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			Chapter One

			Leah

			Margaretta rarely laughed, but she died with a smile on her face. She was halfway through a book about birds, wearing fruit print pyjamas too tight around the thigh. She fell into a coma without warning and hours later she was gone, her soul sent to the God she loved, her body left for me to bury. I had thought about Margaretta dying before. Everybody does. Not Margaretta, but someone close: mother, father, husband, wife. Most people could take their pick but for me, there was only her.

			My parents had been killed in a car accident when I was five, their instant death leaving me stranded in the wreckage. I was too young to remember, let alone say goodbye, but life has a curious habit of giving you the second chances you don’t want and, staring at the body of the woman who had adopted and raised me, I was saying goodbye to my entire family. Again.

			Growing up, I had assumed Margaretta had been unable to have children, but when I was eighteen, she told me she had a son. She didn’t tell me his name, and she rarely mentioned him after that. When she did, it was always in the past tense: she had a son; he had been sent to prison; she didn’t want to talk about him and that was that. No regret, no hint of sadness or shame, just information she thought I should know because I was the family she had chosen. Now Margaretta was gone, and I was alone in the world. Again.

			

			I got off the bus before it reached the river and walked over the bridge into Battersea, from the north side of London to the south. Margaretta had always hated being south of the river, and I smiled as I remembered her irrational dislike. It was past lunchtime, but there were surprisingly few people around, and I was conscious of the sound of cars rattling along the tarmac. The fog was starting to clear as I turned the corner, and I could see the station in the distance, silhouetted against the late autumn sky. I knew Randle was watching me even though I couldn’t see his face. Benjamin Randle often watched me when he thought I wasn’t looking. I had no idea what he found so fascinating. Maybe he didn’t know many police officers who looked like me; maybe he had never worked closely with a woman before; maybe he didn’t know himself. I could tell I made him nervous even though he hid it well. It was surprising, considering how confident he was with everyone else. Confident without being cocky, charming without being sleazy; it was a skill which came with entitlement, and Randle was nothing if not entitled. He expected great things to happen to him and they probably would, if he stopped idealising the job and just focused on results. There were no perfect detectives and the sooner Benjamin Randle learned that, the sooner he would stand a chance at becoming halfway good.

			I strode through the gloom towards him, following the motion of the lit cigarette as it travelled to and from his mouth. He was standing outside smoking, drawing deeply on the cigarette, as if each shot of nicotine gave him a deeper insight into the mysteries of the world. It was a wonder that he didn’t feel the cold, standing there in just his shirtsleeves, brown leather boots buffed hard to hide the scuffs. I pulled my coat tighter around me and kept moving forwards. The coat was more business chic than detective casual, but Margaretta had brought me up to value classic essentials, and the high collar shielded my neck from the wind.

			

			Randle inhaled again, watching me through half-­closed eyes. Finally, he spoke.

			‘I’ve been trying to call you, ma’am . . .’ He was trying not to sound aggressive, but there was a hint of accusation in his voice.

			‘I’m here now.’

			I hadn’t told him about Margaretta; I hadn’t told anyone. It had been three weeks since her death, but I never alluded to my private life.

			Randle let out a short laugh, observing me as he exhaled.

			‘So you are, ma’am. So you are.’

			His mouth crept into a half-­smile, slowly at first, his lips pushing against the creases on either side until they turned up at the corners. He couldn’t help himself – he liked to smile and, if it were a skill, Randle had undoubtedly perfected it. I seldom paid attention to looks, but there was a symmetry to Randle’s features which you noticed, and a warmth which drew people in. Fair hair, slightly longer at the front, light stubble that was neither messy nor neat, long nose, slightly broken at the bridge; his face felt familiar yet distinctive, and I was aware of the appeal, even though I didn’t succumb to it myself. We stood like that for a moment, with Randle silently trying to coax a reaction and me refusing to engage. He must have known he was fighting a losing battle, but it was a habit he found hard to kick.

			‘Let’s get to it, then,’ I said.

			

			I began to move past him into the grey brick building, my mind already focused on the afternoon ahead. I expected him to fall in behind me, and I stopped when he didn’t. He stubbed out his cig­arette, relaxed but deliberate, to show he wasn’t trying to waste my time. He was still smiling when he looked up – then his expression changed completely, his gaze fixed beyond me. I knew something was wrong, before I even turned to look.

			Over the years, I had learned to expect the worst, but I wasn’t prepared for what I saw next. A figure walked towards us with slow, cautious steps. Her brown hair was slick with sweat in spite of the cold, and her body trembled visibly. She wore a pale blue shirt buttoned to the top and a dark, plain, knee-­length skirt. She didn’t make a sound, and the closer she came, the slower she seemed to move. She looked helpless and afraid, and there was something about her movements that seemed erratic. I reached for my handcuffs, never for one moment taking my eyes off the woman approaching the police station, soaked in blood.

