
Chapter 1

Five Years Ago

It roared as it burnt. A monster lighting up the night. They saw it long before they got there, the usual banter tailing off as the scale of the blaze became clear.

‘Are you sure that’s empty?’ someone almost whispered.

‘Should be,’ replied Martin Walker. ‘It’s just a building site, however big.’

One Pacific Square was supposed to be a game changer, a multi-billion-pound regeneration project straddling the Battersea/Clapham borders. Well, the game was certainly changing. The foreign investors would have to wait a lot longer before they saw their money now. They’d be lucky if the unfinished structure of angled steel and glass was still standing by the time this was finished.

Stuart Portbury dragged the Mercedes-Benz Atego fire engine to a halt and the four other men disembarked. The wall of heat hit them instantly, their ears taking a second to adjust to the thunder of the flames above. Gary Elder and Adesh Kaul began pulling out the hoses while Phil Maddox fetched the Halligan bar – part claw, part blade, part tapered pick. It would get them through doors, padlocks, windows and anything else in their way. Walker could hear other sirens homing in on the site, bees buzzing to a gigantic hive. There’d be about thirty before long, coming from across London. Anything up to a hundred and fifty firefighters would be dealing with this before the night was over. And probably the next day too.

‘Third floor, top left.’

It was Kaul who was shouting. It took Walker a moment before he saw it, a figure – male, by the looks of it – frantically waving from a window. Walker strode to the cab of the fire engine.

‘Persons reported. Call it in, Stu.’ This would trigger the dispatch of an ambulance, a command unit and a station manager. It also just complicated the job. The priority would now be search and rescue before fighting the fire.

Walker ran back to join Elder and Kaul at the pump. The man on the third floor was no longer visible, smoke billowing out of the window he’d been waving from. A second fire engine was pulling up behind them. Walker recognised Sarah Connelly, his counterpart from Lambeth Station, jumping out.

‘Looks like we’ve got one trapped on the third floor, Sarah.’

‘What are they doing in there? It’s a construction site, the place should be empty?’

‘I want to send a four-man breathing apparatus team in,’ said Walker. ‘Gary, Phil, Adesh and me.’

‘I’d be happier with a two-man team. Why so many?’

‘The size; that’s a lot of floor space to cover and there might be more people in there.’

‘Alright, Marty . . . it’ll be a stage two entry control. You’ll need a crew manager – which I guess will be me. I’m calling for extra pumps at this section as well. We’ll need them. You know the drill; you don’t go in until there’s an emergency crew in place.’

Connelly headed back to her vehicle to fetch the electronic control board which tracked their oxygen levels. Walker could still remember the old days when you did the maths on the job.

Walker, Elder, Kaul and Maddox began strapping on their air cylinders. Connelly was directing her crew to break open a padlocked door. Advertising hoardings proudly boasting Opening in 2016 – Book your appointment now! hung above it.

‘That door is our entry control point. Your target’s an individual on the third floor and a potential search and rescue for anyone else who might be up there,’ Connelly said for the record. She wrote their names on to the control board as Walker and his team went through the rest of their safety routine – checking their air supplies, pressure gauges and radios. A third fire engine screeched in, two more firefighters jumping out and immediately going through the same procedures. The man hadn’t reappeared in the third-floor window. He was either looking for an exit, or he’d been overcome by the smoke. Walker contained his frustration as he waited for the go-ahead. Finally, the other crew manager signalled she was ready to Connelly.

‘You’re clear, Marty.’

All four men fitted face masks and pulled down their hoods. Connelly checked them over and waved them on. Sprinting forwards, Martin Walker momentarily pictured his wife Christine – as he always did when he ran into a burning building. Just in case.


Chapter 10



‘I’m so sorry for your loss.’

Finn looked at the woman in front of him, and momentarily wondered why the English language offered such limited vocabulary to cover bereavement. His hopes of returning to work without fuss were already over. As he’d made his way through the corridors of Cedar House he’d been intercepted by several well-wishers wanting to pass on their condolences. The effect was counterproductive. He knew it was a touch naïve, but he’d come back to work to get away from the reminders. The woman worked somewhere in IT support, and he thought her name might be Carol, but wasn’t sure. He forced a smile and walked on.

‘I mean it, you know. I am sorry,’ she said.

He turned and saw she was looking almost offended. Was there etiquette to how you received these comments too? Were the sentiments even genuine? He wasn’t really interested in whether Carol from IT, who’d never even met Karin, was sorry for her death. People said this stuff for their own benefit. They didn’t want to be seen as insensitive and he didn’t really care whether they were or weren’t. He nodded in acknowledgement and smiled with as much warmth as he could produce. Her face brightened. She’d got the little moment of intimacy between them she’d been searching for, and went on her way.

Finn knew he wasn’t the most popular person at Cedar House. In his time there he’d consciously made little attempt to socialise or even integrate with his colleagues. He firmly believed that just because you spent the day working under the same roof, it didn’t automatically mean friendship could be assumed. In turn, many of them found him arrogant, even plain rude. He didn’t mind, never being particularly one to get exercised by others’ opinions of him. But there was another layer to it too. Finn looked every inch the Oxbridge graduate he was. Add a certain coolness of attitude, and there were the ingredients if not for a class war, then certainly an underlying skirmish. For those who noted his reluctance to join the Friday night drinking clans, there was the reward of a slowly developed mutual trust.

Finn preferred people of substance, and he liked even more those who took the time to work him out. It helped professionally as well. Those in the team who judged quickly and superficially were likely to bring the same qualities to their work. His way of operating produced results, and people who tried to conflate a personal disregard for him with a professional one found it didn’t gather much traction. Every police officer respects competence; it gets you home on time. More importantly, it keeps you alive.

