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Dedication

For Roy Lownds (11/03/31 –
   24/08/19)
 Much missed by all your family.



  
Epigraph

Sleep, those little slices of death.
 Edgar Allan Poe (attributed)
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Kirsty

He’s no regular stalker.

There’s no shadow of a figure in her peripheral vision as she goes about her day. No footsteps behind her in an alley as she comes home from work.

Instead, he visits her in the darkest part of the night, padding soft and deadly into her dreams at 3 a.m., when she is at her most defenceless. In her own bed.

The sleep rituals are the only weapons she has.

First, she makes herself turn off the iPad, even though she wants to watch another episode of her reality show. But the blue light scrambles your brain and keeps you awake. This is just basic advice. Next comes the bubble bath – not too warm, not too cool – with the meditation audiobook playing from the phone lying on the sink. She doesn’t really like baths; she always ends up getting sweaty or chilled, but all the advice suggests that this is the right thing to do for A Good Night’s Sleep.

That’s how she thinks of it: in capitals. A destination. The Holy Grail.

She’s drunk the mug of hot chocolate – the best part of her routine – and eaten the banana. (They give you serotonin or something like that. She’s a bit hazy on the science.)

Now for the lavender oil, which she spritzes on the pillow, but not too much because someone told her that can have the opposite effect to the one desired.

Climbing into bed, she lifts up her thriller from the bedside table and looks at the picture on the cover. It shows a woman half-turning under a streetlamp, eyes wide and startled, like someone being followed.

With a small shudder, she puts it back on the nightstand. It’s quite good, but maybe not for bedtime reading.

Instead she twiddles with the dial on the clock radio until she finds Radio 4. It’s not her thing at all in the daytime, but droning, posh voices seeping into the room are comforting at night. Someone on there is talking about moving to a Scottish island for a year and doing something involving sheep. It’s incredibly boring, but isn’t that what you want at bedtime? Excitement is not what she needs right now.

Closing her eyes at last, she pulls the duvet with its freshly changed cover up to her chin and inhales its clean scent, breathing in and out very slowly. The lamp is still turned on and the orange glow bleeds through her eyelids, but she isn’t ready to turn it off yet.

She’s not ready for the darkness.

Her parents say she resisted the lights going off from when she was a little girl, even before the night terrors began. And it only got worse.

There was that time on holiday in Devon, when she was eight, and she screamed so ear-splittingly that someone in the next chalet called the police. Her parents, clad in dressing gowns and dozy from too much sun and wine, had to explain that the unearthly sound had been made by a sleepy little girl and not someone being brutally murdered.

Over the years there were various rituals she had made her long-suffering parents carry out before bed, checking everywhere for bogeymen.

But the bogeymen still somehow snuck in, if not physically, then covering her with their slick shadows until she woke up thrashing in panic.

Sleep paralysis they call it.

Lately, it always follows the same pattern.

First, coming to in the pearly light of her bedroom, the familiar furniture appearing as dark, blocky shapes around her.

Awake.

Then, the creeping figure. There’s a flare of white panic in her mind before the sweet relief of realization comes.

No, wait, it’s just that thing again. It’s just the sleep paralysis.

It’s not real. None of this is real. I’ll wake up soon.

Except … the face doesn’t go away. Instead, it becomes more defined, more corporeal, until it is visible in high-definition detail, hovering above her as she lies there, powerless and unable to move a single muscle.

The faces used to vary. Sometimes it would be an old man or woman with leathery, crinkled skin and cruel, glittery eyes. But lately, it’s always a man, features hidden, eyes staring down at her through slits in a balaclava.

And that’s when she realizes this time is different. She’s not dreaming. This isn’t sleep paralysis. This is happening.

The surge of horror at this realization is always the tipping point. She breaks free from the sleep-state and finds herself shivering, gasping, out of her bed, carpet under her curled toes, back slick with sweat.

But lately, that moment is taking longer to come.

Friends and family have never understood that it’s worse than a ‘bad dream’. That’s OK. She’s used to being a freak. But what makes her feel really lonely – and really scared – is the people who should know, her fellow parasomniacs.

They don’t believe her when she tells them there’s something different about this.

It’s as if he, whoever he is, is somehow … breaking through whatever barrier exists between the waking world and the nightmare one.

But she’s driving herself mad with thoughts like these. That’s not even possible. Is it?

Don’t they say we only use 10 per cent of our brain or something, and the rest is a mystery? It’s only her silly brain playing tricks.

Tonight, she is going to sleep peacefully all the way through. He won’t come this time. She is quite determined.

She lies still and breathes slowly through her nose, eyes closed.

The bedside clock ticks. Radio 4 burbles on …

The scream of a car alarm outside. Eyes snapping open, insides cold with acid shock, heart punching her ribs. She must have been dozing but she’s wide awake again.

Annoyed at having this promising start compromised, she makes herself switch off the lamp. The shipping forecast is a low drone in the background, and she lets the words soothe her, repeating them slowly in her mind.

Viking, North Utsire, South Utsire, Dogger, Fisher, German Bight.

Viking, North Utsire, South Utsire, Dogger, Fisher, German Bight.

Viking, North Utsire, South Utsire, Dogger, Fisher, German Bight.

Bight Utsire, German Dogger, Fisher Price …

Jerking awake. Focusing once more.

