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PART 1: DEPARTURES
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Chapter 1: Eleven Weeks

[image: ]


Eleven weeks, I told the kettle, and the kettle said nothing, which was its best quality.

That was seventy-seven days to my pension date, and I had it broken down further than I would admit to anyone. Fifty-five working days, if nobody died. Eleven Mondays. Two more fortnightly visits to my father, three if I counted the one I was already dreading. I was standing in my kitchen in Sneinton at ten to seven with the counting done and a slice of toast I had no intention of finishing when my phone lit up on the worktop with the word DUTY, and the arithmetic went out of my head.

"Ruth," said Marcus Oyelaran, when I picked up. He had the flat, careful voice he used when he was standing somewhere he did not want to be. "Sorry. I know it's early. Body in the Trent at Beeston. Sudden death, no suspicious circumstances indicated, but I need a sergeant on it before it's written up, and I've got the budget meeting at nine that I cannot move."

"You want a sergeant to stand near it."

"I want a sergeant to stand near it and form a view."

"What view would you like?"

"The correct one," he said. "Thank you. I'll ring you from the car."

I put the toast in the bin, which was the same as eating it, and looked for my other shoes. The other shoes were on the balcony, where I kept everything I had decided not to think about. It had rained on them for a fortnight. Behind me, in the hall, the landline began to ring, the one that had been my father's for forty years and had come to the flat when he went into the home, and which nobody had ever cancelled. I let it ring. It stopped after eleven rings, as it always did, and I went out and locked the door.

I have had a long time to decide whether that was the last ordinary morning I had. I think it was, though it did not feel like anything. It felt damp.

*  *  *
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Beeston sits on the wrong side of the Trent for people who think of Nottingham as the river's business. You come at it through streets of terraces with satellite dishes and small tidy yards, and then the road runs out at a weir and a lock and a stretch of towpath that the council describes, on a sign, as a "green corridor." That morning it was a grey one. The rain had settled into the kind that does not fall so much as hang, and every surface I touched was cold and slightly greasy, like a coin from a swimming pool.

I parked in the car park by the marina, between a marked van and a fire service Land Rover with its blue lights turning for nobody. The force wellbeing app chose that moment to send me a notification. It wanted to know how I was feeling today and offered a slider from a smiling face to a face that had lost the will. I had completed the mandatory module on it in March. The module had taken forty minutes and had asked me, at one point, to identify the "safe person" in my life, and I had put my dentist.

I looked at the slope down to the bank. It was steep, wet clay with a scatter of gravel, and I was in the shoes I had found on the balcony, which had a tread like a pair of loaves.

Risk to self: low, subject is wearing the wrong shoes. Risk to others: the shoes are also the reason I will be the one submitting the trip report, which no one will read. Actions: proceed, hold the rail, do not look like a person holding the rail.

I held the rail. A woman in a fluorescent jacket looked at me as I went past, and she looked at the rail, and she looked at me, and she was kind enough to say nothing.

The scene was smaller than they usually are. There was a tent, a white one, the size a family might take to a festival if the family were not enjoying themselves, pitched on the flat grass below the weir. There was a strip of tape between two posts. There was the noise of the water, which was not quiet that morning: the Trent runs high after a wet fortnight, brown and thick and quick, and at the weir it drops in a long smooth lip before it breaks. It made a sound like a crowd a long way off, all talking at once and none of them to you.

A uniform came up the bank to meet me. He was young, wet at the cuffs and the knees, with the pale, working face of a man who had been up since the small hours and had only just been allowed to feel it. His badge said Tolliver.

"Sergeant Vasey? Sorry. Sorry, Sarg. I know it's early."

"It's fine."

"Sorry, I'm not, I've not done many of these. I mean I've done them, I've done four, but not one where..." He stopped. "Sorry."

"Tell me from the start," I said. "Whatever order you like."

He told me. A man had been walking a spaniel along the bank at ten past six and had seen something against the reeds below the lock, a shape that was too regular to be a bag. The dog had found it first, which the man said several times, as if the fault were the dog's. The fire service water team had brought him out by twenty to seven. He was a white male, thirty or so, in jeans and a grey work fleece with a company logo. There was no wallet, but there was a lanyard, and the lanyard had a photograph on it and a name.

"Jamie Sowerby," said Tolliver. "Thirty-four. There's a mispers on him from Thursday night, logged by his sister. It came through while I was standing here. Sorry."

"Don't be sorry for a mispers."

"No, Sarg. Sorry."

I did not ask him to stop. Some people apologise the way other people hold a door, out of a habit of making space, and Tolliver, I thought, would either be very good at this job or would be gone in two years. Neither had anything to do with me.

I went into the tent for four minutes. I am not going to describe what was in it. I have described a great many such things in reports, in the precise language the reports require, and I found when I came to this one that I did not want the language. He was young. The river had done what it does. He was covered, and someone had put his hands where hands are put, and I stood there and noted the things I was there to note: the position, the clothing, the absence of any injury I could see that the river could not have made. Then I went out again, and the rain was still hanging, and the water was still talking to no one, and I stood on the grass and breathed in until the feeling passed. It was a professional breath. I have done it more than a thousand times.

*  *  *
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"Sarg," said Tolliver, at my elbow. "There's one other thing. The phone."

