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Dedication

For Julia Wisdom, with love




Epigraph

‘I have an habitual feeling of my real life having past, and that I am leading a posthumous existence.’

John Keats’ last letter

30 November 1820
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Did you notice anything out of the ordinary?

Afterwards, when the whole horror of it had been laid out, and their innocence – or rather, the degree to which they should feel guilty – had been debated by people who knew them, and many more who didn’t, it was the small, uneasy details that lingered in the mind.

What went missing with her, and what did not.

What happened during the holiday a month earlier.

The argument two days before.

The car with a broken number plate, and how many times it was seen near the house.

The tiny, bare bedroom with blood on the floor.

The visitors to the house that week.

The letters before.

The phone call after.

The open door.

The river.

The bruises and scrapes.

The way her brothers reacted, or did not; the things they said, or did not.

The way her father cried.

Her mother. Her mother. Her mother.

But most of all, how long it was before anyone realised she was gone.
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For some time now, Helena Marshall had been waking up every morning in a panic. It was instant, a punch of fear that struck before she was even aware that the day had begun. Today was no different.

She peeled off her eye mask and blinked at the ceiling, at the lightshade that probably needed dusting, and a smudge that had once been a mosquito in the corner, and the crack that wandered across the plaster, and a cobweb. The house was full of spiders because August was when they started preparing for cold weather, and it was an old house, with sash windows that were loose in their frames and gaps in the floorboards and fireplaces in bedrooms, and the chimneys needed sweeping now that she came to think about it but the sweep had been so rude the last time he came.

There was a notebook by her bed, with a pen, and she could start a list of jobs to do – dust shade, remove cobweb, find new sweep – but it was so boring. And no one else noticed these things, or did anything about them. It was always her job to sort out the house, and the children, and remember to buy school shoes (school shoes! that needed to go on the list that she wasn’t making) and actually, she had better ways to spend her time. Work that needed to be done.

Beside her, her husband gave a long, quavering snore. If she was a man, no one would expect her to bother about the chimneys being swept and the gutters cleared (which they would need to be; there were thriving miniature rain forests in three or four places and August had been so wet and the brickwork would take any excuse to soak up damp and present it to her in bouquets of dull grey blooms on the wallpaper).

It was (she checked, peering in the half-light) ten minutes past six. The sun had risen, in theory, but it was a dull day and the forecast was for rain again and that didn’t help her mood.

Her age, Dr Fuller said. Her age seemed to be the answer to every question she asked the doctor these days. The aches in her joints. The skittish unreliability of her memory. The way her skin looked in the morning, and the evening, and after a glass of wine. The sense of impending doom. There was no other reason for it. Her life was busy and fulfilling. She didn’t like seeing the changes that time was making to her famously lovely face but that was what happened.

Count your blessings.

Lying there, Helena tried. She was getting things done when it came to her work, and that was good, even if it meant unpleasantness from ignorant people.

Her husband was rich, reasonably nice, supportive of her and present, unlike several of her friends’ husbands who had slid away to new lives where they could pretend to be young again. Bruce was thirteen years older than her, which made him fifty-nine (and she would have to plan a party for his sixtieth; that was another job that would take up time she didn’t have). They had met later than their contemporaries, married within six months, and he had already been fading into comfortable middle age. She had been a minor star, famous enough to have her picture in the paper, often, coming out of nightclubs or at the races. A sort of celebrity, on the guest list for parties and launches even if no one quite knew why. She had thought he was wonderful and he had thought she was beautiful and that had seemed like enough.

Then marriage, and motherhood, which was another life.

Helena was not the sort of person to run away from things, but she sometimes dreamed of packing a bag and going away for a week or a month, meeting a stranger, having a wild affair, and only coming back to the cobwebs and the draughts and the homework and muddy sports kit and maddening questions when she was good and ready. And that was why she hadn’t overreacted on holidays.

That was why Bruce still snored beside her.

Helena wriggled her shoulder blades flat against the mattress to try to relieve the ache at the base of her neck. The boys should have come first on her list of blessings, probably. Ivo was fourteen and, overnight, had gone from sweet-natured compliance to frowning silence. He only seemed happy when he was playing some sort of sport (which, at least, he was good at). Magnus was twelve and (a squirm of genuine anxiety at this) insufficiently focused on his schoolwork. He was lazy, and not bright enough to get away with it. His school report had made it impossible to ignore the issue, along with the phone call from his headteacher suggesting that if things didn’t improve he might be happier at a different school. So they were paying, at vast expense, for a tutor to come all summer.

And Rosalie, of course. They had Rosalie, who was nine. Rosalie’s room was the smallest and it needed a new carpet thanks to her experiments with making perfume out of pilfered cosmetics and household cleaning products. Helena had been thin-lipped about it and Bruce had laughed. Rosalie was a wilful child, demanding in a way that the boys had never been. Girls were different, she’d been warned.

Helena kept her preferences strictly to herself but if she had to choose – in a fire, say – she would rescue her boys first (and of them, Magnus had her heart, but that was something she thought no one else knew. Ivo was a good boy but Magnus had charm). And then she would go back for Rosalie – assuming she hadn’t started the fire in the first place. What Helena often asked herself was whether Rosalie was disturbed or just too bright for her own good. She was intelligent. Interested in everything. A sponge for facts. Prone to awkward questions, and doggedly focused about them. She had never been playful. Helena had thought it would come in time, and had been wrong.

She took several deep, slow breaths, focusing on the positives: they were as happy as most people could expect to be.

Enough wallowing.

She levered herself out of bed, braved the bathroom (chilly) and the bathroom mirror (unflattering), and pulled on a dressing gown. Now that she was upright, her anxiety had translated itself into energy. It was Friday but they were at the tail end of the summer holidays; it would be hours before anyone else woke.

On a whim, Helena went upstairs instead of down. The ceilings were lower up here but there were two large bedrooms and a bathroom that made their Bulgarian cleaning lady shake her head. The important thing was that the boys occasionally showered in it. She missed the soapy-clean smell that they’d had throughout their childhoods. Now a waft of sweat and muskiness and socks greeted her when she opened Ivo’s door, like the men’s locker room in a gym.