Viking, North Utsire, South Utsire, Dogger, Fisher, German Bight.

Dogger, Dogger, Alfie and Annie Rose and picnics, picnics and cider and when Tim Watts stuck his tongue in my mouth in the rec and fried chicken on his breath … Viking, North Utsire, South German … South …

Finally she sleeps. But at 3 a.m., her eyes snap open.

He’s back.
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‘Yeah, you can sod off, too,’ mutters Rose at the driver of the white Range Rover, whose mouth is chomping away in silent reproach on her left.

Technically, she was in the wrong, having not exactly seen him trying to back out from that driveway, but she has an unreasonable dislike of people who drive big SUVs. Sailing high above the hoi polloi below, they have a sense of entitlement that irks her.

‘Don’t start, Gifford,’ says DS Colin Mackie – Mack to everyone – from the passenger seat.

‘Don’t start what?’ she says, although she knows the answer.

‘The Eco Warrior stuff,’ he says, and she laughs.

‘Eco Warrior stuff?’ she repeats, drawing the words out. ‘Would you like to call me a member of the Burn Your Bra Brigade next? And oh, hey, has political correctness gone mad?’

Mack makes a sound that is somewhere between a sigh and a laugh.

‘Don’t make fun of the elderly, young lady.’

There is silence for a moment before Rose says, ‘Anyway, it’s not that so much. I just don’t like those cars.’

‘I’m extremely well aware of that fact,’ says Mack, and his tone makes her dart another look.

Maybe she came across grumpier than she meant to. She slept badly – again – and Mack doesn’t exactly look like a man who is well-rested and at one with the world.

He has some sort of situation going on at home with teenage offspring, involving bunking off school, but she can’t remember the details. His phone pings with a text and he fumbles it from his pocket, then frowns at the screen.

Before Rose can say anything further, the satnav announces their destination is the next road on the right.

The properties on this street are 1930s, semi-detached, each with a brown, chipped moustache of tiles over its bay windows. White-suited CSIs are coming in and out of the house on the end. A small group of gawpers are standing around, stamping their feet against the chill November wind and talking to each other; thrilled horror lighting their faces.

Rose swiftly parallel parks into a space further down the street. As they exit the car, several heads turn in their direction.

Her stomach is rumbling as she reaches the gate. Should’ve had a proper breakfast, she thinks. She’d got it into her head that a banana and a yoghurt would be a good idea, especially after the massive plate of fish and chips she’d had for dinner the night before. They weren’t even from the posh chippie, which was five minutes further from her house.

Rose and Mack pull on their gear once they leave the car. A CSI she recognizes – Dominic Something – gives her a small nod as they pass him on the way into the house.

The hallway smells of hair products, with an undertone of fried food. The walls are covered in bumpy, yellowing anaglypta. The dusty sideboard squatting in the hallway is far too big for the space. A combination of mirror and cabinet with an ornate acorn-engraved top that almost meets the ceiling, it’s covered in fast-food flyers and junk mail, plus a single, dusty-looking stud earring.

There is a room off to the left, presumably a living room, and a uniformed officer she doesn’t recognize is standing at the doorway. The sound of quiet weeping can be heard coming from inside the room, punctuated by bubbly nose-blows and indistinct mumbling.

‘Who’s in there?’ says Mack in a low voice.

The uniform speaks so quietly they have to lean in to hear him. ‘Flatmate,’ he murmurs. ‘Name of Sofia Nikolas. She’s the one who called it in.’

‘Right,’ says Rose, ‘make sure she has enough tissues and tea, and we’ll be back in a bit.’

‘Up here?’ says Mack, gesturing upwards, and the uniform nods confirmation.

They climb the stairs, which are covered in a swirly seventies carpet of browns and purple. The carpet is worn and gritty, even through the protective bootees.

The house is typical of this area. It’s towards the end of a decent tube line into town, which means plenty of privately rented, converted houses or house shares. Landlords charge tenants, mainly the young, a fair whack for the privilege of being able to live ‘in’ the capital, but the local high street is comprised of chicken and kebab shops, charity shops and betting shops, with a lone Costa Coffee and a Sainsbury’s Local for variety.

Turning towards the first bedroom at the top of the stairs, Rose registers the splintered remains of the door, which has clearly had to be broken down for access.

Inside, there is a sweet, flowery smell she can’t immediately place. The room is much nicer than she’d anticipated, based on the state of downstairs. The walls are a calming lilac colour. Fairy lights adorn a dressing table and one wall is taken up with a huge photo board covered in laughing, smiling faces and postcards.

She moves in closer to get a better look. The postcards range from pretty prints of landscapes or cute animals, to a single arty, and strikingly ugly one; the kind that comes from gift shops in the V&A or the British Library. Some kind of gothic creature.

There are several people in the room, including DS John Tennant from CID. Her DCI, Stella Rowland, is just inside the door, blocking the view of the bed. She is talking in a low murmur to the chief pathologist, Derek Peterson, a man destined to die on the job rather than retire.

Rowland is about a foot taller than Rose and an entirely different species of human. She has never, to Rose’s knowledge, dripped coffee on her blouse, or laughed so hard she’s peed her pants, even a minuscule amount. She’s never said anything rash, or stupid. Always serious, always focused, she simply functions on a higher plane. Rose feels like a grubby, emotional child in her presence. Rowland has never liked her and, since the thing that happened a few weeks ago, the atmosphere between them is chillier than ever.