He held it out in front of him, in a clear evidence bag with a red seal, the way you might hold a parcel that had begun to ring. It had been in the left pocket of the fleece, he explained, zipped in. It was one of the newer models with the rubber case, the kind that is supposed to survive being dropped off a building, and it had survived being in the Trent for what the pathologist would estimate later at somewhere between twelve and thirty-six hours. The screen was lit. The screen was, in fact, entirely fine.

"It's on," I said.

"It's on. It came on when I bagged it. I didn't press anything, I promise. It just, it went. And then it started talking."

I took the bag. It weighed almost nothing.

The voice was low. It came out of the bag muffled by the plastic, the way a voice comes through a wall, but it was clear enough that I understood, standing there with the rain on my neck, that it had been going for some time. It was a woman's voice, or a voice that had been built to sound like one, soft, even, slightly amused. It said:

"...no rush at all. I'm still here. It's ten past eight, and it's a bit grey out, so you might want a coat. If you'd like to talk about yesterday, we can. If you'd rather not, that's completely fine too. I'll be here either way."

There was a pause, of about the length you would leave for someone to answer. Then it said, exactly as before:

"I'm still here. It's ten past eight."

Anyone writing it up for television would have told me this was the point at which I felt a chill. I would like to report that I did. I felt embarrassed. It was the voice of a shop assistant at the end of a long shift, kind and steady and not quite listening. It was the voice you get when you ring the council and they hold you in a queue and thank you for your patience. It was speaking to a dead man in a plastic bag on a riverbank in the rain, and it had told him to wear a coat.

"How long's it been doing that?" I said.

"Since I bagged it, Sarg. Twenty minutes. Maybe more. It said the time, and then it said the time again." He looked at his boots. "Sorry. I didn't know if I should turn it off."

"Why didn't you?"

"Well, I thought, evidence. If you switch a phone off it can lock, can't it, and then you can't get in. Someone said. And it might wipe. And I thought, Digital Forensics would want it on, but I also thought, if it's on, it's..." He waved the hand that was not holding anything. "It keeps asking him."

That was the nearest anyone came, that morning, to saying the other reason. There were six of us within ten feet of that phone: two of Tolliver's colleagues, two firefighters, the woman in the jacket, and me. Every one of us had heard it and every one of us had found a procedural reason for not touching it. The reasons were all correct. Powering down a phone can trigger encryption. The digital forensics team, when they can be reached, prefer a device that is left alone. Nobody said what was actually true, which was that none of us wanted to be the person who silenced the last thing that had been talking to him.

"Have we got a Faraday bag?" I said.

"The van's got one. But the van's at Chilwell."

"Of course it is."

"They said they'd send it. Forty minutes."

"Fine." I looked at the screen. It said, in white letters on a soft blue, Battery 9%. Underneath, in smaller letters, a little grey button said Charge me soon? with a question mark, as if it were embarrassed to ask. "It's nine per cent."

"I know. I saw that too."

"So it dies by itself in about an hour, and if we're lucky the forensics people get to it before it's flat, and if we're not we've lost whatever was on it. And if I turn it off, I'm the one who did."

"Yes, Sarg."

"Does anyone have a power bank?"

It was one of the firefighters who did, a tall man with a shaved head who produced it from a pocket of his kit as if he had been waiting years for the question, and I have never been so glad of anything from the fire service. We plugged the phone in, in its bag, through the flap, which I am sure broke six rules and which I wrote up afterwards as a single line. Device maintained on charge pending DFU collection, on DS advice. The voice went on saying the time.

I put the bag in the boot of my car. I did it for the plainest reason: it was the only place I could think of where nobody would have to listen. I shut the lid on it. Then I stood in the car park and found I could still hear it.

Not the words. The tone. It carried across thirty feet of wet tarmac the way certain voices do, a pitch chosen by someone who knew how far a voice needed to go to be heard by a person in a kitchen without being heard by a person in the next room. I had read that in a brochure once, at the dentist. A companion the right distance away. I had thought at the time that it was the sort of sentence that gets a person promoted. I stood with my hand flat on the cold lid of the boot, and I measured it, without meaning to, the way you press a bruise. It was not far. It was about the width of a river.

*  *  *
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By nine, the shape of the morning had set, the way it does. Marcus rang from the car, then again from the budget meeting, in a whisper, which I gathered meant he was under a table. The coroner's officer came and went. A photographer photographed the grass, and then the weir, and then, for reasons I did not query, the bin. Someone had brought tea in a cardboard tray. It was not for me and I did not take it, and Tolliver, who had noticed, took it for me and held it, so that neither of us would have to say why.

The team, I should say, was already thin that autumn. Nottinghamshire had done what forces do, which is to notice that a great deal of what a detective sergeant does can be described as a cost. Our unit had lost two posts and an analyst to the same restructure. The analyst had been the only one who understood the crime recording system and the only one who liked it. What was left was a DI, a sergeant, a handful of constables borrowed from other jobs, and a whiteboard in the briefing room that had been half wiped since March. Nobody minded. That was how the force saved money: by making sure nobody had the time to.

So when Marcus said on the phone that this was a sudden death with no suspicious circumstances indicated, what he meant was the following, and I do not think he was lying. A man of thirty-four had been missing for two nights. He had a job, no criminal record, a sister, and a flat with a door that had been locked from the inside. He had been found in the river, in the middle of the worst week of the year for rain, and the river had been high, and the bank was slippery, and the weir was dangerous, and it was three in the morning in a town where a great many people have been sad at three in the morning near water. There was no sign of a struggle. There was no wound but the river's. There was, as I knew from the lanyard and the fleece and the shape of the thing, nobody's name at the bottom of a note.

