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Chapter 1


The Bed Upstairs

The house was too warm for a dead woman.
Toni Holden felt it before she was three steps into the hall, the heat rolling down the stairs to meet her like something the house was breathing out. Outside it was four o’clock on a hard grey November afternoon, the light already failing over Childwall, the pavements greasy with the first proper frost of the season. Inside the Cawley house it was the kind of warmth you paid for on purpose. She stood on the first stepping plate in her scene suit and watched her own breath fail to show. It had shown all the way up the drive. It had shown at the outer cordon while she signed the log. Here it simply stopped, and the warm air pressed against the paper of her suit at the throat and wrists, finding the gaps, settling on her skin like a hand.
“Thermostat’s reading twenty-five,” said the crime scene manager, a broad man whose suit rustled every time he consulted his tablet. “Hall unit. Second panel in the kitchen, same story. Twenty-five, set manually, no timer running.”
Somewhere above them a radiator ticked. Then another, further off, answering it. A heating system that had been working hard for a long time and had no intention of stopping. Toni could feel the current of it moving past her face towards the open front door, escaping.
“Is that how it was found?”
“Untouched since the first officers arrived. Both panels photographed in situ before anyone breathed on them. Cleaner says it’s never set like that. She was quite firm about it.” He flipped a page on the tablet without looking up. “For your log, if nobody’s given you the sequence yet. Cleaner let herself in about quarter past eight this morning, her regular day, found her in the bed, thought at first she was asleep, tried to wake her, then didn’t. Call to ambulance control logged at eight thirty-one. First crew on scene by eight forty-four, called it as a suspected death within a couple of minutes of getting up those stairs, no attempt at resuscitation given the state of things, and rang it straight through as suspicious rather than sitting on it. Uniform had the house sealed by nine. The address matched an open misper file, so control had the husband’s contact details to hand without anyone going looking. He was rung at ten past nine, well before any of us were properly through the door. Doctor’s only just arrived to make it formal, mind. He was tied up at another sudden death crosstown when the call came in, so the gap in the middle of the day is him stuck in traffic on the Dock Road, nothing more sinister than that.”
“How firm?”
“She said, and I quote, ‘he keeps it at nineteen and he checks.’ She offered to show me where he writes the readings down.”
“He writes them down.”
“There’s a logbook. Kitchen drawer, second one down. Date, time, reading, initials. Goes back four years, near as I can tell without handling it. I’ve flagged it for seizure. It’s in the scene log, entry 14:22, along with the thermostat readings and the cleaner’s account. She’s outside in the van with a family liaison officer and a cup of tea she isn’t drinking.”
“And the last entry?”
“Ten days ago. Nineteen degrees, initialled MC. Nothing since. Which fits with him being away, if you take it at face value.” The CSM’s suit rustled as he shrugged. “I’m just telling you what’s written down.”
Toni looked at the hall while he talked, and went on looking after he stopped.
Cream carpet, the vacuum lines still in it. Not the scribbled back-and-forth of somebody getting a job done but long parallel strokes running the full length of the hall, each pass overlapping the last by an inch, turning tightly at the skirting board and coming back. Nobody had walked on it since. Nobody except the first officers, and their route was already marked, and it hugged the wall like an apology. A console table stood against the right-hand wall carrying one lamp, one glazed dish for keys, one framed print of the Albert Dock hung dead level, its bottom edge exactly parallel with the table below it, close enough that somebody had measured or had the kind of eye that didn’t need to. Toni bent slightly, without stepping off the plate, and sighted along the table’s front edge. No dust. Not the thin film every occupied house grows in a fortnight, not even along the back where a cleaner’s cloth usually gives up. The lamp flex was coiled once, neatly, behind the lamp’s base. The key dish held nothing. Coats on a rack by the door in descending order of weight, heaviest at the wall end, a scarf folded in three over the last hook. A pair of women’s boots stood under the rack, toes aligned to the skirting. Toni noted the boots and made herself move past them.
It was the tidiest house she had entered in twenty-three years of entering houses uninvited, and most of the houses she entered had been tidied in a hurry by somebody expecting her. This hadn’t been tidied in a hurry. This had been maintained, the way you maintain an engine or an alibi, and the stepping plates the CSIs had laid down the centre of the carpet looked like vandalism against it. That was the first thing she would say out loud later, in the office, when someone asked what the scene was like. She would say it looked like a show home, and then she would correct herself, because show homes are staged to look lived in and this was the opposite. This was a lived-in house staged to look ready.
“Common approach path runs hall, stairs, landing, left at the top,” the CSM said. “Plates all the way. Video’s done, stills are done for the route. Don’t come off the plates, and don’t touch the banister even gloved. We haven’t finished it.”
“Understood. Where is she?”
“Front bedroom. Doctor’s up there now.”
The stairs were carpeted in the same cream and the stepping plates ran up the left side, one to a tread, the aluminium clicking softly under her weight. The vacuum lines climbed the stairs too, each tread stroked side to side, the pile all lying one way, her plates sitting on top of that perfection like coins on an untouched pool table. The heat thickened as she climbed. Rising air, doing what rising air does, gathering under the landing ceiling until the top of the house was hotter than the bottom, hotter than any house in Liverpool needed to be in November, close the way a sickroom is close. Or a greenhouse.
On the half landing hung a photograph, and Toni stopped in front of it the way she made herself stop in front of them, because the alternative was letting the person become an address. A woman on the deck of the Mersey ferry, red bobble hat pulled down over her ears, mouth wide open, laughing at whoever held the camera with her whole face and one gloved hand flung out as if she’d just delivered the punchline and was appealing to a jury. Behind her the river was brown and the sky was worse and none of it had touched her at all.
