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      Bryn Jackson was pissed off.

      With his wife, who’d been worse than useless at his retirement party.

      With DCI Randle, forcing him to meet before the party. Trying to wheedle out of promises he’d made years ago.

      And with the man who’d just left his study, or rather with the man’s boss.

      Jackson closed the door leading from his study to the garden, not waiting to see the man leave by the side gate. He was tired.

      He took the key from his pocket and locked the doors, testing the top and bottom to be sure the bolts had fully engaged. He turned to the desk – mahogany inlaid with red leather, his pride and joy – and dropped the keys into a hidden drawer beneath the main compartment. He wrinkled his nose at the paperwork scattered across the surface and gathered it together. Jackson hated mess. His desk was a grid of rectangles, everything arranged just so. The study itself was orderly, still filling up with files. Files he would have to somehow return in the next two weeks.

      He slid the papers into a brown envelope and crossed to a metal filing cabinet. The drawer squeaked as it opened, exacerbating his headache. Tonight had been a disappointment. First there’d been the meeting with David Randle at the Botanical Gardens – necessary, but unpleasant. Then the party. It was supposed to be a surprise, but the idiots that worked for him had been about as subtle as an elephant in a paint factory. He’d known about it for weeks. And then this final meeting, one he’d been anticipating for a while. He’d rolled over what he would say in his head, preparing his defence. But he’d been drunk, and his brain was slowing. This was what he had to look forward to, now he was leaving the force. A slow decline into oblivion.

      He turned at the sound of the door handle. He’d made it clear he wasn’t to be disturbed. He tensed and chewed his bottom lip. This was still tiresome even after thirty-two years.

      The door opened a crack and a face appeared. Bryn put a hand on the desk. There were two empty whisky glasses on marble coasters. His best malt, wasted.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I know what you’ve been doing.”

      He shook his head. “It’s almost midnight. This can wait.”

      “No.” The intruder glanced back into the hallway. “We need to talk about this now.”

      Jackson shook his head. A tight, irritated gesture familiar to his subordinates at West Midlands Police. A gesture that said fuck off and leave me alone.

      “You never were any good at listening. Come back tomorrow.”

      He rounded the desk, turning his back to the visitor. He grabbed the decanter and pulled out the stopper. It made a satisfying thunk. He started to pour.

      A hand landed on his arm. “Now.”

      He shook it off. “I said no. Now bugger off, for fuck’s sake. Can’t you see I’m busy.”

      “You can’t ignore me this time.”

      He felt pressure on his back as his visitor leaned in. He shrugged a shoulder, pushing them away. The grip on his arm tightened.

      “Leave me. I’ll speak to you in the morning.”

      “No.”

      Jackson felt a stinging sensation at his throat. He grunted and shifted his weight to push the intruder away. Fuck. His chest felt tight.

      He raised a hand to his dress shirt. Wet. He brought the hand up. Red.

      What the—? he thought as he fell over the desk.
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Four hours earlier

        

      

    

    
      “Go on, boss. It’s your big moment.”

      Detective Constable Rhodri Hughes stared at Zoe, his expression intense. He worked on holding his head as level as he could. Not surprising, given that he was on his fifth pint of Foster’s.

      Zoe leaned back in her chair. “Watch it, Constable.”

      Rhodri laughed. “Chicken?”

      “No.”

      “Hey. That’s too far, son,” said Detective Sergeant Mo Uddin, sitting between them.

      “Sorry.” Rhodri slumped in his chair.

      “He wants to speak to you, boss,” said Mo. “Congratulate you.”

      “Go for it, boss.” Rhodri leaned towards Zoe. She got a gust of lager breath and wrinkled her nose. She put her Coke Zero on the table and glanced in the direction of their subject.

      “It would be rude to ignore him,” said Mo.

      “I hate this stuff,” she said.

      “Comes with the territory,” said Mo. “Now you’re a DI.”

      “Acting DI. I’ll be right back to being a DS with you soon as DI Dawson gets back from his secondment. And Rhodri,” she said to the constable, “don’t forget who your bosses are.”

      Rhodri turned pink. Zoe laughed. “Relax. It’s a party. And I’m not expecting special treatment.”

      “You’re about to get it, I’m afraid,” said Mo.

      She sipped at her Coke. “Wish me luck.”

      “G’luck,” slurred Rhodri. She reminded herself to make sure someone bundled him into a cab at the end of the night.

      She stood up and tugged at her shirt. Behind her, Mo sported a black bow tie with his usual grey jacket and black trousers.  Rhodri wore the crumpled blue Top Man suit he’d had on all day. The group of senior officers who’d summoned her were all in black tie.

      “Go,” said Mo. He gestured with his glass. His eyes crinkled in the way that so endeared him to her.

      Zoe looked across the function room. The man was middle-aged with a protruding stomach, no more than five foot six tall. She wondered how he’d got past the historical height restrictions, or if he’d shrunk. Next to him sat DCI David Randle, her new boss. The two of them had their heads close, deep in conversation.

      She turned to Mo. “It’s Jackson’s retirement party. Maybe another time…”

      Rhodri necked the last of his pint. Mo cocked his head. “He’s only going to be here for another two weeks. D’you want him coming down to the nick and seeking you out?”

      She shuddered. No. No, she didn’t want that. The journalist who’d chased her as she’d left the station tonight had been bad enough. She just wanted this to be over.

      “Alright. For you, Mo.” She grimaced at Rhodri. “You need to stop drinking that muck.”

      Rhodri looked into his glass. “Tomorrow.”

      Always tomorrow. Tomorrow he’d stop bingeing on Fruit Pastilles. Tomorrow he’d go to the gym. Problem was, Rhodri Hughes was so tall and lean, that no matter how unhealthy his lifestyle, it never showed. Except in his complexion.