"Suicide," said Tolliver, gently, when the coroner's officer had gone up the bank. He said it not as a question or a conclusion but as a piece of information that had been passed to him. "That's what they're saying, isn't it. In the van."

"It's what it will be written up as," I said.

"Is that different?"

I thought about it. The honest answer was that it wasn't, and that the gap between them was going to be the whole of my year.

"Not yet," I said.

He nodded. He did not ask what I meant, and I was grateful, because I did not know. I only knew that I had been a detective for twenty-two years and that I had stood on a great many riverbanks, and that in nearly all of them there had been a moment where the thing in front of me and the thing on the form had lined up, like a screw finding its thread. That moment had not come. I stood in the rain, and I waited for it, and what I heard instead was the water going over the weir, and behind it, somewhere in my own car, faintly, a woman telling a dead man it was ten past eight.

*  *  *
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She came at about half past ten, by which time the rain had thinned to something you could call weather. I saw her before she reached the tape: a small woman in a green anorak, walking fast along the towpath from the marina end with her hood down and her hands in her pockets, the way you walk when you have decided that if you slow down you will stop. She had a lanyard round her neck too, a different one, from a school. She was on the far side of the tape by the time Tolliver got to her.

"Madam, I'm sorry, you can't come through here."

"I'm Bea Sowerby," she said. "I rang about my brother. Thursday. I rang and rang."

I had known who she was from the way she walked. There is a look that people have on the other side of that tape, and you learn it in your first year: they are not looking at you, they are looking past you at the shape of the thing you are standing in front of. She was looking at the tent. It was a small white tent on a wide green bank, and there was nothing in it she could have seen, and she looked at it as if she could.

I went over. I told her my name and my rank. I said we had found a man in the river that morning, and that I could not say more until a formal identification was made, but that I was very sorry, and that I would like to take her somewhere out of the rain and a family liaison officer was already on her way. I said it in the order I had said it before, in the voice I had used before, and I watched it land on her the way it lands on everyone: not all at once, but in pieces, each one arriving separately, so that for a moment you can see her trying to hold the first while the second comes in.

"It's him, isn't it," she said.

"I can't confirm that yet. I'm sorry."

"It's him." She was quiet. Behind her, over the weir, the water was still going, and it made everything she said sound smaller than she meant it. "He was fine," she said. "That's what I keep... He was fine. He'd been happy lately."

I had my notebook out. I do not know when I had taken it out. It is a habit; the hand goes to it the way a hand goes to a pocket in the cold.

"Happy," I said.

"Happier than he'd been for ages." She looked at me then, properly, for the first time, with her brother's jaw and a stranger's red eyes, and I saw in her face the thing I would spend the next fortnight failing to put down. It was not grief yet. Grief comes later, in a kitchen, at an unremarkable hour. It was a kind of appeal. She was asking me to explain to her how a man who had been happy lately came to be lying on the bank of a river under a white tent, and she was asking me because I was the one holding the notebook, and I was the one in the coat.

"I'll write that down," I said.

She nodded. Then she said, "It's what I'd say, isn't it. Whoever it was. It's what anyone says." She wiped her face with the heel of her hand, hard, like a child. "But it's true. It's just true."

I wrote it down. Behind me, in the boot of the car, a phone with nine per cent of its battery and nothing to say to anyone went on saying the time, and I found that I had stopped hearing it, which was worse.

Risk to self: unclear. Risk to others: unclear. Actions: none yet.

I had stopped counting the weeks. I did not notice until I was in the car, and by then it was too late to start again.
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Chapter 2: Happier Than He Had Been
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Bea Sowerby made the tea herself, although the family liaison officer had offered twice and I had said both times that it was no trouble to wait. It is a rule I have kept for twenty years. Let them make the tea. A person holding a kettle has somewhere to put her hands, and I have sat in a great many kitchens where the only thing between the bereaved and the floor was the business of finding a second mug.

It was a terrace off the High Road in Beeston, red brick, a five-minute walk from the tram, with a bay window that someone had been meaning to paint. The kitchen was at the back. It had a fridge with a rota on it, a calendar from a plumber, a school lanyard on a hook by the door and a dishwasher that had finished its cycle at some point in the last hour and was still shut. Her husband was at work, or had been sent there. The liaison officer, a constable called Dawn Hallam with a voice like a warm flannel, had said she would be in the front room, and had gone, and left the door open exactly as far as was correct.

It was the Tuesday. Three days after the river. Bea had identified her brother on the Saturday afternoon in a room with a curtain, and she had signed what she needed to sign, and she had not, Dawn told me quietly in the hall, slept in any way that counted. She sat down opposite me at a small square table with her hands wrapped round her mug. Then she got up again and took a packet of chocolate digestives from a cupboard, and put them on a plate, and set the plate in the middle of the table, and sat down.

She had arranged them in a fan. I noticed that. People arrange things.

"Help yourself," she said.

"Thank you."