He was face down, his head turned to one side, his arms and legs trailing off the bed. A spasm of tenderness made Helena tweak the duvet into place to cover his (enormous! calloused!) feet so he didn’t get cold. His room was neat – Ivo was an organised child and always had been.

Magnus’s room next. It was wildly untidy. No chance of reaching the bed here, Helena registered, eyeing the floor. It was covered in clothes and miscellaneous crap that she wasn’t allowed to throw out. Her favourite child was rolled up in the duvet like a sleeping gerbil. A tuft of his silky fair hair was just visible.

Was he breathing? Could he have died in the night? Was that the reason for the feeling of doom that had been shadowing her since she woke up?

Helena stared at the ball of duvet, which didn’t move. She was a new mother again, terrified of cot death. Surely it should rise and fall; surely—

Magnus shifted and a low fart vibrated through the mattress. The porcelain-delicate newborn was long gone. She retreated, closing his door. It was a long time since she had checked on the boys while they slept and she wondered if it would ever happen again, which was depressing. What was it they said? Long days, short years.

She shivered as she hobbled down the stairs, trying to be quiet, thinking about the opinion piece she was writing for the Telegraph and whether it was too angry and might put people off. Tone was so important.

Not for a moment did she hesitate on the first floor. Not for a second did she consider going to check on Rosalie. Afterwards, she would struggle to explain that, but the last thing Helena wanted was company while she was writing, and specifically Rosalie, who would want to know what she was doing and why. No matter what Helena said, she would linger in the room like a black-eyed ghost.

Helena wandered into her study and turned her computer on, shuffling through her notes, already half absorbed. Back out of the study, into the sitting room, her nose wrinkling at the mess of squashed cushions on the sofa and a stale smell. She tidied the room briskly, shuffling papers, plumping cushions, mouthing good lines to herself as she went.

The supreme act of love, as a mother, is to give up a child to someone who can offer them more. Love isn’t about blood, but care, kindness and guidance . . .

Too early for post, which was something of a relief given the sort of messages she’d been getting since the last time she was on Woman’s Hour. But she couldn’t allow herself to be intimidated into silence. She went down the steps to the kitchen at the back of the house and filled the kettle. All of this mattered, that was the problem. Life and death, literally. Wishing things were different wouldn’t help, and in the meantime children were suffering. The best place for a child to be, Helena thought, was with a loving family. Producing a child didn’t make you a mother, and—

A thin line of pale light ran down the edge of the back door. It wasn’t properly closed. Helena had gone to bed before the boys and her husband, so one of them must have left it open, she thought, and strode across the kitchen, her slippers scuffing the floor in a way that would have the forensics officers shaking their heads a few hours later. The handle felt sticky as she shut the door. She sighed and went to the sink for bleach cleaner and a cloth. There was dirt on the paintwork – something dark – so she wiped it vigorously until it was spotless. The key wasn’t in the lock, or hanging on the hook where it lived, and Helena sighed again, and went to make her tea.

And she never, for one minute, thought that there was anything to worry about, because she had been in practically every room of the house and nothing was missing.
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The Toyota Land Cruiser bumped up the track, the four-wheel drive barely coping with the heavy rutted mud and large stones on the only access road to Windholt House. Heavy gates topped with barbed wire blocked the track every mile or so, with signs warning that this was private property. The fields on either side of the road were muddy and straggled with unkempt grass, since the sheep no longer cropped it. Their absence had left the land without a purpose, without life.

The rain had been constant for days. The third gate sat in a giant puddle that made the driver swear as he splashed through it, dragged the gate open, drove through, stopped, got out again and swung the gate closed. Easier with a passenger, he thought, and winced at that thought too. This wasn’t a journey he made often.

Today was different.

Today was an emergency.

Tearing anxiety tightened his hands on the wheel and turned his stomach into a sea of acid. The letter was where he had flung it on the passenger seat. It had been waiting in the PO box he visited once a week, an innocent-looking white envelope with his name in familiar handwriting.

I don’t know when you will read this but you will be too late.

He stopped at the last gate. The rain seemed to gather force as he got out of the car, drumming on his head and shoulders. Now that he was nearly at the house he was afraid of what he would find, and more afraid of what he might not find.

At first glance, everything at the house looked as it should: the Land Rover was parked near the front door. A light in the hall made the windows glow softly. He hurried around the side of the house, the wind catching the breath from his body as he faced into it.

In the yard the kennel was empty, but that meant nothing. The dog, a sheepdog, had died before Christmas. He hurried forward, stepping on something that gave under his foot with unpleasant softness. It was saturated with mud, but he held it up and shook it out. A jumper, hand-knitted, the colour impossible to guess. Pearl-pink buttons at the neck.

He gave a low moan and looked ahead, to the back door.

It was standing open.

He hurried through to the hall, leaving a trail of prints from his boots, careless now as he flung open doors. Empty rooms. He ran up the stairs, praying under his breath.

How could he have left her here?

How could he have done anything else?

The brass doorknob chilled his palm as he turned it, and he swung the door open on a nightmare.
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‘Are you sure you don’t mind?’ Ivo Marshall’s voice was barely audible. The other man had to strain to hear him over the sound of the television from the room next to them. Racing commentary echoed through the flat, rapid and toneless.

‘Of course I don’t. It’s not a burden for me to spend time with them. Not after so long.’

‘I’d have thought it would be worse, seeing them like this.’

‘Time takes its toll on us all.’ He held up his stick. ‘I’m not what I was either.’

Ivo smiled. ‘You haven’t changed, Mr Hood.’

‘Dennis, please. And I’ve slowed down a lot since Lydia died.’ He reached out and patted the younger man’s sleeve. ‘Take a weekend off, Ivo. Spend some time with your wife. I can help out with your parents, if that frighteningly effective young woman needs any assistance.’

‘Sabiha?’ Ivo looked around as if the carer was going to materialise behind him even though she wasn’t due to arrive for an hour. ‘She’s brilliant, isn’t she?’

‘I’m tempted to steal her when I go. It can’t be long now until I need someone to look after me.’