      Zoe stood and squared her shoulders. This was tougher than any arrest.

      She made for the table at the front of the room. They were in a banqueting suite at Birmingham Botanical Gardens, celebrating the imminent retirement of the man she was about to apprehend.

      Zoe had never spoken to him before. Why she needed to do so now, when he’d be planting daffodils in his suburban garden in two weeks’ time, she’d got no idea. But she couldn’t afford to be rude.

      Eyes dragged on her as she moved past the tables. It wasn’t often this many coppers got together for a shindig, and one with a free bar at that. They were making the most of it. A few couples had slunk outside, despite the rain.

      At last she reached the front table. The Assistant Chief Constable sat with his hands clasped behind his head and his bowtie draped around his neck. Next to him were high-ups from other sections of the West Midlands police force. The table was stacked high with empty glasses, and ringed with red faces and loosened collars.

      Opposite them, looking less relaxed, was a group of women. The senior officers’ wives. One of them watched Zoe intently. A mousy woman with the kind of hair that’d stay exactly where it was, no matter how abruptly its owner moved. She wore a beige dress that made her stomach look larger than it should, with a matching handbag perched on her lap. She glanced from Zoe to the ACC, her expression like that of a hunted animal.

      Zoe turned her attention to the high-ups. They’d stopped talking, all eyes on her.

      “Zoe.” David Randle gave her a lopsided smile. She returned it. “Guv.”

      “Oh no, no, no,” he replied. “We’re all friends here. Call me David.”

      Another of the women, this one taller with lipstick like a personal statement, gave Zoe a look. A proprietorial one, the kind Zoe had seen before. She knew how insecure police wives could get. She knew they had reason to be, sometimes.

      “Ah. The heroine of the hour,” the ACC said. Zoe held his gaze, unblinking. She could sense Rhodri and Mo’s eyes on her from across the room.

      “Detective Inspector Zoe Finch, sir,” said Randle. “One of my brightest and best.”

      The ACC smiled at her. “I’ve been hearing all about you.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “I authorised your promotion.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      “Your work on Canary was outstanding,” he said. “Not everyone would have made the connections you did.”

      She nodded. Canary had started as a low-level fraud case, looking into a prominent businessman. It had ended with the arrest of the businessman, a former Lord Mayor and the editor of one of Birmingham’s local newspapers. The three of them had been grooming teenage kids in care, abusing them and sharing videos privately.

      The ACC’s gaze snagged on her breasts, firmly encased in a white shirt, and continued to her black linen trousers. This event was supposed to be black tie, and the other women wore dresses. This was her compromise.

      “Teamwork, sir.” Zoe gestured back towards Mo and Rhodri, hoping Rhodri’s expression didn’t let her down.

      “Ah, yes.” The ACC looked past her at Mo. “DS Mohammed Uddin. Our token musselman.”

      Zoe felt a ripple run through the group. David Randle gave her a leave it look.

      “But don’t be so modest,” the ACC continued. “Take the credit. That’s how you get on in this job.”

      Every fibre in Zoe’s body strained to get back to the team. “Thank you, sir. Good to meet you. Enjoy your retirement.”

      He forced a laugh. “I’m going to be bored out of my fucking mind.” He glanced at the beige woman, who gave him an uncertain smile.

      The ACC sighed loudly. “Stick with the job, Inspector Finch. Don’t let your family hold you back. I’d have been Chief Constable now if it weren’t for…”

      The Chief Constable, two seats away from Jackson, cleared his throat. The ACC laughed again. He had a shrill laugh, the kind of laugh you could hear from a hundred paces.

      “Well, maybe not,” he said. “You look after yourself, girl. Keep taking down those criminals for us.” He gave her a wink. The tension eased around the table. She was being dismissed.

      “Sir.” Zoe glanced at David Randle, who nodded at her. She went back to Mo and Rhodri, her pace relaxed. She didn’t want them thinking she was running away.

      “That was bloody torture,” she said as she landed in her chair.

      “Drink?” said Rhodri. “You look like you need one.”

      “You know the answer to that, Rhodri.” Zoe downed her Coke Zero and slammed it on the table.

      “Everything OK?” asked Mo.

      She gave him a smile. “Fine. Thanks. I did my duty.”

      Zoe watched the ACC lean towards the Chief Constable, sharing a joke. She considered telling Mo about the musselman comment but decided against it.

      “Thank God I won’t have to cross paths with him again.”
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      “Well, that was a shitstorm.”

      Margaret Jackson tensed her shoulders and stared ahead, saying nothing. Rain pounded the windscreen as they stopped abruptly, tail lights flashing ahead.

      “Bloody morons,” he continued. “Don’t they know it’s raining. Keep your distance!”

      Bryn, her husband, leaned forward to peer through the windscreen. “Bloody wipers are playing up again. Thirty grand worth of vehicle and they can’t even get the shitting mechanics right.”

      At least his anger was aimed at the car now and not her. He alternately loved and hated his Jaguar. When talking to his friends he was full of praise for it. But in private, he treated it with the same contempt he’d lavished on his wife over the years.

      “You could have at least made small talk,” he said. She realised he was talking to her.

      “You know I hate those things.”

      “So do I. But you have to make an effort. Compliment one of the wives on her dress. Talk about how nice the food is. Surely even you can think of something.”

      He turned to her, his eyes wide. Watch the road, she thought. It was raining and he’d been drinking. She’d offered to drive home (she never drank at these things), but he’d insisted. His beloved car was too precious for her to drive. And he knew that if he was stopped, all he’d need to do was say who he was.

      “Sorry,” she said, aware of the inadequacy.

      “Sorry.” A fleck of his spittle landed on her cheek. She resisted the urge to wipe it off, instead planting her hands in her lap.