He’d used the previous afternoon to familiarise himself with the evidence gathered so far. The evening was then spent percolating. He’d ordered, then ignored, a pizza as his appetite continued to fail him. He’d then forced himself to go through the evidence again. And it was an effort. In the normal run of things, he was meticulous in his absorption of information. It was a skill most police officers acquired naturally over time, and Finn prided himself on it. But as much as he trained his mind on the details of Adesh Kaul’s wedding, it was the random details of Karin’s funeral that kept resurfacing. Grief wasn’t just tiring, it was merciless too. There seemed to be no activity – washing, eating, sleeping, working – that wasn’t visited by it.

He walked into the large open-plan office of the incident room and took in the familiar low-level hubbub of chatter and ringing phones. He was pleased at the lack of heads turning to register his presence. Maybe he was overselling his own importance. One exception was DS Jackie Ojo, who was at her desk leafing through paperwork. She greeted Finn with a warm smile. Known almost universally as Jackie O, Ojo was one of Finn’s solid citizens. For those officers at Cedar House who found Finn a bit too much like hard work, she was the perfect antidote. Ojo was a single mother, but rarely talked about her private life. If she found combining her job with raising a child on her own difficult, there was no clue. She always looked immaculate, and Finn could never shake the sense of a swan; serene on the surface but working furiously underneath to survive.

‘Good to have you back, guv. You okay?’

‘It’s better than daytime TV, I suppose. Is the boss in?’

‘Yeah, in his office.’

‘What about the new girl?’

Ojo looked awkward.

‘DC Paulsen’s not here; she hasn’t rung in either. I don’t know where she’s got to, to be honest.’

Finn arched an eyebrow. Hardly an auspicious start, and punctuality mattered to him. If he was required to be somewhere at a certain time that’s when he’d arrive, bang on the dot.

‘Have you met her yet?’

‘Briefly, she came in for an induction last week.’

‘And?’

‘Seems smart. Quiet though. Hard to get to know, I think, but it’s early days.’ This chimed with what Skegman told him in YoYo’s. Smart was good, distracted was not.

‘What are you working right now?’

‘The Thornton Heath stabbing. Looks on the periphery of gang-related stuff, but we haven’t handed it over to Trident yet.’ Trident was the Met’s department for tackling gang violence, and if it did come under their jurisdiction, it would usefully free Ojo up.

‘The periphery?’

‘Sounds like a fight over a girl involving some gangster types. Whether they’re actually part of anything and who was actually there, we’re still trying to establish. Usual bollocks.’

‘Keep me in the loop – it’d be good to have you on board though.’ Ojo nodded, and Finn moved on down the corridor towards Skegman’s office.

The DCI occupied a reasonably sized glass box of a private space. In theory it allowed for openness, but the way he sat there – stock-still, eyes darting around lizard-like as he stared at his screen – always reminded Finn irresistibly of Blofeld from the old Bond movies. He felt his phone vibrating and frowned when he didn’t recognise the number on the display.

‘DI Finn? It’s DC Paulsen. I know you were expecting me at the station this morning but I’ve gone straight to the crime scene. I’m at the Manor Park Hotel.’

The voice was distinctive, with a hint of an accent. Dutch possibly, he couldn’t tell. But it was the tone which surprised him; brusque, on the borderline of rude.

‘And why have you decided to do that?’

‘Something struck me overnight. Can you get down here?’

He really didn’t like the sense of being summoned, and by a rookie DC at that.

‘Well, I was intending to come down today at some point anyway.’

She didn’t reply.

‘Paulsen?’

‘Sorry, just saw someone I need to talk to. I’ll see you when you get here, sir.’ The line went dead. As introductions went, it was different, thought Finn.

An hour later, he was parking up in the surprisingly busy forecourt of the Manor Park Hotel. A couple of days on, the area around the banqueting hall remained a crime scene but there was a steady stream of people passing through. The hotel was taking in guests again after being given permission to reopen for limited business. The matter of a gruesome death over the weekend clearly hadn’t put off its clientele. Businessmen and women mainly, Finn noticed as he walked towards the entrance. Heads buried in phones, they seemed neither interested in nor bothered by the police presence.

The first thing that struck him was the smell. It was all pervading as he entered the lobby. Sour and rank, he was guessing it was a cocktail of the fire brigade’s work, the hotel’s sprinkler system and the charred micro fibres of what was left of Adesh Kaul. A slightly haunted young woman was sat behind the reception desk, while a uniformed police officer stood protecting a sealed-off passageway. The PC recognised him and pulled a cardboard box from behind the desk. Finn helped himself to blue plastic overalls, disposable gloves and bootees and slipped them on. He walked down a darkened corridor with the stench growing noticeably stronger until he arrived at a set of large double doors. There was a sign pointing the way to the toilets and he could hear the low-level conversation of the scenes of crime officers at work around the L-shaped corridor. Deciding he’d only be a distraction for now, he pushed the doors in front of him open and entered the deserted banqueting hall.

It was hard not to be affected by the scene inside. The room was untouched since its sudden evacuation over the weekend. Flattened rose petals were strewn over the floor beneath the mandap. Plates of food were still half eaten on tables, broken glass littered the carpet and even the wedding cake, part demolished, sat sagging still on its display table. The smell was now inside his throat, and he started to cough.