‘Please don’t lure her to Bristol. We couldn’t manage without her.’

Hood blinked. ‘I was only joking, Ivo. I can see it’s been difficult. Your mother . . .’

‘It must be a shock for you to see her how she is now.’

‘Helena was so beautiful, you know. So vibrant.’

‘I remember,’ Ivo said flatly. ‘But she hasn’t been like that for a long time.’

‘No. Of course not.’ Hood tried to smile. ‘My poor Lydia would be so sad to see her like this. Was it – was it a stroke? Is there any hope of improvement?’

‘She has permanent brain damage because she tried to kill herself and that didn’t work out. So no. There’s no chance of her getting any better.’ A hint of impatience had crept into Ivo’s voice and he regretted it instantly as the older man drew back, alarmed. ‘But she doesn’t seem to be unhappy, exactly. It’s worse for Dad.’

‘At least they’re still together.’

‘In sickness and in health. Dad meant it.’

‘I was the same with Lydia. I’d have done anything for her. But I had no idea about your mother.’ Hood folded his hands on the top of his stick, a slight tremor running through him. ‘We left Richmond before all of this happened.’

‘I remember. You were our favourite neighbours.’ Ivo’s eyes were unfocused for a second. ‘I remember waving goodbye when you drove off. All five of us together. Before Rosalie disappeared.’

‘Awful.’ Hood said it with true sympathy. ‘Unimaginable. None of us could have known.’

‘No. Of course not.’

‘And Lydia and I didn’t realise, you know. We thought – ah, well. With hindsight, we should have kept in touch.’ He rallied. ‘But I promise you, it’s a pleasure to me to see your parents and to give you a bit of a break.’

‘I need it.’ Ivo ran a hand over his head and blinked, looking exhausted. ‘I’ll be away for the night on Saturday, but I won’t be far from London if you need me.’

‘Magnus doesn’t help out?’ Hood asked the question diffidently, almost as if he feared the question was in bad taste.

‘No.’ A quick, tight smile from Ivo. ‘This isn’t Magnus’s kind of thing.’

‘And you don’t find it too much of a burden?’

‘It’s not as if I have a choice.’

‘Oh.’ Hood moved back, alarmed by the look on Ivo’s face. ‘It was a stupid thing to say.’

‘No. No. Sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped.’

‘Dennis?’ The television had gone silent without either of them noticing. Bruce Marshall’s voice was still strong. ‘Are you there?’

‘Yes, I’m just coming.’

Ivo winced. ‘Are you sure, Dennis? I can come back tomorrow. I’m used to it.’

‘Don’t be silly.’ Hood moved to the door of the flat’s sitting room, deft in spite of his limp. ‘You go and relax. Don’t worry about anything. I’ll do whatever needs to be done. You can count on me.’

Ivo followed him into the sitting room where his parents sat in armchairs on either side of a fireplace that didn’t work, staring at a big old-fashioned television. Horses galloped towards the camera in a foreshortened blur. The colour contrast was turned up so the grass of the racecourse was luminous green. ‘Dad, I’m going now. Dennis is going to be here over the weekend, so if you need anything, he can sort it out for you.’

‘You aren’t coming?’

Ivo stopped, caught Dennis Hood’s eye, and said, more firmly than usual, ‘No. Not unless you need me.’

‘Hm.’ Bruce laced his hands over his stomach, staring unhappily across at the slumped figure of his wife. Her eyes were vacant and her mouth hung open. Grey hair straggled over her shoulders. Dennis Hood looked away from her, uncomfortable. Ivo bent and kissed his father’s cheek.

‘But if you do need me, I’ll be here, I promise.’

‘Let him go, Bruce.’ Dennis sat down in the chair beside his friend and patted his arm. ‘We have plenty of catching up to do.’

‘Sabiha will make dinner and put Mum to bed,’ Ivo reminded his father, pulling his jacket on. ‘And Dennis said he’d be back tomorrow.’

‘All day,’ Hood confirmed. ‘And Sunday. There’s golf to watch.’

‘Ah, good.’ Bruce nodded and raised a hand in blessing. ‘You go, Ivo. I’ll see you in a couple of days. It will be nice to catch up with Dennis.’

Ivo bent over his mother, dropping a kiss near her forehead without actually making contact with her skin. As he left the room, Dennis Hood leaned over conspiratorially. ‘Do you remember Sammy Moguel?’

Bruce clapped his hands and crowed, ‘Do I? How could I forget her?’

Neither of them heard the front door close, and if Helena was aware of it, she made no sign.
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I knew exactly where I was going as soon as I heard the address: a flat in a mansion block in Battersea, overlooking the park. I took down the details automatically, scrawling them in my notebook, distracted. I’d lived in Battersea, once, and I’d been happy.

In ordinary circumstances I would have been focused on the case, not where it was. Today’s job seemed straightforward, though – tragic, but not complicated. As I drove I found myself on familiar streets, passing places I hadn’t been for a long time, and I thought about the past instead of what was coming my way.

The address was on Prince of Wales Drive. I found a space and got out of the car, but instead of heading straight for the scene I stood still. The air was clear and earthy, and in the distance waterfowl honked in a minor key. Bare branches stretched over the railings, reaching towards the road and the red-brick mansion blocks that ran down the other side, symmetrical and magnificent, layered with white painted brickwork so they looked like elaborate cakes. They hummed of privilege and wealth and the finest Victorian building, and they would probably last twice as long again as the glass and metal high-rise flats that were springing up around the sturdy white chimneys of the old power station.

I had parked near one of the park gates. On a whim I slipped through it and fell back through time. Nothing had changed. There was the lake where ducks were squabbling over food thrown by two earnest small children in hand-knitted jumpers, their mother bending over them, and there was a dog walker managing a brace of mismatched hounds, and there, as ever, pairs of earnest ladies of a certain age, deep in conversation. I kept up a brisk pace – and it was barely a detour – but I was lost in my memories for a self-indulgent minute or two.