      “Always bloody sorry, you are.” He sighed and turned back to the road. He turned a corner, clipping the pavement. She let out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding.

      “Retirement. Dull as pigshit.” He turned to her and narrowed his already small eyes. “We’ll kill each other within a month.”

      The thought of him retired, at home with her all day, every day, filled her with dread. He restricted her movements enough as it was. CCTV on the front door monitored her excursions and GPS tracked her phone. But at least when she was alone in the house, she was free.

      No more.

      “It’ll be nice,” she said. “We can travel.”

      “Travel?”

      The lights turned green and he gunned the gas, leaving the cars around them behind. He stroked the steering wheel in appreciation.

      “Where? You can’t eat half the things they serve abroad and I’m not about to join in on some grannies’ Saga holiday.”

      “We could buy a caravan,” she muttered.

      “God, that’s so pedestrian.”

      She curled her toes in her uncomfortable shoes. He accelerated, sweeping along the quiet suburban street they called home.

      Outside the house, he blinked off the headlights before turning into the drive, a habit from when the children were young and he would be late from work. The last thing he’d wanted to do was alert his children to his presence, to be expected to kiss them good night. She waited as he slid the car into place inches from the front of the house. Their driveway was huge and her car tiny. He didn’t need to park so close to the window. As if he was daring himself to get as close as he could without scratching the paintwork.

      “Come on then, get out,” he snapped.

      She hauled herself out of the car, cursing her shoes and this stiff dress. Oatmeal, they’d told her in the shop. The colour drained her face, she’d known it as soon as she’d put the thing on. She went to the front door and waited for Bryn. Bryn’s health wasn’t so good since he’d had a mini stroke two years earlier, and she often had to wait for him. He keyed in his code and the door swung open.

      She took off her shoes and placed them at the bottom of the stairs, where she could grab them on her way up to bed. She padded into the kitchen and turned on the lights. The rain beat at the windows but it was warm in here, a large tabby cat sprawled out in front of the Aga. She bent over and gave it a tickle under the chin.

      “Hey, Rose,” she muttered. The cat narrowed its eyes at her and started to purr.

      “Where’s my drink?” Bryn prowled in behind her and threw himself into a chair at the pine table. She hurried to the drinks cupboard and grabbed a bottle of his favourite Scotch. She placed it on the table then pulled a heavy crystal glass down from the shelf. It gleamed under the LED spotlights. She kept everything clean in this house.

      “Stop fussing, woman.”

      She went to the kettle. “I’ll make myself a cup of tea, take it up to bed.”

      He flicked the glass across the table at her. It teetered on the edge and she dived to grab it. She placed it in front of him again, not meeting his eye.

      “Go,” he said. “Leave me.”

      She heard a bang from outside. His gaze followed hers out of the window towards the garden.

      “Goddamn back gate,” he said. “Again. Shut it on your way to bed, will you?”

      Margaret nodded and went to the hallway. Her boots were under the stairs, side by side in a basket. As he walked past she pulled herself into the space under the stairs, careful not to get in his way.

      “I’m going into my study. Don’t wait up.”

      She gave him a tight smile. “Night.”

      Bryn grunted and opened the door to his study, at the back of the house. It was the nicest room in the house, the one that got the best sun on a weekend morning and had a view of the magnolia in the back garden. It would have made a beautiful sitting room.

      A gust of cold air blew from the study, making her shiver. The room had double doors set into the back wall, beautiful stained-glass pieces that were original to the house. He wouldn’t have left them open.

      “What the fuck?” Bryn muttered. He strode into his study and slammed the door behind him.

      She followed him to the door and stood at it, considering whether to knock. She was worried about the gust of air, the open doors. Or maybe he’d opened a window earlier in the evening and forgotten to close it when they went out.

      If she disturbed him in there, he wouldn’t be happy. She withdrew and dragged the other boot onto her throbbing foot.

      Outside, the back gate swung in the wind. Margaret drew her jacket around her and heaved it shut. She kicked it into place and pulled the bolt. It was temperamental, that gate. The wood swelled when the weather changed and it would burst its hinges if the bolt wasn’t properly slid across.

      She turned back to the house, alarmed. Had she heard a voice?

      The night was dark and the glow from the streetlamp beyond the house faint. The CCTV camera high on the wall would be deactivated. Its purpose was to watch her, not would-be intruders.

      The light in Bryn’s study was on and one of the doors was open a crack. She frowned and approached it. Had it been left open while they were out, or had he just opened it?

      The curtains were drawn so he couldn’t see her. She put a hand on the door handle. She listened. Inside, Bryn was muttering. On the phone, no doubt. He often made calls late at night. She assumed it was to police colleagues, but could never know for sure.

      The curtain shifted and Bryn’s hand appeared. Margaret shrank back into the darkness, heart pounding. He pulled the door shut. She waited for the sound of the key turning but it didn’t come.

      The curtains were thin, made of Portuguese linen, and she could see his shadow moving around the room. He would be in there every day from now on, whiling out his retirement on the other side of a locked door.

      That was, if she was lucky. At home every day, he would have a thousand opportunities to find fault with her. She would never be able to go out, never have what little contact she did manage with the women she called friends. She only knew them because they were the wives of his friends.

      She would be a prisoner.

      She’d been taking anti-depressants for the nine months since his retirement had been made official. She should have come off them months ago, but had upped the dose instead. Bryn thought she’d been visiting the GP with her elderly mother.

      Going to the GP would become impossible, too. Bryn only liked her to see her mother twice a year on Boxing Day and on her mother’s birthday. Not on Christmas Day – the old bat would ruin it, he said. The doctor’s appointments were tolerated, if only because they brought the prospect of his mother-in-law’s death closer.