Batting this frequent, intrusive worry away, Rose’s eyes finally find the bed.

The usual feeling starts the moment she sees the body. Rose forces herself to take a slow sip of air. It’ll pass. It always does. The dimming around the edges of her vision; a shadowing of her consciousness. Bone-deep cold and a crawling sensation, like tiny fingers scrabbling at her skin.

It has always been her reaction to stress, ever since she was a little girl. That’s how she frames it in her mind, anyway. In fact, it is more complicated than that. It started when she first began sensing voices in the house that shouldn’t be there. Rubbing her nails hard against the skin of her arm helped to distract her from it. Over time, that patch of skin has developed a tendency to flare up whenever her senses are on high alert.

The victim looks to be maybe late twenties, early thirties. The flowery white duvet is pulled up to her chest, almost as though she has been tucked in by her mother at bedtime.

Her eyes are closed. Her skin is pale; like Rose, she looks the type who would burn after five minutes in the sun. There is no obvious sign of injury, but the very fact that CID have called in the Major Investigation Team means something is amiss about this young woman’s death.

She swallows and breathes in. That sickly sweet smell again …

‘What’s the story, ma’am?’ says Mack. DCI Rowland says something she doesn’t hear to the photographer who’s taking pictures of the rest of the room and looks down at the body, frowning.

‘Hannah Scott, 32-years-old,’ she says crisply. ‘Nursery worker. Couldn’t be roused from her locked room by the flatmate this morning, so she called it in. No sign of forced entry to the house. So when the paramedics arrived, they thought at first this was natural causes. Maybe adult SIDS. But when they took a closer look at her eyes, they found signs of burst blood vessels consistent with suffocation. That’s when they called us in.’ She pauses. ‘It appears the victim was screaming in the middle of the night too.’

Rose looks up sharply.

‘Screaming?’ she says.

Rowland fixes her with one of those weary gazes that encompasses her entire feelings on the subject of the human race.

‘Flatmate downstairs heard it,’ she says. ‘At three a.m. Went back to sleep, would you believe.’

They all consider this for a moment.

‘That’s odd,’ says Rose, and Rowland looks down at her own notepad.

‘Apparently she suffered from nightmares. In fact,’ she pauses, ‘when the flatmate called 999, she said “the bad dreams … she has these bad dreams and she won’t wake up”.’

‘So the door was locked?’ asks Mack, and Rowland nods.

‘Key was still in the lock,’ she says, ‘when the paramedics broke in.’

‘That’s weird,’ says Rose. ‘Doesn’t that mean you can’t open a door from the other side?’

‘Weird indeed,’ says Rowland. ‘But someone got in, because she didn’t suffocate herself.’

Rose comes closer and stares down at the body. The victim has long, fair hair with a russet streak at the front. It lies prettily on the pillow in a way that seems horribly out of place in this room of death.

‘What’s with the smell?’ says Mack, looking around the room. ‘It’s very strong in here.’

‘I think it’s lavender,’ says Rowland. ‘People use it to help them sleep. The pillow reeks of it.’ She wrinkles her nose.

Rose can’t stop looking at the soft hair, curled on the pillow. She pictures Hannah Scott washing it carefully and blow-drying it for the last time. There is a pair of GHDs on the dressing table, fine blond hairs sprouting from the tongs.

‘I’d like you two to focus on getting a statement from this housemate, Sofia,’ says Rowland. ‘Did she have a key to this room? Who else had access?’

‘Right, let’s go,’ says Mack, and they head back downstairs. Before going into the sitting room, they stop to peel off their protective clothes and bundle them into a pile near the front door.

Sofia Nikolas has cried so much that her features have almost become indistinct. Her eyes are red and puffy. Rose notices she has those fake eyelashes that last for ages. But quite a few of them have fallen off, giving her a disconcerting Clockwork Orange, spidery effect on one side. She has round, chipmunk cheeks, a snub nose and thick, dark brown hair that has been scraped back into a fat ponytail. She is wearing a fluffy onesie and currently cuddles a red, tasselled cushion, her feet in woolly pink socks pulled up next to her on the scuffed blue sofa.

‘Sofia?’ says Mack gently. He and Rose sit down across the coffee table, so they are facing her.

She gazes at them, blurrily.

Rose gets out her A4 investigator’s notebook, new for this job, and flips to a fresh page for this first interview. Everything relating to the case will be kept here, from briefing notes to interview notes, witness interviews, and CCTV notes. At the end of the case it will be handed over to the Disclosure Officer. Rose still gets a slight schoolgirl pleasure about cracking open a fresh notebook.

‘I’m Detective Sergeant Colin Mackie, and this is my colleague Detective Constable Rose Gifford,’ says Mack. Sofia stares back at him and says nothing. ‘Have you been offered a tea or coffee?’ he adds.

Sofia leans to pick up a toilet roll that’s sitting on the table. She yanks off a length before blowing her nose, then nods.

‘Yes, but I feel sick,’ she says in a small, snotty voice. ‘He put sugar in, and I don’t take it.’

Stroppiness over the poor tea revives her a little and she finally meets eyes with Rose, who offers a small smile of sympathy.

‘We know how difficult this is,’ she says, ‘but it’s very important, if we’re to find out what happened, that we get as much information as we can straight away.’