Until one of the less happy memories from that time resurfaced – a man who had watched me when I was in that very park, with every intention of causing me harm. A prickle of unease made me stop to scan the path behind me. I saw nothing except trees, a few joggers and a couple walking hand in hand. The sense of danger lingered, though, and I was happy to leave at the next gate, focusing my attention on the job instead of myself. I had run laps of this park hundreds of times, and I had read the papers on lazy winter afternoons in nearby pubs, and I had kissed my boyfriend by the river, and I had wondered about the people who lived in the mansion blocks.

Now it was time to think about how they died.

I walked through the gate and a hand closed around my elbow.

‘Christ.’ I yanked myself free before I thought about it, and my free-floating anxiety found a focus in the man who was smirking at me.

‘No. Only me.’

Panic receded, replaced by irritation, but also wariness. DI Josh Derwent had a troublemaking glint in his eye.

‘What are you doing? Were you watching me?’

‘I was waiting for you to finish your nature walk and get on with some work, if it’s not too much trouble.’

‘All I did was walk through the park instead of outside it,’ I began, hearing the note of apology in my voice and hating it. It was always the same: me on the defensive, Derwent self-assured and assertive.

‘I know.’ Derwent tilted his head to consider me and I took the opportunity to look at him too: something about him was different, but I couldn’t pin it down. As usual, his suit was immaculate, his hair neat, his expression coolly amused by some joke he wasn’t sharing. He looked thinner, and I wondered if he was training for a marathon or if there was some other reason for it.

What he made of me, I couldn’t guess.

‘You didn’t look as if you were enjoying yourself,’ he said at last.

‘I felt as if someone was staring at me, so that ruined it,’ I said accusingly.

‘Like before.’

His thoughts had been running along the same lines as mine, then. ‘I didn’t think you’d remember that. It was a long time ago.’

‘I remember. You know, given that you have so much experience of being in danger, you could do with looking around you occasionally. Paying attention to that little voice in your head.’

‘I looked back.’

‘I know.’

I folded my arms. ‘Well, maybe if you hadn’t been lurking here I wouldn’t have felt as if I was under surveillance. Most people would just say hello.’

‘I’m not most people.’ He leaned closer, his voice low. ‘You know what I am.’

The words spun through my mind: friend, landlord, colleague, bad boy, worst nightmare, almost-lover – and stopped on the right one.

‘My boss.’

‘Exactly.’ He grinned. ‘So do you want to visit the scene or just skip it and go for a stroll?’

‘If anyone’s holding things up, it’s you.’ I slid past him. ‘Let’s go.’

He was smiling to himself as we walked towards Leinster Mansions. It was halfway along the road, a fine six-storey edifice with a gathering of police vehicles and uniformed officers and forensic service vans in front of it. Outside the police tape stood a small cluster of gawkers who seemed typical of the local community: genteel elderly people with small dogs, ultra-fit runners, and a couple of men who might possibly have been drug dealers and would definitely have known where to score if you needed to. I ducked under the tape, showed my credentials to the officer who was on scene guard and ran up the stairs to the second floor, aware of Derwent on my heels. The front door to the flat was open, revealing a narrow, dark hallway with a wheelchair folded against one wall. I stuck my head in and looked to the left, where there was the promise of daylight. A couple of paper-suited SOCOs were deep in conversation halfway along the hall. I recognised Kev Cox immediately. He was a bald middle-aged man, good-natured and hardworking, a brilliant Crime Scene Manager.

‘Can we come in?’

Kev looked around and beamed. ‘Maeve. I heard you were on your way. Just watch where you step. We’re waiting for Dr Early.’

‘What’s the story?’ Derwent asked from over my shoulder.

‘The main area of interest is at the end, in the master bedroom,’ Kev said. ‘Working back from there off this hallway you have another bedroom, then a bathroom, then the kitchen, and last but not least the living room. It’s quite a big place.’

‘Swanky location.’

He pulled a face. ‘A bit stuffy for me. We’ve already been told off for making too much noise on the balcony outside the living room.’

‘What were you doing?’ I asked. ‘“Don’t Cry for Me Argentina”?’

He was one of the only people I’d ever met whose eyes actually twinkled when he laughed. ‘You know I’m famous for my Evita impression.’

‘And you look so like her,’ Derwent said.

‘Hilarious.’ Kev nodded towards the living room. ‘Your colleague is in there.’

I walked on the footplates that were laid down like stepping stones, and made it to the first open door where, with a flash of pleasure, I found Detective Constable Liv Bowen. She had been back from maternity leave for three months and every day I thanked my stars that she’d returned. She was standing by a large window that overlooked the park, her attention focused on her phone. I took a moment to consider the old-fashioned décor: the walls peach and the carpet dark green, the furniture overstuffed and the curtains fussy. A narrow balcony ran along outside the windows.

I was really looking for clues to the character of the people who lived there, but found very little – no books, a large and dated television, a couple of bland paintings on the walls. Through an archway there was a formal dining room with a long mahogany table that was polished but empty and slightly too big for the space it occupied. A painting leaned against the wall, face in. A medicine container marked with days of the week lay on the table, and a stick hung on the back of one chair. There was a single framed photograph on a low table, a family picture from a holiday somewhere hot. They were sitting around a table under a tree, caught in a sun-dappled moment. Two boys, one hunched and awkward, one sprawling in teenage lankiness, a little girl with dark hair who was staring at the camera, wide-eyed, the father with his mouth open as if he was talking, and the mother turning her head to one side, inscrutable behind huge dark glasses, her hair sleek and fair.

‘What have we got?’ Derwent asked.

‘Oh – sorry.’ Liv shoved her phone in her pocket.

‘Is everything OK?’ I moved towards her, concerned.

‘Sonny’s childminder thinks he might be coming down with something because he didn’t eat much breakfast. I can’t bear it if he gets sick again, Maeve. He’s been snotty ever since he started going to her.’

‘That’s normal, isn’t it? Being around other kids, sharing germs. It’s good for him.’

‘It’s not good for me. I need sleep.’ She had shadows under her eyes. ‘That’s the first thing to go when he’s sick, and I’m always the one who gets up to deal with him. Joanne seems to be able to sleep through anything.’