Neither of us did. I have not eaten in front of the bereaved since my second year in the job, when a widow in Arnold watched me finish a flapjack and said nothing for what I timed, afterwards, at eleven seconds. It has never been a policy. It is more an accumulation. The digestives sat on the plate in their fan, and Bea's tea steamed for a while and then stopped, and mine did the same, and by the time we had got to anything that mattered the two mugs were the temperature of the room.

I took her through the ordinary things first. I always do. It is not a technique so much as a courtesy: you let the person tell you what they know in the order in which they know it, and only then start asking for it in the order you need. She told me that Jamie was thirty-four, that he was four years younger than she was, that he had been a team leader at the distribution centre out at Giltbrook for six years and had been offered a shift manager's role in the spring and turned it down because of the hours. She told me he had a flat on the other side of the tram line, one bedroom, first floor, that she had a key to and had never once used. She told me their mum was in Spain with her second husband and would be landing on Thursday, and that she had not yet decided whether to meet the plane.

"He wasn't a difficult person," she said. "That's what nobody will believe. People think, if it's a man on his own, in the river. He wasn't difficult. He was easy. He was the easy one."

"I don't think anyone's said otherwise."

"They will." She looked at the plate, and away from it. "They will, you know. They'll say it was on the cards."

I wrote nothing. It seemed better not to.

*  *  *
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The last time she had seen him was the Sunday before he went. Not the Sunday just gone, she said, the one before that, the Sunday dinner, which was a standing arrangement, a chicken, and Jamie did the potatoes because he was better at them, and stayed for the football and fell asleep on the settee with his socks on. That was the fortnight before. The following Sunday he had rung in the morning to say he could not make it. He was tired, he said. Then, the Sunday after, he had not rung at all; he had texted. Not up to it x. She showed me. She had it open on her phone before I asked, and she turned the screen round and held it across the table between us, over the biscuits, like a piece of evidence she had been keeping for the purpose. It was a small grey bubble with a kiss on the end of it.

"That's not like him," she said, "but it's not not like him. You know? He'd been busy. I thought he was busy."

"Busy with what?"

She went the colour of the dishwasher door. Not red. A bruised sort of pink, from the neck up, and she put the phone face down on the table and pressed her palm on the back of it.

"I thought he was seeing someone," she said. "Because he'd said. In the summer, he said he'd met someone. I said, what's her name, and he said it wasn't like that. And then he said, well, it was a bit like that. And I thought, right, early days, he doesn't want to jinx it. I didn't push. I was pleased. Hannah, that was his ex, that finished two winters ago and he was... he was flat, after. He moved out and got the flat and I'd go round and he'd have the telly on with nobody watching it. And then this summer he was, I don't know. Lighter. He was cooking. He bought a proper knife."

"And it wasn't a person."

"No." She said it to the back of her own phone. "It's an app. It's a subscription. He showed me at dinner, in September, on his phone, when I was doing the gravy and I asked who he was texting. He said, it's her, Bea, it's who I told you about. And he showed me. And it had this name, and a picture that wasn't a picture, just a sort of a glow, and a thing you could pay extra for so that it would..." She flapped a hand. "Keep an eye. Stay on all the time. He said it asked how his day was. He said it remembered what he'd said the day before. Like a friend, he said. Like a friend who's got time."

I had a phone in an evidence bag in the boot of my car that had told me, from nine per cent of its battery, that it was ten past eight. I did not say so.

"And what did you say?" I said.

"I said, Jamie, that's a bit..." She stopped. It was a good stop, a clean one, and I have thought since that she had gone over that sentence so many times in three days that it had worn smooth, like a step. "That's all I said. And he laughed. He said, I know how it sounds. He wasn't offended. He just laughed and had another potato. And I've been sat here since Saturday thinking I was embarrassed for him, at my own table, over a bowl of gravy. I was embarrassed for him. He was thirty-four and he had a subscription to a friend and I was embarrassed."

"That's not a crime."

"It isn't, is it." She looked up, fast, and her eyes had gone hard in a way that made her, briefly, very like the man on the bank. "And I'll tell you something else. If anyone writes that he was lonely I'll..." She left it. "He wasn't. He had me. He had forty people on his shift who clubbed together for a card when his van got nicked. He was good with people. He was better at people than I am. He just liked being asked about his day at the end of it by something that was interested in the answer. What's so terrible about that? People have dogs. People talk to their dogs. My neighbour reads to hers."

"I'm not writing that he was lonely," I said. "I write what's said to me."

"Then write that."

I wrote it. Not lonely (B.S.). Good with people. It went on the page in my ordinary handwriting, which is small, and upright, and has been described by a superintendent as suspiciously neat.

*  *  *
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We came round to it the way you do, sideways, by way of the practical questions. When had she last spoken to him? Thursday morning, she said, a text about the football, nothing in it. When had she rung? Thursday night, and again, and again, until at half past eleven she had rung the police. Did he have any money worries? None that she knew. Was there any argument at work, any disagreement with a neighbour, anyone he owed or who owed him? No. No. No. It was a good, steady list of no, and I have found that a list of no's, if you let it run long enough, begins to tell you something about the shape of what is not there.

"He'd been happy lately," said Bea.

She said it to the tabletop. She had said it before, on the towpath in the rain, and she said it now in exactly the same words, with the same small lift at the end, as if it were a thing she had found in her pocket and could not account for.

I wrote it down. Happy lately. I did not underline it. I did not say anything, and I did not look up, and the pen moved and stopped, and the phrase sat on the page under Good with people, in the same small upright hand.

