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Chapter 1


Rain on Regent Road

The last thing Kelly Traynor did, before anything went wrong, was laugh.

It was a proper laugh, the kind that came from low in the chest and made her eyes water. Becca had said something about the bouncer at the Lighthouse, about the way he stood with his arms folded like he was personally offended by the concept of a Tuesday. Kelly had to stop walking to let it pass through her. She leaned against the railing on Waterloo Road and laughed until her breath came back, and Becca laughed too, and for a moment the two of them were just two women standing in the rain just before eleven at night, helpless with it.

That was how Kelly Traynor was. The laugh came easily. It had always come easily, even when there was not much to justify it, which had been the case for most of the past two years.

She was thirty-one. She had a daughter called Caitlin, seven years old, who had recently become devoted to a television programme about competitive cake decoration. Caitlin could name fourteen different types of buttercream. She’d made Kelly test her on them twice at the kitchen table on Sunday morning, both of them in pyjamas with toast on the go. Two days ago, that was. Kelly had quizzed her on Swiss meringue versus Italian and got them confused herself. Caitlin had said, with the flat precision of someone who’d studied, Mam, Italian meringue uses hot sugar syrup, it’s not the same thing at all.

Caitlin was at her nan’s. Kelly’s mother, Pat Traynor, lived twelve minutes away in Bootle and took Caitlin on Tuesday nights without being asked. Kelly had texted her at half nine: Still out, thanks Mam, won’t be late. Pat had sent back a thumbs up and then a photo of Caitlin asleep on the sofa with the cat arranged across her shins like a draught excluder.

Kelly had shown Becca the photo. Becca said the cat looked like it had been poured there, and they’d agreed that children and cats had a gift for unconsciousness that adults had entirely lost.

It was not a bad night, taken by itself. The rain was the particular Liverpool variety, not heavy enough for an umbrella, persistent enough to work under your collar and make the dock roads shine. Kelly had her hood up and her hands in her coat pockets. She was wearing the boots she’d bought in the New Year sale, the ones with the small heel that she’d told herself were practical even though they were not, entirely.

She and Becca had been out since eight. Not working, or not primarily. Kelly had been scaling that back over the past few months, trying to get more shifts at the distribution warehouse on the Estuary Commerce Park. The money was worse but the hours were predictable and there was no ambient risk in it, which she thought about more than she used to. Caitlin was at an age where she noticed things, asked questions. Kelly knew what the next few years needed to look like, and it was not the last few.

Becca’s birthday had been the week before and they’d finally got themselves in the same place at the same time. Drinks at the Lighthouse, then a place on the Baltic Triangle that Becca liked. Kelly had made three drinks last three hours. Not drunk. Warm, a bit loose in the shoulders, thinking about getting home.

Becca lived the other way. They parted at the junction of Waterloo Road after the laughing fit about the bouncer, with a hug that lasted a second longer than usual. Becca said she’d text when she was home. Kelly said she’d do the same.

Kelly turned north.

She knew this route. She’d walked it dozens of times. The dock fringe between the Ten Streets and Regent Road had a certain quality at night in autumn, with the rain on. The big warehouse conversions were dark by this hour, the daytime economy of creative studios and logistics firms shuttered. The streets were wide and badly lit, the water always close, not visible but audible, the low churn and knock of it against the dock wall.

She did not find this frightening. She found it familiar. She’d walked this road in worse weather and at later hours and thought nothing of it.

She was thinking about Caitlin’s buttercream quiz. She was thinking about whether to put a wash on when she got in, or whether it could wait until morning. She was thinking, tangentially and without much urgency, about a bloke called Danny who worked the loading bay at the Estuary site and had asked her, twice now, whether she fancied getting a coffee sometime. She had not decided. He seemed all right. She had learned to be cautious about all right.

The road was empty. A lorry had passed her three minutes back, heading for the dock gates, its lights sweeping the puddles into brief copper mirrors. Since then, nothing. Her boots made a clean sound on the wet tarmac. She was almost at the cut-through, the narrow service road between two converted grain stores that took two minutes off the walk and that she’d used without incident for as long as she could remember.

She turned into it.

The rain had eased slightly. She could hear her own footsteps more clearly now, and the distant machinery hum from the dock, and somewhere further off a siren, moving away. The service road was perhaps forty metres long. There were no lights along its length. The brackets were there, but the bulbs had been gone for months.

She was perhaps fifteen metres in when she became aware of someone behind her.

She did not panic. She adjusted. She kept walking. She listened. The footsteps behind her were unhurried.

She would get to the end of the cut-through, and then she’d be back on the lit road, and it would be fine. She was thinking about Caitlin. She was thinking about the cat on the sofa.

She got to twelve metres from the end.

Then she stopped thinking about anything at all.

* * *

The body was found at six forty-seven in the morning by a man called Gerald Fabunmi, who drove a refrigerated delivery van for a wholesale food company and used Regent Road as part of his regular route to the dock gates. He had pulled over to check his phone for an updated delivery slot, and he had seen, in the beam of his hazard lights, something at the base of the far wall of the service road that he took, for one long confused moment, to be a bundle of discarded clothing.

Gerald Fabunmi was fifty-four. He had driven this route for eleven years. He would later describe, in a statement at St Anne Street, the quality of the silence after he switched off the radio and got out: different from ordinary early-morning silence, a weight he could not put into words. He stood at the entrance to the service road for a full ten seconds before his legs moved.

He called 999 at six forty-nine. He did not approach the body. He stood at the mouth of the service road with the van’s engine still running and the hazard lights still going, orange light pulsing across the wet tarmac, and he stayed on the line with the operator until the first response unit arrived at seven oh three.