‘Annoying,’ I said sympathetically, while wondering how soon I could ask her about the case without being uncaring.

‘Joanne says I’m trying to do too much.’

‘Does she?’ And what exactly was Joanne doing if Liv was running herself ragged with childcare and work?

Derwent cleared his throat. ‘This is fascinating, but what I wanted was to hear about the murder, if at all possible.’

‘Two bodies. A husband and wife. He killed her and then himself,’ Liv said. ‘Their carer found them this morning in their bedroom.’

I shivered. ‘I hate these cases. So bleak. There’s always a sad story behind it.’

‘And not really a crime.’ Liv amended her statement before Derwent could jump on it. ‘Nothing to investigate, I mean.’

‘You seem very confident that you know what happened.’ Derwent folded his arms. ‘Have you even seen the bodies?’

‘It looks very straightforward, honestly.’ A faint flush of colour warmed Liv’s cheeks.

‘Kev said there were two bedrooms. Did they live on their own?’ I asked quickly.

‘They had a carer who came every morning and evening to cook and clean. She helped them get up and go to bed, but otherwise it was just the two of them. The second bedroom isn’t really usable as a bedroom.’

‘Why not?’

‘It’s full of archive boxes. Piled up to the ceiling, practically. The only space left is for a desk.’

‘They’ll be worth a look,’ Derwent said. ‘That’s the sort of thing you can do, Liv.’

She looked startled. ‘There’s hundreds of them, though.’

‘Then you’d better get on with it as soon as Kev gives you permission.’

‘Why?’ I asked. ‘What makes you think it’s important?’

‘I don’t know if it’ll give us a reason for why they died, but at the very least it should be interesting.’ Derwent looked past me to Liv. ‘Didn’t anything else occur to either of you about them? What about their names?’

I flipped my notebook open and read them again.

‘Bruce and Helena Marshall.’ As I said it, the names sounded familiar. ‘Not the couple whose daughter disappeared twenty years ago?’

‘The very same,’ Derwent said with some satisfaction. ‘The name rang a bell and I recognise the family in the photograph over there. It was actually sixteen years ago this summer. I’m betting the boxes in the spare room are to do with the investigation.’

‘It’s coming back to me.’ Liv clicked her fingers. ‘People thought they did something to her.’

‘And Helena was the one they blamed, but I don’t recall why,’ I said slowly.

‘Worth finding out, wouldn’t you say?’ Derwent was at his silkiest. ‘In case someone decided blaming them wasn’t enough.’
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‘What are we waiting for?’

We had been in the flat for ten minutes at the most but Derwent was pacing up and down like a caged wolf, snapping with impatience. Delays brought out the worst in him, and his best wasn’t all that great.

‘Dr Early,’ I said. ‘As Kev told you.’

‘Dr Sorry-I’m-Late.’ He turned to Liv. ‘If the bedroom is out of bounds, why are we OK to stay in here and touch things?’

‘The bedroom is the only place that wasn’t forensically compromised. I was the first one here after the response officers, so I saw it before Kev got here. And you’re allowed in here because he cleared this room already.’ Liv looked around. ‘There wasn’t much to check, he said, thanks to the carer. Sabiha Qureshi. She was in here first thing.’

‘Where is she? Can we talk to her?’

‘She had to go to her next clients. The agency couldn’t provide cover for her. But we can talk to her later,’ Liv said quickly as Derwent’s face darkened. ‘And I did run through the timeline with her.’

‘So what time did Sabiha leave last night?’ I asked.

‘Seven. She came back at a quarter to eight this morning and let herself in, which was normal – she had a key. She was a bit surprised Bruce wasn’t up already. He was usually having his breakfast when she got in. She just assumed he was resting and left them to sleep for a few minutes while she did some household jobs.’

‘Including cleaning? It smells of furniture polish in here.’

‘Yep.’ Liv pulled a face. ‘I’ve never seen Kev so upset. Sabiha cleaned the kitchen and bathroom as well as in here.’

‘For God’s sake,’ Derwent said. ‘Why couldn’t she have been lazy? No fingerprints, no DNA. Same as when the daughter disappeared, if I remember correctly.’

I had been taking notes. ‘Did Sabiha usually put them to bed by seven? That seems early. How old were they?’

‘Bruce was seventy-five and Helena was sixty-two but she was the one who needed support. The carer put her to bed every evening and last night was no exception. Bruce didn’t always go to bed at the same time as Helena, but he didn’t like watching television in here without her. He would go into the second bedroom and do some reading or writing if he didn’t want to go to bed. He always got up by himself, quite early. Helena stayed in bed until Sabiha came in the mornings.’

‘What did she say about today?’

‘The short version? The flat was tidy but she gave it a once-over before knocking on the bedroom door. She didn’t know anything was wrong until she went in.’

‘No sign of a break-in?’ Derwent checked and Liv shook her head.

‘Was there a note?’ I asked.

‘No.’

‘You’d think Bruce would have left something on the door.’ Derwent was looking thoughtful. ‘Dear Sabiha, don’t come in, call the police, love Bruce. It would have taken him ten seconds.’

‘Maybe he didn’t think of it because he was distracted by planning to kill his wife,’ I suggested, and got a glare for my trouble.

‘Sabiha knocked on the bedroom door at five past eight. The door was closed but not locked. She opened it and found the curtains were closed and one of the bedside lights was on. They were both in bed and both very dead.’ Liv closed her notebook. ‘And that was all she had to say. She called a family friend because he’d been there over the weekend instead of the usual son – she wasn’t sure it was the right thing to do but the son was away, apparently, so she followed his instructions and called the friend.’

‘Don’t they have two sons?’ I looked over at the holiday photo, checking.

‘I did ask. The second one is more or less no-contact with the family, apparently. The friend is Dennis Hood. He came round, had a quick look to make sure she wasn’t mistaken, although I don’t know how you could be wrong about something like that, and he called us straight away.’

‘And where is he now?’ Derwent demanded.

‘The flat next door. He’s waiting to be interviewed. He was in a bit of a state so the neighbours took him in. Poor man – it’s not what you expect on a Monday morning.’