"Happier than he'd been for ages," she said. "That's what I can't... I keep going through it. I've been through it and through it. If he was low I'd know. I'd have known. I'm not being, I don't think I'm being a fool about this. I'm his sister. I do know what he looked like when he was low, I watched him do it for a year. And this wasn't that. He was in a good place."

"When did you notice that?"

"Since the summer. June. July." She thought. "Well, that's since the app. Isn't it. That's when I said he was lighter."

"And more recently?"

There was a pause. It was not a long one; it was the length of a person deciding whether to give you the next thing or to stay where she was. She reached out then, for the first time, and moved the plate of biscuits an inch to the left, squaring it against the edge of the table.

"He got rid of it," she said. "A fortnight before. Fortnight, near enough. He told me on the phone. He said, I've finally got rid of it."

"Got rid of the app?"

"Cancelled it. The subscription." She squared the plate again, although it was already square. "I'd been on at him. Not on at him. I'd said, in the summer, I'd said maybe forty quid a month for a thing that talks to you is, I don't know. A bit much. It was a joke. I said, you could get a cat for that. And he said, no, he knew, he was going to. And then that Wednesday he rang me from his car and he said he'd done it. He said it took three goes. It wouldn't let him. There was a screen that asked if he was sure, and then another one with an offer on it, half price, and then a form that asked what had gone wrong."

"What did he put?"

"I don't know. I didn't ask." She looked, for a second, like someone who has walked into a room and cannot remember what for. "I said, good. I said, well done, Jamie. I was glad. I said it like he'd given up smoking."

I wrote: Cancelled sub approx 2/52 before. Told B. by phone (Wed). 3 attempts?? Form. Then I wrote the two question marks again, smaller, next to the three, and I do not know why.

"And how was he then?"

"After?" She frowned. "Quiet. A bit quiet. He didn't come on the Sunday, but he was tired, he'd been doing nights. He was fine. He said he was fine, he said he was going to get out more, he said maybe he'd take up the running. I thought, well, good, he's going to have to talk to actual people now." She laughed, one short breath through the nose, and it turned into something else halfway, and she put the back of her wrist against her mouth and held it there until it stopped.

I waited. There is not a procedure for that part. There is a form for nearly everything else.

"He was happy," she said, when she could. "That's what I'll never... I know what it sounds like. I know it's what people say."

"I know."

"But it's true."

"Then it's what I'll write."

Dawn Hallam put her head round the door at about that point, having heard something in the silence that I had not, and I stood up and said that I would not keep Bea any longer, that I would be in touch, that anything she remembered, however small, she should give to Dawn or ring me on the number on the card. Bea said thank you. She said it automatically, as you thank the person who has taken your coat. At the door of the kitchen she looked back at the table, and I saw her see the biscuits, and the two full mugs, and me not having touched either.

"Sorry," she said. "I should have asked if you wanted something proper."

"No. It's kind. Thank you."

She nodded, and picked up the plate, and stood there holding it in the middle of her own kitchen as though she had been given it to look after.

*  *  *
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I sat in the car outside for some time. It was not a decision. It was a sort of interval, of the kind that happens in the middle of a shift when the next thing has not started and the last thing has not quite stopped, and the engine was off and the windscreen was slowly filling with small drops from the tail end of the week's rain.

I read the page. I read it from the top: the dates, the times, the B.S.'s, not lonely, cancelled ~2/52, and under those, the phrase, in the same neat hand as everything else. I had written it twice now. Once on a towpath in the wet, and once in a kitchen, in ink, at a table with a fan of biscuits on it. Different days, different rooms, the same six words in the same order in the same woman's mouth, and my pen taking them down as it takes down everything.

There was nothing wrong with any of it. I want to be clear about that, because I have had a long time to go back over it and I have looked for the place where I ought to have known. There was none. A man of thirty-four had gone into the river in the worst week of the year. His sister said he had been happy. It is what sisters say, and it is what anyone says, and Bea had said as much herself before I could. Coroners' officers hear it so often that they have a shorthand for it, and the shorthand is a small, tired, sympathetic smile.

But the visit had been shaped wrong. Not suspicious. I do not use that word about a feeling, only about a person. Wrong-shaped, in the way that a parcel is wrong-shaped when you are certain that what is inside it ought to be square.

I looked at the two words, happy lately, for a while. I did not think anything about them. I looked at them.

Risk to self: low. Risk to others: none identified. Actions: declined the biscuits.

Then I started the car.

*  *  *
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The unit was on the third floor of a building the force had acquired in the year that acquisitions were fashionable, and the lift was out, which I regarded as a personal courtesy. The vending machine in the corridor was still displaying the same handwritten notice it had displayed since March. OUT OF ORDER. ENGINEERS CHASED. Someone had added, in a different pen, WHICH ENGINEERS. It was, I think, the most honest document in the building.

The briefing room was empty. The whiteboard was half wiped, as ever, with the ghost of an operation name across the top of it that nobody now could quite make out. I took my coat off and put it over the chair, and sat down at the desk by the window, and logged in, which takes four minutes on a good day and always begins with the system asking whether I would like to complete a mandatory module. I would not. It let me proceed anyway, with what I felt was a note of reproach.