‘You’ll stop noticing it after about ten minutes,’ said an accented voice behind him. Finn turned and saw a tall, slightly gangly woman with a black bob. Even under the forensic apparel he could see she was distinctive, her face catching his eye. Part rock chick, part academic, it made you look twice. He made a mental note to cut that out straight away, not entirely sure where it’d come from.

‘DC Paulsen?’ asked Finn.

‘DI Finn? I’m sorry for your loss,’ she said formally.

‘Thank you, it isn’t necessary though.’

She looked uncomfortable, as if unsure whether she’d been inappropriate.

‘So, what brought you down here? I was expecting to meet you at the station this morning.’ He was trying to keep the irritation out of his voice, but she’d already managed to get under his skin. Her first choice on her first day was a minor act of insubordination.

‘Some of the wedding guests were due back today. They were staying here for the ceremony, but then left after what happened. The hotel told me they were coming back this morning to pick up their luggage so I wanted to catch them. They’ve had forty-eight hours for the initial shock to wear off and I thought that that, plus seeing the hotel again, might spark something. Bring back a memory or a small detail they’d forgotten in the immediate aftermath.’

When she spoke it was quickly and efficiently, and despite himself he found he was nodding. Not so much insubordination as initiative, it turned out.

‘And have you found something?’

‘Not from anything anyone’s said, but...’ She looked around the room again. ‘It’s all this. It’s lavish, very lavish – bells and whistles, and some.’

Finn took in the room properly this time. She was right; add the cost of hiring the hall to everything else and you weren’t talking thousands, more like tens of thousands.

‘Rich parents?’

‘That’s just it. One of the bride’s friends told me Kaul paid for the whole thing.’

‘His family paid?’ queried Finn.

‘No. Just him. He footed the bill for all of this, out of his own pocket.’

‘Interesting. He could just be boasting though – people never like admitting their parents helped them out. We need to have a look at his finances, see how well his business was doing. At the very least we should establish how he did manage to fund this. How much more work needs to be done on site here, by the way?’

‘Forensics should finish off later but the fire and the water in the toilet area hasn’t made it easy. I’m not sure how much they’ve got.’

‘Alright, I’ll go and talk to them – see where they’re at. What about the fire investigation team?’

‘Been and gone – we should get something back fairly soon from them. There’s still a lot of people who were here on the day who we need to take witness statements from. Quite a few of them have already disappeared into the wind.’

‘We’ve got a complete guest list though, haven’t we?’

Before she could reply she was interrupted by her phone ringing. She answered it and listened for a moment.

‘Okay, thanks for letting me know, we can be there inside half an hour,’ she said, before turning back to Finn.

‘Stephanie Kaul, the bride – she’s awake and wants to talk to us.’



Finn and Paulsen set off across south London to St George’s Hospital in Tooting, after Finn had checked in with the forensic team in the burnt-out toilet. The scene was a mess and he didn’t envy them their task. It was hard not to consider the irony of Adesh Kaul’s last moments – surrounded by firefighters whose uniform he’d once worn.

Roadworks meant the journey was takingconsiderablylonger than it should.Sitting behind the wheel, Finn could feel the frown on his face beginning to ache. 

‘Better call the hospital and let them know we’re running late,’ he told Paulsen, who was staring absently out of the window. She nodded without reply, and made the call. He refocused on the road. Paulsen certainly hadn’t made any extra efforts to ingratiate herself since they’dleft the hotel. Over the years he’d seen every kind of response from a new officer on their first day. There were the eager-to-please puppy dogs, the measured oneswho kept something back and the loud brash types keen to impress. She was giving him something new. He’d spent most of the journey trying to figure out whether it was an affectation or genuine.With the traffic reducing them to a slow crawl, he decided to test the waters.

‘So how are you settling in?’

‘Hard to say – first morning of the first day. But I’ve only heard good thingsabout Cedar Houseso it’s good to finally get started.’

‘Your accent – I can’t quite...’

‘Father’s Swedish, mother’s from Croydon. I grew up insouth London, so not as exotic as youmightthink.’

‘Holiday romance?’

‘No, they’re both scientists. They met onaresearch project.’

‘Nottempted to follow in the family footsteps, then?’

‘No. But one of the things I like about detective work is the methodology. Investigative work of any kind has a lot of shared principles with the sciences. Besides... I like fast cars.’

She said it in the same quiet monotone as before, and it took him a moment to register. He glanced across at her, and was rewarded with an unexpected lopsided smile, as she gestured at the non-moving traffic ahead of them.He smiled back, despite himself.

Half an hour later they arrived at St George’s, and after another ten minutes working through a maze of identical corridors, they arrived at a small reception area. A youngish doctor with a mop of red hair was sat studying an iPad intently.

‘Doctor Edwards?’ said Paulsen.

Edwards stood and turned.

‘I’m DC Paulsen, we spoke on the phone earlier. This is DI Finn—’

‘How’s she doing?’ asked Finn, skipping the pleasantries.

‘Not great, as you can imagine. You know what happened?’

Finn turned to Paulsen for a steer.

‘When she heard what was going on in the toilet she ran to try and help her husband. She suffered some burns in the process.’

‘There was smoke inhalation too. We’ve given her a lot of painkillers and kept her sedated for the most part,’ said Edwards. Finn nodded.

‘Probably no bad thing.’

‘This morning she expressed a wish to talk to the police. She hasn’t said a word since. She’s refused food, but she’s drinking water at least.’ Edwards paused. ‘I appreciate you’ve got a job to do, but her mental state is extremely fragile so please use some common sense, eh?’

Finn nodded in acknowledgement, and the doctor led them into the ward.