‘I don’t really want to talk to him until we’ve seen the bodies.’ Derwent checked his watch and sighed. ‘What about the sons? Have we tracked them down?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Why not?’ Derwent asked the question with deadly politeness, but Liv knew him well enough to quail.

‘I was here. Waiting for you.’

‘They need to be informed, don’t you think? As the next of kin?’

‘I’ll get on it straight away.’ Liv hurried out of the room, her face red, and I shook my head.

‘Not necessary and not kind.’

‘She needs to raise her game.’ He was standing with his back to me, looking out over the park. ‘Concentrate on the job, not her kid.’

‘She’s doing her best.’

‘No, she’s not.’ He glanced at me. ‘If she’s working with you, she needs to be alert. I don’t want any harm to come to you while she’s on the phone to her childminder.’

‘I can look after myself.’

A genuine smile narrowed his eyes. ‘It’s sweet that you believe that. But someone usually has to keep you out of trouble.’

‘Oh, is that what you’ve been doing? I don’t feel you’ve done a very good job.’

‘Imagine how much worse it could have been without me.’

‘Or better,’ I said. ‘It might have been better.’

‘Maeve . . .’ A note of reproach this time.

I abandoned the teasing and wandered around the living room and dining room, taking a closer look at the few personal effects I’d noticed. Everything reinforced my first impression that this wasn’t much of a home.

I picked up the painting that had been leaning against the dining-room wall and straightened to discover that Derwent was inches away from me.

‘What have you got there?’

I held it out so we could look at it together. ‘You might know – was that their house?’

‘Looks like it. The house was in Richmond, wasn’t it? By the river.’

‘The river was at the end of their garden. I remember that much.’ The painting was amateurish, the grain of the canvas visible through the thin layer of paint, but it was still recognisably a Georgian house with a fanlight and dormer windows at the attic level. Trees crowded around it and a wide lawn filled the foreground. I tilted the frame, trying to read the artist’s signature, but it was a squiggle. ‘One of the theories was that the girl drowned.’

‘They never found a body.’

‘You know bodies don’t always come to the surface. It’s possible she did.’

‘Lots of things were possible. It was one of those cases. Many theories and not enough facts. Kidnapping, accident, murder or your best guess, but the girl never came to light again, dead or alive.’ Derwent brooded on it. ‘I knew the first SIO. I should let him know about the parents, as a courtesy.’

‘I think it’s strange that it all died down so quickly,’ I said. ‘We’re both struggling to remember the details. You’d think the media would have covered the case over and over again, given that she was a pretty little girl from a wealthy family, but the story just faded out of the spotlight.’

‘The mother was famous, wasn’t she? A media type. They look after their own.’

I had a vague memory of a blonde with self-consciously tasteful clothes and a heavy hand with eyeliner. She had been famous for being famous before she turned into some sort of campaigner. ‘I’m not sure she was a media type, but she was good at generating outrage, from what I remember.’

Derwent was standing behind me, so close that I could feel the warmth of his body against mine in the slightly chilly dining room. The flat’s heating was switched off, to preserve the crime scene in the best possible condition, and I had been regretting the lack of my big coat. He had been keeping his distance lately, literally and emotionally, and I had wondered if I’d done something wrong. There was every chance it was nothing to do with me. A late devotion to professionalism, perhaps.

Or maybe it was the best way to deal with the attraction that had been smouldering between us since the previous summer – the attraction that I was never, ever going to admit again, let alone act upon.

And since Derwent was fully committed to his girlfriend, her son and the suburbs, I didn’t need to worry about it.

But I still longed to lean back against him, just for a moment.

‘Sixteen years ago,’ he said. ‘Do you think it prompted whatever happened here? Grief can be difficult like that. It hides for years and then it overwhelms you.’

He was all business, not lover-like. I gave myself a mental shake. ‘Do you know what else can be difficult to live with? Guilt.’

‘About the daughter?’

‘I’m just saying, there were rumours about what happened. Both of the parents were arrested at different times, weren’t they? The investigating team had a good look at them, anyway. Maybe some new information came to light.’

‘Another reason to talk to my mate. Find out what the team really thought about the little girl.’

‘Sorry to interrupt.’ Kev leaned in through the open door. ‘Dr Early has arrived at last.’
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For someone so robust, Derwent had his squeamish side. He hustled me down the hall to the bedroom where the Marshalls lay dead.

‘Let’s get in and out before the doc does her stuff with the thermometer.’

I didn’t argue; it wasn’t my favourite part either.

Kev was standing by the door. ‘Gloves. Stay on the footplates. Try not to move around too much or touch anything.’

‘Seriously?’ Derwent raised his eyebrows. ‘Still?’

He grimaced. ‘You never know, do you? You only need one bad day in court to play it safe forever.’

I stepped carefully into the room to find the doctor, thin and eager, surveying the bodies. She looked up.

‘Sorry I’m late.’

Behind me, Derwent turned a chuckle into a cough.

‘Have you seen them already?’ I shook my head and she gestured to the bodies. ‘Have a look.’

Kev had lit the scene in merciless detail with bright white halogen lights on stands. They bleached out the warmer glow from the bedside lamp on Bruce Marshall’s side of the bed. A cordless telephone sat on the table too, along with a couple of books. On Helena’s side of the bed there was nothing but a full water glass, a paper napkin covering it. The room was tidy. Nothing seemed out of place on the chest of drawers that faced the bed: brushes, a mirror, a man’s watch. Cream carpet, cream walls, curtains striped in blue and green, the same old-fashioned style as the rest of the flat. It made me feel suffocated. The curtains stirred gently, moving in a draught. I drew the nearest curtain back with a gloved hand. The sash was raised a couple of inches but there were stops on either side so the window couldn’t be opened any further. I rattled it to check it was secure, confirming that no one had come in or gone out that way.

And then I focused on the double outrage at the centre of the scene.