The officers who attended were PC Siân Watkins and PC Dean Morrow. They secured the scene. They requested CID attendance and a forensic medical examiner. They did not move the body.

The rain had come back properly by then, and someone had to stand over Kelly Traynor with a sheet of polythene on a frame, trying to keep the worst of it off the scene while they waited.

* * *

DCI Toni Holden was eating a piece of toast over her kitchen sink when her phone rang. She had been awake since five. She ate the toast. She answered the phone.

She listened for two minutes without speaking.

Her DS, already on scene, had pulled up the Met Office data during the drive over. Continuous rainfall logged across the North Docks fringe from midnight, temperature at eleven degrees, wind from the north-west at fourteen miles per hour. She wrote the address on the back of an envelope she’d been meaning to recycle. Block capitals.

“Who’s the FME?” she said.

She said, “Keep the scene exactly as it is. Nothing moves.”

She said, “I’m twenty minutes away.”

She was there in seventeen.

* * *

By nine o’clock the service road had the bureaucratic density of a murder scene in its first hours: blue-and-white tape at both ends, a forensic tent over the area where Kelly lay, two CSIs in white suits moving with the deliberateness of people who knew haste was how you ruined things. A cluster of onlookers had gathered at the Regent Road end, held back by PC Morrow. A photographer from the Liverpool Echo was shooting the tape from the permitted distance.

Toni stood at the inner cordon and looked at what she could see, which was not much from this angle, which was the point. She had her hands in her coat pockets. Fifty-one years old, short grey hair, the kind of face that had settled into a habitual wariness without quite becoming hard. She’d been a detective for twenty-three years. She’d seen enough scenes like this to know that the first hour was for looking, not concluding.

The service road was narrow. Perhaps four metres wide. The walls on both sides were old brick, dark with damp, the ground cracked tarmac with weeds pushing through at the base. No CCTV in the road itself. There was a camera on the corner of Regent Road, one on the gate of the nearer grain-store conversion, and a private security camera on the loading bay of a logistics firm some eighty metres east.

She thought about the rain. Continuous since midnight. Rain was never simply your enemy or your friend: it washed things away, but it also preserved them, trapped in mud and the fibrous surface of old brick.

The forensic medical examiner, a Dr Hussain Toni had worked with twice before, came out of the tent at nine twenty and walked over to her. Still in his suit. He pulled his mask down.

“Female,” he said. “Early thirties, at a guess. She’s been here several hours. The cold will have slowed some of the indicators, so I’ll be careful about time of death until the post-mortem.” He paused. “There’s evidence of ligature. I’m not saying anything about the material or the mechanism until the pathologist has had a look under proper conditions.”

“Understood,” Toni said.

“She’s dressed for a night out. Not a long one, by the look of it. Coat, good boots. Handbag’s there, contents apparently undisturbed.”

“Not a robbery.”

“Not obviously. But that’s yours, not mine.”

Toni nodded. She looked at the tent. She thought about the boots.

“Any ID in the bag?”

“There’s a purse. Cards. DS Yuen’s got the details.”

DS Kevin Yuen was twenty-nine, thorough, and had been sick behind a wheelie bin at his first murder scene three years ago, which was something Toni knew and he knew she knew and which had never once affected her assessment of him. He was standing by the north tape with a notebook, talking to PC Watkins. Toni crossed to him.

“Cards in the name of Kelly Traynor,” he said, before she reached him. “There’s an address on the provisional licence. Bootle.”

“Family?”

“Working on it. There’s a phone in the bag. Locked, but the lock-screen shows a notification from someone called Mam at twenty-two fifty-six last night.” He paused. “There’s a photo on the lock-screen. A kid. Maybe six or seven.”

Toni looked at the tent for a moment. Then she looked away.

“Get a family liaison officer assigned before we go anywhere near that address,” she said. “Nobody knocks on that door without one. I want the FLO allocation logged on the incident log first, not after.”

“Already requested. It’s on the log as of eight fifty-four.”

“Good.” She checked her watch. “Get the CCTV request started, all cameras within three hundred metres, last twelve hours. And I want house-to-house on every premises on this road with a loading bay or a security office.”

“On it.”

She turned back towards the scene. The rain was picking up again. One of the CSIs was photographing the wall at the far end of the service road, working methodically from high to low.

Toni thought about what Dr Hussain had said and had not said. The word ligature, and the deliberate pause that followed it. She filed both away.

She dialled the on-call detective superintendent. He picked up on the third ring. She gave him the name, the location, the ligature indication, the absence of any obvious robbery motive. He asked about the PACE clock on any persons of interest; there were none yet, no clock running, the pressure entirely on building the picture before anyone was in custody. He said he would authorise the taskforce. She said she had already assumed he would.

* * *

By midday the word had moved, as it always did, faster than the official channels. It went along the dock road and into the night economy and out through the networks of people who knew one another in the sideways manner of people who worked the same fringe hours and the same geography. It went to the newsroom of the Liverpool Echo, where Chloe Marr had already filed a brief on the scene she’d attended that morning and was now making calls.

It went, eventually, to a press conference at Rose Hill that nobody was ready for, that happened anyway, because these things always did.

And at St Anne Street, in a first-floor meeting room, DCI Toni Holden stood in front of a whiteboard that already had one name at the top. Below it, the beginnings of a CCTV task list. In the corner of the room the civilian researcher, Aisha Kaur, had an open file, a printed sheet of next-of-kin contacts being cross-referenced against the electoral roll, a highlighter in her hand.

Toni looked at the name on the whiteboard.

Kelly Traynor.

She looked at the six people in the room. Detectives, analysts, Aisha with her open file and her highlighter. All of them waiting.

Toni uncapped her marker. She drew a line under the name.

“Right,” she said. “Let’s start.”