It was a habit she’d built on purpose, years ago, after she’d caught herself referring to a murdered nineteen-year-old as “the Breck Road job” for a full week and hated the sound of her own mouth. So now, at every scene, she found a photograph before she found the body, and she read it the way she’d read a statement, slowly, once. Here she read the glove. Ellie Cawley’s flung-out hand wore a woollen glove with a hole starting at the thumb seam, the kind of hole you know about and keep meaning to fix, and her fingers were spread wide inside it, mid-gesture, mid-laugh, and behind her the Mersey ran the colour of stewed tea under a lid of cloud. A woman who wore gloves with holes in them and laughed like that on a ferry deck in bad weather. That was who was in the front bedroom. Not an address. Not a file number.
Toni went up the rest of the stairs.
The landing was warmest of all. The air up here had a density to it, a pressure, and under it a smell she registered and set aside, because it wasn’t the smell the heat should have made, and she didn’t yet trust herself to say what it was instead.
The bedroom door stood open. Dr Hussain was crouched at the near side of the bed with his case open beside him. He glanced up when her plates clicked on the threshold and gave her the small nod he’d given her at the first scene of the last big one, a nod that said, without warmth or hostility, here we both are again.
“DCI Holden.”
“Doctor.”
She stayed in the doorway and looked, because the doorway was where you learned a room before you learned a body.
The room was warmer even than the hall. Radiator under the window ticking faintly, working hard, its output shimmering the air just visibly where the cold of the glass met the heat. Curtains open. Fitted wardrobes, closed, handles aligned. A dressing table with a hairbrush, a jewellery stand, a wedding photograph in a silver frame turned slightly towards the bed. A paperback on the far bedside table with a bookmark two-thirds through. Two lamps, off. And in the bed, on the side nearest the window, under a duvet drawn up to her collarbones, a woman lay with her head on the pillow and her face turned slightly towards the door.
Along the top edge of the duvet, where the fabric folded over near the woman’s throat, there was a fine bloom of moisture. Toni saw it because the window light fell across it at an angle: a damp darkening of the cotton, a beading almost too small to call beading, running the length of the fold and onto the pillowcase beside the woman’s cheek, where the fabric had gone faintly translucent the way fabric does when it is wet and pressed against something. Condensation. In a room this warm. On bedding around a body, while the radiator under the window ticked on and on and gave out heat that should have dried it in an hour.
She noted it. She did not yet reach for what it meant.
From the threshold the woman looked asleep. That was the first wrongness, and Toni named it to herself so it couldn’t hide later: from twelve feet away, in bad light, you would have called out softly so as not to startle her. You would have apologised for coming in. Toni had stood at a lot of thresholds and looked at a lot of people who were never going to wake up, and there was a grammar to it, a set of things the eye expected and got, and here the eye got almost none of them. The duvet lay in one long clean line from the collarbones to the foot of the bed, undisturbed, no ruck where a sleeper’s knee had shifted, no drag where a body had been settled and the covers pulled after. It looked drawn up in a single motion and never moved again. The exposed collarbones sat symmetrically above the fold, the skin over them smooth, unblemished, carrying a faint even colour that was not the colour of the living but was not, from here, obviously the colour of the dead either. The head lay at an angle no sleeper quite chooses, a degree too composed, chin fractionally lifted, face turned towards the door as if arranged to be seen from exactly where Toni was standing, and she registered that thought and filed it without decorating it. The hair was brushed. Not slept-on, not matted. Brushed, and fanned slightly on the pillow, clear of the damp patch as if the damp had come afterwards, or around it. The eyes were closed. The lips were together. From twelve feet Toni could see no lividity on the visible skin, none of the settling and staining that gravity writes on the dead, no marbling at the throat, no sinking at the temples, nothing loosened, nothing fallen. A year. This woman had been gone a year, reported, searched for, appealed for, and the face on the pillow could have been the face on the half landing with the laugh switched off, and every professional instinct Toni owned was standing very still and saying quietly that this was not possible, and that she was not, under any circumstances, to say so out loud yet.
“I’m not going to give you anything you can use,” Dr Hussain said, without being asked. He straightened, knees cracking, and stripped one glove with a snap. “Life extinct, confirmed at 15:47, and that is the whole of my job here. I’m the forensic medical examiner, not the pathologist, and I’d be grateful if everyone downstairs remembered the difference. Observations only. The pathologist will attend, the post-mortem will happen at the mortuary under proper conditions, and any question about when, or how long, or in what state, belongs to that examination. Probably to several after it.”
“But you have observations.”
“I have observations I don’t like, which is a different thing from findings.” He looked at the bed, and then away from it, which Toni had never once seen him do. “I’ll say this much, with every caveat you can imagine attached. The presentation is not consistent, in my experience, with the interval you people are telling me downstairs. I am not saying what it is consistent with. I don’t know. The ambient temperature in here is a complicating factor all by itself, and the moisture on that bedding is another. I’ve noted both, and I’ve asked for the room temperature to be logged every fifteen minutes until she’s moved. Beyond that, anyone who gives you a time of death standing in this room is guessing, and you should write down that they guessed.”
“Noted,” Toni said. “Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me. I’ve just handed you a scene where nothing adds up and made it official.” He crouched again to his case, and his voice dropped out of the formal register. “Whoever she was, someone kept her nice. That’s an observation too. Make of it what you can.”
Toni stood in the doorway a moment longer, letting the room settle into memory. The radiator ticked. The damp edge of the duvet caught the light. Behind her on the landing, a CSI’s camera fired twice, and the flash bounced down the stairwell and was gone.
“The husband,” she said, when the CSM came up to the landing with his tablet. “Where is he?”