      Margaret heard the key turn in the lock. She headed for the back door that led to the passage alongside the kitchen, the way she had come. She had no idea how long he would be in there. How long he would leave her alone.
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      Zoe tossed off her shoes and slumped onto the settee. The house was quiet, meaning Nicholas was still out with friends.

      She thumbed the TV on and went to the kitchen. She flicked on the filter machine. Even at this time of night, all she drank was strong black coffee. If it kept her awake, then all the good, the night was when she had her best breakthroughs on cases. One advantage of being single – if inspiration struck in the small hours, turning the light on and grabbing the notepad by her bed wouldn’t disturb anyone.

      She filled her Doctor Who mug and opened the fridge. The food at the party had been for effect more than for sustenance. Tiny morsels on silver platters, nowhere near enough to soak up all the booze her colleagues had sunk.

      There was a plate on the second shelf with a post-it attached. Lasagne 19 Oct. Today’s date. She smiled to think of Nicholas leaving it for her and put it in the microwave. Zoe was a terrible cook and her son had learned at fourteen that if he wanted better than chicken dippers and oven chips, he’d have to learn to cook. And learn he had, with bells on.

      She took her plate and mug to the sofa and flicked on the TV. The lasagne was good. He’d said something about adding chocolate to the sauce. She’d scoffed that morning when she’d spotted the bar in the cupboard, but it worked. His instinct for flavour hadn’t come from her, and certainly not from her own mother.

      Her phone buzzed on the table: a text from her mum. The coincidence made her uneasy.

      Not feeling very well. Call me, please?

      Zoe wrinkled her nose and tossed it back onto the table. Her mum had spent Zoe’s entire childhood not feeling very well. Hungover, in other words.

      Nicholas knew little of what his grandmother was really like, but Zoe kept the two of them apart. Annette Finch was a toxic influence.

      She’d wait up and thank him, for the lasagne. She didn’t see enough of him these days. The Canary case had meant long hours and little sleep, and she’d neglected him.

      He’d made out like he appreciated being neglected, but she knew better. She knew what real neglect was, and what it did to a person.

      She landed on the local news to find Canary still running. The newspaper editor involved was a director at a different channel, one that had barely touched the story. She watched as they played footage of DCI Lesley Clarke, the public face of the investigation, dodging reporters as she left Lloyd House.

      “We did all this in the press conference yesterday. Just let us do our job.”

      Lesley had never enjoyed dealing with the press. She was old-school, and preferred to get the job done rather than talk about it. But David Randle had insisted she run the press conference, and now her picture was everywhere. A meme was going around on social media, Lesley’s face on the body of Helen Mirren in her Prime Suspect days. It figured.

      The front door slammed. Zoe put her coffee down and waited to see if Nicholas would come in the living room. If he would be alone.

      “Oh. You’re back.”

      “Don’t sound so happy about it.” She gave him a gentle smile. Don’t overdo it.

      He grunted and headed for the kitchen. Their two-up-two-down Selly Oak terrace had two rooms knocked together and a tiny kitchen at the back. It spilled out onto the table in the so-called dining room, a room more often used for homework and case files.

      “Good evening?” Zoe asked. “Go anywhere nice?”

      He slumped onto the armchair opposite her and opened a can of cheap lager. He wasn’t eighteen, not for another five weeks. But she knew that banning him from drinking at home would only mean he did it more when he was out.

      “Fine. Grabbed a Balti with Sid and Morgan. I’m stuffed.” He rubbed his stomach. “Time for bed.” He shoved the phone he’d been scrolling through into his pocket and stood up. She never ceased to be shocked by the way his rangy frame filled their poky front room.

      “Night.”

      “Yeah.” He swigged the beer and traipsed upstairs.

      Zoe listened to her son moving around, thinking of the nights when he’d been small and she’d longed for an evening without him summoning her to his room. If it wasn’t a nightmare, it’d be tears about something another kid had said to him at school. But now, he communicated with her only through the medium of food.

      The bathroom door opened and closed, and his bedroom door slammed. Zoe winced and reminded herself he didn’t do it deliberately.

      Her phone buzzed on the side table. Mo. She grabbed it. And a second text from her mum. That could wait.

      “Hey, Mo,” she said. “Bit late for a chat, isn’t it?”

      “Hey, boss. I take it you’re sober?”

      Boss. She was still getting used to that. “Course I’m sober.”

      “Good. We’ve had an urgent call and you’re the closest member of CID who hasn’t been drinking.”

      “What kind of call?”

      “A body.”

      She straightened in her chair.

      “Murder?”

      “We don’t know the details yet.”

      “OK.” She grabbed an envelope containing an overdue council tax warning and started to write on the back of it. “What’s the address?”

      “Farquhar Road.”

      “Nice.”

      “That’s not all. It’s Bryn Jackson’s house.”

      She stopped writing. “The Assistant Chief Constable?” She thought of him looking her up and down no more than two hours ago. You look after yourself, girl.

      Jackson had kids. Two of them, if she remembered correctly. How old were they?

      “Who’s the body?” She held her breath.

      “It’s him. It’s Jackson.”
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      The city was quiet, brake lights bunching up at the traffic lights along the Bristol Road and quickly being released again. A squad car passed Zoe as she turned off towards the University. She considered giving it a wave but they would have no idea who she was in her green Mini.

      Passing the university, she jabbed the brakes as two girls dressed in matching fur jackets and skinny leather trousers stepped out in front of her. She blew out a long breath as they decided whether they’d cross in front of her or stay on the pavement.

      “Come on, come on.” She drummed her fingertips on the steering wheel then wiggled her fingers and smoothed them on the leather. Chill, she told herself. He’s not coming back to life.

      Her first case as DI. If she was first there, to secure the scene, to start the process, she might be made Senior Investigating Officer. She felt her chest tighten at the thought. She pushed away the reminder that this was the ACC. No ordinary murder.