			She was facing us, her hand wrapped tightly around a baseball bat. Her skin was drained of all colour, and her body was lopsided, as if the weight of the bat was pulling her down. She was still some distance away, too far to hurt us but close enough to see us clearly. I pulled out my badge, carefully holding it up. The woman seemed to register it, but her expression barely changed, a veil of terror and shock. She wasn’t out of control, but she didn’t appear to be in control either. Her neck was stooped, her arm dangling beside her so the bat thumped against the ground with a low, rhythmic thud. She didn’t hesitate as she passed Randle, then me, her eyes staring directly ahead. She just kept walking, through the doors of the police station, surrendering herself to the mercy of the law.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Leah

			I stared at the dark brown liquid, watching coffee from the machine trickle into the paper cup. The woman was being examined by a doctor, and we couldn’t question her until he was done. I jabbed the orange button for another shot of espresso, frustrated that we didn’t even know her name. There were hours of CCTV footage to sift through, a task I had never cared for, even in the lower ranks. Waiting for an update was tedious, and the slow drip of caffeine did little to lift my mood. DC Akosua Owusu hovered beside me, the novelty of becoming a detective pasting a perpetual grin on her face. Her afro was in neat cornrows, drawing attention to her wide cheekbones and almond-­shaped eyes. She liked to be noticed and nature was on her side.

			‘Let me know as soon as you find something on the CCTV,’ I said. ‘We need to know who she is and where she came from.’

			‘Yes, ma’am. Anything you need.’

			Her deep Scottish voice had surprised me at first, but I was slowly getting used to it. She had bounded up to me on her first day, shiny afro teased into a perfect crown.

			‘I just want to say how excited I am to work for another woman of colour . . .’

			

			I hated the phrase and had been tempted to tell her I preferred mixed race or black, but there was something endearing about her enthusiasm, and I’d been surprised by my restraint. She had called me a role model, and I had cringed at the label; my mistakes and triumphs were mine alone, and Akosua would have to fail or succeed on her own.

			Now I watched her scurry away to review the CCTV, so eager to please me that she almost looked back. The sun had disappeared, and the afternoon sky was dark. I glanced through the window at the city with all its secrets. Two hours had passed since I had sent a team to search for possible victims, and I had heard nothing back. I caught sight of my reflection in the metal drinks machine. I had never been a fan of being called ‘fresh-­faced’, but those days were long gone. A small line dug its way into my forehead between my eyebrows, giving the appearance of a slight scowl. It used to be a conscious decision to frown, but now there was a permanence to my irritation. A tiny smudge of blood marked my shirt where the woman had brushed past me on her way in. She had been covered in the stench of death. I had smelt it before – damp mixed with sweat and blood. I hated how it clung to me now, seeping through my pores.

			‘Ma’am?’

			Randle appeared behind me; his reflection dwarfed mine in the scratched metal casing.

			‘The doctor says the woman hasn’t sustained any noticeable injur­ies and there’s no indication she’s the victim of assault.’

			‘Then she’s either the attacker or a witness,’ I said. ‘We need to know which one.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Leah

			I had led so many interviews, I had to resist the urge not to cat­egorise each suspect: the ones who talked, the ones who refused to talk; the ones who cried, the ones who refused to cry; the ones who lied, the ones who didn’t know how to. On the surface, it seemed simple, but dig a couple of inches and all theories went out the window, because every police interview was different, and the most helpful categories only ever had one person in them. The woman sitting opposite me was impossible to read. Her lips were slightly parted, but no words came out of her mouth. Her clothes had been taken for testing, but a whiff of blood still lingered. The smell hit the back of my nostrils, and I recoiled in my chair. Stripped of her skirt and shirt, swamped by the white paper suit, she looked smaller and more vulnerable in the stark interview room. My fingers rested lightly on the edge of the table, my glass of water untouched.

			‘Can you explain the blood on your clothes? We want to help you, but you need to talk to us.’

			It was the fifth time I had asked the question; the fifth time she hadn’t replied.

			The woman’s eyes were wide with panic, and she was clearly in a state of shock. I watched her, registering every movement, conscious that the tiniest gesture – a flick of the hair or a clenched fist – could say a lot. Her eyes were both frightened and frightening, seeming to say something without telling me anything at all.

			

			She didn’t blink as I flipped my notebook shut.

			‘Let’s take a break,’ I said.

			I expected her to look relieved, but her expression didn’t change. The rhythm of her breath stayed constant, and she looked through me when I pushed my chair back. I nodded to Randle to stop the recording, welcoming the release in my hips as I stood up.

			I hadn’t realised how thirsty I was until I stepped out of the room, and my mouth felt dry and heavy as I bent over the water fountain. It was too low, even for me, and the water came out in an uneven trickle. The mute woman wasn’t ready to talk, so I had to work with what I could see: the blood on her clothes had been relatively fresh, so if a crime had taken place, it was fairly recent, and the fact she was still in shock told a similar story. I let the water flow for a few seconds. It was a pointless exercise as the temperature was regulated by the machine, but there was something relaxing about the sound. Randle’s footsteps disrupted the calm.

			‘It’s all yours.’ I released the button and wiped the drip from my lips. ‘Any news on the blood on her clothes?’

			Randle leant against the wall, dislodging flakes of peeling paint.

			‘It isn’t hers, ma’am,’ he said. ‘D’you think she’s hurt someone?’