“Birmingham, according to the first account. Cold chain conference, three nights, hotel booked in his name. He’s been informed by West Midlands officers and he’s driving back now, apparently. We’ve already been sent photographs of a fuel receipt and a hotel invoice, which is quicker than most people manage from a moving car.” The CSM said it flatly, offering nothing. “First account only. Nothing verified. His sister-in-law made the original misper report, if that matters to you.”
“Everything matters to me for about the next six hours,” Toni said. “Then we start throwing things out.”
It was on the landing, in that thick unmoving warmth, that her phone went. She stepped onto the plate by the airing cupboard to take it, and the detective superintendent’s voice came through small and hard against her ear.
“Toni. You’re at the Childwall address.”
“I’m standing on the landing outside the bedroom.”
“Then you know why I’m ringing. The occupant is Eleanor Cawley, thirty-four. Reported missing from that address on the twenty-first of November last year. Original report taken at Admiral Street, misper file’s still open, review flagged twice and stood down twice. The first informant on the file is her sister, and the sister’s details are already logged, so family contact goes through us and nobody freelances it. The misper investigation and this death are one job now, and it’s yours. Full MIT, you pick the office team, and I want the old file boxed and on your desk before the post-mortem’s listed.”
“Understood.”
“One more thing. The twelve-month anniversary of the report is Thursday. The press will do that arithmetic faster than we will. Get ahead of it.”
The line went dead. Toni stood on the plate with the phone still at her ear for a second longer than she needed to. Through the bedroom door she could see the foot of the bed, the duvet lying in its one clean line, and the window beyond it going dark over the gardens of Childwall. The radiator ticked on. The landing air lay warm and still against her face, warm as breath, in a house where the only person home had been gone a year and had somehow come back to bed.
She put the phone away and went downstairs to start.





Chapter 2


Missing Since Last Winter

The box was smaller than Toni had expected. One archive box, standard issue, the lid taped with brown tape gone brittle and amber after a year in storage, a barcode label peeling at one corner where a stamped date read RECEIVED 22 NOV, the ink already fading towards grey. She set it on the desk in the incident room at St Anne Street and looked at it for a moment before she cut the tape. That date stamp told her something on its own. This had sat unread in a rack somewhere, waiting for someone to need it.
The incident room was filling around her the way it always did in the first few hours, in layers, like sediment. Yuen had claimed the desk nearest the window and was already three calls into the phone contract for the Cawley house, his voice low and patient with someone in a records department who was apparently telling him that Thursday would be fine. Fairclough stood at the whiteboard with a marker uncapped and nothing written yet, waiting for her to give him the first names worth putting up. Rhiannon Hughes had pulled a chair to the end of Toni’s desk without being asked, notebook open at a blank page, pen ready, watching the box the way a good detective watches anything that is about to become the spine of a case.
“Right,” Toni said, and lifted the lid.
The original report sat on top, a single sheet, the print faded to grey-brown the way thermal-printed forms did if you left them in a drawer. Missing Person Report. Eleanor Jane Cawley, DOB on file, aged thirty-four, address as above. Reported by: Nicola, sister of the missing person. Date of report: 21 November. The handwriting underneath, in the officer’s own hand, was neat, unhurried, competent. Toni had seen enough poor misper files to recognise a good one on sight, and this had the shape of a good one. Dates that lined up. Times noted to the minute. A risk assessment box ticked and initialled rather than left blank.
“Read it to me,” Fairclough said, marker still uncapped.
“Last confirmed contact, Wednesday the twentieth of November. Text message to her sister at 21:52, quote, all good here, tell mum I’ll ring Sunday, night x. Sister replies at 22:04, no response received. Sister makes the report the following day, the twenty-first, at 11:40 in the morning.”
“Next day,” Hughes said. “Not next week.”
“Not next week,” Toni agreed. “That’s the first thing that matters. The sister didn’t wait to see if Ellie turned up. She rang it in inside twelve hours of getting worried, and the desk officer who took it clearly believed her, because look at this.” She turned the sheet so Fairclough could see the risk grading, a small stamped box with a tick in it. “Medium risk, upgraded from standard within the same shift on the strength of the sister’s account alone. Nobody ticks that box lazily. Somebody listened to her and decided she wasn’t overreacting.”
“What tipped it to medium?”
“Give me a minute.” Toni turned the page. Beneath the initial report was a supplementary statement, two pages, the same neat hand. “Here. Sister’s account, taken the same day. Ellie hadn’t missed a call to their mother in longer than she could remember, not once, not for years, even when things were, quote, difficult with Martin.” Toni looked up. “That phrase is in the original file. Not something we’ve dug up since. Somebody wrote it down a year ago and it went nowhere, because it was one line in a two-page statement and nothing else in the house supported it.”
“Difficult with Martin how?” Fairclough asked.
“Doesn’t say. She was asked to expand, according to the officer’s note here, and she said she didn’t want to speculate, she just wanted her sister found. Which is either a woman being careful not to point a finger she couldn’t back up, or a woman who genuinely didn’t know more than that one phrase. Either way, the officer flagged it, recorded it, and moved on, because there was nothing to move on to. No injuries reported. No prior domestic incidents on file for that address. No 999 calls, no neighbour complaints, nothing from social services, nothing from a GP. A phrase in a witness statement isn’t a case on its own. It’s a thread with nothing tied to the other end.”
The risk box carried an officer’s initial beside the tick, a small looping R.T., and nothing else. Toni turned the page.
“What else did they run down?” Hughes asked.