      The two girls decided on the pavement. They laughed and waved at her and she gave them a tight-lipped smile in return as she floored the gas. This car might be compact but it had punch.

      Zoe kept her eyes open as she neared the Jackson house, alert for unusual activity. In an area like this, anything after midnight was unusual activity. Unlike her own street in Selly Oak, there’d be no students staggering back from the pub. The streetlights were few and far between and the only signs of life were a taxi passing and a fox slipping from the shadow of trees.

      She parked a few houses along, a distance that would have accounted for four times as many homes in her own neighbourhood. The house would have a vast driveway, no doubt, but she didn’t want to contaminate any aspect of the scene. She sat for a moment, scanning the road for movement and signs of CCTV. A house opposite had a burglar alarm with a camera mounted beneath it. That would need checking in the morning. But the rest of the houses were obscured by mature trees and dense shadows. She shivered at the thought of living somewhere so lifeless.

      She stepped out of her car and closed the door quietly. She pulled forensic gloves and shoe covers out of her pocket, slid on the gloves and made her way to the Jackson house. Two vehicles flanked the driveway on the street out front. An ambulance and a squad car. The ambulance had its back doors open but no one inside. Zoe stopped to look at the house, wishing she’d grabbed something warmer than her leather jacket.

      It was a vast, white-rendered building with ornate window frames and steep gables, like something from an Agatha Christie novel. An ACC salary would be generous, but maybe not quite this generous. Maybe she’d underestimated the beige woman she’d seen with Jackson earlier.

      The front door opened and a paramedic hurried past the two cars in the wide driveway. A Jaguar SUV and a Vauxhall Corsa. So, the wife didn’t have a high paying job.

      Zoe stepped forwards, hand outstretched. “DI Zoe Finch, Force CID. What can you tell me?”

      The man stopped walking and looked at her. He had deep circles under his eyes and bloodstains on his uniform. He shook his head. “We couldn’t save him. Karina – my partner – she’s in there now, wrapping things up.”

      Zoe gritted her teeth. Paramedics tramping all over the crime scene made things ten times harder. “I need her to stop whatever she’s doing. Keep the crime scene as clean as we can.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Where were you when the guy was dying in front of me?”

      She straightened her shoulders. “Do you know who that guy is?”

      “Bryn Jackson. Sixty-five years old.”

      “Assistant Chief Constable Bryn Jackson.”

      “Now I get why you’re so sniffy. If we’d been called earlier…”

      “You think there was a delay?”

      He shrugged. “That’s for the pathologist. But his wife didn’t exactly seem in a hurry when we arrived.”

      “Look, we’ll need a formal statement from you tomorrow. But right now, I need control of that scene. Please, go in and have a word with your colleague.”

      He gave her an icy look. “Right you are.” He turned and headed into the house, calling for his colleague as he did so.

      Zoe put on her shoe covers and trailed behind, taking care to follow in his footsteps so as not to disturb anything she couldn’t see in the darkness. She wondered why there wasn’t a security light, something on a motion sensor.

      As she reached the front door, the two paramedics almost crashed into her coming the other way. The second one, a blonde woman who looked too delicate for this work, gave her a look of contempt.

      “Thanks,” Zoe said.

      “We’re not leaving yet,” replied the woman. “Paperwork to do.”

      “Fair enough. But check with me before you go back inside the house.”

      “Of course.”

      There was muttering as the two paramedics retreated to their vehicle. She knew their job was tough, but she didn’t have time to wait around. She had to get in there and secure that scene. She only hoped that whoever had come in the squad car would know what they were doing.
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      A film of cold milk was forming on the surface of Margaret’s tea, sitting on the table in front of her. She stared at it, suddenly aware that her dress was spattered with Bryn’s blood.

      She pawed at it. “I need to get this off.”

      The female PC, standing in front of the Aga, stepped forward. “We’ll need that, madam.”

      She frowned. “What? Why?”

      She looked down at the dress. She hated this thing. She’d wanted to wear her favourite emerald green dress. Bought ten years earlier but it still fitted. Being under constant stress was good for the figure.

      But Bryn had vetoed it. She’d checked he wasn’t looking then sashayed down the stairs, for once pleased with how she looked. He’d appeared from his study and adopted an expression of distaste.

      “You can’t wear that thing.”

      She’d looked down at it. The green set off the tone of her skin and made her feel younger than her nondescript sixty-three years.

      “You like this dress. You said so when I bought it.”

      “That was five years ago.”

      “Ten years, actually.”

      He bit his nail and spat. She tried to make out where the fragment had landed.

      “Exactly,” he said. “You look like mutton dressed as lamb. You’re not wearing it.”

      She’d taken a breath, about to object, but then decided better of it. It was just a dress. No one at this awful party would care what she looked like. If she wore something drab she could fade into the background, get it all over with.

      She’d dragged herself back upstairs, a headache forming behind her eyes.

      Now the emerald dress lay on her bed still. She’d been intending to put them both away after the party, knowing that Bryn would still be downstairs and wouldn’t have to see the thing. She’d been looking forward to lifting it off the bed, holding it against herself and admiring it in the mirror. Her eyes sparkled when she wore green. It made her look alive.

      Alive.

      How could she be thinking about dresses when Bryn lay dead in the next room?

      Bryn was sixty-five years old, and he’d had that mini stroke. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t thought about his death before. He wasn’t a healthy man. He had his paunch, and panted when he walked up more than a few stairs. But he’d bragged about the long years of retirement he would enjoy. The rounds of golf that would provide the exercise he’d been missing since trading a response vehicle for a desk.

      Ten years, maybe twenty if he’d had his way. Twenty years of insults, and restrictions, and fear.