There was only one bed curtained off from the rest of the room, and Edwards pulled the curtains apart to let Finn and Paulsen through. Just for an instant, Finn’s thoughts turned to another woman in another hospital bed, but there was no time to dwell. His eyes narrowed as he saw the condition of the woman lying there. Though they’d been warned of her injuries, it was still shocking to see. There was a dressing over the left side of her face and on her left arm. Both her hands were bandaged and the hair on the left side of her scalp was scorched away. What struck him most wasn’t the physical injuries, it was the look in her eyes – dead and expressionless. Terrible as her injuries were, she looked as if she was barely aware of them. Barely aware of her surroundings even.

‘How bad are the burns?’ whispered Finn to Edwards as they approached.

‘She should make a full recovery, but the next few weeks are going to be painful.’

That was an understatement, thought Finn. He tried to imagine how the woman in front of them would have looked on Saturday afternoon. In her wedding dress, committing to the man she loved. They were supposed to be in Bali now – lying on a beach without a care in the world. He walked carefully over and took a seat next to the bed.

‘Hello, Stephanie, I’m DI Finn and this is my colleague DC Paulsen. How are you bearing up?’

She stared ahead, as if she hadn’t heard him. He recognised that expression; when your mind was working so hard to absorb something, it was almost impossible to articulate anything. He’d felt like that himself enough times recently.

‘How’s Neeta?’ said Stephanie eventually in a dry voice. Finn glanced up at Paulsen quizzically.

‘His mother,’ Paulsen whispered in his ear. She turned to the woman in the bed and smiled reassuringly.

‘She’s being looked after by the family.’

Neeta Kaul, by all accounts, hadn’t stopped sobbing for the first twenty-four hours after her son’s death. The family liaison officer said she was sat alone in her bedroom rejecting all attempts to console her. An awful lot of trauma counselling was going to be needed and Paulsen wondered whether it would ever be truly enough. Finn gave Stephanie a gentle smile.

‘I’m told you wanted to speak with us?’

‘Who did this?’ she said finally.

‘We don’t know. We’re still looking into the circumstances.’

There was truth to that too, thought Finn. There was still a possibility it was all some sort of tragic accident. It was highly unlikely though. Adesh Kaul neither smoked or vaped. The early forensic work showed no evidence of a phone or any other electronic device which might have exploded, and nobody was seriously going down the spontaneous human combustion route.

‘Someone did this to him, didn’t they?’

‘It’s a possibility. We’re not ruling anything in or out at this stage. We’ll wait and see what evidence the forensics give us and also what the post-mortem shows before we start building a picture.’

‘What do you think though?’

‘I don’t. Or at least we don’t. It’s a misconception from movies and television that we throw around theories and hunches. The reality is we try to be guided by the facts and by evidence, then let that direct us.’

Paulsen was watching Finn as he spoke. His voice was so quiet she could barely hear him, and his tone was easy and conversational. If you’d walked in on them then you might be forgiven for thinking he was family, or at least a close friend. It struck her randomly how smart his appearance was – the closely trimmed hair, the crisply ironed shirt, the carefully moisturised skin. She reminded herself this was a man who’d just cremated his own wife. If he was falling apart, it wasn’t showing. Outwardly, anyway.

‘But you think he might have been murdered?’ said Stephanie.

‘Like I say, until we know more, nothing’s off the table. Did he have any enemies you can think of?’

‘No. That’s just it... Adesh was the most easy-going guy you could ever meet. He never really lost his temper.’

‘There’s nobody – no situation – you can think of then?’

She stopped to properly consider the question, then shook her head.

‘Is there anyone who might have had a problem with the wedding?’

‘No, why would there be?’

‘An ex-boyfriend maybe? Someone else who liked you?’

‘No, nothing like that either. And both our families were just thrilled to bits. There was no one who was opposed to the marriage, quite the opposite.’

‘Did Adesh have any financial problems?’

‘No. His business was a success and we were all so proud of him. It was a big risk when he quit the fire brigade but it turned out to be the best thing he ever did. He loved being his own boss.’

She started to cough suddenly, clearly in some discomfort. Edwards poured her a glass of water from a jug on a side table and passed it across, giving Finn a warning glance as he did so. They all waited a moment while Stephanie gulped it down.

‘Why did he quit the fire service?’ asked Paulsen.

‘Why put your life on the line every day when you’ve built up the expertise to earn good money much more safely?’

‘Some people don’t like the quiet life?’

Stephanie shook her head.

‘There was one fire... it was quite traumatic for him, I think. It wasn’t the reason he quit but I think it helped make up his mind.’

‘Can you remember anything about it?’ asked Finn.

‘He was one of the first responders at One Pacific Square.’

Paulsen saw Finn react.

‘What was it about that one that was different?’ he asked.

‘A man died. They were too late, I think...’

Finn nodded, but Paulsen could see an intensity about him now, as if a switch had been flicked.

‘One more night...’ said Stephanie, almost as if to herself.

‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand,’ said Finn.

‘We wanted a baby, and we always said that the most magical thing would be to conceive our child on the night we got married.’ The tears were beginning to come now, streaming down her face as she spoke. ‘Now it can never happen and I’ve got nothing.’

Finn nodded his understanding. He was looking her right in the eye as he did so, making a point of it, Paulsen noticed. He wasn’t just here acquiring information; he was acknowledging her pain. That it mattered.

‘I’m not supposed to make promises. It’s the first rule of my profession; never make a promise you might not be able to keep. But I’ll say this to you: we’ll do our utmost to find out the truth. You have my word on that.’

His words seemed to have the desired effect and she found her equilibrium again.