“Everything you’d expect for medium risk with no immediate indicators of harm.” Toni worked through the file page by page, laying the sheets out in a row so the shape of the investigation became visible, a fortnight of a working life laid flat. “House-to-house on the street, done within forty-eight hours. Bank accounts flagged for activity, none found after the twentieth. Mobile phone data requested, cell site analysis run, last ping consistent with the home address at 22:17 on the twentieth, then nothing. Phone presumably switched off or dead. ANPR checks on her car, which was still in the drive, untouched, and the original officer noted that as significant. A woman who walks away from a marriage on foot in November, in the dark, without her car, is either being collected by someone or she’s not walking away in any ordinary sense.”
“Ports and airports?”
“Circulated. No flag, but that proves nothing. Plenty of people leave the country on someone else’s documents, or never leave at all. CCTV pulled from the local shops and the bus routes for a seventy-two-hour window either side of the last contact. Nothing showing her. A media appeal went out ten days later, once the risk grading had held at medium for a week without resolution. Small piece in the Echo, a photograph, the standard police are becoming increasingly concerned line.” Toni tapped the clipping, a photocopy gone soft at the fold. “Chloe Marr’s byline, as it happens. She’s had this one filed away a lot longer than we have.”
“And the husband.”
Toni pulled the next sheet free. Martin Cawley’s original statement, taken on the twenty-second of November, two days after his wife had last been heard from. The paper had a pinhole through the top corner where it had once been clipped to something since removed, and a marginal note in blue ink, a different hand from the body of the statement, three words only: checked, see O/N. She read it once to herself before she read any of it aloud, because she wanted the shape of it whole before she started handing pieces round the room to be picked at.
It was, on the page, an entirely reasonable document. Martin had been away for part of that week too, a site visit for a refrigeration contract in the Midlands, according to his own account, confirmed in general terms by his employer and a hotel booking. Nobody at the time had thought to check his movements hour by hour against Ellie’s, because nobody yet had any reason to set one against the other. He had returned home on the Friday, the twenty-second, two days after Ellie’s last confirmed contact, and rung her sister himself that evening when he found the house empty and Ellie not answering her phone, only to learn that the sister had already reported her missing the previous morning and that officers were already looking. From that point his account became part of the follow-up enquiry rather than any part of how the alarm had first been raised.
His account of the marriage, given to the officer in careful, complete sentences, described a woman who was, in his words, not always the most organised person, but happy, we were happy, I don’t understand this at all. He said she’d seemed a little distracted in the fortnight before she disappeared, though he put it down to the time of year, the run-up to Christmas, her mother’s health. He said there had been no argument. He said he loved his wife and wanted her found and would do anything the police asked of him. The officer who took the statement had written, in a closing note that wasn’t part of the formal record but sat pinned to the file all the same, co-operative, appeared genuinely distressed, no indicators identified at this time.
Toni read that last line twice.
“No indicators,” Hughes repeated, when Toni read it aloud. “That’s a standard phrase, though. That’s not somebody vouching for him personally.”
“It’s not. It means exactly what it says, which is that on the day this was taken, with the information the officer had, there was nothing to indicate otherwise.” Toni set the sheet down carefully, as if it might tear along a fold that had already given up. “That’s the thing about hindsight, Rhiannon. It rewrites competence as negligence and calls it insight. This officer did their job. They looked at a co-operative husband with a verified alibi, a genuine-seeming distress response, and a wife whose own sister could only offer one vague phrase about things being difficult, and they wrote down what they saw, which was nothing they could act on. If I’d been holding that file, I don’t know that I’d have written anything different.”
“So what changed?” Fairclough asked. “What made it stall?”
“Nothing changed. That’s the problem. It didn’t stall because anyone stopped caring. It stalled because there was nowhere left for it to go.” Toni pulled the remaining sheets into order, the last third of the file, thinner than the first, the gaps between entries lengthening the way they always did on a case with no fresh material coming in. “Review at the three-month mark. Flagged, reassessed, no new lines of enquiry identified, risk grading held. Review at nine months, same outcome. There’s a note here from the family liaison officer, timed and dated 14 March, that the sister had asked whether the case could be, quote, looked at again properly, and the reviewing officer, collar number logged as 6289, had responded that it had been looked at, and would continue to be looked at, but that without new information there was nothing further that could reasonably be actioned. That’s the exact date stamped on it. Fourteenth of March. Somebody signed their number to that sentence, and Ellie’s sister has had a year to sit with it.”
The room had gone quiet around the desk. Even Yuen had stopped talking, his call ended without Toni noticing, and he stood a little way off with his notebook against his chest, listening.
“There’s a support worker mentioned too,” Hughes said, scanning the last page over Toni’s shoulder. “Someone outside the family. Look, there. Ms Cawley’s case has also been supported throughout by a volunteer contact from a missing-persons charity, who has maintained regular contact with the family and has, on occasion, submitted her own observations regarding the case, which have been noted and considered.” Beside the line, in the margin, a small stamped oval read MISSING PEOPLE, and under it, in pencil, an initial, J., dated in the day/month/year format the charity used on all its correspondence.
“Noted and considered,” Toni said, “is doing a great deal of work in that sentence to sound thorough while committing to nothing. I want that woman’s name and I want her in front of me this week. Anyone who’s kept their own eye on a case for a year, unpaid, uninvited, generally knows something the file doesn’t.”
“There’s a name for the friend too,” Yuen said, coming closer now, reading upside down across the desk with the ease of a man who’d trained himself to do it. “Not the sister. Someone else, mentioned twice, cross-referenced but never formally interviewed as a separate witness. Just, account corroborated in part by, and then a name. Sadie. No surname on this page.”