Sofia sits up and gives her shoulders a wiggle, as though physically shaking some courage into her limbs. But almost immediately a beseeching expression washes over her face and she visibly shrinks.

‘Can I ask something first?’ she says.

‘Of course,’ says Rose.

Sofia swallows and plucks at the cushion. ‘Did she have a heart attack or something?’ she says. ‘I mean, I don’t think you would all be here if it was that, but maybe it is, is what I’m thinking.’

The two police officers regard her in silence for a couple of seconds.

‘We don’t know for certain,’ says Rose gently, ‘but it looks likely that someone did this to her.’

Sofia squeezes her eyes tightly shut and cries soundlessly, nodding, as though her suspicions have been confirmed. Her fingers pluck, pluck, pluck at the tassels on the cushion.

‘Are you OK to continue, Sofia?’ says Rose.

After a moment the other woman nods and opens her eyes again, swiping fresh tears away with the heel of her hand.

‘Let’s get it over,’ she says nasally.

‘Perhaps we can start off with a few basic facts,’ says Mack in a soothing, gentle tone. ‘Who lives in this house, as a general rule?’

Sofia takes a deep breath then begins counting off on her fingers, which have elaborate nail art – tiny black cats, by the look of it, against a white background.

‘Well, there’s Mohammed,’ she says in a rush, ‘who’s been away working in Dubai for three months. He’s in the downstairs bedroom and he’s the one who’s been here the longest. We hardly ever see him.’ She draws breath in again before continuing. ‘Then upstairs it’s me and, and …’ Sofia’s shoulders begin to shake, and she clutches the crumpled, disintegrating toilet paper against her nose. Her words come out in a wail as she completes her sentence: ‘… and Hannah …’

Sofia sobs into her fisted hands. Mack and Rose quietly wait. Rose catches the eye of the uniformed officer standing sentry by the entrance and says, sotto voce, ‘Do you think you could find more tissues or kitchen roll for her?’

He nods and leaves the room, emerging a few moments later with a wodge of kitchen roll, which he hands to Rose with a ‘best I could do’ shrug.

Rose goes to Sofia and holds the rosette of paper towards her.

‘Here you go,’ she says. ‘It’s still going to sandpaper your eyelids off, but at least it won’t turn to mush.’

Sofia looks up with a grateful smile before taking the offering and blowing her nose loudly.

‘OK to keep going, Sofia?’ says Mack after another beat. ‘We do realize how difficult this is.’

A car alarm goes off outside. Sofia flinches and closes her eyes.

‘Yes, I can go on,’ she says, her voice weak but resigned-sounding. ‘I know this has to be done.’

‘That’s great,’ says Mack. ‘You’re doing really well. Now, you were telling us who lives in the house. How long have you all been here?’

Sofia sighs. ‘Let me think,’ she says. ‘Mohammed was here when Hannah … when Hannah and me moved in. That was a year ago.’

‘You say you and Hannah moved in at the same time,’ says Mack. ‘Did you know each other before?’

Sofia looks as though she may dissolve again. Her chin wobbles and her eyes fill with fresh tears, but she swipes them away and clears her throat before giving a savage nod.

‘We work … worked together at Little Angels,’ she says thickly. ‘I’ve been there two years and she was my line manager. She was ever so kind to me.’

‘OK,’ says Mack. ‘What can you tell me about yesterday evening? Were you at home?’

Rose feels a rush of admiration for her boss in taking it so steady. She can’t stop thinking about that scream.

Sofia’s shoulders stiffen and her hands begin to work at the soggy kitchen towel; twiddling it through her fingers into a twisty point.

‘I was out with, with my … boyfriend until about ten,’ she says. ‘Then I came home and went straight to bed.’ Her eyes are cast down as she speaks. ‘I’d had a late night the night before and was shattered.’

‘Did you see Hannah when you got back?’ says Rose, making a note on her pad: Boyfriend? Interesting pause before it.

‘No. But I could hear her in her room,’ says Sofia. ‘I think she’d had a bath, because the bathroom was all steamy.’

‘What exactly could you hear?’ says Mack.

Sofia shrugs. ‘Hannah moving about in there, you know.’

‘Did you call out to her or anything?’ says Rose. ‘Exchange any words?’

‘No.’ Eyes pinned to her hands, which are twisting the kitchen roll so hard that it’s beginning to shed dandruffy flakes onto the carpet.

Rose and Mack trade glances.

‘Can you be sure that she was alone in there?’ says Mack in a gentle tone.

A flare of anger, bright and hot. ‘Like I said, it sounded like it was only her. I can’t be sure because I didn’t go in, did I?’

‘That’s fine,’ says Mack. ‘Did your boyfriend come back too? What’s his name?’

Sofia reaches quickly for the cold cup of tea on the coffee table and then puts it down again. A blush is staining her throat and chest, where the onesie is open, and Rose watches it creep up to her cheeks. Interesting.

‘What do you want to know that for?’ The hand is now pulling the onesie together at the neck, as though to contain the heat rising from her skin.

A sympathetic smile from Mack. ‘Routine, that’s all,’ he says. ‘Did he come home with you?’

‘No,’ says Sofia firmly. Mack and Rose exchange glances again.