			‘I don’t know. Walking in here was either a cry for help, an admission of guilt, or both, but we haven’t found a body and, unless you know something I don’t, she still hasn’t opened her mouth.’

			‘What if she doesn’t tell us anything?’

			His eyes were tired, and there was a film of sweat gathering between his neck and collar.

			

			‘We find another way,’ I said. ‘If she speaks, great, but we don’t even know we can trust what she says. Someone’s dead to this world or fighting to stay in it, and standing around won’t do them much good.’

			I strode down the corridor, re-­energised. Pausing outside the interview room, I observed the woman for a moment, hoping the blankness had been an act. She had barely moved since we left her. Her chin was dipped towards her chest so her head sagged on top of her neck; her hands were clasped tightly on the table in front of her, leaving faint red marks where her nails dug in. She looked even more distant, withdrawing entirely into herself, seemingly unaware of her surroundings. She would have been fascinating to watch if another person’s life wasn’t potentially at stake. A pathetic figure, hunched and afraid. If it wasn’t genuine, she was giving the performance of a lifetime.

			‘How are we going to find the victim if we don’t have a lead, ma’am?’

			I didn’t answer. The clock was ticking, and we would either find them in time or we wouldn’t. It was as simple as that.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			 

			 

			 

			Alistair Cowan. Forty-­four. Divorced. Two children. Alistair Cowan. Forty-­four. Divorced. Two children.

			He kept repeating the facts over and over to himself, because as long as he could say the words, he knew he was still alive. It hurt to make the sounds, and his voice came out as a thin rasp, barely audible above the hum of the wind, but he had to keep saying the words, because he was desperate to cling on to his life.

			Alistair James Cowan. Forty-­four and three months. Married for five years. Two legitimate children and a third child his ex-­wife didn’t know about. Partner at Rossan Brown Meyer Management Consultants. The youngest man to make partner in a generation. Houses in London, Suffolk and the south of France . . .

			He tried to think of more facts, but he kept drifting in and out of consciousness, struggling to make sense of the blur of information in his head: his name, his age, his family; it was all beginning to sound unfamiliar. He had no sense of time, but with every passing moment, he felt he was losing his grasp on the world. He couldn’t remember when he became partner. It had once seemed so important, but he couldn’t remember the date or even the year, so he went back to his name and his age, formulating the words again and again.

			

			Alistair James Cowan, forty-­four, divorced, two children. Alistair James Cowan, forty-­four, divorced, two children. Alistair James Cowan, forty-­four and three months, almost dead.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Five

			Odie

			Odie Reid hadn’t been called a pest and manhandled off a crime scene for quite some time. Even though it annoyed her when it happened, she missed feeling like she was doing her job. Odie could talk long and hard about how journalism had gone to the dogs, if anyone cared to listen. Kids these days didn’t know what journalism was, but it didn’t stop them getting all the good stories because they were hotwired into social media. Gone were the days of digging into a story, getting doors slammed in your face – now everything was out there at the click of a mouse. There was no adrenaline rush or thrill of the chase, just the glare of a Google search page or the flash of an ‘X’ feed – and everyone had access to that. She felt like a walking, talking cliché, bemoaning days gone by when journalism actually counted for something, but she was proud to be a cliché because that was the kind of journalism she loved and she would fight for it as long as she had the energy which, at fifty-­four, wouldn’t be forever.

			Odie wasn’t a fool. She had been around for long enough to know she was taking up space, only there because her name still carried a certain cachet in circles where she was praised for her no-­holds-­barred exposés in the nineties. People still remembered that she was supposed to be good, but there was only so long she could rely on her bullishness and former glory to keep her job; newspapers were struggling, and Odie needed a story to remind people she was still worth having around.

			

			She opened her browser and brought up YouTube. You had to look hard to find a story, but she needed all the inspiration she could get. Taking a gulp of coffee, she sank down into her chair, only to be jolted by her phone vibrating next to her hand. It rang once – short, sharp, then silence. It had to be Ross.

			It was still strange seeing Ross Calhoun’s name on the door. Odie had recruited him straight out of university. He had prided himself on being the only black man from a provincial Irish town whose name she could neither remember nor pronounce. Determined to prove himself to his racist neighbours, he had come to London as soon as he could afford it, making up for lost time in hipster bars in Bow. He had looked so young that first day in the office, Odie had doubted whether she was doing the right thing, hoisting him out of his twenty-­something fog of weed and rollies and hurtling him into a life of words and half-­truths. Almost fifteen years on, Ross Calhoun didn’t look much older – only the odd line of grey in his hair and slight pinching of skin around his eyes betrayed a new maturity. He was also now her boss.

			Ross was reading when she entered, toying with a cigarette he never intended to smoke.

			‘I see you’ve graduated to the real thing,’ Odie observed.

			‘Roll-­ups are for kids.’ He flashed her a boyish smile.

			‘How long’s it been?’

			‘Three days. A few hours. Not as many minutes. Being in the office helps. Means I’m safe to hold them. Can’t trust myself outside.’

			

			‘You make it sound like we’re in prison.’