Chapter 2


The Pattern Room

The whiteboard had been replaced overnight by a proper incident board. Toni stood in front of it at seven forty-three on Thursday morning and looked at what they had, which was less than she would have liked and more than she had feared.

Three cameras. One useful.

The Regent Road corner camera had given them Kelly Traynor at twenty-three fourteen, walking north, hood up, hands in her pockets. The image was grainy but she was identifiable by the coat and the boots, both now with the forensic team. She was alone. At twenty-three seventeen she turned towards the service road cut-through and the camera lost her to the angle of the building. The grain-store gate camera had been offline since the fourteenth of October. The logistics bay camera gave them nothing except an empty road from twenty-three twenty through to six twenty-one.

“No vehicles in that window,” DS Kevin Yuen said behind her. “Whatever happened in that road, nobody drove in or out after twenty-three twenty.”

“Or they came and went before,” Toni said.

She studied the still. Kelly Traynor, twenty-three fourteen, alive. Hood up. Hands pushed deep against the cold.

“Footprint casts?”

“Lab has them. Three distinct impressions in the mud near where she was found. Two consistent with Kelly’s boots. One partial, different tread, larger sole. Dr Nair won’t go further without more of the impression.”

That was Priya Nair’s way. The first instinct in a room like this was always to take a partial impression and a larger sole and build a whole offender around it, a whole intention, out of one bootprint in the mud. Not necessarily wrong. Just not yet evidenced.

“Note it as a working hypothesis,” Toni said. “Not a fact. One partial print is not a person. I don’t want a profile hardening into something that leaves this room and comes back as gospel.”

“Understood.”

She turned to the team. Nine detectives and analysts, two more on their way in from a cancelled training course. She had asked for twelve and been given ten and a half, the half being civilian analyst Sandra Whitlock, shared across three other investigations and doing the work of two.

“Right. Witness accounts.”

DC Rhiannon Hughes stood with a printed sheet. She had the quality Toni valued most: the ability to be still while someone else was talking.

“House-to-house from yesterday afternoon and this morning. Twelve premises on the service road or directly adjacent, nine accessible. Six reported nothing. Two heard noise but couldn’t fix a time or a description. The ninth is the one. Security guard, Owen Parry, sixty-two, on perimeter check at approximately twenty-three twenty-five. He saw a figure leaving the far end of the service road. Dark clothing, medium height, moving quickly but not running. He thought it was a man. He was thirty metres away, light poor. He said he couldn’t have told you face or age. It was the way it moved. Purposeful. He went back inside. He only came forward this morning, when he saw the news.”

The room had gone quiet.

Twenty-three seventeen, Kelly enters the service road. Twenty-three twenty-five, Owen Parry sees a figure leaving the far end. Eight minutes.

Toni said nothing about the eight minutes. She let the room do the arithmetic.

“Get Mr Parry back in for a formal video interview,” she said. “Trained interviewer. And check his account against his firm’s log for his actual patrol times. Not because I doubt him. Because we’ll need to corroborate every element of this when it comes to disclosure.”

Rhiannon nodded and sat, already logging the request.

Toni went to the second board and uncapped a marker. Known movements, unknown person: 23:25 approx, exits north end of service road. Then: Witness confidence: low-medium. Not ID-capable. She recapped the marker.

“That is what we have. That is all we have. The figure Owen Parry saw is a person of interest, not a suspect. No name, no face, no confirmed sex. A direction of travel and a time. A starting point, not a conclusion.”

She looked around the room. Nobody looked impatient.

“Forensics. Kevin.”

Yuen picked up his notebook.

“Dr Nair recovered material from the scene. Conditions were against her. Continuous rain, low temperature, surface compromised. Trace evidence from Kelly’s clothing is being processed. There’s a ligature mark. The pathologist’s view is that the ligature was not improvised. Specific characteristics, which Dr Nair’s team are comparing against reference materials.”

“Did she say what kind?”

“She was precise.” He read from the notebook. “The dimensions and the impression pattern are consistent with a manufactured item of a specific type, but I won’t speculate on the type in writing until I’ve completed the comparison. Any characterisation before then would be my opinion, not my evidence.”

“Good,” Toni said. “We hold to that.”

From the back, DC Paul Enright: “What about the DNA?”

The room sharpened.

“Dr Nair has indicated that biological material was recovered,” Toni said. “I’m not going to speculate about quantity, type or source. The samples are at the laboratory. She expects preliminary results within forty-eight to seventy-two hours. We don’t yet know whether the material is attributable to an offender, to a third party with an innocent explanation, to Kelly herself, or to contamination. All of those remain open.”

“But if there’s a clean profile,” Enright said, not pushing, just naming what was already in the room, “NDNAD search?”

“That’s the process. If the laboratory recovers a profile of sufficient quality, it gets searched. We might get lucky. We might get a profile belonging to someone with a perfectly good reason to have been in that road. Or a degraded partial that matches two hundred people. Or nothing. I won’t build a strategy around a result I don’t have.”

The door opened and Detective Superintendent Gareth Coles came in. He had already been on the phone to ACC Owen Prescott twice before eight. Prescott had rung Toni directly at seven thirty-one, asking about the press conference timeline.

“How are we looking?” Coles asked.

“Appropriately uncertain for a day in.”

He read the boards. “One witness.”

“One witness with a partial sighting of a figure leaving the scene.”

“CCTV is thin.”

“We’re pursuing additional sources in the Baltic Triangle.”

“Forensics?”

“Samples at the laboratory. Results in forty-eight to seventy-two hours. I’ve asked Dr Nair not to rush past the point where the analysis stays safe.”

Coles looked at the board. “Owen Prescott wants a press conference this afternoon.”

“I know. He rang me directly.”