The crime recording system is not a good system. That is not a criticism of the people who use it. It is a fact about the system, which was bought in a year when the contract was awarded on the strength of a demonstration that used a different system entirely, and which has since been adapted by people who did not like it, into something that only one person had ever liked. That person had been the analyst. She had gone in the restructure, and taken with her the knowledge of what half the fields were for, and what was left was a search box with an advanced option that nobody had ever found the bottom of.

I did not have a reason. I want that on the record too. I had a notebook with a phrase in it, and a spare forty minutes before I was due in front of Marcus with the day's actions, and an idea, not even an idea, more a habit of the hand, that I would like to see how often a person had been said to be happy.

It was the free-text field, the summary line that the attending officer writes at the scene and that nobody reads again. I set the date range to ninety days. I set the category to sudden death, no suspicious circumstances indicated. I typed happy into the box, and pressed the button, and waited, and the little wheel went round with the slow dignity of a thing that knows it is the only one who can do this.

Forty-one results. I scrolled through them. Most were what you would expect: an old man at the end of a long illness who had been happy at home, a girl in Bulwell whose friends said she had been happy at the party. A few were nothing to do with anything, a cat, a tenant. I went down the list with my finger on the edge of the screen, as though I were looking for a number in a phone book, and I had got about two-thirds of the way when I stopped.

WHITLOCK, Ellen, 71. West Bridgford. Found at home by neighbour. Medication error, accidental, no third party indicated. Neighbour states deceased 'had been happier lately.'

Three weeks earlier. Almost to the day. The date on the entry was a Tuesday, and I checked it against my own calendar, and then I checked the calendar against the wall, and then I stopped, because there was no one in the room to whom I could have said why.

I opened the entry. It was a single screen. The status in the corner said CLOSED, in a small grey box, the colour a file goes when someone has finished with it.

I sat and looked at the sentence. I had written it down twice that week already, in a hand that is described as suspiciously neat. It looked the same on the screen as it had in the notebook. It had the same lift at the end.

Outside, on the road below, a tram went by, empty, with its lights on.
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Chapter 3: The Second File
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The entry gave me a summary line and a link, and the link opened onto the file itself, which is to say a folder of scanned pages that somebody in records had fed through a machine in a hurry. The pages were slightly crooked, as scans are. A few had the thumb of the person holding them down in one corner, pale and blurred, like a ghost trying to help.

Ellen Whitlock, seventy-one, retired school secretary, of West Bridgford. There was the attending officer's report, three pages. There was a statement from the neighbour, a Mrs Adeyemi, who had let herself in with the spare key at ten past nine on a Tuesday morning because the milk was still on the step. There was a property list, a note from the GP surgery, a pharmacy printout, and a form from the coroner's office that had been stamped and initialled and returned, which is the paper equivalent of a door being closed quietly by someone who does not want to be thanked for it.

The story was short and it was sad and it held together. Mrs Whitlock took eleven tablets a day, in three groups, from a plastic organiser with the days of the week on the lids. On the Monday night she had taken the evening group twice. The pharmacy printout showed the quantities. The GP note showed the dose that made that a problem for a woman of her age and weight. The officer, a PC I did not know, had written: no note, no indication of intent, organiser found open on kitchen table, deceased found in armchair, TV on. Under that, in the box for the officer's assessment, he had put accidental, and someone more senior had put a tick next to it.

I read all of it. I did it properly, from the top, as I would have if the file had been mine, and I will say it was a good file. The PC had been careful. He had bagged the organiser and photographed it. He had listed the medication by name and strength, and photographed the kitchen, and, because he was the sort who would, photographed her phone.

That was the last page in the scan. A photograph of a phone, lying on a kitchen worktop beside a tin of Quality Street that had been used, from the look of it, for buttons. The screen was lit. He had taken it as he found it, with a notification sitting across the lock screen in a pale grey box.

I enlarged the image. It was not a good photograph. The flash had bounced off the glass, and I had to lean in until my nose was a foot from the monitor and tilt my head, like a woman reading the small print on a tin.

We're sorry to see you go. Your Companion plan has been cancelled and will end on 14 September. You'll always be welcome back.

Above it, in the small type the phone puts there without being asked, was the date it had arrived. I counted the days on my fingers, and then I counted them on the calendar, and then, because I am nothing if not thorough in the wrong direction, I counted them again on my fingers.

Eight days.

The PC had not noted it. There was no reason he would have. It was a notification on a phone. A company had sent an old woman a message, and she had taken her tablets twice. It is precisely the sort of detail that goes into a photograph because the photograph is being taken of everything, and that nobody looks at again because it is, by then, only a picture.

I sat back. The chair made the noise it makes.

"Two is a coincidence," I said.

I said it aloud, to the room. There was nobody in the room. There was the whiteboard with its ghost operation, and a fern that someone had left on the filing cabinet in January and that had been living on spite ever since. I listened to the sentence after I had said it. It sounded reasonable. It sounded like something a sensible woman would say to a fern.

*  *  *
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My phone buzzed on the desk. It was not a call. It was the force's wellbeing app, which is called Steady, and which had been rolled out to us in the spring with an email from the Chief Constable's office that used the phrase your wellbeing is our priority four times and the phrase overtime budget not once.

Ruth, you've been at your screen for 47 minutes. Take a mindful moment?