Helena Marshall was lying on her back, her face slack and hollow in the way of the dead. I remembered her as a tall, glamorous woman, but the figure in the bed was frail. Her eyebrows and eyelashes were sparse and her hair spread out across the pillow in lank strands. Her mouth gaped open, a dark void. I shone my torch over her face, feeling that I was intruding. Her skin was waxy yellow, flecked with red petechiae. There was a pillow lying crumpled against her side of the bed as if someone had let it fall there.

‘Presumably that’s what killed her,’ Derwent said into the silence and I winced, as if we might disturb them by speaking too loudly.

‘It’s been photographed,’ Kev said. ‘I’ll be bagging it.’

‘I’d expect to find saliva on it if it was used to smother her,’ Dr Early said, and Kev nodded.

‘Worth checking for trace fibres too.’

‘No blood?’ I asked.

‘Not that I can see at present.’ Kev, cagey as ever.

‘Then she probably died before that happened.’

That was lying in the bed beside her, and all up the wall behind the headboard, and sprayed across the lampshade and the phone: red, predominantly. The top of Bruce Marshall’s head was a soft mass of blood and brain and pulverised bone and his face was horribly distorted from the explosive force that had blown his skull apart.

‘I didn’t know he’d shot himself.’

‘Liv left that detail out.’ Derwent was grim. He made his way around to Bruce’s side of the bed for a closer look at the weapon. ‘A Webley. We don’t see that very often. Usually a shotgun for a gun suicide.’

‘They’re easier to come by. Do you think that was an old weapon?’

‘Well, I don’t think he went to Tottenham and borrowed it from his mandem.’ Derwent was crouching by the bed, peering at it. ‘I bet you a thousand pounds that was a service revolver. Could have been his dad’s from the Second World War. It hasn’t been cleaned in donkey’s years.’

‘He should have handed it in when they had the amnesty after Dunblane.’

‘There must be thousands of firearms that were stuck in the back of a drawer decades ago, or in an attic, and no one even remembers they’re there. This could have been one of them.’

‘But he had ammunition for it.’

Derwent shrugged. ‘Why would he dispose of the ammunition if he’d forgotten to get rid of the gun?’

‘Have you seen enough?’ Dr Early asked.

He nodded and stood up, but he was still looking at the two bodies as he moved towards the door, and he was frowning. I felt like frowning myself.

‘Kev, were the bedcovers like this when you arrived?’ I asked.

‘Haven’t touched them.’

I stood for a moment longer, taking it in. Even though I would be able to look at videos of the scene and crime-scene photographs, nothing was as good as being able to stand in the room with the bodies. This was the last place Helena and Bruce Marshall had breathed. This was where their souls had departed.

An act of love, some might think, or a final revenge, or something else entirely.

I caught up with Derwent in the second bedroom. He was looming over Liv.

‘How’s it going?’ I looked from him to her, noting the suspicious sheen in her eyes. ‘Is everything OK?’

‘I’ve made a start on the boxes.’ Her voice wavered and she cleared her throat. ‘Reams of files about the daughter’s disappearance. Interviews, maps, photographs.’

‘Police files?’

‘No, they hired private investigators. They must have spent a fortune. I recognised a couple of the names as retired cops, though.’

‘That doesn’t mean they did a good job,’ Derwent said.

‘No, but it tells you the Marshalls sought out professionals to be involved in the investigation. They really wanted to find out what happened to her.’

‘I wonder if any of the private detectives worked on the original case,’ I said. ‘Maybe the Marshalls wanted people who had nothing to do with the investigation because they weren’t happy that the police focused on them.’

‘It must have been frustrating when the Marshalls knew they didn’t do it,’ Liv said.

‘They were the most likely suspects,’ Derwent said. ‘Statistically.’

‘Yes, statistically.’ I caught a raised eyebrow from him and doubled down. ‘There are exceptions to the statistics. We’ve caught a few of them ourselves.’

‘There are also good reasons for looking at close family when someone dies. Statistically women are most likely to be killed by their partners, and here we are, another dead woman beside her loving husband.’

‘Yes, but . . . ’ I trailed off. Was I ready to start sharing half-formed theories with Derwent?

‘But what?’ His eyes narrowed with suspicion. ‘What did you say to Kev when you were leaving the bedroom?’

‘I asked him if the covers had been moved since the bodies were discovered.’

‘The bedclothes looked fine to me. Nothing much was out of place, apart from the pillow.’

‘Well, that’s what I was wondering about.’

He considered it, frowning in concentration. I knew that he wouldn’t ask me what I thought, that he’d prefer to work it out by himself.

‘Wasn’t there anything that bothered you about the scene?’

He hesitated. Then, ‘I didn’t want there to be anything wrong with it, if I’m honest. I wanted this to be straightforward.’

‘But.’

‘There was one thing. I don’t know.’ He stopped as a voice in the hallway made us turn; the doctor on her way out, calling goodbyes.

‘Dr Early?’ I hurried to the door. ‘Could you come in here?’

She came, but she was checking her watch at the same time. ‘I’ve got to go. I’m late. I’m sure you want to know time of death, but it would only be a guess at this stage.’

‘No, I wanted to check something else before the bodies are moved. What was Helena Marshall’s cause of death?’

‘Probably suffocation with something soft such as a pillow. She had bruising to her upper lip and nose that’s consistent with the application of considerable pressure – I suspect her nose was fractured. I’ll know more when I’ve excised the damaged tissue and examined it under a microscope.’ She pulled on her coat, preparing to leave. ‘I should be able to fit in the PMs this afternoon.’

I tried not to think about the doctor removing chunks of the dead woman’s face. Dr Early’s assistants were magicians when it came to making bodies look presentable so their loved ones could recognise them afterwards, but I would know the truth.

‘I noticed she was flat on her back with her arms by her sides, and the bedclothes weren’t rumpled. Is it possible that she cooperated with being suffocated?’

‘It’s more likely she was unaware of what was happening.’ She frowned. ‘You’d have thought . . . it’s involuntary, the kicking, and the arms coming up, when someone is deprived of oxygen. It’s a reflex. She couldn’t have remained still by force of will.’

‘But if she was already unconscious?’

‘If she was deeply unconscious her movements might have been slighter.’

‘Or he straightened the bedclothes before he killed himself,’ Derwent said. ‘Left everything neat and tidy.’