Toni found the reference. A brief note, easy to miss if you were reading for structure rather than for people, tucked into the house-to-house summary from the first week: neighbour/friend Sadie, surname not given, states last spoke to EC by telephone on 19 November at approx 18:30, describes her as ‘stressed but excited about something’, declines to elaborate further, refers officer to sister for fuller account. And beneath it, in a different hand, added later, in the pen of whoever had done the nine-month review: Same contact rang the enquiry unprompted in February to state that Mr Cawley’s account of the state of the marriage did not, in her words, “match what Ellie told me,” but declined to specify what she meant by this when pressed, citing a wish not to cause trouble for the family. No further action recorded.
Toni read it aloud, slowly, and let it sit in the room. The house-to-house summary itself noted, two lines down, that the same call had run to eleven minutes, longer than any other call logged that day, and that Ellie’s reported mood by the end of it had been “excited,” repeated twice in Sadie’s own phrasing.
“Stressed but excited about something,” she said. “Eleven minutes on the phone, longer than any other call that week. A friend who thought Martin’s version of the marriage didn’t match what Ellie told her, and then wouldn’t say why. And nobody made her say why, because you can’t make a reluctant witness talk, and you can’t build a case on somebody’s gut feeling that a husband’s grief sounded slightly off.”
“You could push harder now,” Fairclough said.
“Now, with a body in a bed that shouldn’t look the way it looks, I absolutely will.” Toni sat back. “A year ago, with nothing but that, pushing harder gets you a formal complaint about harassing a grieving husband and a witness who clams up entirely rather than one who eventually says more. It’s not always the wrong call to wait. It’s just agonising when waiting turns out to be the wrong result.” She tapped the redacted name. “Find her. Sadie. Full name, current details, and I want to know exactly what Ellie told her, in her own words, before anyone in this room says a single sentence to Martin Cawley.”
“What about the last meal?” Hughes asked, flipping back a page. “There’s a note here, house-to-house, the twenty-first. Uneaten food in the kitchen.”
“Read it.”
“Partially prepared meal found in kitchen consistent with an evening meal for two, one portion untouched on the hob, ring left on low setting, ingredients suggest a curry or similar, jar of a supermarket own-brand cook-in sauce open on the worktop, best-before dates on packaging consistent with purchase that week. No evidence of a struggle or disturbance in the kitchen. Officer’s note: consistent with occupant being interrupted or called away during preparation, or with occupant abandoning the meal voluntarily; cannot determine which from the scene alone.”
Toni sat with that a moment. A woman standing at a hob on a Wednesday night in late November, the ring turned low against the cold outside, an ordinary jar of sauce open beside the pan, cooking for two, texting her sister at ten to ten that all was well. And then, at some point after 22:17, simply not there any more, the pan left half full, the curry never finished, the phone gone dark and never switched on again. It was such an ordinary evening right up until it stopped being one, and that was what had unsettled Toni from the first page. There was no hinge in it anywhere, no moment where an outside observer, looking only at what was written down, could point and say there, that’s where it went wrong. Just an evening that continued exactly as evenings do in the run-up to Christmas, curtains drawn against the dark by half four, and then didn’t continue at all.
“So we’ve got a woman who was fine at ten to ten, gone by whenever the phone last pinged, husband apparently away, with paperwork nobody had reason to test hour by hour, sister who reported inside a day, and a friend who thought the marriage wasn’t what it looked like and wouldn’t say why,” Fairclough summarised, capping and uncapping the marker without writing anything, a habit of his when he was thinking rather than presenting. “None of that’s negligence. That’s just not enough.”
“That’s exactly what it is,” Toni said. “It was never enough, on its own, to be a case for anything but concern. It’s still not enough, even now, to tell us what happened to her, or when. What it is enough for is this. The woman upstairs in that bed a year later, looking the way she looks, was last a certain, verified, ordinary self on the night of the twentieth of November, cooking a meal she never finished, texting her sister a message that used the word night and the word good and gave absolutely no sign that anything in her world was about to end.” She looked at the row of pages laid out across the desk, a life reduced to timestamps and a risk-grading box, and thought of the ferry photograph on the half landing, the glove with the hole in the thumb, the laugh aimed at whoever was behind the camera. “That’s our starting point. Not a failure. A shape. A woman who was here, and then wasn’t, and a year in between that nobody in this room, or that one,” she nodded towards the window, towards Childwall, towards the house with its parallel vacuum lines and its logbook and its twenty-five degrees, “has yet accounted for.”
Yuen had gone very still, his eyes on the clipping, on Chloe Marr’s byline photocopied soft at the fold. “The anniversary’s Thursday.”
“I know.” Toni began to gather the pages back into their order, careful with them now the way she hadn’t quite been at the start, because somewhere in the last twenty minutes they had stopped being a case file and become something closer to a diary nobody had meant to leave behind. “We’ve got two days before somebody outside this building does the same arithmetic Ellie’s sister has been doing every November since, and asks us, in print, why it took a body in a bed to make us look again at a woman who went missing on an ordinary Wednesday night and was, by any honest reading of what’s in this box, treated as a genuine concern from the first hour, with nowhere left for that concern to go.”
She set the last sheet on top and closed the lid, not taping it, not yet, because the box wasn’t finished being a live document. She looked up at the three of them waiting for the next instruction, and Fairclough finally uncapped his marker for good and wrote, in block capitals at the top left of the whiteboard, the first name of the case: ELEANOR CAWLEY.





Chapter 3


The Husband Abroad

The call came at ten past nine, while Martin stood at the breakfast buffet in the Hilton on Bromsgrove Street with a plate of scrambled eggs going cold and glassy under the warming lamp. He had chosen them without noticing he was choosing anything. His phone was already in his other hand, screen up, the way he always carried it at conferences in case a supplier rang, and it was the vibration against his palm that stopped him mid-reach for the tongs.