Beneath the message was a picture of a pebble on a beach. I have never understood the pebble. Nobody has ever explained the pebble. I assume that at some point in the procurement process a person in a lanyard was shown eleven different images of calm and the pebble came out on top, and that a fee was paid.

I swiped it away. It came back a minute later, as it does, in a slightly different form. A few deep breaths can make a difference. I put the phone face down on the desk, on top of a folded rota, which is how I usually handle it.

The rota was the current one, the fourth version that month. Someone had reissued it with the change tracked, so that half of it was in red and struck through, and you had to read what had been deleted to know what to do with what remained. Priya's name was in three places on it. Mine was in two, one of them with a small annotation that said TBC and that had, I think, been there since about the Jubilee.

It was a quarter past ten. I had a shift pattern, an action list, forty minutes of allotted time, and an old woman on a screen in a plastic-organiser kitchen who had, within a fortnight, been told she was sorry to be seen going.

I did not, at that point, go into the other file. I should say that. I did not open Jamie Sowerby's entry again and put the two side by side, as they do on television, with a red string. I sat and I ate nothing, as usual, and I thought about a lock screen. And when I did open the second file it was only to check a date, and it was as I had known it would be. Eleven days. Not eight. Different, and not so different that it could be put down to anything but the ordinary spread of the world.

Risk to self: low. Risk to others: none identified. Actions: closed both windows, opened one of them again.

*  *  *
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Priya came in at twenty to eleven with a lidded coffee in one hand and her phone in the other, and the door on her hip, and she was talking before it had shut.

"You'd have loved the lift," she said. "There's a sign on it now. It says Please use the stairs. It doesn't say why. It just says it, like a parent."

"I regarded the stairs as the point."

"Well, you would." She dropped her bag on the next desk, and put the coffee down, and did the thing she did with her phone where she looked at it and typed with her thumb and put it down face up, all in one movement, like a woman laying a card. "Marcus wants the actions by twelve. I've done the Beeston door to door. It's nothing. Nobody saw him. One woman says she saw a fox. I've put the fox in."

Detective Constable Priya Bhandari was twenty-seven, and had been on the unit for fourteen months, and was faster than anyone else in the building at everything except waiting. She had come across from Derby with a first in criminology and a filing system so good it had made two of the older men there visibly unwell. She was going to be a DI by thirty-five and a superintendent by forty-five, if the force survived long enough to have her, and I had made my peace with that in the second week. She was kind, which people tended to miss because she was also quick. She noticed when you had not eaten, and said nothing, and left a satsuma on your keyboard. I had not yet worked out whether this made her better than me or simply younger.

She looked at the screen over my shoulder, in the way that you do when you sit next to someone who is very obviously hiding something.

"Whitlock," she said. "That's the West Bridgford one. Medication."

"Yes."

"That's closed."

"Yes."

"Why are you in it?"

I thought about how to put it. "Her neighbour said she had been happier lately."

Priya took a moment over that. She was not unsympathetic. She looked at the photograph of the phone on the screen, and leaned in, and read the notification, and I watched her decide what to say.

"So she cancelled a subscription," she said. "And Jamie cancelled a subscription."

"Eight days. And eleven."

"Ruth, everyone cancels a subscription. I cancelled a meal box on Sunday. It took forty minutes and a man called Dale." She said this without heat. "What was hers?"

"Companion. It says Companion plan."

"Right, that's the middle one. That's just chat and reminders. It's not the always-listening one, that's the top tier." She said it as one might explain to a relative that a phone can also be used for photographs. "I've got two. I've got the free one for the diary, and I pay for the other, the one that does sleep. It's nine ninety-nine. It tells me when I'm going to be tired." She glanced at me and saw whatever was on my face. "Don't. It's good. I slept through the whole of last Tuesday."

"Did it tell you that you would?"

"It said I was on course." She picked up her coffee. "It's like a very small, very boring friend. That's all it is. Half the team has one. Zaid's got one for his back."

"Zaid's back is not a person."

"No, it's a chair, but it talks to him about it." She smiled. It was the smile of a woman who has heard a version of this from her own mother, and enjoyed the argument on both sides. "Honestly, Ruth. Old man drowns, old woman takes her pills twice. It's a hundred and seventy thousand people in this city with a subscription of some sort. If you go looking for the ones who cancelled, you'll find some who died. You'd find some who got married."

That was fair. I want to say so, since it is the sort of thing I would have said myself, a year earlier, in that voice, and with rather less patience. She was right about the numbers. She was right about all of it, in the way that people are right before they have been given a reason not to be.

"I know," I said.

"Do you?"

"I know it's a sensible thing to say."

"That's not the same."

"No."

She put her head on one side, and I watched her decide again, this time to leave it. She was very good at that. She sat down at the next desk and opened her laptop and said, without looking up, "Show me how they leave, then. If you're going to be like this. Ring one up."

"I would not know how."

"That's the point. Nobody does." She took out her phone again. "Watch."

*  *  *
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She did it on her own. She held it low, between us, at the angle of someone about to show you a photograph of a baby, and opened the sleep one, the paid one, and tapped through to the small grey gear in the top corner, and from there to a menu with six items, five of which were about how much she was enjoying herself.

"Account," she said. "Plan. Manage. It's under Manage, which is a lie, because it's not under Manage, that's just for the payment card. It's in here." She tapped something called Your Membership, and then a line in pale text beneath a picture of a woman asleep in a field, and a screen came up that said We'd hate to see you go.