‘The thing is,’ says Mack, ‘that from what we can tell, there is no sign that anyone broke into the house. So, we need to make sure we speak to everyone who may have been in the house in the last twenty-four hours. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

Sofia stares down at the floor, silent. Footsteps outside thud down the stairs and the front door opens and closes.

‘His name,’ says Rose. ‘Can we get that, please?’

Sofia’s eyes are brimming and a tic jumps in her right cheek. She murmurs something, too quietly to hear.

‘What was that, Sofia? I didn’t quite catch it,’ says Mack.

Eyes up. Chin raised. Defiant.

‘Leon,’ she says, ‘Leon Gavril. But he has nothing to do with anything.’

Rose looks her in the eye. ‘Tell me,’ she says, ‘does Mr Gavril have a key to this property?’

Sofia shakes her head so hard her ponytail does a little dance at the back of her head.

‘Who does have a key?’ says Rose.

Sofia scrunches up her brow in thought. ‘Well, only the people living here. Us.’

‘What about a key to Hannah’s bedroom?’

‘No one!’ This is in danger of becoming a wail and Sofia scrubs at her raw nostrils again. ‘So I don’t see how anyone could get in there! Are you sure this isn’t some sort of accident?’

She casts a desperate look at their faces, which give her the answer she needs. The wild panic in her eyes causes Rose to hurriedly speak. This interview has a limited shelf life before Sofia breaks down again.

‘What about your landlord?’ she says. ‘Does he or she have a key to that room?’

Sofia shrugs. ‘I dunno. Probably.’

‘What about previous tenants?’ Rose says, half to Mack, but Sofia is shaking her head.

‘New landlord changed all the locks when we moved in,’ she says. ‘He bought the property off someone else and he said he always does that, for security.’

‘Right, OK,’ says Mack. ‘Are you absolutely certain that no one else has a key to the front door at least?’

‘Yeah, I—’ But Sofia doesn’t finish her sentence. She draws in a breath and her eyes go wide. The plucking resumes on the poor cushion again.

‘What is it?’ says Mack, sharply.

Sofia is breathing heavily and her eyes flick from Mack to Rose.

‘It’s just, I remembered something,’ she says, and when there is no response she continues. ‘… I put a spare key under that statue thing in the garden a while ago because I kept locking myself out.’ Then, in a rush, ‘But no one knew about that key!’

Mack sits back in his chair and lets out a sigh. ‘Right, we’ll certainly be checking that out. Now, Sofia,’ he says gravely, ‘I believe you told our colleagues that you heard Hannah screaming last night?’

There’s a long pause. Sofia’s breaths are coming faster. Little puffs in and out, like she is having to contain something rising inside.

‘Yeah,’ she says in a strangled voice. Then, in a rush, ‘Thing is, though, Hannah had these terrible nightmares. I said so, I think, didn’t I? When I called? She often woke up making noises like that. I used to go in at first, then I … stopped.’

Rose and Mack wait, Rose’s pen hovering over the pad.

‘So, was this “noise” the same as usual, or different in any way?’ Mack’s voice growing sharper by the minute.

Sofia’s eyes are stricken. ‘I don’t know!’ she says. ‘But I hear all sorts from her room, so I don’t pay no attention.’ Stress is creeping into her diction and her cheeks flush under her tan. ‘She was always waking up saying someone was in her room,’ she goes on. ‘A … a man. But there was never no one there!’

There’s a brief pause, during which Rose and her sergeant’s eyes meet.

‘There weren’t no one there,’ repeats Sofia, her voice pitifully quiet. ‘So when she did it last night, I didn’t think nothing of it.’

She starts to sob quietly, her shoulders hunched.

‘OK,’ says Mack, gentle again. ‘Are you sure it was three a.m. when you heard this?’

The young woman rubs at her nose and eyes with the scraggly piece of kitchen towel and nods miserably.

‘I didn’t check the time or anything,’ she says. ‘But that was always when she did it. Bang on three every night.’
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By the time they pull into the staff parking bay at the back of the station, a smattering of icy rain has begun to fall from a low-slung sky. There’s a headache-inducing quality to the light and Rose squints as she heads into the Tesco Metro across the road. She pulls air in, filthy as it is. Anything to get rid of that sickly lavender which clings to the insides of her nostrils. The pavement has patches of leaves that haven’t been swept yet and a single yellow leaf shines unnaturally bright at Rose’s feet.

Rose scans the shelves. It’s probably going to be a late night and she needs to stock up on sandwiches, drinks, crisps, and chocolate for her and Mack. She’ll hide the stash under the desk, dipping in as and when needed. By a certain point in the evening, it would be safer to leave the bag with a pack of Labradors than her colleagues in the Major Investigation Team.

It’s quiet in reception as she passes through. There’s no one being signed in or out and the six-foot-five Desk Sergeant, Omar, is filing paperwork and singing something in his rich baritone. It’s probably from Hamilton, which he’s seen four times.

‘You’re wasted here, you know that,’ she says with a grin, and he does a flourishy bow.

‘I aim to please,’ he says, then, peering at what she’s carrying, ‘What you got for me in there then, young Gifford?’

‘Well,’ says Rose, pretending to rummage inside the Tesco bag. ‘I’ve got lots of nice carrot sticks and a big tub of delicious humous. Want some?’

‘Bloody liar,’ says Omar with a sigh. ‘I can see the Walkers logo through the bag.’