“What did you tell him?”

“That I’d consider it once I’d reviewed the state of the investigation and worked out what could usefully go into the public domain without prejudicing it.”

Coles made a sound that was not quite a laugh. “The public want to know there’s a response.”

“The public will get a measured statement from the SIO. A murder inquiry is under way, a specialist team has been stood up, Kelly Traynor’s family have been informed and are supported, and we are pursuing specific evidential lines. What they will not get is a speculative description based on a partial sighting in poor light, or any suggestion that forensic results are imminent when we can’t guarantee what those results will be.”

“The press are already framing this.”

“I know how they’re framing it.”

“Tessa Reilly rang the front desk at seven.”

“I’ve asked DC Hughes to make contact with the outreach team today. I want a meeting with Tessa Reilly before the end of the week.”

“She’s not going to be happy.”

“No. And that’s appropriate. Kelly Traynor’s community has a right to be unhappy, and a right to expect that to mean something about how we resource this. What they don’t have a right to is a false sense that we’re further along than we are.”

“Vice have been in touch.”

“DS Yuen has spoken to them. Kelly Traynor was known to Vice but not actively working in any recent period they’re aware of. She’d been doing warehouse shifts since the summer. She was out the night she died, for a friend’s birthday. I am not going to let the working assumption in this room be that she was killed because of her previous occupation. We have no evidence for that. I’ll say it at every briefing until it stops needing saying.”

Coles nodded. He looked like a man who agreed and was already anticipating a harder conversation upstairs.

“The outreach angle,” he said. “Is there a suggestion this isn’t the first?”

“There’s no confirmed link to any previous death. Three older unsolved cases on the North Docks fringe, going back a couple of years, women from the same fringe-economy background, never resolved. I’ve asked Sandra Whitlock to pull the files as due diligence, but geography’s the only thing they share with this one. Until she’s ruled it out formally, the answer is possibly, and possibly is not good enough to brief upward or outward.”

Coles was quiet for a moment. “Prescott wants something to say by four. He’s already had a press line drafted.”

“Prescott can say a dedicated team is working with focus and urgency, that Kelly Traynor’s family are supported, that we’re pursuing all available forensic and witness lines. That’s true and it’s sufficient.”

“He’ll want more.”

“He’ll have to want it.”

“There’s one further development,” Yuen said behind her.

Something in his voice made her turn. He held out his phone but spoke before she took it.

“Two things, actually. The ligature comparison came back first. Dr Nair’s supplementary note. The impression pattern and the trace metallic residue are consistent with nichrome wire, or a nichrome-alloy wire, of the type used in resistive heating elements. She says it’s an unusual choice for this, and she’s flagged it for comparison against anything recovered from a scene or a suspect. Nothing to compare it against yet, so it’s logged and filed for now. Low additional value until we have something to set it beside.”

“Noted,” Toni said, and meant it, though there was nothing yet to hang it on. She would think about wire again in a different room, months from now, and remember this exact sentence.

“The other thing,” Yuen went on, “is the DNA. Dr Nair has sent a preliminary note. They’ve recovered a DNA profile from the trace material. She says it’s complex, the conditions have affected it, and she wants to discuss interpretation before anything is formalised. But she’s submitted it for a database search.”

Toni took the note. At the bottom, below the qualifications about degradation, a timestamp: 07:09.

The room had gone still.

“She says the search flag is pending,” Yuen said. “Result within twenty-four hours.”

Toni looked at the board, at Kelly Traynor’s name at the top of it, at the still of the woman walking north in the rain. She thought about what a database result would mean and what it would not mean. The long road between a laboratory flag and a charge, every step of it lined with caveats. She had seen that road collapse. She had seen it hold.

She also knew that the moment a name came back, the pressure would change its nature. It would stop being pressure for a story and become pressure for a specific story with a specific ending.

“Thank you,” she said to Yuen, quietly, as if it were just the two of them.

She looked at the board a moment longer.

Then she turned back to the room, because there was work to do, and the work was all that mattered.





Chapter 3


Concert Square

Neon from the bar signs bled red and amber across the wet paving slabs, and the whole square smelled of chip fat from the van at the taxi-queue end, that deep-fryer sweetness that coated the back of your throat. At eleven forty-seven, a man in a white shirt stood outside Walkabout with his fist in someone else’s face.

Michael Keane had not thrown the punch. He wanted that on record, for whatever record existed in the universe for things like this, because he had been standing roughly two feet to the left of the punch when it landed and the distinction mattered to him. He had, however, put his hand on the white-shirted man’s arm in the half-second before it, which meant that when the bouncer and then the two uniformed officers came through the crowd, Michael was the one still touching the man.

That was how it started.

He had been out for Declan’s birthday, which was not even Declan’s actual birthday but the Friday nearest to it, which was how they had done it since Declan had turned forty in a hospital waiting room and missed the party entirely. Six of them originally; four now: Michael, Declan, Pete from insurance, and Ronan, who had moved back to Galway seven years ago and treated each visit to Liverpool as though he had been released from something. They had done the Philharmonic, because Declan still found the Grade II listed toilets funny at fifty-one, then the Baltic, then a bar in Concert Square whose name Michael could not now recall. He had drunk three pints and a half, which was two and a half more than usual. At ten, when the sensible part of him suggested going home, he had texted Ruth to say he was thinking of heading back, and she had replied inside a minute: Stay out for once. Dec only turns fifty-one the once. I’ll wait up. He had read it twice, warmed by it, and put his phone away, and stayed.

The taxi queue was long. Ruth had made him promise to take a taxi rather than the night bus, and to text her from the rank so she would know he was on his way. He had been composing that text when the white-shirted man pushed in.