‘The wake is tomorrow. I’d like you to come. You need to see. Then you’ll understand. Everyone loved Adesh.’


Chapter 11



When they returned to Cedar House, Finn assembled his team in the incident room for a briefing. It was his first opportunity to address them as a group since he’d returned, and he was keen to show it was business as usual. More importantly he wanted to pull together the disparate strands of the investigation and work out a plan of attack.

He looked across at Paulsen who was standing awkwardly on her own, her head buried in her phone. It was the first time she’d properly met the rest of the team, and she was showing precious little interest in integrating. Finn could see the disquiet on some of the older faces around her. There was a protocol to such situations which she was wilfully ignoring. It would need watching. Rub people up the wrong way early on, and she’d have a problem for the rest of her time here. More positively, he was grateful to see Jackie Ojo in there. The Thornton Heath murder was now in the hands of Trident, which meant she was free to link up with Finn on the Kaul investigation.

He tried to read the room as he waited for everyone to gather. With the exception of Paulsen, they were all officers he’d worked with for some time. While not all of them necessarily liked him, there was a relationship of mutual trust there. Police officers respected results and he’d led them to enough of those over the years. He watched as they drank their coffees and chatted among themselves. He could sense an undercurrent; his bereavement provoking an unspoken discomfort. He’d led countless briefings over the years, but this time he felt strangely uncomfortable. He looked down at the forensic report he’d just been handed, focused on it and took a discreet breath.

‘Kick some arse,’  whispered Karin, and he looked up, cleared his throat and waited for the hubbub to quieten down.

‘Right – forensics have given me their preliminary findings. I’ve also spoken to the fire investigator. There were traces of an accelerant in the hotel toilet cubicle. Not enough to say for certain it was thrown around, but their working theory is the victim was doused in it. We’ll know more after the PM.’

There was a ripple around the room. ‘That’s what happens if you bring cheap booze to a wedding,’ said a voice at the back to a few random chuckles, but most were now concentrating. If there’d been any remaining doubt this was somehow an accidental death, it was now gone.

Finn continued. ‘That means somebody reached him, overpowered him and soaked him in petrol before setting him alight. All within a matter of minutes. The victim wasn’t somebody frail or infirm. This was a former firefighter who’d kept himself in shape. Whoever did this was a match for him.’

He looked around the room and let the implication sink in, then turned and gestured at the whiteboard behind him. There were two photographs of two different men pinned up. On the left was a youthful picture of Adesh Kaul taken from his firefighting days.

‘This is what we know about Kaul. Born and bred in Harlesden, he was with the LFB until five years ago, when he quit to set up his own fire risk consultancy. Early indications are that it was a success. He worked on his own, but given how he died, I’d like to know if he made any mistakes. Any major blazes where someone died or was put out of business, for example. So let’s talk with the LFB and cross-check with his client list.’ He took a sip from the glass of water on the table next to him, his earlier nerves starting to dissipate now he was in full flow. ‘Let’s also have a dig through his personal life. Sami, I’d like you to look into the family. See if there’s been any issues. I’m not specifically thinking this is a hate crime, but let’s establish if they’ve had any problems recently.’ A young DC sat near the front nodded and started to scribble furiously in his pocketbook.

‘What about the widow?’ said one of the older men who’d been viewing Paulsen with such suspicion earlier.

‘Stephanie Kaul, or Stephanie Clough as she was known up until the weekend, works...’ he looked uncertainly down at his notes, ‘...as a content manager for some firm in Fitzrovia. You all know me well enough by now to know I haven’t got an effing clue what that involves.’ There was a murmur of laughter which buoyed him a little more. ‘But Rog, can you go and pay them a visit – see if she had any admirers who might not have liked the idea of her getting hitched.’ He turned to face the room again. ‘One further detail: Adesh Kaul quit his job not long after attending the blaze at One Pacific Square.’

‘He was there?’ said Ojo immediately.

Finn nodded.

‘I doubt there’s a connection, but it’s worth noting he was one of the first responders at the scene, one of the first who actually went into the building.’

He looked around the room again and noted the raised eyebrows on one or two faces. He wasn’t surprised.

Most people remembered or knew the story because it was a cause célèbre at the time. One Pacific Square was supposed to herald a new commercial dawn for London. Its lofty ambition was to expand the financial service sector south of the river from its traditional home in the Square Mile. The skyscraper at the centre of the complex was intended to become as iconic as One Canada Square in Canary Wharf. So it was more than just the semi-built tower that the flames destroyed – a dream of sorts died too. There was a rebuilding project after the fire, but it faltered as fears over Brexit gave its investors pause for thought. When it was finally completed two years late and over budget, One Pacific Square was no longer the new economic hub once imagined, but was confined to the single high-rise building that bore its name – home to a handful of finance firms, but no more than that.

‘For those unfamiliar with what happened, the fire took place while the tower was under construction. The cause was an old kettle being used by workmen which was left plugged into an even older extension cable. The fire burnt for nearly two days and it took over two hundred firefighters from stations all over the city to extinguish it. There was just one fatality though...’ Finn pointed to the second picture up on the whiteboard. It looked to have been taken somewhere on the African continent. A bare-chested man with curly golden hair was standing proudly with a rifle, next to the bloodied corpse of a dead giraffe. He was staring down the camera lens with a barely disguised leer.

‘As many of you may recall, the dead man was an individual called Erik Whitlock. Whitlock was well known to police at the time as a money launderer, and a good one as well. He was widely believed to be the same individual who’d laundered the proceeds of a high-value raid on a security van in Hertfordshire earlier that year.’