Rose hears him muttering, ‘Humous, honestly!’ as if she had suggested larks’ tongues or stuffed monkey heads.

There’s a crackle of energy in the air and Rose realizes everyone is heading into the briefing room.

The room has never been big enough to accommodate the whole team; already all the seats in the rectangle of laid-out tables are taken. Rose stands by the door, breathing in the smell of dusty, ancient radiators working overtime and the particular chemical tang of institutional carpeting. Once again she remembers that sickly lavender.

She keeps her eyes fixed on the whiteboard, which so far has two or three photographs of the crime scene along the top but is otherwise blank. She senses a dark head to her left swivelling in her direction, but she doesn’t react.

Don’t look at him, she thinks.

‘Right,’ says Rowland loudly as the last few stragglers enter the room. She turns to the whiteboard and writes the words OPERATION SANDPIPER in her blocky writing.

‘That’s what we’re calling this one.’ She pauses and turns back to the room. The burble of conversation peters out and dies as everyone faces the same way.

‘We have a thirty-two-year-old victim,’ says Rowland, ‘name of Hannah Scott. Nursery worker. Time of death between three a.m. and seven thirty. No sign of forced entry into the house. Locked bedroom, with a key in situ when the door was broken down. Cause of death, suffocation, likely with the spare pillow on the bed, judging by the pattern of saliva found on it.’

People exchange grimaces and there is a low murmur around the room.

‘Any signs of sexual assault, ma’am?’ asks Tom Skinner, a DC with the eye bags and crumpled shirt of the brand-new parent.

Rowland shakes her head. ‘It didn’t look that way, but until we get the pathology report, we can’t be sure. So, we have no signs of robbery and no obvious sign of sexual assault – yet.’

‘How did they get into the property?’ says Tom.

‘There was a spare key, under a birdbath in the back garden,’ says Mack. He and Rose had checked this out before leaving the property. ‘But it was covered in cobwebs,’ he continues, ‘and didn’t look as though it had been touched for ages. We’re getting it looked at.’

‘Hmm,’ says Rowland, ‘it’s a weird one, this. You’d almost think it was someone who just died in their sleep if it weren’t for the signs of suffocation.’ She pauses. ‘And the locked bedroom is very odd. There are some locks that can be opened from the other side even when the key is in place, if you have another key. It seems likely that’s what happened here. But we need to find out exactly who has a key to that room.’

Tom speaks up again. ‘I’ve spoken to the landlord …’ he glances down at his pad, ‘a Mr Amir – but he’s currently in Pakistan. Flew out two months ago, after his mother died. He says the door can be opened from the other side, but the only spare is in a safe in his house, which is all locked up. We went to Muswell Hill to check out his property, and it has CCTV everywhere and a top-of-the-range alarm system. Highly unlikely anyone stole it from there.’

Rowland grimaces. ‘Well, whoever killed her got in somehow,’ she says. ‘They didn’t float through the wall like a ghost.’

Everyone mulls over that thought.

Rose clears her throat.

‘Ma’am?’ she says. ‘I noticed something that seemed odd.’

All eyes in the room fix on her.

‘Go on,’ says Rowland.

‘Well,’ says Rose, ‘it was her hair. It looked almost artfully tidy. I mean,’ she pauses, getting into her stride, ‘if someone was suffocating you, you’re going to thrash about like crazy, I’d think.’ Rose turns her head from side to side to illustrate the point. ‘The crown of her hair at least should have been bunched up. Even if she had died in her sleep, which she clearly didn’t, it would be messier than that. She was so …’ she hunts for the word, ‘… neat. She looked like Sleeping Beauty, lying there, didn’t she? Weirdly perfect.’

Everyone stares at her and she tries to combat the flush creeping up her throat by sheer will power. Rowland, apparently deep in thought, turns back to the board.

‘Yes, there was something stagey about it, now you mention it,’ she says. ‘I’ll get the CSIs to look for a hairbrush and get it checked out for prints. And,’ she adds, ‘if that’s the case, it might lead to certain assumptions about the killer, perhaps?’ She frowns at one of the pictures of the victim on the whiteboard. Then, something occurs to her, and she turns.

‘Obviously I don’t want anyone using that … rather striking description of our victim … outside of this room.’ She is addressing everyone, but she is looking at Rose with a scalpel glare. Rose looks down, hiding her irritation at being chastised.

‘Maybe it was someone who cared about her,’ says Mack, ‘and they wanted her to be left in a dignified way, despite what they’d done?’

‘Maybe,’ says DC Kev Wallis, bald and round with a full-on eighties moustache, ‘he’s a sick little bastard.’

There’s a ripple of grim laughter at this.

‘So …’ Rowland raises her voice to get the room’s attention again. ‘I want to know everything about this young woman’s movements last night. And about her nearest and dearest.’ She pauses. ‘Tell me about the flatmate,’ she says, looking at Mack and then Rose, who hands Mack her notes.

‘Sofia Nikolas,’ says Mack, reading from Rose’s notebook. ‘Twenty-three years old, works with the victim. Couldn’t rouse her this morning and got scared, so she called 999.’ He pauses. ‘Says the victim had bad nightmares and was always crying out in the night.’

A murmur goes around the room at this.

‘Go on,’ says Rowland, tapping the whiteboard pen against her other palm.