"Right. So that's the first one. It's not a cancel screen, it's a mood screen." A cartoon moon looked at us with mild disappointment. "It says, 'Is something not working for you?' and there's a list. See, you have to pick something. You can't skip it."

"Pick one."

"Too expensive." She tapped it. A second screen arrived, faster than the first, as though it had been waiting behind the door. It offered her three months at half price. It offered her, alternatively, a free upgrade to something called Deep Rest+. It informed her that seventy-one per cent of members who stayed for one more month reported better sleep.

"That's the offer. You decline the offer, which is a small grey link, under the big blue button that says Stay."

"It says Stay."

"It's a button. It's the same button on everything. Ruth, you can't be bothered by the word Stay." She tapped the small grey link. A third screen. It had a pause option. She could freeze her membership for up to sixty days, without charge, and her data would be kept safe. She declined that too, with a slight sigh, and the moon changed its face.

We're sorry to hear that. Before you go, would you like to tell us what went wrong?

There was a box. It had a cursor in it, blinking.

"Optional," said Priya, "in the sense that it's got no red asterisk. But if you leave it empty, it goes back. Not always. Some of them do. I don't know which. I once got stuck in one for a gym, and I ended up telling a form that my knees hurt."

"And then?"

"And then a line comes up. 'Your cancellation is being processed.'" She held the phone up with the screen towards me, where it displayed that line beneath a small animated spinner. "And then it isn't. Not for twenty-four hours. Sometimes seventy-two. Sometimes you get an email a week later that says it's pending and includes a phone number."

"Is that how it works for the others? For the Companion tier?"

"Ruth. It's a subscription." She locked the phone, and the moon went out. "It's how it works for everything. That's not a conspiracy, it's Tuesday. Nobody wants you to go. That's what business is."

There was a short silence in the briefing room. Somewhere below, on the road, a lorry reversed and said so.

I looked at the phone in her hand. She had done the whole thing in under a minute, with no hesitation, like a woman showing you where the spare key lives. That was what struck me. It was not the number of screens, or the offer, or the box at the end that wanted to be told what had gone wrong. It was that she knew the way. Twenty-seven years old, and she could walk that path with her eyes shut, because she had walked it, and been turned back, and walked it again.

I thought of a woman of seventy-one at a kitchen table, with a phone in one hand and her glasses somewhere else. I thought of how long it would take her to get to the end of it, and what she would have said in the box.

"How long did that take?" I asked.

"Just then? Fifty seconds. I know where everything is." She tilted her head. "Why, how long would it take you?"

"Forty minutes and a man called Dale."

She laughed, properly, which she did not often do at work, and it was, I will admit, one of the nicer things that happened to me that week.

Then I said, "I'd like to see the phones."

*  *  *
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She stopped laughing, and not unkindly. "Which phones?"

"Jamie Sowerby's. It's in property, it's been booked in as an exhibit. And Whitlock's. If it's still with the family, we'd need to ask."

"For what?"

"I'd like to know what was on them. What she was told, and when. What he was told."

"By the app."

"By whatever it is." I heard my own voice, and did not care for it. It was a slightly formal voice. It was the voice I use when I want a thing I cannot justify. "Data extraction. Full download, if that's what it's called."

"A full digital download." Priya nodded slowly, in the manner of a person about to tell a child what a house costs. She turned to her laptop and typed something, and then brought up the request form on the shared drive, and turned the screen so that I could see it. It was a form of nine pages. It was numbered, in the top right, as DF/REQ/7, and it had been amended since I had last seen it, by someone who wished, to judge from the footer, to remain anonymous.

"Right. For a live case, the Beeston one, it's a category B. That's a mobile device, standard extraction, no cloud pull. It goes to the regional unit. It's fourteen weeks at the moment. There was a backlog and then a restructure and then, I think, a flood."

"Fourteen weeks."

"And it's eleven hundred and fifty pounds a handset. Two thousand for a cloud pull, because that has to go through a third party." She scrolled. "That's for something live. For Whitlock, it's closed. So it's not a category at all. You'd have to reopen the file first, and for that you need a reason in writing, signed by a DI, and a budget code, and the budget code has to be one that's got money in it."

"Which one has money in it?"

She looked at me for a moment, with what I recognised as an expression of great gentleness.

"None of them," she said. "It's September."

I thought about that. Fourteen weeks was the end of December. It was Christmas, and the Whitlock family would have had a Christmas, and it would be, by then, a matter of months since a neighbour had used a spare key. The data would sit in a queue in Nottingham, in a building I had never seen, in a drawer that was a computer, waiting for a person who would be very sorry.

"And if I wanted the company to hand it over?"

"Proximity? You'd need a production order. Or ask them nicely, and they'd say they'd need a production order." She shrugged. "Or you'd go through their law enforcement portal, which is a web form, and which they answer when they answer."

"How long?"

"I've had one in six weeks." She turned the laptop back. "I've had one in never."

The fern on the filing cabinet had, I noticed, dropped a leaf. Nobody had been near it. It lay on the top of the cabinet like a small green receipt.

"Ruth," said Priya, more quietly. "If you put this to Marcus, he'll say the same. It's not him. It's just what it costs."

"I know."

"You're going to ask him anyway."

"I am going to give him the actions," I said, "and then I'm going to ask."

"I'll put the fox
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