‘The Stansted heist?’ said a voice at the back. It belonged to Dave McGilligott; a young, slightly facetious detective constable, who in truth wasn’t one of Finn’s favourites.

‘Come on, Dave – you been on Mars for the last five years?’ said someone. ‘You’ve got to remember Dave’s only twelve years old,’ said another, and the room sniggered.

‘Yeah, Dave, the robbery that was plastered across every newspaper in the country for a month,’ said Ojo.

‘Oh – that one. Course I’ve heard of it,’ said McGilligott with a wide grin, and then began to sing.

‘Who can rob at sunrise?

Sprinkle it with gold

Cover it in diamonds and a miracle or two?

The Handyman. The Handyman can...’

The room winced at his out-of-tune warbling, and Finn waited for the laughter to subside. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard this bastardisation of the old Sammy Davis Jr. classic. The crime remained unsolved and with each passing year it became more of an urban legend. It was up there with Brink’s-Mat and Hatton Garden now in its notoriety. Despite numerous arrests over the years, none of the major players had ever been caught. There still remained a debate whether they’d even been accurately identified. The investigating team were a laughing stock while the robbers were the subject of endless colourful speculation.

As the room quietened, Finn gave McGilligott a glare of sub-zero contempt.

‘I don’t want to hear that again. Not even as a joke. That goes for all of you – we’re not breathing life into that old fairy story.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Paulsen suddenly. ‘Who’s the Handyman?’

‘A myth,’ snapped Finn. ‘Supposedly some all-powerful underworld figure behind the Stansted heist, but he doesn’t exist. Current thinking is several well-established career criminals teamed up to do it. There’s a unit in Hertfordshire still dying on its arse trying to follow the money. You know how the papers like to spin this stuff – they want you to believe there’s a Michael Caine type leading a team of loveable old rogues. But it’s bollocks. There is no ‘‘Handyman’’ – probably just a bunch of ex-cons sipping sangria by the Med now.’

‘What’s this got to do with Kaul?’ asked Paulsen. Whether she was aware of it or not – and Finn’s money was on the latter – she was getting more of those side glances again.

‘Quite possibly, absolutely nothing. But did he come into contact with Whitlock that night? Is there a connection? Also the manner of Kaul’s death suggests the killer was no amateur. It’s more the sort of killing you’d associate with Whitlock’s mates. It’s an unlikely link, but let’s keep an open mind. It’s a line of inquiry, until it isn’t.’

‘Have we spoken to his old station?’ asked Ojo. Finn nodded.

‘Uniform put in a call earlier, and haven’t flagged anything up. Kaul’s wake is tomorrow and I’m going. If any of his old crew are there, I’ll reach out to them. In the meantime, Jacks, I want the names of everyone who was at the wedding – who we’ve spoken to, and who we haven’t.’

Ojo nodded, and Finn turned to a man in his late forties, another of the older officers who seemed less than impressed by Paulsen.

‘Let’s check where we are with the CCTV coverage and ANPR. There’s cameras in the hotel forecourt, and there’s some I spotted on the surrounding approach roads too. Uniform were rounding it up.’

He then turned to a young woman draining the last of an instant coffee from a heavily chipped mug.

‘Nishat – keep in touch with SOCO and the fire investigation team. See if anything else comes out, and I’d like to know more about that accelerant they found. Ring the pathologist as well, find out exactly what time the post-mortem’s been scheduled for.’

With that, Finn signalled the end of the briefing. The room started to disperse with quiet efficiency and Paulsen found herself alone.

‘What do you want me to do?’ she asked Finn.

‘Look into Kaul’s fire consultancy and see how well it was doing. Stephanie seemed to think it was pretty successful. Keep looking into his finances. If he paid for the whole wedding let’s find out how he managed it. It was a good spot earlier... now follow it up. See where it takes you.’

Paulsen nodded and headed off, glad to have a mission and a compliment. For a moment Finn took in the incident room; it was how he liked it. Everyone focused, everyone clear. He turned on his heels and left them to it.



‘The fucking Handyman? Do me a favour,’ said John Skegman, holding his head in his hands. ‘The link’s spurious to say the least, and the Pacific Square fire was five years ago. That’s a whole lot of time for Kaul to have made any number of enemies. You might as well blame Donald sodding Trump.’

Finn was standing in Skegman’s office. He’d never realised before how awkward the DCI sounded when he swore.

‘He was with the crew who found Erik Whitlock’s body. There were hundreds of firefighters there that night, but Kaul was one of the four who went in first.’

Skegman thought about it with the expression of a man with badly trapped wind.

‘It’s that Cambridge education of yours, Alex. Makes you overthink stuff,’ Skegman muttered. Finn rolled his eyes, and didn’t mind letting it show. Skegman hadn’t gone to university and was oddly prickly about the fact. It wasn’t the first time he’d made a crack like that and Finn doubted it would be the last. He suppressed his irritation and smiled politely instead.

‘I’m not proposing to put it at the centre of the investigation. I’m just flagging up the link, however tenuous.’

‘The Stansted heist is a Pandora’s box – ask any senior officer in the country. You’re talking five years of taxpayers’ money that’s been chucked away by Chapel Row.’

Chapel Row was the station in Hertfordshire where the unit charged with investigating the robbery was based. Their lack of progress was a standing joke within the police service. It was a smaller team these days than at the outset, in line with their reduced funding, but it would remain operational. The investigation was too high-profile to simply be forgotten. The general feeling was they’d missed their moment and the trail was, if not cold, then certainly lukewarm.