Michael had not said anything about that. He was not, generally, a man who said things about that. He had forty-five years of evidence that saying things about that made the evening longer and the situation worse, and besides, the man was drunk and large and had the look of someone who had decided the evening had not yet given him what it owed him.

Declan had said something about it.

The white-shirted man had turned around. He looked at Declan, and then past him, and settled on Michael. “You,” he said. “Been giving it all that about me inside, haven’t you.” Michael had never seen the man before in his life. There was no point saying so. He had the certainty of a man who had been carrying a grievance for an hour and had finally been handed somewhere to put it.

Michael had put his hand on the man’s arm, not to stop the punch but to redirect it, a distinction nobody in the immediate vicinity had time to appreciate before the punch connected with someone’s jaw and the square went briefly, chaotically loud.

The officer who took hold of Michael’s arm was young, twenty-five at most, wearing the particular expression of someone projecting authority over a situation he had assessed in three seconds.

“Right, mate. Step back for me.”

“I didn’t,” Michael started.

“Step back.”

He stepped back. The white-shirted man was being held by the bouncer and a second officer, and was considerably louder about it than Michael was, which Michael thought was at least circumstantially relevant.

“I was trying to stop it,” he said. “I had hold of his arm.”

“I can see that, mate. We’ll sort it. Just come with me.”

He went. That was the thing about Michael Keane that he himself would not have called a quality but which was, in the scheme of things, the quality that had kept him out of serious trouble for forty-five years: he went with people when they asked. He did not escalate. He did not assert himself in doorways. He came with the officer to the edge of the square, where a second car had pulled up, and stood in the cold November air with his hands at his sides, waiting for someone to explain.

What was happening, it turned out, was that he was being arrested.

“I’m arresting you on suspicion of affray,” the young officer said, and gave him the caution.

Michael had heard those words on television often enough to follow them without difficulty, and yet hearing them addressed to him personally did something strange to the sentence, made it foreign, as though the words had been rearranged into a shape his own name was never meant to fit. He was wearing his good jacket, and found himself, absurdly, worrying whether it would crease while the officer checked his pockets.

“I’m going to need you to come to the station. You understand?”

“I understand,” Michael said. “I just want to be clear that I wasn’t fighting. I was trying to stop someone else fighting.”

“That’s noted. You can tell the custody sergeant.”

The custody sergeant. He had never once, in forty-five years, had cause to think about a custody sergeant in relation to himself, and now here one was, waiting for him at the end of a short car journey he had not chosen to take.

Declan appeared at the edge of the cordon, his face doing something complicated. “Michael. What the hell.”

“It’s fine. Go home. I’ll ring you.”

“I can come to the station.”

“Go home. It’s fine.” He said it calmly because it was, or would be. He had done nothing. The process would establish that and then he would go home, and by morning this would be the kind of story that took twenty minutes to tell properly, one Declan would still be telling at Christmas.

He got into the police car.

The vinyl seat was cold through his trousers, sharper than he expected, and the air smelled of old takeaway and a cleaning product that had not quite won the argument. Through the partition the radio crackled, a voice reading codes that meant nothing to him and clearly everything to the officers in the front. Through the window, Concert Square receded: neon bleeding amber into wet tarmac, the queue already reforming, the white-shirted man loaded into a separate vehicle further up the street, looking less angry now and more frightened, which made him look younger. Michael felt something he could not put a clean name to. Guilt, almost, though he had nothing to feel guilty for. That seemed to be a talent of his.

He looked at his phone, returned to him after the check, which he had not expected. He thought about ringing Ruth, decided it was too late, then thought she would be far more annoyed to learn in the morning that he had been arrested and had not told her than to be woken at midnight with the fact of it.

He rang her.

She answered on the third ring, which meant she had not been asleep.

“Hey,” he said. “Don’t worry. I’m fine.”

A pause. “Michael. Why are you telling me not to worry at midnight?”

“I’ve been arrested. It’s nothing. A thing in Concert Square, wrong place, it’ll be sorted in a couple of hours. I just didn’t want you not to know.”

He could hear the quality of her wakefulness down the line, the alertness of someone who had been lying in the dark thinking about something else entirely. Eleven years married, and he still knew the difference between her waking-up voice and her already-awake voice. This was the second.

“Arrested,” she said.

“For affray. Which I didn’t do. There was a scuffle in the taxi queue, I had hold of someone’s arm, it looked like I was involved. I wasn’t.”

“Are you hurt?”

“No.”

“Where are they taking you?”

“St Anne Street, I think.”

“I’ll come.”

“You don’t need to. It’ll be a couple of hours and then I’ll get a taxi. Get some sleep.”

“Michael.”

“I’m fine. Honestly. I’ll ring you when I’m out.”

A silence, and in it he pictured her sitting up in the dark bedroom he knew as well as any room he had ever stood in, her feet finding the floor. “I’ll come,” she said again, softer, as though she had already decided and was simply informing him.

“Ruth. Go to sleep. I’ll ring you.”

“All right. Ring me the moment they let you go. I don’t care what time.”

“I will.”

“And Michael.”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t say anything stupid.”

He almost laughed, and the laugh caught somewhere short of his throat, because for one strange moment the thing he wanted most in the world was simply to be home, in that dark room, with her, instead of here. “I never say anything stupid.”

“You always say too much when you’re nervous.”

That was true. He knew it was true, and it did not feel like an accusation so much as a small act of care, the kind of thing only she would think to say to him at midnight, and he held onto it.

“I’ll be careful,” he said.

The car pulled up outside St Anne Street station at twelve nineteen. Michael had been on this street once before, years ago, for something administrative he could no longer recall, and the building looked exactly as it had then: built to appear permanent, and having achieved it, which was not the same as looking welcoming. The desk sergeant held the door. The young officer guided him through it with a hand that was not quite on his shoulder and not quite not, and Michael went where he was steered, the way he always did, and felt, for the first time that night, a small hot flush of something like shame at how easily he went.