      Now there would be none of that.

      Margaret had spent thirty-four years in his orbit, her every move calculated with regard to his reaction. She’d learned what annoyed him, and what pacified him. What kept him away from her, and what encouraged contact. She’d become an expert on Bryn Jackson. It was a full-time job.

      Now, she was nothing.

      She shuddered. The policewoman leaned in. She was impossibly young, surely not much older than Margaret’s teenage granddaughters. The bulky uniform made her look tiny.

      “Is there anything I can get you, Mrs Jackson? Anyone I can call?”

      “I just want to find some clean clothes.”

      “That’s fine. Please leave the clothes you’re wearing on the bed, and we’ll take them. You won’t miss them, will you?”

      “No.”

      Margaret heaved herself up, pulling at the hem of the dress. It was stiff, crusted with blood. Not just his, but her own. She’d cut her hand on the knife when she’d picked it up from the desk. No one had mentioned that. No one had talked about treating the gash that ran down her palm.

      “I might need to go to the doctor,” she whispered.

      “Of course. You’ll be needing something to help you sleep,” the girl replied.

      “No. Not that.” She hadn’t thought about sleep. It seemed so unimportant now. “My hand.”

      She held her palm up. The constable winced.

      “Sorry, we should’ve seen that earlier. We’ll get someone to come and treat it for you.”

      “Thank you.” Margaret stood up. Her legs were heavy.

      There was a knock at the front door.

      “Don’t worry, Mrs Jackson. PC Khaled will get it.”

      Margaret didn’t like other people answering her door. She rarely had visitors, but supposed she would be inundated with them now. Well-wishers. Bryn’s myriad friends and associates. Maybe one or two of her own.

      A woman put her head round the kitchen door. She was tall with red-brown hair that had been tied back in a hurry. She looked nervous. As she entered the room, her height became even more apparent. Margaret had seen this woman before, at the party. But there, even though she’d been standing while everyone else sat, she’d seemed smaller. Less significant.

      “Mrs Jackson,” the woman said. She had a strong Birmingham accent and sounded almost as tired as Margaret felt. “I’m Detective Inspector Zoe Finch.” Her gaze flicked across Margaret’s dress. “I’m very sorry about your husband’s death.”

      Margaret’s neck muscles tightened. “Thank you.”

      “It’s my job to secure the scene.” DI Finch turned to the constable. “Have you been anywhere else in the house, other than this room?”

      “No ma’am.”

      “Good. You stay in here. Mrs Jackson, I’d be grateful if you could stay in here with PC—?”

      “PC Bright, ma’am,” said the constable.

      “PC Bright. She’ll get you a cup of… you already have one. And I’m sorry, but we’ll need your dress.”

      Margaret looked down at the dress again. “Of course.”

      “Can I ask what happened?”

      Margaret’s legs felt weak. “I don’t know. He was… I found him…”

      “Did you see anyone enter your husband’s study? Anywhere in the house?”

      Margaret shook her head. She felt dizzy.

      “Don’t worry, ma’am. It’s alright.” PC Bright rushed to Margaret’s side.

      The detective narrowed her eyes. She eyed the dress, then seemed to come to a decision. “Will you be comfortable in here, at least for half an hour or so? Then we can help you find somewhere else to go.”

      “No,” said Margaret.

      “Sorry?”

      “I don’t have anywhere else.”

      “No family, friends?”

      Margaret thought of her grown-up children. She couldn’t burden them with this. Not in the middle of the night. Paul would blame her. And Winona…

      She crossed herself.

      “Do you have a neighbour you can go to?”

      “No. There’s only here. I’ll stay here.”

      The detective frowned. “We don’t normally…” She licked her lips then put on a false smile. “Let’s talk about it shortly, then we can work something out.” She gave the constable a look that made Margaret expect more questions.

      “I want to stay here.”

      “Like I say, we can work out what’s best later. You stay in here, for now. Please. There’s a settee, maybe you can make yourself comfortable.”

      Margaret looked at the sofa by the window. She never sat there. That was Bryn’s spot, the place where he lounged while she made him drinks or served up his dinner. He would wait for it there, his beady eyes on her, then take it to his study. Leaving her to eat alone at the kitchen table.

      “I’ll try,” she said.

      The detective had been at the party. Newly promoted. Margaret knew Bryn’s death was an opportunity for her.

      “Thank you.” The detective scanned the room again then clenched her fists. “I’ll be as quick as I can.”
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      No matter how long Zoe worked in the force, she never got used to the sight of a dead body.

      She’d seen thirty-two of them in her seventeen-year career in West Midlands Police. Eighteen in her two years in uniform, and the rest in CID.

      There’d been two she’d known. An old school friend in a road traffic accident and a frequent arrestee in a drug death. But in both cases, she hadn’t known in advance that she would recognise the body.

      This was the first time she’d had to prepare herself to see the body of someone she’d met.

      She’d only met him the once, and she hadn’t exactly warmed to the man. But she felt a kind of maternalism towards murder victims, and felt she had to do right by them. With Bryn Jackson, this was magnified by the fact he’d been her boss.

      The study where Jackson had died was next to the kitchen. The door hung open and the lights were low. A lamp sat on the desk in the centre of the room, a modern reproduction of something you might have found in an Edwardian mansion. It was lit, along with a tasselled floor lamp in the corner by the window.

      The room measured four to five metres square, with heavy, full height curtains at the back and a small side window. The window was open, just a crack.

      Zoe ran through procedure in her head. Secure, protect, preserve. PC Khaled was at the front door to log anyone who came in and out. A back door led off the corridor that had taken her to the kitchen. She’d stopped to check it after speaking to Mrs Jackson. The key had been in the lock and it was bolted. She’d fished an evidence bag from her pocket and dropped the key inside. It was metal with a long handle, heavy in her pocket.