‘Look, I don’t believe in him either, but there’ve been a number of deaths,’ persisted Finn. ‘On the periphery. People who knew people connected to suspects. The suggestion’s always been it was the so-called Handyman tying up loose ends. It’s how he earnt his name after all.’

That much was true. The first victim attributed to him was stabbed through the eye with a screwdriver, while the second was battered to death with a claw hammer. It was the tabloids who’d come up with the name because he seemed to be working his way through the toolbox.

‘Someone was behind Stansted,’ continued Finn. ‘And they were good – it was well planned and well executed. Whoever was responsible was a pro, and I’m happy to call him the Handyman or the Bogeyman or whatever you want. The manner of Adesh Kaul’s death, the fact there’s a loose connection to Erik Whitlock... don’t we have to look into it? If for no other reason than to rule it out?’

Skegman thought about it for a moment and then sighed.

‘Alright, talk to Chapel Row. See what their take is on it. The sooner we can move on from it, the happier I’ll be. How’s Paulsen getting on, by the way?’

Finn considered his answer, and Skegman smiled.

‘Yes, she does rather have that effect.’

‘There’s definite signs of potential, but I’m not sure she’s going out of her way to make friends. It’s an interesting approach on your first day.’

‘Why don’t you send her up to Hertfordshire? Someone who can get under their skins might not be the worst thing. I imagine it’ll be the most excitement they’ve had in ages.’

If Skegman was expecting a smile in response it didn’t come. The pause made him look up and search out Finn’s face.

‘And what about you? How are you bearing up?’ There was warmth to his tone but a steel behind the eyes.

‘I’m fine, sir. It’s good to be back. Honest.’

He met Skegman’s gaze, then turned briskly and walked towards the door without waiting for a reply.

‘Liar,’ said Karin.


Chapter 12



The village was as English as an English village could be. There was a green, a small row of shops and even a working red telephone box next to the war memorial. It possessed one small pub which was packed every night. You could call it sleepy, but those who lived there would proudly tell you otherwise.

In one of the small houses a street or two behind the green, an alarm clock rang. A slightly built man in his late fifties with greying hair swung his legs out of bed, picked up his glasses from the bedside table and rose.

The sober tones of the Today programme on Radio Four chattered in the background, as he washed and groomed. He used an old-fashioned shaving brush, with shaving cream delivered directly from his favourite barber in Mayfair. He Brylcreemed his hair, ensuring not a single strand was left untouched. His neatly ironed and pressed clothes were laid out where he’d left them the night before – a crisp white shirt with silver cufflinks, a pin-striped waistcoat, dark corduroy trousers and immaculately polished black leather shoes. As always after dressing, he flicked open the gold pocket watch laid next to the clothes, listened to the mechanism ticking in perfect harmony and fastened it to his waistcoat.

Breakfast consisted of a grapefruit and two slices of heavily buttered thick brown toast, slathered liberally with strong English marmalade. He drank tea from the pot; a milky Assam which he sugared the way his mother used to, taking a small silver spoon and holding it just beneath the surface, circling it around the cup to enable the maximum infusion of flavour.

A copy of The Times was delivered every morning, and after breakfast he allowed himself the luxury of forty-five minutes before work to read through it properly. In his view it didn’t just pay to be abreast, it was critical. Scrutinising the front page, he tutted to himself as he read the Governor of the Bank of England’s latest fiscal predictions. There’d likely be a general election before the end of the year, he mused. Another headline caught his attention:

‘Blaze kills groom at own wedding’.

As he read through the article, one line in particular stood out:

‘Kaul was one of the first firefighters to attend the blaze at One Pacific Square, and resigned from the fire service not long afterwards.’

He read the article for a second time to be sure he’d assimilated all the information correctly, then carefully closed the newspaper and ran his tongue across his lower lip. It was probably nothing, but he was not a man who liked loose ends, however insignificant. He strode into the living room where there was a large mahogany desk at the far end.

The sun was shining through the windows and it looked like it was going to be a glorious day. He took a set of keys from his pocket, and unlocked a small drawer at the side of the desk. Inside were at least seven different mobile phones piled on top of each other. Selecting the one he wanted, he turned it on and tapped out a text.



We need to talk – call me.



He peered out of the window and nodded to himself approvingly; it was indeed shaping up to be a beautiful morning.


Chapter 13


Paulsen took the train to Hertfordshire, stopping briefly to grab a sandwich at Liverpool Street station. She’d resisted the urge to call Nancy for a whinge while she wolfed it down. She was sure she was being sent on the schlepp simply because she was the new girl. She’d seen some of the dinosaurs sizing her up in the incident room and wondered if they were now enjoying a laugh at her expense. They were different with Ojo she’d noticed, but then she was a detective sergeant. New station, same old nonsense.

Finn was adamant a phone call wouldn’t suffice – she needed to see the evidence Chapel Row possessed in person. So a day which began in deepest south London was now taking her to the Essex–Herts borders. The police station was based in the bowels of an industrial estate just outside Bishop’s Stortford. Before setting off she’d spoken on the phone to a DI Andy Warrender, the man currently charged with leading the investigation into the Stansted robbery. He’d been courteous, but she detected an underlying suspicion after she’d explained her reasons for calling. In person, Warrender was in his mid-forties, with straight blond hair and jowly pink features. He’d made her a cup of tea in a messy kitchen area, before leading her through to a narrow corridor of small offices where his team were based. They were one floor up from the station’s main CID, but she sensed the divide from the rest of the place immediately. They might as well be in Scotland.

‘Explain to me again why you think there’s a connection with your homicide? Suspected homicide,’ Warrender corrected himself sharply. Paulsen explained Adesh Kaul was one of the first responders at Pacific Square and Warrender nodded.