			‘Only of our own making . . .’ He smiled again, amused by his corniness. It might have been endearing if he didn’t have all the power. At that moment, Odie wished she had never given him his first job and had left him philosophising about the state of the nation in that dingy East End bar. Sometimes she doubted he remembered the debt of gratitude he owed her. It wasn’t that he was patronising or smug, but he had never been uncomfortable with his superiority and that was something Odie could never forgive.

			‘Good story last week.’ It was a conversation starter rather than a compliment, and they both knew it. The story had been average, and Odie had been bored writing it. She decided to play along anyway.

			‘Thanks.’

			‘So . . .’

			‘So what?’

			‘What next?’

			‘I’m following a few leads. I’ll have something later.’

			Her comment was met with total silence. She hated it when Ross did this, but she knew better than to fill the void with pointless words. Besides, she had nothing to say. He looked at her for a moment, and she stared straight back. After a while, he got up and crushed the cigarette in his palm, idling towards the bin to dispose of the tobacco. As he turned back to face her, Odie was struck by how he managed to walk away from something so addictive; she wondered how tempted he really was by the packet of cigarettes on his desk.

			‘A few leads,’ he finally said. It felt like minutes since she had uttered the words, and Odie almost didn’t recognise them as her own.

			

			‘Yes.’

			‘Do you actually have a story, Odie?’

			There was an uncomfortable pause as he sat back down. Time was, Odie said she had a story, and they would hold the front page for her, or close. Now the pressure to justify her existence left her feeling mentally exhausted.

			‘I need time, Ross.’

			‘Fine . . . but while you’re waiting for your muse to visit, you can take care of this.’ He pushed a piece of paper across the table. More history. ‘Rebecca Stanton’s pregnant. I want you to get the story.’

			Odie let out an involuntary sigh. Seven years ago, television golden girl Rebecca Stanton had been arrested for the murder of her two-­year-­old son who had tragically drowned in the bath. Hysterical, Rebecca had broken down and ranted about killing her son as she was dragged screaming from her house by police. Hours later her confession had been retracted, excused as the raving of a distressed mother who didn’t know what she was saying. Odie was convinced of Rebecca’s innocence. She strongly believed there were good people and there were bad, and she decided Rebecca Stanton was good. As a mother herself, and not a great one at that, Odie knew what it was like to hate your child momentarily, but it was a big leap to kill your baby, and Rebecca Stanton, with her sheltered life and smiling face, was no murderer. Rebecca had been acquitted and Odie’s ‘Is this the face of a child killer?’ piece had done wonders for the paper and bought her a stay of execution at a time when she was close to getting fired. The nation rallied round Rebecca; Rebecca’s grateful family gave endless exclusives to the paper, and sales soared. Seven years on, Rebecca had the chance of happiness again with a new child on the way. The story was almost writing itself and, while Odie knew she was mad not to milk the Stanton case for all it was worth, the truth of the matter was that it bored her. The original murder trial had been news, but she felt this latest tale of hope triumphing over adversity was beneath her – tabloid treacle which any hack could write. It was almost as if Ross was taunting her with her past glory, reminding her of her current inability to perform. She hated him for not believing in her, but he didn’t seem to care.

			

			‘Why can’t Jack Hunter do it?’

			‘Jack Hunter’s contribution isn’t in question.’

			‘Is that a threat or a warning?’ She squared up to him. The ease with which he brushed her aside wound her up even more.

			‘I don’t want to fight with you, Odie. Just do it.’

			Definitely a threat. She helped herself to a cigarette and left.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Six

			Leah

			It had been six months since I had moved back to London from Leeds, but my flat still looked like a stranger’s. I prided myself on interior design, but I had done nothing to make it feel like home. Poetic in name only, the World’s End Estate was a taste of the real world in one of the most rarefied areas of London. Drugs were sometimes a problem, but I had wanted to find somewhere near work, and I needed a place fast. I had no ‘significant other’; I was too old to have a flatmate and too sane to have a cat, so it was just me. I had been warned against buying on the ground floor, but I wanted to be close to the communal courtyard, and everyone knew I was police. I let myself in, squinting at my mobile in the darkness to see if I’d missed a call about the search. I fumbled with the light switch, ignoring the flickering bulb as I read a message from ­Margaretta’s lawyer. He had sent a curt order to ring him, but it was late. Selwyn Peterson would have to wait.

			It was raining slightly but nothing torrential. I had left the curtains open, and shallow puddles of water shone in the dark outside. My skipping rope was in its usual place behind the door. I needed to let off steam, so I decided to brave it. Changing into a pair of trainers, I tucked in my shirt and slipped out into the open air. I don’t know how long I skipped for but, by the time I had finished, I was drenched with sweat and rain, listening to my breathing as if it belonged to someone else. My calves were knotted with cramp and fatigue, but the discomfort was strangely soothing, all thoughts of Margaretta and the mute woman briefly erased from my mind. I almost didn’t hear my phone, and reached for it just before my voicemail kicked in.

			

			‘Any news?’ My shirt clung to my ribs, and I was still out of breath.

			‘Nothing. I was just checking in, ma’am. Checking everything’s OK.’

			‘Why wouldn’t it be?’ I said.

			‘These last couple of weeks, you’ve seemed . . .’

			I let his words linger, daring him to finish the thought. Seconds passed, then I heard his breath fill the silence between us.