The custody suite lay through a second door, down a short corridor that smelled of recent cleaning. The custody sergeant was a broad woman in her mid-fifties with reading glasses pushed up on her head and the expression of someone who had processed a very large number of Friday nights and found them, collectively, predictable. Her badge read Sergeant D. Farrow. She finished reading something on her screen before she looked up.

“Right,” she said. “Name?”

“Michael Keane.”

“Date of birth?”

He gave it.

“Address?”

He gave that too, and heard himself say it, his own address, in this room, to this woman, and thought: how did the distance between that house and this desk get so short.

“Mr Keane.” She looked at him directly. “You’ve been arrested for affray, which is a recordable offence. You have the right to have someone informed of your arrest, the right to consult a solicitor in private, and the right to consult the Codes of Practice. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have a solicitor?”

“No.”

“You’re entitled to free legal advice. Do you want it?”

He thought of Ruth’s voice. “Yes. I’d like that.”

“Good.” She noted it. “Any medication? Medical conditions I should know about?”

“No. Nothing.”

“Alcohol this evening?”

“Three pints and a half. Over about four hours.”

She looked at him with the flat, calibrated look of someone who had heard a very large number of answers to that question and had long since learned the gap between the answer given and the truth of it.

“Take a seat,” she said. “Someone will come to you.”

He sat. The chairs were bolted to the wall, built for waiting rather than comfort, the fluorescent light overhead that particular white that made everyone look slightly unwell, slightly guilty. A man at the far end had his head back, eyes closed, either asleep or good at pretending. A younger man, nineteen perhaps, sat with his elbows on his knees, staring at the floor, still deciding whether to be frightened or defiant.

Michael sat with his hands on his thighs and looked at the wall opposite, and thought that he did not know which he was either.

The wall carried a poster about the right to legal advice and a notice about PACE Code C, which he now knew, having looked it up on his phone in the car with the anxious thoroughness of a man learning the rules of a game he had not known he was playing, stood for the Police and Criminal Evidence Act. Detention for up to twenty-four hours without charge. He would be out long before that. He had not done it.

He thought about Declan going home, slightly drunk, telling Pete and Ronan what had happened, and the shape the story would take in the retelling, the white-shirted man growing larger and more menacing with each version, and himself growing smaller, the man who happened to be holding an arm. He thought about Ruth in the dark house, awake now, waiting for a call that would not come for hours, and something in his chest tightened at how completely this had come from nowhere and attached itself to his evening like a burr.

They had been together thirteen years, married eleven. They had met at a leaving do for someone neither of them had known well, an origin story that sounded accidental but which Michael had long since stopped believing was. Ruth had been standing near the bar with a particular quality of attention he had found arresting: not watching, exactly, but assessing, taking stock. He had thought her beautiful and also thought she was thinking about something else entirely, and both had turned out to be true, and neither had ever stopped being true, which was one of the things he loved about her: that she was never quite fully in the room, and yet the part of her that was in the room was entirely, fiercely his.

She was not a woman who catastrophised. When the boiler had packed in last January, she had fetched the torch from the kitchen drawer and reset the timer panel herself, her fingers moving through the sequence with patient efficiency while he held the beam steady and felt faintly useless beside her. When the kitchen ceiling had come down in March, and he had been made redundant in July of the same year, she had met each event the same way: find the problem, find the solution, feel the feelings later, if at all. He found this admirable and also, in a small private way he had never told her, lonely. He would have liked, sometimes, to be allowed to fall apart in front of her and be caught. He did not know if she would catch him or simply hand him a torch.

He had told her other things, though. He had told her, early on, that he had been adopted, that he had never known his biological parents, that the files were thin and the agency long closed and the trail cold enough that he had stopped following it years before he met her. He had said it matter-of-factly, because that was what he had trained himself to be about it. She had listened carefully, offering neither consolation nor the usual measure of curiosity, and had simply asked: “Does it matter to you?” He had thought about it honestly and said: “Less than I thought it would.” That had been true. He had not thought about it much since. Not until tonight, sitting in a chair bolted to a wall, giving his date of birth to a stranger who typed it into a system that would know more about him by morning than his own mother ever had.

The duty solicitor arrived at two: a young man named Adam, a coffee stain already on his tie, the dazed look of someone called out of sleep. The room he led him to was small and windowless, the table shifting on one short leg when he rested his arm on it. A clock above the door read 02:03. He wrote the date and Michael’s name at the top of a yellow pad with the slightly hesitant efficiency of someone still waking up, and Michael watched him do it and thought, distantly, that his name looked wrong in that handwriting, in that room, on that particular sort of page.

He listened to his account for twelve minutes, the scratch of his pen marking the parts he judged useful and passing over the rest.

“You were in physical contact with the other party when the officers arrived,” he said.

“I had hold of his arm, yes.”

“Did you strike anyone?”

“No.”

“Were you struck?”

“No.”

“Did you verbally threaten anyone?”

“No. I told Declan it was fine. That’s the only thing I said.”

He underlined something with a single firm stroke. “The grounds for arrest are thin. I’d expect this to resolve fairly quickly, but be careful in any interview. Stick to the facts. Don’t speculate about the other man’s intentions. Don’t offer more than you’re asked.”

Ruth’s voice again, unbidden: you always say too much when you’re nervous.

“I understand.”

He gathered his papers. “Wait here. I’ll speak to the custody sergeant about the timeline.”

He waited, his phone dark on the table, and decided against ringing Ruth again. She would be awake, sitting with the unfinished information until he could give her the rest. He wished he understood, himself, why an evening that had been ordinary an hour ago now had this shape, this room, this clock.