‘Erik Whitlock is a man we’ve thoroughly investigated, of course. You think your man might have crossed paths with him that night?’

‘It’s one line of inquiry. We’re trying to track down some of the fire crew on the same watch who were with him. My governor sent me up here for thoroughness’ sake, I think. To help us rule out the connection.’

‘So you’ve got a man who might have crossed paths with Whitlock on the night of the fire, then five years later gets burnt to death at his own wedding...’ He weighed it up. ‘I can see why you might want to ask the question at least. What do you want to know?’

‘Tell me about the Handyman for a start?’

Given the way Finn described the man – part urban legend, part tabloid invention – she wasn’t sure what kind of reaction to expect. But Warrender nodded, as if he’d been half-expecting it.

‘It depends on who you believe he is. What you read in the papers tends to be a mix of the truth, bad journalism and out-and-out bollocks. The fact is, there’s several people who fit the bill. We’ve ruled most of them out for one reason or another and narrowed it down to one man. If you want to call him the Handyman, knock yourself out.’

‘And who’s that?’

‘Patience. I’ll come to that, but first we need to go back to the beginning. Let me take you through what happened on the day.’

He took her over to a wall in the main office, whose entire breadth seemed to have been given over to a pictorial reconstruction.

‘A security guard and a driver were transporting cash belonging to a Swiss bank from a cargo depot at Stansted Airport to a British bank in central London. Armed men intercepted the van on an A road only a few miles into their journey. The sacks of cash were transferred into a red Subaru, while the van’s guard and driver were tied up and dumped out of the way.’ As he spoke he pointed at blurry CCTV images of the Subaru, and a patch of scrubland where the two luckless men were left.

‘The robbers did their homework. They knew exactly where the most vulnerable part of the route was. They were able to wait in nearby woodland, while a motorcycle rider trailed the van ready to give the signal. They also knew the names of the guard and driver’s wives and children. They knew which care home the driver’s mother was living in, and they knew what colour outfit the guard’s wife was wearing when she dropped off her three-year-old at nursery school that morning.’

Warrender ushered her over to another wall, and Paulsen couldn’t shake the feeling it was like being in a museum. It felt as if she was being shown carefully preserved exhibits rather than the kind of live investigation she’d seen in the incident room at Cedar House earlier.

‘The burnt-out wreckage of the Subaru was found in a side street in Ipswich two days later. The stolen motorbike we found in a car park in St Albans.’

‘What do you think happened to the money then?’ asked Paulsen.

‘Well, I’m as convinced as I can be that Erik Whitlock dealt with that. He was an experienced money launderer – almost the go-to guy in the UK at the time for a job of that magnitude.’

‘But the money disappeared?’ asked Paulsen.

‘Yes. The key question has always been whether Whitlock managed to launder it before he died, or whether his death forced the robbers into doing something else. If he did manage to take care of it, then my strong suspicion is most of the cash is no longer in the country. If he didn’t, then it’s likely still here in some form.’ Warrender crossed his arms.

He looked and sounded defensive, Paulsen thought, and she remembered Finn’s words from the briefing. This investigating team was one of the most derided in the country. She felt a sudden sympathy for Warrender. It was easy to mock from a distance. As if reading her mind, he smiled unexpectedly.

‘We’re following leads in both directions, here and abroad. Which all brings us back to your first question about the Handyman.’

He ushered her to a corner of the wall in front of them, and pointed at a small black-and-white photograph of a man. He looked like an old-fashioned tailor. The face was heavily lined, with Brylcreemed grey hair.

‘I’ve got good reason to suspect this is the man in question. His name is Raymond Spinney. He’s a career criminal who started out as a pickpocket, graduated to house burglaries, then finally on to armed robberies. He was behind a series of raids over a three-year period on post offices in Holloway, Clapham, Leyton and Ealing.’ Warrender waited a moment as Paulsen worked it out.

‘North, south, east and west London?’

‘Exactly. One after the other – never in person. But the gang members we’ve managed to nick over the years have built an interesting picture. Spinney planned the raids with expert precision. Every eventuality was thought through. Who was likely to be inside, how fast it would take an armed response team to get there, all of it. Nothing was left to chance.’

‘And you believe he’s behind the Stansted robbery because of his previous MO? That it fits?’

‘In part. I don’t think it’s a huge stretch to think he got bored of robbing post offices and wanted a crack at something bigger. The facts support it too – those post office raids came to a halt just months before the Stansted heist. I can also directly connect Spinney to Erik Whitlock: Whitlock was the man who laundered the proceeds of the post office jobs.’

‘Hold on,’ said Paulsen, cutting in. ‘If Whitlock was such a known launderer, why wasn’t he was in prison?’

‘He was, at various stages, but he was smart. There’s a reason why he was regarded as the best in the business – because he learnt from his mistakes. By the time he died, pinning anything on him was pretty much impossible.’

‘So have you found anything that directly connects him to the Stansted money?’

‘All I can tell you is this: within weeks of the Pacific Square fire, Ray Spinney disappears off the face of the earth. Not a trace of him. His launderer dies, and Spinney goes to ground. Go figure.’

Paulsen tried to take it all in. A huge heist, where both the money and the prime suspect disappeared, with the one man who could connect it all long dead. She didn’t envy Warrender.

‘If I knew where Spinney was I’d be ninety per cent closer to solving this. So that’s my story, DC Paulsen. Does any of that help?’

Paulsen frowned. The truthful answer was not really, but she didn’t want to return to Cedar House empty-handed.

‘My DI said
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