‘Yes, but there’s a problem with that, isn’t there? You noticed the position of the bodies too.’

He folded his arms, mulish. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Liar,’ I said, without heat, and saw a gleam of amusement in his eyes.

‘Want to act it out?’

‘No.’

‘That’s a good idea, actually.’ Dr Early’s scientific mind was always delighted by experiments. Liv shrugged at me, unable to intervene.

‘Come on.’ Derwent led us into the living room, taking off his jacket and rolling up his sleeves. ‘More floor space in here.’

He lay down and patted the carpet beside him. ‘You be Helena, Maeve. I’ll be Bruce.’

No point in arguing. I sat on the floor and shuffled into position before lying back, my shoulder lined up with his.

‘Closer,’ Dr Early said helpfully. ‘The bed was narrow.’

We edged towards one another until our arms were pressed together.

‘Helena had her hands by her sides,’ Liv pointed out.

My knuckles brushed against Derwent’s thigh as I moved into the right position and I cringed, rigid with embarrassment. Why had I started this?

‘The bedclothes weren’t tucked in,’ Dr Early said. ‘So if she’d tried to fight him off—’

‘They would have slid down. Let’s assume Bruce was her murderer.’ Derwent turned his head and stared into my eyes. ‘I’m in bed beside you and I decide the time is right to kill you.’ He sat up and twisted around, reaching across me. ‘I press my pillow over your face.’

‘No. He’d need more force than that.’ Dr Early demonstrated. ‘Two hands, pushing straight down. It’s harder than you’d think to suffocate someone. People assume it’s a gentle death but a few years ago at a music festival some Dutch scientists got a random selection of people of different ages and sizes to smother a dummy to see what the natural methodology is – where they put their hands and weight, and how long they can sustain a lethal amount of pressure. It takes some doing. Big strong men are better at it than small, frail women, and a lot depends on the angle of attack.’

‘I’ll take your word for it.’ Derwent frowned. ‘Bruce wasn’t a robust man, was he?’

‘I think he’d have had to get out of bed, come round to Helena’s side and smother her while standing over her,’ I said. ‘Or he did it before he got into bed.’

‘That, or he would have had to straddle her. He could have held her arms down with his knees.’

‘Go on.’ Dr Early was intent on the experiment. My eyes went to Liv. She was chewing her bottom lip, half-amused, half-wary.

Beside me, Derwent shifted his weight onto his left hand and knee and eased his right thigh across my hips. His right hand came down beside my ear and he paused for a moment, his arms braced, his body over mine.

I tried to breathe normally, and failed.

Then, kneeling astride me, but as if I wasn’t even there, he straightened up to address Dr Early. ‘I’m not going to put my weight on her arms.’

‘No, it would bruise. I’ll take a close look at Helena’s elbows at the PM.’

‘But even if I didn’t . . .’ He brought his knees in tight against me so my arms were trapped. He leaned forward again, his hands flat on the carpet on either side of my head. He was watching me intently. I hoped I looked unmoved but he grinned down at me, not fooled for a second. ‘I’m holding the covers down too, you realise. And in this position, I can exert maximum force. Neat and effective.’

‘It wouldn’t have taken long.’ Dr Early took a picture on her phone, looking at me in surprise when I protested. ‘Just for my records.’

‘OK.’ Of course the doctor hadn’t taken a picture of us in that position for fun. I regrouped. ‘But whatever approach he took, he would have had to move from his side of the bed. And even if he was holding her arms down, her legs would have been free to move as she died. He might have remade the bed afterwards, straightened things up, adjusted the covers so they were pulled up to mid-chest for both of them, and then – what?’

‘Got the gun out,’ Derwent said, levering himself off me and returning to his original position. ‘Loaded the gun, possibly. He could have stashed it in his bedside table, ready to use.’ He turned away from me, reached towards an imaginary table and loaded an imaginary gun, lay back and mimed pointing the gun into his mouth. ‘He shoots himself in the head. Blood everywhere.’

‘The recoil could have made his hand fall back on his chest,’ Dr Early said.

‘Yes, but look at how we’re positioned,’ I said. ‘I’m dead so I’m not moving. He’s been busy sorting out the bed and getting ready to blow the top of his head off. Where does Bruce end up?’

Derwent looked down at his shoulder, which was in front of mine. ‘Yeah. That’s not how it was.’

‘His left arm was under hers.’

‘So he was the one who died first.’ Liv frowned. ‘But the blood covered both of them – she had flecks of it all over her face. If he died first, the blood on her face should have been smeared by the pillow pressing down on it. His blood should have been all over the pillow too. And obviously he couldn’t kill her if he was dead.’

I didn’t want to say it. ‘I think they might both have been unconscious when they died. Unable to fight back.’

‘It was staged,’ Derwent said softly, and I nodded.

‘Not a murder-suicide after all. Just a straightforward double murder.’
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The stairwell was quiet and I paused to notice the silence. The flats were solidly built and the soundproofing seemed excellent, which was good for the residents but bad for us. So far, no one seemed to have heard anything.

Derwent swung out of the flat behind me as if someone was chasing him. ‘Where are you going?’

‘To see Dennis Hood. He’s been waiting for ages next door.’

‘On your own?’

‘Yeah, I think I can manage it by myself.’

He looked surprised and, for an unguarded moment, hurt. Then the mask snapped back into place. ‘Maybe you can and maybe you can’t. Let’s not assume anything.’

I made a small helpless gesture. ‘All right, come with me if you like.’

‘I just—’ He stopped. ‘I haven’t been working with you for a while. And I enjoy it. So I thought I’d come along.’

Straightforward honesty from Derwent; it was more unsettling to me than any sarcasm or insinuation. I wondered if it was a trick or if he really meant it, and it was only when Dennis Hood was sitting in front of us, blank-eyed with shock, that I stopped thinking about it and came back to full attention. We had all refused the offer of tea and the Marshalls’ neighbour had retired, hurt, to her kitchen.

‘I can’t drink any more of it.’ Hood looked down at his hands, which were shaking. ‘She’s given me cup after cup of it.’
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