He thought about the taxi queue, the whole evening before it, fine, just fine, the ordinary comfort of four old friends talking about things that mattered and things that did not and the pleasant inability to always tell the difference. He thought about the white-shirted man’s face in the half-second before the punch, and his own hand moving to the man’s arm without his permission, a reflex rather than a choice. Not heroic. Not even sensible, as it turned out. Just the old habit of reaching towards trouble to stop it, which had never once, in his experience, stopped it.

Adam returned at two twenty-one, his expression unchanged, which might have meant anything.

“There’s a process point,” he said. “The arrest is for a recordable offence. That entitles them to take a DNA sample and fingerprints. It’s routine. It doesn’t mean anything beyond itself.”

“A DNA sample.”

“A mouth swab. Thirty seconds. It goes on the database, which sounds significant, I know, and retention’s governed by statute, so you’ll get the position in writing. It’s a standard requirement, not an escalation.”

He thought about that. He thought about what it meant, his own cells catalogued and filed somewhere he would never see, some version of himself continuing to exist in a system long after he had gone home and gone to bed and put the whole evening behind him. It felt like a very small theft, and also, obscurely, like a very large one.

“And if I refuse?”

“You can’t,” he said, not unkindly. “Not for this. Under PACE, following a lawful arrest for a recordable offence, it’s authorised without consent.”

He nodded. He was a practical man. He understood procedure, even procedure that seemed to be quietly removing small pieces of him and putting them somewhere else.

A civilian technician took the sample in a side room off the corridor, snapping on gloves and delivering the explanation in the well-worn, careful voice of someone who had refined it precisely to make the thing feel smaller than it was.

“Sterile cotton swab, inside of the cheek, about ten seconds. It goes to the national database. Retention is governed by statute, and you’ll be notified in writing of the position, with a reference number. Any questions?”

“No,” Michael said.

The swab was dry against the inside of his cheek, a faint roughness gone almost before he registered it. She rotated it twice, withdrew it, sealed it in a clear bag, and wrote the reference number on the label in blue biro, seven digits, checking the seal before setting the bag in a tray.

The whole thing had taken less time than finding his bank card that morning, and yet he sat afterwards with the strange, cold sense that something had been removed from him that would not come back in the same shape it had left, whatever the leaflet said about deletion.

He was not the kind of man who got arrested for affray on a Friday night after three pints and a half at a friend’s birthday that was not really his birthday. It was true of him tonight, and it did not feel real, and he watched the bag go into the tray as if it were happening to someone else.

Back in the custody suite, Sergeant Farrow logged the sample, her glasses down at the end of her nose now, entering the reference number with two hunting fingers, the tap of each keystroke distinct in the quiet room.

“The sample will be processed in the normal course,” she said, not looking up. “Routine. You’ll receive confirmation of the retention policy in writing.”

“Right,” Michael said.

She glanced up then, briefly, with the look of someone who had said those words more times than she could count and understood, all the same, that to the man on the other side of the desk they were not routine at all.

“Take a seat, Mr Keane. Someone will be with you.”

He went back to the bolted chairs. The man at the far end was still there, head back. The younger man had gone. Michael sat with his hands on his thighs and looked again at the poster about legal rights, and above him the fluorescent tube gave its low continuous hum, the sound of something working just below the edge of comfort. Somewhere further back in the building a cell door slammed, a dull concussive thud through the walls, then silence, then the hum again.

He thought of Ruth lying awake in the house, waiting for his call, and of how strange it was that the last ordinary thing he had done that day was kiss her goodbye on his way out to see Declan, not knowing that by midnight he would be sitting under a hospital-white light giving his name and his date of birth and a piece of his own body to strangers who filed it away without malice and without particular interest, simply because the machinery required it of them.

Somewhere in a building he had never seen and could not have found on a map, in a sealed bag with a seven-digit reference number, a swab sat in a tray and waited for morning.

Michael Keane looked at the fluorescent light and thought about nothing in particular, and the hum went on.





Chapter 4


The Profile

The call came at six forty-three on a Saturday morning. Toni knew it was serious before Priya Nair spoke. Priya did not ring at that hour about anything that could wait.

Toni was in the kitchen in her socks, an empty mug in her hand, staring at the kettle, watching the element glow red. Through the wall a neighbour’s radio played a cheerful phone-in. She had been thinking about Pat Traynor’s silence on the phone the previous evening, the quality of it when she had said they were still building the picture. She had slept badly, waking before five with the tight clarity of someone whose mind had already moved on.

She answered on the second ring.

“Dr Nair.”

“Sorry to ring at this hour.” Priya did not sound sorry. She sounded careful. “I’ve got a result I need to talk you through in person. Can you come in?”

“How long have you been there?”

“Since four.”

Toni set the mug down. “Forty minutes.”

She was there in thirty-five.

The forensic reporting suite occupied the second floor of a building on the edge of the Wavertree corridor. At seven in the morning it smelled of cold concrete and institutional cleaning fluid. The security officer waved her through. The lift was out of service, so she took the stairs, the cold settling against her face.

Priya’s office was at the end of the corridor, the door standing open. She sat at her desk with two printouts and a takeaway coffee. Forty-one, small, with a focused stillness that calmed rooms. Reading glasses low on her nose. She looked up with the expression of someone who had rehearsed what she needed to say.

“Sit down. I want to walk you through this properly. Hear the whole thing before you speak.”

Toni sat.

Priya turned one printout towards her. A comparative STR table. Toni had seen enough of them to read the headings without effort: locus designations, allele pairs, probability values.