      The only other entrance was through the doors which led into the garden from the study, behind those curtains. The killer could have come in that way, or they might have used the main door. Unless the killer had already been in the house.

      She stood at the threshold, swallowing hard as she let her gaze fall to the body. Jackson lay on the floor where the paramedics had put him. His face was angled towards her, along with the wound that had probably caused his death. A deep gash in his neck, crusted with blood. Bloodstains blossomed on the white wing-collared shirt he’d been wearing at the party. The tie she’d seen draped around his neck was wound neatly on a sideboard. He’d had time to do that, then.

      She turned to PC Khaled, at the other end of the Jacksons’ echoing hallway with its sweeping staircase.

      “Have you been past this door?”

      “Briefly. I had to pull Mrs Jackson off him.”

      “Was that before the ambulance arrived?”

      “Yes, ma’am. We were first here.”

      “How did you get in?”

      “The front door was open.”

      She frowned and looked at the door behind him. It was blue and heavy, with an ornate knob in the centre.

      “So you went in there, pulled her off, dragged her out, waited for the paramedics, and no one has been in there since?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “Has anything been removed?”

      “Not that I’ve seen.”

      She thought back to Mrs Jackson, in the kitchen with a cup of tea going cold in front of her. The beige dress she had been wearing at the party was heavily bloodstained, crusted in places.

      “We need her dress.”

      “PC Bright has already asked Mrs Jackson to leave it on her bed.”

      “Tell me when that’s been done.”

      “Will do.”

      “Thanks.”

      She turned back to the study. The blood smelled heavy and metallic against a background tang of wood and furniture polish. A pool of it settled under Jackson’s body and seeping into the wooden floor.

      Zoe had a protective suit in her car. But she couldn’t step into that room until the Forensic Scene Manager arrived.

      She leaned in to get a better view. A faint smear of blood ran across the floor to the doorway, maybe where PC Khaled had dragged Mrs Jackson away. It petered out before reaching the doorway. She noted that PC Khaled hadn’t left footprints.

      The Assistant Chief Constable’s face was pale. It looked stark against all the blood. The tie on the chair looked incongruous, too tidy. The rest of the room was tidy too, although not as sparse as the rest of the house. The hallway was minimalist to the point of being museum-like, and the kitchen felt cold and bare. This room was well-ordered, but also well lived in. She wondered if he hid away here and his wife lived in the rest of the house.

      On the floor about two feet from him lay what looked like an ornate hunting knife. An antique, maybe. It was smeared with blood but looked like someone had wiped it. Had the paramedics touched it, she wondered.

      A knife like that, if it belonged to Jackson, would have been on display. This was that kind of room. Certificates lined the walls, with photographs of the ACC posing next to various bigwigs. Two of them currently in detention following the Canary case. And there were paintings, too, what looked like originals. But there was a space on the chimney breast, where a picture should have hung. A dark line marked its top edge, where the dust would have settled. A safe sat in the centre of the empty space.

      Still in the doorway, she scanned the room for the picture. It could be leaning against the other side of the desk. But Zoe had a feeling it was gone.

      A burglary gone wrong, maybe? The safe was closed, no obvious sign of having been unlocked.

      She turned back to the hallway, checking the smooth, pale walls. Here there were pictures too but spaced out like a gallery. So, Jackson had been a collector. Or maybe his wife, but Zoe would bet it wasn’t her. The largest ones, the ones that looked like they might be expensive, were in the study.

      She took a few steps towards one of the paintings. It was a landscape, blue-green fields approached by an ominous storm. The sky had flashes of yellow and black and the grass below was peppered with dark patches. It made her shiver. Too bleak for Zoe’s taste but something she could imagine other people coveting. Another similar one faced it. Both about three feet square and signed in the bottom right hand corner. They were mounted without frames.

      She went back to the office doorway. If they’d only taken the one painting, then Jackson might have disturbed them before they’d got the rest. He could have arrived home from the party, gone in there, discovered them in the act. They grabbed his knife – she frowned, wondering where the knife had been displayed – and stabbed him with it. Then made off through either the patio doors or the front door.

      Occam’s Razor – the simplest explanation was normally the best. But there were flaws. That tie, for one. And what kind of burglar would kill for a panting? What vehicle would they have needed, to take a stash of delicate paintings? No one had said anything about a van.

      There was nothing else she could get from this crime scene without donning her protective gear and stepping inside. The FSM would be here any moment.

      She knew better than to go in there alone. This case would be political. It would be delicate, closely monitored. She couldn’t risk being accused of contaminating the scene.

      In the meantime, she had a witness to question.
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      Margaret blinked at the young constable next to her. Someone had found a blanket, one from the second guest bedroom, if she remembered correctly. It draped around her shoulders.

      They were sitting on the sofa in the kitchen. She stared at the blank windows to the garden, wondering if she’d properly secured the gate.

      “Can I get you another cup of tea, Mrs Jackson?” The girl’s voice was harsher than you’d think from looking at her blonde hair and long eyelashes. She had a thick Black Country accent.

      Margaret shook her head. Then nodded. Then shook it again.

      She had no idea what she wanted.

      “Tell you what, how about we make one anyway, then it’s up to you if you drink it.”

      The girl stood and headed towards the kettle. “Strong, three sugars.”

      “No—” Margaret raised a hand.

      “For the shock, Mrs Jackson. It’ll make you feel better.”

      Margaret frowned but said nothing.

      Behind her, in the hallway and beyond, she could hear footsteps. Uniformed officers tramping all over the hardwood floors Bryn was so precious about. He’d insisted she polish them every week when they’d first moved in here, getting down on her hands and knees like a Victorian chambermaid. She’d learned to enjoy the task and felt satisfaction from seeing the wood gleam.