			‘You don’t need to score brownie points, Randle. Doing the job will be fine.’

			I made no apologies for being hard on Randle – my job was to make him a better detective, not to be his friend – but after I hung up, I was struck by my solitude. I had had friends at university, but you get to a certain age when the effort outweighs the benefit, and you don’t have time to keep up with them anyway. Alone in my flat with no distractions, I had plenty of time to think, and the various compartments I had pushed to the back of my mind came to the fore.

			Margaretta’s funeral had been a peculiar affair – a random gathering of individuals insisting how much Margaretta had meant, even though she had never once mentioned any of them. The living have an annoying habit of laying claim to the dead, and if I could have banned all well-­wishers from the service, I would have done. Margaretta had always kept herself to herself; it wasn’t that she didn’t like people or that people didn’t like her, she just had no real close friends. I had never stopped to think about it before, but now I realised it had been a deliberate choice. It had often been just the two of us – the family she had chosen after her son was locked away. I had never felt close to her emotionally, but she had been a big part of my life, and London without her felt strange and incomplete.

			

			Margaretta had left her house to me, an act of surprising generosity after a lifetime of frugal gifts. I had meant to go there earlier but I didn’t want to miss anything, and I was hoping for a lead. I showered, changed and waited, but there was still no news of the woman with the blood-­soaked hands. I made my way to ­Margaretta’s, taking a shortcut down the side streets. London had lost the gloss I remembered growing up, and I thought back to the times I had trotted excitedly behind her as she told me stories about the landmarks we passed. It was the closest I ever felt to her, and the city was charged with memories.

			I was assaulted by familiar smells and vivid images the moment I stepped inside her house – the acidity of homemade cleaning products mixed with the faint odour of varnished wood; hours spent at the huge oak table learning my times tables while Margaretta patiently looked on. For someone who had died without warning, Margaretta had been well prepared: everything was neat and tidy as always, and there were only a few loose ends left in a box at the foot of her bed. Rifling through the contents, I wondered why I had put off looking through it until now. It contained very little: a few letters to post, a short list of bills to pay, a ceramic dish to return to the next-­door neighbour. I flicked through the letters, unsurprised that each one already bore a stamp. None of the names meant anything to me, but there was one address Margaretta must have known I wouldn’t miss. I stared at her black scrawl, transfixed by the information she had so casually allowed me to see. It wasn’t a prison I knew well, but there was only one person she could be contacting in a place like that: ‘ELI CARSON’, the son whose identity she had left me to discover for myself. I typed his name slowly into the search box on my phone, waiting for the internet to tell me what Margaretta had not.

			

			Thirty-­one years ago, Detective Eli Carson had shocked polite society when he killed his wife, Elizabeth, and her alleged lover, David Francis. Rising rapidly through the ranks, Eli had spent his career hunting for killers in the shadows of society, which made his fall from grace all the more unexpected. Eli’s barrister had argued that his client was suffering from a psychiatric disorder at the time and didn’t know what he was doing, but the jury had convicted him of murder – Eli Carson had meant to kill his wife and her lover.

			I’d never had high expectations when it came to people; I had learned that from Margaretta. But whereas she talked as a Christian who saw sinners in need of salvation, I spoke as a cynic who saw the world for what it was. We both believed in justice, but she was prepared to leave it up to God, while I relied on the rule of law. Honour, loyalty, integrity, trust – characteristics I had witnessed since I was a child – characteristics she would have been sad not to have passed on to her own child, Eli Carson, the son she had hidden but never forgotten.

			The sound of my mobile cut through my thoughts. I rummaged to retrieve it from the bed behind me, crumpling Margaretta’s immaculately pressed sheets.

			

			‘You better have news, Randle. Now isn’t a good time.’

			There was a pause, then his voice, deep and clear down the phone.

			‘We know who she is, ma’am. We have a name.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Seven

			Leah

			I rolled the blue latex over my fingers, slipping a rubber glove over my right hand. A handbag had been found not far from the station, its contents scattered like a trail of breadcrumbs. Bank card, keys, security pass, purse, pencil, now laid out on a table in front of me, a patchwork of clues about the woman covered in blood. There was no phone, but we finally had a name and the beginning of a profile: Fiona Garvey. White. Single. Forty. No previous convictions, records or even parking offences. Nothing to raise alarm bells until the bloody baseball bat.

			I held the security pass up to the fluorescent light. The rest of the station was quiet, and a buzz echoed around the small room. The photograph on the pass was slightly blurred. Fiona’s face looked fuller, her eyes more animated.

			‘Rossan Brown Meyer Management Consultants. Corporate secretary. Makes sense from her clothes,’ I said.

			Randle scanned a message on his phone, squinting as he glanced at the screen.

			‘Her bank card hasn’t been used since morning, ma’am. We can’t get much more detail until tomorrow, but she probably used it to get to work. She must have travelled on foot at the end of the day, or she could have taken a taxi and paid cash.’

			

			‘Is this hers?’

			I lifted what looked like a red canvas yoga bag.

			‘It was found near the handbag, ma’am. Looks likely but we don’t know for sure.’

			He handed me a printout with an address.