Six missed calls from a Liverpool landline he didn’t recognise. One from Nic. He put the plate down on the nearest table without asking whose it was, walked out past the lanyards and the little easel that said COLD CHAIN AND LOGISTICS FORUM, DAY TWO, and stood in the corridor by the fire doors to listen to the voicemail. The corridor had that particular hotel acoustic, carpet tile that ate footsteps but let voices carry, and his own breathing sounded very loud in it. A woman’s voice, calm and careful, identifying herself as a police officer, asking him to call back urgently. No reason given. They never give a reason on a voicemail, and that was somehow the worst part, the carefulness of it.
He called back standing exactly where he was. A different woman answered, told him there had been a development in the investigation into his wife’s disappearance, that they needed him to come home, that a family liaison officer would meet him. He asked what had happened. She couldn’t discuss it over the phone. Someone would explain everything when he arrived. He asked, twice, whether Ellie had been found. She said she understood how difficult this was and repeated that someone would explain everything when he arrived, and the repetition told him more than the words did. He stood very still with the fire door propped against his shoulder and closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them there was a man in a delegate lanyard watching him with the specific unhelpful concern of a stranger who has clearly walked into something.
He drove back. He would say this later, more than once, to more than one person: he drove himself, because he didn’t trust himself to sit still on a train for two and a half hours doing nothing but think, and the drive gave him something to do with his hands. He checked out at half past nine, and the receptionist would remember him, because he asked her, with a steadiness he was faintly aware of from a slight distance, as if watching himself do it, to confirm the exact time on the receipt. He thought, even then, even in that state, that someone might ask him for it. He paid for fuel at a service station outside Wolverhampton with the same card he’d used for the hotel and the conference registration. Later, when it mattered, all of it would sit there in black print exactly where he had put it, times and amounts, a man’s movements laid out like a shopping list. He didn’t think of it that way at the time. At the time it was simply what a person did. You kept your receipts. You always had.
They wouldn’t let him into the house. A young constable stood at the end of the drive in a hi-vis, a length of blue-and-white tape strung between the gatepost and the fence, and beyond it a white tent had gone up over the front door where there had never been a tent before. Obscene in its ordinariness. The kind of thing you saw on the news outside other people’s houses. A woman in plain clothes introduced herself as his family liaison officer, gave her name as Detective Constable Angela Price, and steered him gently by the elbow towards a car.
Twenty minutes later, in a small side room at the police station on St Anne Street, room 4 according to the plastic slide on the door, she brought him tea from the machine in the corridor. It came out the colour of creosote in a thin plastic cup. She said, “I need to tell you something difficult now, Martin. Is that all right?” He said it was. She said, “Ellie has been found. In your home. In your bed. She’s dead.” Exactly those words, in exactly that order, and afterwards he would remember the order more clearly than almost anything else that day.
He asked, because it seemed important to ask, whether she’d been there the whole time. Price said she couldn’t say. He asked whether it looked like she’d been hurt. She couldn’t say that either, not yet, and a detective would want to speak to him properly when he was ready. No rush. Could someone call anyone for him, a friend, Nicola perhaps. He said no, not yet, he needed a minute. He sat with the cold tea and looked at a poster on the wall about the Merseyside Victim Care line and thought, with a clarity that afterwards struck even him as strange, that Ellie had hated instant coffee and would have had opinions about the tea.
The detective, when she came, was older than he’d expected. Cropped grey hair, a manner that gave nothing away. She introduced herself as DCI Holden, asked if he was able to talk, said she was very sorry for his loss, and meant it, or sounded as if she did, which in his experience by then was very nearly the same thing.
“I want to help,” he said. “Whatever you need. I’ll tell you everything I can remember, in as much detail as you want, and if I get something wrong, stop me. Make me get it right.”
“That’s helpful,” Holden said. “Thank you.”
He talked her through the conference first, because it was the part he could be certain of, and being certain of something felt, in that room, like the only stable ground available. Registration on the Thursday morning, badge scan logged at 08:52, he had the app confirmation on his phone if she wanted it, timestamped and everything. Two sessions before lunch, one on ammonia refrigerants in commercial cold storage, one on regulatory changes to F-gas handling, both with sign-in sheets he’d be on, his signature next to the printed time. Lunch in the atrium. A call from a supplier at 13:20 that would be on the firm’s call log if anyone wanted to check it against his mobile. Dinner with two colleagues from a Runcorn firm he’d known for years, the Belfry restaurant two doors down from the hotel, booked under his own name, paid on his card at 22:14. He recited it without notes and without hesitation, the way a man recites a route he has driven a hundred times, and Holden wrote almost none of it down. He noticed that and found it, briefly, disorientating, until he understood she must already have most of it from someone else. He felt something like relief. The world outside this room had already begun to confirm him.
“And the drive up on the Wednesday,” Holden said. “Talk me through that.”
“I left about half past two. I’d meant to leave at two but I was on a call longer than I thought.” He said it plainly, an ordinary domestic inefficiency, the kind of small true thing that makes the rest of an account sound truer by association. “I stopped for fuel and a coffee somewhere around Cannock, I think, on the M6. I was later checking in than I meant to be. Traffic round Birmingham was a nightmare, roadworks near junction 10, that must have added forty minutes. I checked in at the hotel about twenty to eight, I want to say.”
“And before that. The morning.”
“I left for work at ten to eight, same as any other day.” He heard his own voice settle, the register drop half a tone, and let it. “Ellie was up. She was pleased about her day off. She’d been looking forward to it for weeks, she does her Christmas shopping in November so she doesn’t have to deal with the crowds. She told me not to expect much for tea because she’d be out most of the day. I kissed her goodbye at the door. That was the last time I saw her.”