‘Well,’ says Rose, picking up the narrative, ‘it’s a bit odd because it seems Sofia got used to it. And she did it at the exact same time every night.’

The room falls silent and Rose knows everyone is having the same thought. It’s the one that has been going around and around in her mind since Sofia Nikolas said those words. Imagine if she had written something off as one more bad dream when in reality she had been listening to her friend being murdered in her bed?

‘OK,’ says Rowland wearily. ‘What do we know about her love life? Any boyfriends?’

‘Sofia claimed not,’ says Mack, ‘but that didn’t ring true. She was very uncomfortable when we asked her about her own boyfriend, a fella by the name of …’ he looks down at the notebook and flips the pages back, ‘… Leon Gavril.’

‘Could be that he’s playing away from home,’ says Wallis, and Rowland nods.

‘Yes, might be that she doesn’t want him interviewed for that reason,’ says Rose, glancing at Mack for encouragement. ‘But when we questioned her about Hannah’s love life, she was very … guarded. We were speculating that maybe this Leon Gavril had been at it with both of them? Or there was some sort of issue there.’

‘OK,’ says Rowland. ‘Run him through the PNC, see there’s anything to be found. And continue with the house-to-house on the street, in case anyone saw or heard anything unusual. Is there any CCTV on the corner where that betting shop is? It’s a cul-de-sac, so we’re looking for any vehicles or pedestrians entering or leaving Michenden Crescent within that time frame. Kev, what do we have on the victim’s phone? Anything?’

Kev clears his throat before speaking to the room. ‘Nothing beyond some chatty messages between her and her parents in Leeds, who’ – he looks up – ‘should be here soon, I believe. But the techs are getting everything off it and looking at whether she blocked anyone. They have her iPad too. We also have Sofia Nikolas’s phone.’

‘Right,’ says Rowland with an approving nod. ‘Let me know what comes up there. Mack and Rose, you look up this Leon Gavril and see what we’ve got. Then I’d like you to track him down. Did you get his contact details?’

‘Only a phone number,’ says Rose. ‘Sofia says she’s never been to his place, which goes to support the theory that he’s shagging about.’

Leon Gavril, it transpires, has a conviction for Common Assault after a domestic violence incident six years ago. His record has been clean since then.

Mack and Rose share a family-sized bag of Maltesers as they crawl through the rush hour traffic towards the address found on the system. Gavril may have since moved on, but it’s a start.

As they wait at traffic lights, Mack glances over at Rose in the driving seat.

So,’ he says, ‘what’s going on with you and Sam then?’

Rose buys time by muttering an obscenity at the driver in front, who’s taking his time noticing the changing lights.

‘Hmm? What do you mean?’ she says, with unconvincing nonchalance.

Mack laughs.

‘Come on,’ he says, before attempting to throw a Malteser into his mouth, and missing. It pings against his chest and then rolls down under the seat, where it no doubt joins a graveyard of mouldering litter. The shabbiness of the vehicles is one of the ways the cuts are being felt. It used to be that officers would take an afternoon off every once in a while to get them cleaned, but with budgets and staffing the way they are, no one has time any longer. The result is dusty paintwork and a mild crunch under the feet from gritty car mats.

‘Damn,’ he says, then, ‘anyway, don’t try and kid a kidder. My fine detection skills are not only honed by my years on the job, but by having two scheming children.’ He pauses. ‘You seem to be ignoring each other. I thought you were mates?’

‘We are!’ says Rose hotly, realizing she is nearing 48 mph in a 40 zone. She forces herself to ease up the pressure on the accelerator. ‘There is absolutely nothing going on!’

Mack doesn’t reply. He simply passes the bag of Maltesers in Rose’s direction and holds it under her nose. There’s something about the silent kindness and understanding of this small gesture that gives Rose a tender feeling in her chest.

She wishes she could begin to describe what is going on between her and Sam Malik. They met at Hendon in the earliest days of their police training. Sam, naturally friendly and open, had been kind to the weird, quiet girl skulking at the back on the first big night out. After a few pints – and a few more shots – they were bellowing ‘Mr Brightside’ in a karaoke duet outside the kebab shop.

Skinny, with a longish nose and glasses, he was geeky and cute. This is what she saw when she looked at him then, anyway. A mate. A chum.

They went their separate ways for several years until Rose began working here at Silverton Street Station for MIT14 and they met up again. They started to hang out once more, neither of them being in a relationship at the time. He was in uniform and was determined to stay that way, enjoying the excitement and variety of being a response officer, travelling around the area and acting on 999 calls. Rose loved seeing his family again: his noisy, warm mum and his quiet, gentle dad, plus sister Zainab, a hilarious force of nature.

Then there had been that night when everything changed. The ‘almost night’. Almost coming together. Almost being a couple.

But however much Rose might like the idea, it has to stay that way.

Because how can she ever explain what is going on in her life to someone as normal as Sam?

They pass the squat 1930s Wood Green tube station and then the glass curves of the cinema as they head south along Green Lanes, one of the main traffic arteries of North London.

The grand old building of the crown court is near here. Rose remembers giving evidence for the first time there in a rape case. The defendant had watched her with a knowing smile the whole time she was in the dock and she had hated herself for blushing when she wasn’t embarrassed but merely furious and determined. These days, she slaps on extra foundation whenever she appears in court. She’s found one with a greenish tinge that counteracts redness, though she has to be careful she doesn’t go too far and end up looking like the Hulk.