			‘She lives in Clapham. Maybe something happened in her flat when she got home?’

			‘. . . and she walked here, covered in blood?’

			Randle dipped his hands into his pockets, shifting his weight to the balls of his feet.

			‘I don’t know, ma’am. But there could be something there.’

			 

			If there had been a body in the flat, Fiona had hidden it well. There was no trace of disinfectant, no trail of blood. Her flat was neat and small without feeling cramped. Fiona had obviously mastered the art of storage, and everything seemed to have a place. I opened the cupboards, wondering whether she was the kind of woman who projected an image of tidiness to hide a life of disarray, but everything was in order. Matching crockery and glasses stacked according to size, pots and pans tucked away out of sight. Tidy without being spotless, nothing sinister or out of the ordinary. The only hint of disorder came from an odd assortment of mugs crammed into one corner – mementos collected over a period of years from conferences, shows and unexciting holiday destin­ations. Fiona Garvey had captured her memories with the most practical of souvenirs. Standing in the kitchen with its hidden pots and pans, I had a slightly clearer sense of the mute woman. I had braced myself for the possibility of finding a body, but the lack of one didn’t faze me. There was a version of events where Fiona had walked home after work and been surprised by an intruder whom she had pounded to death, but no disturbances had been reported in the block and people seldom die quietly. There was no sign of an intruder, and I sensed that Fiona hadn’t been home since morning, and I was glimpsing a snapshot of her life before it changed forever.

			

			‘Not exactly the home of a keen sports fan.’

			I hadn’t heard Randle come up behind me, and I stiffened at the sound of his voice. He stood in the doorway, head to one side, making the room seem smaller.

			‘Just doesn’t strike me as the home of someone who loves baseball.’

			‘Grown-­ups in pyjamas playing rounders. I’ve never seen the appeal myself,’ I said.

			He shook his head as if I were a lost cause, eyes laughing at my response.

			‘I played a few times with my dad when I went to see him in the States, ma’am. Guess it has a sentimental place in my heart.’

			I turned away and pulled open a drawer – plain silver cutlery, arranged according to size, larger utensils in a small tray to the left.

			‘I’m glad you have fond memories, Randle, but you don’t need to be a fan to own a bat. There’s a special class of criminal that buys them to hurt people, not to play a game.’

			His mouth tilted into a slight smile.

			‘Am I missing a joke?’ The drawer was stiff when I tried to close it, and there was a sharp bang when I slammed it shut.

			‘No, ma’am.’ Randle shrugged. ‘Makes sense. I used to play cricket at school. Broke a lot of bats. My dad had a baseball bat from his dad; it was still in pretty good shape when he gave it to me. You think Fiona Garvey bought the bat because she wanted to do harm?’

			

			‘We don’t have a body and we don’t know much about her. Spare yourself the energy making it up.’

			I moved into the narrow corridor, my plastic overshoes creaking on the thin carpet. There were no paintings or posters, no clutter to give Fiona away. The doors on either side of me were open; the door at the end firmly shut. It sprang back when I pushed down the handle, and the air felt warm as I stepped inside.

			Judging by the tiny room, Fiona Garvey didn’t read for fun. There was one bookshelf, empty except for a selection of management consultancy books with uninspiring titles that could barely fit along the spines. Like the kitchen, everything about the shelf looked orderly. The books were arranged alphabetically, pushed to the front so they sat evenly along the ledge. Organised without being obsessive, structured without appearing alarming. If you could tell anything about a person from their décor, Fiona wasn’t a woman who liked to live life on the edge. I pictured her at home, swotting up on a profession no one understood. Then I saw her outside the police station, bloody and numb. My eyes roamed the room, resting on a photograph of Fiona smiling with a woman who must have been her mother. She looked happy, relaxed and unremarkable. My thoughts flitted back to the mute woman in the police station once again. What did you do, Fiona? What did you do?

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Eight

			 

			 

			 

			Alistair Cowan couldn’t tell whether he was dead or alive. He had never given much thought to what happens after you die, but he hoped it wasn’t this – excruciating pain and a crippling sense of fear. He could scarcely breathe now, and he was scared to try too hard, in case he died with the effort, if he wasn’t already dead. The vision in his left eye was obscured by a thin sheen of something he suspected must be blood, and his right eyelid was swollen around his other eye, the added weight pressing heavily on the eyeball. His head exploded with every thought, so he tried desperately not to think, but he had to concentrate to stay alive, assuming he still was. He didn’t know what had happened to him, and the agony he felt was so acute, he was no longer sure whether it was better to live or to die.

			At first, the distant murmur was so muffled he couldn’t tell whether it was the sound of his own thoughts. His ears were clogged with blood from the gash on his head, and he could only see a few feet ahead through his left eye. As the sound grew louder, he could tell someone was approaching, and he could make out several pairs of trainers shuffling towards him. Gradually he heard the voices more clearly, arguing or talking loudly, he couldn’t be sure which. The group had stopped nearby, and he didn’t know whether they had seen him. He tried to make a sound, but he found he couldn’t, the words circling round his brain. He was about to give up when he sensed one figure break away from the others, coming closer. The flood of relief was overwhelming, and he would have smiled if any of the muscles in his face still worked. He had been found; he had been given another chance, and it was all going to be OK. He could see an outstretched arm, and he braced himself to be hauled up and restored to the realm of the living. The moment never came. Instead, a hand swept down, reaching into his pocket. He heard the gentle rustle of bank notes being extracted, then folded. Then there were more voices and murmurs as the group drifted further away, and Alistair was left alone once again.

