreign girl in the river. Why should we bother investigating?’

Alex raised her eyebrows at Matthew. It wasn’t so far-fetched. Not given what she knew about how certain victims were treated as important, some not; some believed, some not. ‘I’m going to see if I can get anything else out of the police, OK, Rosa? Ask them what angles they explored when they investigated, get hold of the CRIS report, which will show us everything they did during their investigation.’

‘You need to do your own investigation.’

Matthew took over. ‘I’m afraid that isn’t our job, and it’s rather beyond our means. We’re lawyers, not investigators. We can analyse the evidence and challenge the police and other people on what we see, but we’re not private detectives.’ He glanced at Alex. He knew about Jason. Knew his background, a brief summary of their relationship and its less than fairy-tale ending (unless there was a fairy tale Alex had missed in which the prince shags a frog and blames the princess for being emotionally unavailable). ‘Sorry to be brutal about it, but we have to be honest with you about what we can and can’t do, particularly given that this is all pro bono. Both Alex and I have managers telling us that we need to make ends meet, so while we will do our best for you within the time constraints, we can’t, I’m afraid, go about carrying out our own investigation.’

A silence fell, in which Alex felt, as she often did these days, woefully inadequate. ‘But we are going to see if we can get anything further, Rosa. And anything that you remember, please let me know.’ She hesitated. ‘Was there anyone else in Moldova with whom Natalia kept up contact? Anyone else it would be worth speaking to?’

‘No,’ Rosa said, her voice quiet. ‘It was only me. She didn’t speak to any of her friends here after the first month or so, as far as I could work out. I should have realised something was wrong.’

‘You weren’t to know.’

‘But that was my job. I was her sister.’

A long pause and, again, the face of Alex’s own sister materialised before her. She thought, as she so often did, of their final words to one another, and her stomach curled in on itself. ‘Rosa, I’ll be in touch later today. To organise taking your statement, all right? I’m sorry. I’m sorry you’re going through this. We’re going to do what we can.’

For a moment after they cut the call, both Matthew and Alex remained silent. ‘Thank you, Matthew, for explaining that we aren’t some kind of private sleuths, like my beloved ex. Not that he does much more than investigate driving offences these days.’

‘How are things with Jason?’

‘Oh, you know. Awkward. Slightly painful. Bit like a first wax.’

‘And Megan?’

‘She’s doing all right, I think. Better than me, maybe. Always giving me advice. Telling me to buck up, restyle, make more of myself.’

Matthew laughed. ‘Sounds like our head of chambers. Can I tempt you to another low-quality biscuit?’ He held out the plate.

‘Even I’m not that desperate.’ She stood up. ‘I’ll email when I have Rosa’s statement and anything else I manage to get hold of. Thanks, Matthew. I appreciate it.’

‘No problem. Let me walk you out. What else have you got on at the moment, by the way?’

Alex shook her head. ‘Oh, you know: everything?’

‘Ah, yes. I’m familiar with that. Good to see you. Take it easy, all right? You work too hard.’

Alex raised her eyebrows. ‘Pot. Kettle. Black.’


Chapter Five

ALEX

A week that needed to be washed off and she was only halfway through it. Alex secured her goggles and plunged into the cool water, the sound of voices echoing off the pool walls receding as her head went below the water, and she began to swim, gaining her usual pace, fast, but not too fast, up and down the pool. She tried to clear her mind, to think only of the movement of her body, the rush of water, the sunlight on the glazed blue floor. It was her time away from the office, the cases, the complexity of her home life, the endless demands of the day-to-day. Still, though, other thoughts seeped into her dappled blue calm. The case that Ari had claimed was just a favour, just a simple one-day inquest, was proving to be something quite different. Something increasingly worrying and ever more similar to her own experience. As she moved from front crawl to backstroke, Alex remembered her conversations with the police over the past few days, the attitude of the Official Investigating Officer moving from disinterest to vague hostility.

‘We’ve carried out a thorough investigation, Miss Moreno. I realise your client doesn’t accept that her sister could have been involved with drugs or alcohol given the family history. She’s told us that many times. But, unfortunately, that’s what we found.’ Alex recognised his tone: it was that of a man who believed himself to be right – to always be right – and who suffered with little sympathy those who sought to question him. ‘You’ve seen the pathologist’s report and our report. There’s nothing to indicate this was anything other than a drunken fall from a boat, and I’m sure you appreciate we’re dealing with high caseloads and other more pressing investigations. This girl’s case is sad, but it’s no longer a criminal matter.’

The girl. That’s all she was to him. A girl dragged from the Thames. Another young immigrant come to seek her fortune in the big city, without knowing what she was getting into. Another young woman who’d made herself vulnerable through drink and drugs and who had only herself to blame. It was all so horribly familiar; only the setting was different. And the fact, of course, of the body.

‘Can I ask whether you checked all the possible CCTV and video footage that might have captured what happened on the river, including people’s private surveillance cameras?’

‘Yes, Miss Moreno, as we do in all such cases.’ His voice was patronising, bored. ‘I’ve been doing this job for over ten years – I’d appreciate it if you didn’t try to tell me how to do it.’

Alex paused for a moment at the side of the pool, catching her breath. It had been a hell of a week. A week of numerous deadlines and distressed clients and, behind it all, the threat of closure, of the
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