The address is a seventies block of flats off Green Lanes. Leon Gavril lives on the ground floor. The windows, screened by wooden blinds despite the hour, give the flat a blank, unwelcoming look.

Mack raps hard on the door, which is covered in slightly peeling blue paint.

Nothing happens for a moment or two, then the blinds ripple and bend in the middle before snapping back into parallels again.

Rose opens the letter box and calls out:

‘Mr Gavril? We’re from Silverton Street police station. Can we have a quick word?’

Still nothing.

Rose raps harder on the door. ‘We won’t take up too much of your time, Mr Gavril, if you could open the door for us?’

Finally, they hear scuffling sounds from the other side and after a great deal of fumbling with chains and locks, the door opens. A tired-looking, round-faced woman in her mid-thirties with long fair hair hanging lankly on her shoulders stares out at them. She is dressed in a greyish tracksuit top that has a crusty stain on the shoulder.

‘Yes, can I help you?’ she says with surprisingly crisp diction. She has half her body still hidden behind the door and her expression is suspicious.

Rose smiles and brandishes her ID card.

‘Sorry to bother you, but I’m DC Rose Gifford and this is my sergeant, DS Mackie. We’re from Major Investigation Team 14, based at Silverton Street, and we’re looking for a Mr Leon Gavril. Does he live at this address?’

Some flicker of emotion passes over the woman’s face and she fiddles with a lock of hair. Her nails are bitten to the quick, her grey eyes puffy.

‘Sort of,’ she says quietly. ‘But he’s not here.’

‘Right,’ says Mack in an easy tone. ‘Can I ask what do you mean by “sort of”? Is this his address, or not?’

The woman licks her lips, which look dry and cracked. Her eyes dart from left to right, minnow fast.

‘Um, I mean he does live here, yes, but he’s not home.’

‘Can we get your name please?’ says Mack.

‘Kate,’ she says, ‘Kate Morley.’ Her eyes grow panicked. ‘I haven’t seen him for a few days.’

‘OK,’ says Mack. ‘Could we ask you to—’

The sound of something falling elsewhere in the house causes the woman’s eyes to widen further.

‘Is someone else in the house, Ms Morley?’ says Rose.

‘Only me and Carli, my baby,’ she says quickly.

‘And how old is the baby?’ says Mack.

‘She’s … she’s five months old.’

There is a short pause, but it’s long enough to make the woman blush furiously. Rose almost feels sorry for her. It’s like watching someone who can’t swim being sucked underwater.

‘Ms Morley,’ says Mack, voice raised for the first time, ‘we are here in relation to the murder of a young woman and we think Mr Gavril can help with our inquiries. If there is someone in the house with you, we need you to cooperate. If you’d rather come down to the station for a chat, that’s absolutely fine.’

Face hardening now, the other woman glares at them.

‘I already told you,’ she says. ‘I don’t know where he—’

The clear sound of a squeaking step behind the door. Kate Morley is grasping the door so rigidly the tips of her fingers are bleaching white. Her mouth opens and closes. The two police officers exchange silent glances and Rose hurries away from the front door and down the side alley.

She gets to the end in time to see a huge man dressed in a vest top and tracksuit bottoms climbing effortlessly over the back fence.

‘Stop! Police!’ she yells as he begins to run. Rose sets off in pursuit, yelling into her radio. ‘Suspect on the run down the Fredericks Close alleyway, heading south from the property!’

Lungs burning, she follows, silently cursing how long it’s been since she went to the gym.

‘Stop!’ she yells, but the man, Gavril no doubt, continues to run. He is so muscular he isn’t running all that fast, but he’s still getting away from Rose, whose chest is on fire.

He reaches the end of the alley slightly ahead of Rose, who painfully bangs a hip against some communal bins, then disappears from sight. She careers around the corner to see him catch his foot on the edge of the pavement and sprawl forward with an anguished grunt. He almost rights himself, but it gives Rose long enough to hurl herself at his broad back. He’s slammed down onto the pavement and she twists his vast arms – muscles like tennis balls inside stockings – to be handcuffed together.

He is no longer resisting. She can smell the sweat rising from his back, his shoulders as wide as one of her armchairs at home.

‘Fuck sake!’ he yells. ‘All right!’

‘Leon Gavril,’ she gasps out, ‘I am arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Hannah Scott. You do not have to say anything … Shit …’ she draws some much-needed air into her tight lungs, ‘… but it may harm your defence if you do not mention something when questioned that you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence against you. Do you understand?’

‘I didn’t murder no one,’ he says through bared teeth as she slips on the cuffs, which only just fit his thick wrists.

‘Right,’ says Rose breathlessly, ‘well, you’ll get plenty of opportunity to have your say down at the station, Mr Gavril.’

Mack arrives, and when he catches Rose’s eye, he gives her a grin and a nod of approval.

‘You OK?’ he says as they lead the suspect to the car. ‘You look like you’re about to have a stroke.’

‘All right, Mo Farah,’ she pants, ‘like you’re any fitter.’

Mack laughs as they reach the car. He opens a door and helps ease Gavril into the back. ‘In you go, young man,’ he says. ‘No more nonsense from you, please.’
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