			

			He hadn’t been sure whether he preferred death to life but, lying in the dirt with the hope of rescue gone, he knew what he wanted without a doubt in his mind: Alistair Cowan wanted to live.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Nine

			Leah

			‘Alistair Cowan. Forty-­four. Fiona covered as his secretary when Alistair’s assistant was away.’

			Randle placed an iPad on my desk, nudging aside my morning coffee. Alistair Cowan looked back at me from behind the cracked screen: he was a handsome man nearing middle age who made an obvious effort to look young. Boyish hairstyle with surprising flecks of grey, and a tanned, smooth face with barely a wrinkle in sight. He almost passed for a man in his thirties, but his eyes gave him away – serious beneath the glint, betraying years of hard work and uncompromising ambition. His smile hadn’t come easily, that much I could tell.

			‘Good-­looking guy.’

			I raised an eyebrow at Randle’s words, but I couldn’t disagree. Alistair was the kind of man you would notice if he walked into a room; you had to give him that.

			‘He was due back from an out-­of-­town meeting, but he never made it home. His ex-­wife lives in Boston with their two children. He missed a call with his kids. She phoned his office when she couldn’t get hold of him, but they hadn’t heard from him either. He definitely got on the plane from Scotland, so he’s been reported missing.’

			

			‘Did you speak to her?’

			He nodded. ‘Nothing else of note.’

			‘Fiona covered as his assistant?’ I took a hit of my coffee.

			‘Yes,’ Randle said. ‘It started as a one-­off but then became more regular. She took over when Alistair’s PA went on sick leave. Pretty much managed his life. He kept her on even when the old PA came back.’

			‘You think they were having a relationship.’ We hadn’t been working together for long, but it was obvious what Randle thought.

			‘They spent a lot of time together.’

			‘Doesn’t mean she was sleeping with him.’

			I had worked closely with Mark, my detective inspector in Leeds, and I had never thought of him in that way.

			‘It wouldn’t be the first time, ma’am.’ Randle pushed his point gently. ‘Boss hits on secretary, secretary looks up to boss.’

			The thought of Mark made me irritable. ‘And that doesn’t sound remotely sexist or old-­fashioned to you?’

			‘Just because it’s sexist doesn’t make it untrue. Rumour has it, Alistair Cowan was a bit of a player.’

			I drained my cup, setting it down on the dull wooden surface. ‘Let’s test the rumours and see.’

			 

			Rossan Brown Meyer stood proudly in the heart of the city, a characterless mixture of concrete and glass. We were shown round by a partner who looked bored by our questions, her eyelids drooping further with each introduction she made. Everyone had their favourite Alistair sleaze anecdote, but there was more to him than the arch seducer, and he had earned his place at the top of the firm. The youngest person ever to make partner, he had built a reputation as a fierce negotiator and trusted advisor, modelling himself on the fat cats of the eighties who didn’t see materialism as a dirty word. His colleagues respected him, even if they didn’t like him, and he had billed millions of pounds for the company over the years. Hero or villain, Alistair was seen as a survivor and, although no one actually said it, it was as if everyone expected him to turn up in his own good time. Maybe the stress of work had finally got to him, and Alistair had shipped himself off for some R & R. It was plausible, but I knew it wasn’t true. Alistair Cowan was either dead or in danger, but his colleagues didn’t need to know that yet.

			

			While everyone had a lot to say about Alistair, they had little to say about Fiona beyond how ‘nice’, ‘sweet’ or ‘polite’ she was. She often worked from home, so her absence wasn’t questioned and no one said anything remotely negative, except for Alistair’s former assistant, Mayanna Duncan. She sat opposite us in a windowless meeting room, coiling and uncoiling the same strand of hair. She talked in half sentences like a bored teenager. I forced my face to look interested and waited for something useful to come out of her mouth. She was dressed to be noticed, and her outfit bordered on inappropriate without crossing the line. Suggestive but professional, Mayanna’s brand of trashy respectability wasn’t an easy look to pull off, but somehow, she managed. She stared at Randle through false eyelashes, trying to look demure.

			‘I have nothing against her personally,’ Mayanna said. ‘Everyone knows I have more experience, but you know what Alistair’s like . . .’ She trailed off.

			‘What is he like?’ I asked.

			‘Charming. You know . . . I never fell for it, but Fiona, you know . . .’

			

			‘No. I don’t.’ I flicked my eyes to my watch.

			‘Fiona wasn’t used to attention. Alistair was . . . he was nice to her, and she liked him. I could tell. She was . . . committed to her job. She’d do anything for him. You know . . .’

			‘Are you implying Alistair and Fiona’s relationship went beyond the professional?’

			She looked at me coyly. ‘I’m not implying anything, Inspector. I’m just saying she was dedicated. It’s easy to get overlooked in this firm if you don’t have a champion, and you could say Alistair was Fiona’s champion.’