“The sample from custody last night,” Priya said. “Reference BUC-7741-24. Buccal swab, male, taken at St Anne Street at approximately two fifteen. Expedited because of the standing request on the HOLMES files for the Kelly Traynor inquiry. The comparison ran overnight.”

“And?”

Priya held up a hand. “Let me finish. I ran it again manually. Then I asked Sarah to run it independently, without telling her what she was comparing.”

Sarah Osei was Priya’s senior colleague, known for her thoroughness. Toni understood what it meant that Priya had involved her.

“Same result,” Priya said.

“Which is what?”

Priya pointed to the probability column. “The autosomal STR profile from BUC-7741-24 shows very strong correspondence across multiple loci with the crime scene profiles from three of the four scenes. Kelly Traynor, Mandy Pike, Simone Holt. The fourth, Lina Devaney, gave a degraded, mixed low-template sample, consistent with, but not independently confirmatory of, the same source. On the three full profiles the likelihood ratio is very high. Under standard guidelines this provides overwhelming support for the proposition that the crime scene material and the reference sample share a common source. That’s Dr Osei’s view and it’s mine. It is not certainty. It is the weight of the evidence as the science allows us to express it.”

The room was quiet. Somewhere a printer started up, its rhythm distant and ordinary.

“Who’s the donor?” Priya asked.

“Michael Keane. Arrested last night at Concert Square for affray. No previous record. Forty-five. Accounts administrator, recently made redundant. He was out for a friend’s birthday. His wife expected him home by midnight.”

Priya looked at her steadily and said nothing.

“That’s how he came to be in custody,” Toni added.

“Right. That’s the autosomal result. Now the other part.”

She reached for the second printout. A section near the bottom was highlighted, a single row in the amelogenin column.

“Standard STR profiling includes amelogenin as a sex-determination marker. XX for female, XY for male. It isn’t perfect. There are known instances of drop-out, low-template issues, degradation. In a high-quality buccal swab you expect a clean result. In crime scene samples, particularly degraded or low-template ones, anomalous amelogenin results are not unusual.”

“And here?”

“The reference sample shows a clean XY, as expected. The crime scene profiles are different. Across three of the four scenes the amelogenin result is anomalous. Not clearly XY, not clearly XX. In two cases it’s consistent with drop-out from a degraded sample. In the third it’s more complex, but again consistent with low-template material exposed to the elements. These are outdoor scenes. Two had significant rain between death and recovery.” Priya removed her glasses. “The autosomal match is very strong. The sex-marker result from the crime scene material is a caveat. Both things are true at once.”

“So the material matches him autosomally, but the sex marker is ambiguous.”

“I’m saying the sex marker from the crime scene material is anomalous in a way most likely explained by sample quality. Degradation. Low template. Environmental exposure. I don’t want it over-interpreted in either direction.”

Toni looked at the highlighted row. Numbers that were not quite what they should have been.

“You’re caveating this.”

“Because the science requires it. I have an obligation to report what I can and cannot say with confidence. The autosomal result provides overwhelming support for the proposition that Michael Keane’s profile is consistent with the source of the crime scene material. That stands. The amelogenin anomaly is logged as a caveat and is, on the available evidence, most likely a function of sample quality. That’s my position and I’ll put it in writing today.”

“Understood,” Toni said quietly. She did understand. She also understood what it meant.

Priya studied her. “What do you know about him?”

“Almost nothing yet. He came in on a public-order arrest. He’s been cooperative. His wife will be wondering where he is by now.”

“The result needs proper interpretation and peer review before formal reporting. But the intelligence value is immediate. I wanted you to hear it from me first. In person.”

Toni stood. She looked at the printout, the columns of numbers, the highlighted row, the probability values that said everything in combination.

“When will the written report be ready?”

“End of today if I start now.”

“It goes through your supervisor. Full sign-off.”

“Of course.” Priya met her eye. “Toni. The caveat on the amelogenin result is real, and it belongs in any use of this evidence. It’s not a get-out. The autosomal correspondence is what it is. Both are true, and neither cancels the other out.”

“I know. Thank you.”

She was in the car park before she rang Liam Fairclough. He answered on the first ring.

“I know,” he said, before she finished her first sentence. “Sarah Osei rang me at half six. I’ve been waiting for you.”

Toni stood in the thin November cold, the sky the colour of old newspaper. She decided not to be annoyed about the direct call. It was not the most important thing now.

“Right. Get to St Anne Street. Don’t talk to Michael Keane. Nobody talks to him until I’m there and we have the written report.”

“He’s still in custody?”

“Yes. The PACE clock started at ten to midnight, when he was booked in. We have room. But this gets done properly.”

“Three of the four scenes,” Liam said. “Overwhelming support, and the man’s in a cell on St Anne Street.”

“I know where he is, Liam.”

“I’m just saying.”

“I know what you’re saying. Get to the station.”

She checked the custody log timestamp before starting the engine. The PACE clock had been running for just under seven hours. The unease that settled in her was not about the clock. It was the gap between what the science said and what she did not yet know.

What she had was a man in custody who had given a DNA sample in the ordinary course of procedure, and whose profile had returned what Priya called overwhelming support for a common source across four murder scenes. What she also had was a sex-marker anomaly, logged as a caveat, explained by sample quality. What she also had was a man married eleven years, recently redundant, out for a friend’s birthday, whose wife had expected him home before midnight and was now, presumably, not sleeping.

Toni started the engine.

The incident room at St Anne Street was not her primary space, but it had the custody suite and the interview rooms. DS Kevin Yuen was already there with a printed copy of the overnight custody log and a look that said something had shifted. At the HOLMES terminal he was adding the new BUC reference.

“He’s been in the duty solicitor room twice,” Yuen said. “Fiona Mwangi. Quiet since three. Custody sergeant logged him as
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