He watched Holden’s face when he said that. Nothing on it, which he had come, over the past year, to understand as its own kind of tell, though he could not have said whose tell it was, hers or his own.
“You’ve told this to officers before,” Holden said. “A year ago.”
“Word for word, probably. I’ve thought about that morning so many times it’s worn a groove.” He allowed himself something that wasn’t quite a smile and wasn’t quite a wince. “I used to think that was me trying to hold on to her. Now I wonder if I was holding on to the last version of the story where nothing bad had happened yet.”
“You went straight from your car into the house when you got back that evening,” Holden said. “Talk me through the house. What you saw.”
“It was tidy. That’s the thing that stuck.” He paused, and his right hand moved once against the edge of the table, flat, as if smoothing a crease that wasn’t there. “Not tidy like she’d cleaned. Tidy like she hadn’t been there to make a mess. Her coat wasn’t on the hook, and there’s this gap where it always hangs, third peg from the door. You don’t notice how much a coat fills a space until it’s gone. Her boots weren’t by the door. I went into the kitchen. No bags on the counter, nothing out. I went upstairs, I don’t know why, I suppose I thought she might be having a lie-down, and the bedroom was exactly as we’d left it that morning. Bed made on my side, not on hers, because she always makes her side and leaves mine, some private joke about who’s the tidy one. Her side of the wardrobe, drawers all shut, the door hanging open at that angle it always does because the hinge has gone. We keep meaning to get it fixed. Radiator stone cold, because it was on the timer and it had clicked off at six like always. Nothing missing that I could see. I stood in that doorway for a long time. I remember the streetlight coming through the curtains, the one that throws a stripe across the wardrobe door about six o’clock this time of year. It was doing that.”
He did not know, saying it, that the stripe of streetlight across the wardrobe door was a detail nobody had put in any statement, then or since, because nobody had ever thought to ask him about the light. He said it because it was true. It did not occur to him that Holden might hear it as anything other than the plain furniture of memory.
“You know the room well,” Holden said.
“It’s my bedroom.” No heat in it, an observation rather than a defence. “I’ve stood in that doorway most evenings of my adult life.”
Holden let a silence sit after that, longer than the ones before it, and Martin let it sit too, because he had found, over the year, that silence in these rooms favoured whoever could bear it longest, and he had had a great deal of practice.
“Can I ask you something plainly,” Holden said eventually, “and you can tell me if it’s too soon.”
“Please.”
“Does it surprise you that she was found in the house? In your bed?”
He considered the question with what he hoped looked like the effort it deserved, though the truth was he had turned it over so many times already, alone, that the shape of an answer had long since worn smooth.
“It’s the only thing that makes any sense of it,” he said slowly. “For a year I’ve imagined every version. That she left because she’d had enough of me and was too kind to say it to my face. That someone did something to her on the way to the bus stop and put her somewhere I’d never think to look. That she was lying in a ditch forty miles from here the whole time and nobody had found her. None of those were bearable, but at least they were versions I could hold.” He looked at his hands. “If she came home. If, for whatever reason, however she got there, she came home, and something happened to her in our house, in our bed, then the only person who should have been there to stop it, and wasn’t, is me. So no. It doesn’t surprise me. It’s the one I was most afraid of.”
He was aware, distantly, of choosing the phrase came home, and of it feeling right in his mouth, the way a phrase feels right when you have said it to yourself many times in the dark before you ever say it to anyone else. He did not examine why. It simply did, the way certain sentences settle into a groove worn by repetition and stop announcing themselves as sentences at all.
Holden asked him then, gently, whether he wanted to know anything about how Ellie had been found, about her condition, about what the officers on scene had noted. The kind of question that in his experience widowed men either flinched from or grasped at too eagerly, and he understood, watching himself answer, that there was no safe register for it at all, that whichever way he pitched it would tell her something she was listening for.
“I don’t need details. Not today. I trust you to tell me what I need to know when I need to know it, and I trust the process. I’m not going to ask whether she suffered, because I don’t think you’d tell me the truth even if you knew it, and I don’t think I could hear it right now even if you did.” He met her eyes for that, deliberately, because it seemed important that she see him choosing not to ask, rather than simply failing to. “I just want to bury my wife.”
Holden nodded slowly and wrote something down, finally, the first thing she’d written in perhaps ten minutes. He could not see what it was, and did not ask.
“Thank you,” she said. “We’ll need a formal statement in the next few days, when you’ve had a chance to sleep. Is there somewhere you can stay? Not the house, obviously. Not for a while.”
“Nic’s offered. Ellie’s sister. I don’t think either of us can face sitting in her spare room together right now, but I’ll sort something. A hotel. I’ve had enough of hotels this week to last me a lifetime.” He said it and heard, a half beat later, how it sounded, glib against the size of the room, and let it stand rather than chase it with an apology. Chasing it would only have made it worse.
Holden thanked him again, told him someone would be in touch about the formal statement, and stood. DC Price reappeared in the doorway as if she’d been waiting just outside the whole time, a radio on her hip crackling briefly with someone else’s call sign before she thumbed it down.
At the door he stopped, because it seemed wrong to simply walk out, and said, “Whoever’s looking after her now. Whoever has her. Will you tell them to be careful with her hair. She hated it being pulled about, even at the hairdresser’s. She’d wince if they were rough with the brush.” It came out of him without warning, and he heard, saying it, how strange a thing it was to think of, in a police interview room, twelve months into not knowing where his wife was. He saw something shift very briefly behind Holden’s composed, unreadable face, a flicker there and gone. Whether it was pity or something else entirely he could not have told her, and could not tell himself.
“I’ll pass that on,” Holden said.