			I looked across at Randle, wondering what he made of her. He was sitting forwards in his chair, but his eyes gave nothing away. Mayanna watched us both closely, a slight frown hardening her face.

			‘I know what you’re thinking,’ she said. ‘You think I’m jealous. You’re thinking she took my job and I’m trying to get even.’

			‘Are you?’

			Randle’s tone was so unassuming, she answered without hesitating.

			‘Yes, I was jealous. So what? It doesn’t make me a liar. Something was going on between them. You don’t have to believe me, but it’s still the truth.’

			Randle walked beside me as we made our way back to the car. He was almost a foot taller, but we were perfectly in stride.

			‘They had a thing. It ended badly. She wanted to get back at him. It got out of hand,’ he said.

			‘Based on what?’

			‘Human nature. Our basic desire for some kind of justice.’

			He was so at ease with his looks and his opinion that having to justify himself still came as a surprise. I rolled my eyes involuntarily.

			

			‘Did you read that in a book? Firstly, we don’t know there was an injustice and secondly, work relationships are never straightforward.’

			Randle raised an eyebrow in interest.

			‘What do we know about Fiona?’ I said.

			‘Didn’t stand out in a crowd. Kept herself to herself, rarely went out with her colleagues, behaved at office parties and was always the first in the next day.’

			‘So, why pick her? She doesn’t seem his type.’

			I remembered the photograph on Fiona’s security pass; I had never used the word plain to describe anyone, but if you had to choose an adjective for Fiona, that would be it. She wasn’t unattractive, just unremarkable, with a face which worked hard to be neutral and blend in with the surroundings. Alistair, by contrast, was flash and showy – his suits were made to measure; his shoes were handmade. He kept a hairbrush at the office so his hair remained sleek throughout the day, and the prevailing view was that he collected beautiful people as if they were accessories.

			‘She’s not exactly an obvious candidate for an office romance.’

			‘Maybe he liked a challenge,’ Randle said.

			There was something about his tone which made me glance up at him. His eyes were focused on the building opposite, but I was certain he had been looking at me.

			We had hit the lunchtime rush, and the city was packed with people, programmed to walk in a straight line. A woman bulldozed her way between us, and I imagined Fiona, anonymous in the throng.

			‘What about Fiona now?’ I asked.

			‘Still not speaking, ma’am. The magistrate’s extended detention.’

			

			‘Whom did she talk to last? Anything from her phone?’

			‘We haven’t found her mobile yet, but she’s got a contract. We’ve requested her phone records.’

			‘The sooner the better.’

			The crowd had thinned as we turned the corner; Randle’s pace slowed, waiting for me to react.

			‘What?’

			‘The general consensus is that Fiona Garvey is the most reliable person you’ll ever meet. She’s never late, and she never misses an appointment.’

			‘So?’ I didn’t mask the impatience in my voice.

			‘So, I checked her office calendar. Turns out she missed an appointment yesterday . . . with her psychotherapist.’

			I stopped, blocking the path of an anxious courier.

			‘What could Fiona Garvey possibly have to say to a psycho­therapist?’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Ten

			Odie

			Odie was toying with the idea of whether to call Rebecca Stanton. She had wasted most of the day searching for leads, and the sky looked heavy and oppressive without the sun. She had given up on her internet trawl, clicking through her emails, sipping lukewarm coffee. She hated the taste, but it kept her from smoking, and it seemed like an acceptable vice. There were a couple of emails from her ex-­husband which she ignored. Bored, she glanced down at the series of videos playing on a loop in the corner of her screen. She was about to call it a day when an email flashed up.

			She didn’t recognise the address, but that was often the case. Her contact details were published at the bottom of each article, inviting members of the public to comment or vent. She knew Ross expected her to ‘engage’, but it just wasn’t worth her time. She was about to shut down her computer when another email popped up from the same address, a seemingly random assortment of letters before the @. This time there was a subject line:

			‘You should read this.’

			Short, clear. No exclamation marks, no caps, just a simple suggestion. Odie stopped for a second. It was probably a virus sent by some bored teenager rebelling against ‘the system’, but there was a fraction of a chance that it could be something worth pursuing, and that fraction made it worth the risk. She opened the email to find just a link. She flicked back to the first email – the same link, no other text. She clicked and sat back, waiting for the file to load.

			

			She couldn’t be certain whether the prostrate figure in the clip was dead or alive. The footage from the mobile phone was blurry but, judging by the pool of red liquid by their head, she didn’t fancy their chances. It could have been anyone, anywhere, at any time. There was nothing to go on, and she didn’t even know if it was real. She was about to forward it to the police when she noticed something. She had briefly lived south of the river when her mother was dying. It was a time she tried to forget, in a part of London she disliked, but she had spent many mornings jogging round Battersea Park to shake off her hangovers, using landmarks to navigate her way around. It was barely visible in the corner of the screen, but she was pretty sure she recognised one of the signs. She froze the image, annoyed she had no clue how to enlarge it. It was a long shot, but if the video was authentic, she knew she didn’t have much time before the clip was taken down, or the police got involved. She grabbed her coat and headed for the door.
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