He nodded, thanked her, unnecessarily, for her time, and let Price lead him out through the corridor and down the stairs, past a radiator that clanked once as the heating cycled, past the noticeboard with its rota and its charity bake sale poster and its laminated fire evacuation plan, and out into the car park where the cold hit him properly for the first time all day. He stood a moment with his coat unbuttoned, then did the top button slowly, one-handed, before turning up the collar against the wind, and said something to Price, low, that Toni didn’t catch through the glass.
Behind him, in the small room with the tea going cold on the table, Toni Holden sat a while without moving, then opened her notebook back to the page and looked at the two words she’d written mid-interview, underlined once: came home. Not she was found. Not she turned up. Came home, as if Ellie had walked there on her own two feet after a year away, and the ease of it, the practised warmth in his voice when he’d said it, sat wrong against the man’s dry eyes, his flat unhurried hands, the careful buttoning of his coat before he’d even reached the door. Grief she had seen plenty of. Jagged, wordless, furious. This was not absent. This was tidy, filed, rehearsed, and she could not yet say why that troubled her more than tears would have done.





Chapter 4


First Cut

The mortuary at that hour had the particular quiet of a place built to contain sound rather than make it. Stainless steel swallowed footsteps. The extraction fans ran at a pitch just below hearing, a hum you only noticed after fifteen minutes in the room, once it had got into your teeth. At the desk by the door the coroner’s officer bent over her clipboard, wrote the post-mortem start time in small careful figures, checked it against her watch, initialled the box, then stepped back to let Foster begin. Toni had attended enough post-mortems in twenty-three years to have stopped flinching at the smell around year four. She had never got past the dread of standing in a green gown, waiting for someone better qualified to say a thing she didn’t want to hear.
Dr Elaine Foster worked with the door propped a hand’s width open. She always did, Toni had noticed, as though she didn’t fully trust a sealed room, even her own. A compact woman in her fifties, cropped hair going the colour of wet slate, she had a habit of speaking to the body first and the room second, as if courtesy still mattered here. Beside Toni, DI Liam Fairclough stood with his hands loosely clasped, notebook not yet open. The stillness he adopted at post-mortems Toni had come to read as his way of not being sick.
“Right,” Foster said, not looking up. “Let’s start with what I can tell you plainly, because there isn’t much of it. I’d rather give you an honest shortlist than a long one dressed up as certainty.”
“Understood,” Toni said.
Ellie Cawley lay under the theatre lights looking much as she had in the crime scene photographs. Except the overhead lamps found something the photographs hadn’t caught. A fine waxy sheen along her cheekbones. A texture like the surface of something left too long in a cold larder. Dark hair pushed back from a high clean forehead. In the family album handed over on the first day, hers had been a quick, expressive face, the kind that laughed before it had decided to. Now it had the pathologist’s version of stillness. The skin held a waxen, unweathered quality that turned Toni’s stomach slowly over. She had stood over enough bodies to have expectations. This one was declining to meet any of them.
“External examination first,” Foster said. “Skin is pale, unmarked by the usual signs of exposure. No insect activity. No discolouration consistent with putrefactive change. If I’d been handed this body cold, with no context at all, I’d have estimated death within the last day or two. That’s the honest first impression, and I want it on the record that it’s an impression, not a finding.”
“But you’re not giving me that,” Toni said.
“I’m not giving you anything yet.” Foster moved down the table, gloved hands hovering rather than touching, the way she did before she committed to a section. “Because the moment I look past the first impression, things stop adding up to it.”
She gestured to the shoulders, the hips, the small of the back where the skin had been turned to catch the light at an angle. “Lividity. You’ll know roughly what this is. Blood settles under gravity after death, pools at the lowest points, and within eight to twelve hours it fixes there, more or less permanently, unless the body’s moved. If Ellie Cawley had lain on her back in that bed, undisturbed, for however long she’d actually been dead, I’d expect lividity along the back of the neck, the shoulder blades, the buttocks, the backs of the calves. A clean pattern. That’s not what I’m seeing.”
“What are you seeing?”
“Patchy.” Foster indicated a mottled discolouration across the right shoulder, then a fainter, separate patch low on the left hip, then a third area along one forearm that corresponded to nothing Toni could reconcile with the photographs. Close to the right shoulder blade, faint and easy to miss, a straight indented line ran a few centimetres, the kind of pressure mark a pillow seam might leave. Foster noted it aloud without offering to say what it meant. “Diffuse. Some here, some there, none of it consistent with a body that’s lain in one fixed position for any length of time. If anything it reads more like a body that’s been moved, repeatedly, before the lividity had a chance to settle anywhere for good.”
“Moved how? When?”
“I don’t know.” She said it plainly, without apology, the way she said most things. “I’m telling you what the pattern looks like, not what produced it. It could mean she was repositioned shortly before or after death and then left still for the period we’re seeing now. It could mean something I haven’t thought of yet. What I won’t do is stand here and tell you it means she died recently, because a fixed, settled lividity pattern would support that far more cleanly than this does. What I’m looking at isn’t fixed or settled. It’s inconsistent with the position she was found in. That’s as far as I’ll take it today.”
Fairclough had his notebook open now, pen moving in short economical strokes. Toni kept her eyes on the body and said nothing. Two decades of these rooms had taught her that the worst thing you could do to a pathologist was fill their silences with your own theory before they’d finished laying out the facts.
Foster moved on. “Skin condition. This is the part that will read strangely in the report, so I’d rather talk you through it than have you read it cold.” She indicated the torso, the limbs, the uninterrupted pallor. “No putrefactive discolouration. No marbling of the superficial veins, which you’d typically expect within a
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