      She thought of the wood in his study, the antique carpet. The blood she’d watched spreading across it.

      She stood up. “I have to go to him.”

      The policewoman pulled her down. “Please, just stay here. You’ll see him later.”

      “He needs me.”

      Trish placed a mug of tea on the coffee table. “I know it’s hard, but the best way you can help him right now is to let CID do their job.”

      She’d used the blue mug, the one Winona had bought her two Christmases ago. Margaret hated that mug but brought it out religiously when her daughter came to visit.

      She turned to the constable. “What’s your name?”

      The girl smiled. “I’m PC Bright, ma’am.”

      Margaret shook her head, feeling like it was full of wasps.

      “No. Your real name. What do your friends call you?”

      A smile. “Trish, ma’am.”

      “Please don’t call me ma’am.”

      Trish nodded but didn’t correct herself.

      There was more noise in the hallway. Cold air flashed in as the detective entered the room. Margaret had forgotten her name. The woman was in front of her before she’d had a chance to consider standing up.

      Margaret straightened as the detective looked down at her.

      She thought of Bryn, twisted back over his desk. The blood, soaking into the hardwood. His desk.

      Oh, my God. That desk. It was an antique. Mahogany with a leather inlay, ornately carved legs and detailing on the drawer fronts. It was worth… it was priceless.

      His desk would be ruined. He would hate that.

      She swallowed and closed her eyes. She felt sick.

      “Mrs Jackson, are you alright? You suddenly went very pale.” The detective looked perturbed, like a mother whose child is about to throw up into her face.

      Margaret held herself still. “I’m fine,” she lied.

      “Good.” The detective shot the young policewoman, Trish, a keep an eye on her look. “I’ve been checking your husband’s office. Am I right in thinking that’s what the room is used for?”

      “It’s his study. Yes.”

      “Is it a room you both used?”

      Used.

      “No. He liked to keep his space private.”

      “Can you tell me if there was a picture over the mantelpiece?”

      “The mantelpiece?”

      “In the study. It’s missing. I wondered if your husband had moved it.”

      “I don’t know. I’m sorry.” Truth was, she had no idea what was in that room. My husband kept me prisoner here. He locked me out of his room. He told me I was worthless. But this young detective knew nothing of all that. None of them did.

      “Thank you. You drink your tea now, and I’ll be back to talk to you shortly. I suggest you get some rest.”

      Margaret shook her head. Rest was the last thing on her mind. She could rest when she was with Bryn.

      She listened to the two policewomen talking as she shuffled upstairs, keeping her eyes off the door to Bryn’s sanctuary.
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      Zoe sat in a chair at the kitchen table. Upstairs, Mrs Jackson was changing her clothes.

      “You told her to leave the dress on the bed?” she asked.

      “Yes,” PC Bright replied.

      “Good. You can get them while I speak to her. I need your colleague to stay put until Forensics get here. We have no idea where there might be evidence.”

      “Of course.”

      “You’ve been using the kitchen?”

      “I wanted to make her a drink.”

      Zoe nodded. Standard procedure, for witnesses. Dose them up with sugar and caffeine. For the shock, the PCs said. But in reality, it gave everyone something to do while they waited for the cavalry to arrive.

      Zoe started at the sound of the front doorbell ringing.

      “I’ll go.” The PC looked relieved to be free of the tension.

      She came back with Mo. Zoe felt herself relax a little.

      “Mo. I wasn’t expecting you.”

      “They’re still trying to rouse the DCIs.”

      “Good luck to them.” It felt like a weight lifted, to have her old friend here. “I haven’t been in there yet, wanted to wait. I’ve got suits in my car.”

      “Uh-uh,” Adi Hanson from the Forensic Scene Investigation team came into the room. “Even you aren’t allowed in just yet, Zoe Finch.”

      Zoe rolled her eyes. “Adi. Good to see you.”

      He smirked. “I hoped I’d be working with you on your first case as a DI.”

      “Acting DI.”

      “Potato, pot-ah-to. I like your jacket.”

      She tensed. “I don’t think this is the time—”

      He waved a hand. “You’ll change your mind one day, Zoe Finch. Meanwhile, I’ve got a scene to secure. Please tell me those PCs didn’t stomp all over it.”

      “No. PC Khaled has been on the door—”

      “Oh I know. He almost didn’t let us in.”

      “—and PC Bright had the presence of mind to ask the victim’s wife to let us have her dress.”

      Adi wrinkled his nose. “Is it bad?”

      “It’s covered in blood, if that’s what you mean.”

      “The victim’s?”

      “Mrs Jackson cut herself too,” interrupted PC Bright.

      “How?” asked Zoe.

      “She says she did it on the knife. Her palm. It looks bad.”

      “The murder weapon?” said Adi.

      A nod.

      “Shit.” His eyes sparkled. “She tried to pull it out of him? She grabbed it?”

      A shrug.

      “Either that, or…” said Mo.

      Zoe frowned at him. “You think so?” She looked towards the door. Could Margaret Jackson, that timid mouse, be capable of killing her husband?

      Mo shrugged. “Let’s let the evidence speak for itself.”

      “I was about to interview her,” said Zoe. “I’m wondering if we should do it more formally.”

      “If you think so.”

      She tapped her foot, irritated. Mo had never deferred to her before.

      “We don’t want her any more perturbed than she already is,” she said. “Let’s have a chat with her here. PC Bright, I want you standing outside that study door until you’re relieved. Even when there are officers in there examining it. Especially where there are officers in there. I’ll do tea duty.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You get ’em, Zoe,” said Adi. “I’ll be getting suited and booted, if that’s alright with you.”

      “Of course.”

      PC Bright gave him a wary look and followed him out of the room.

      “That guy won’t let up,” Zoe breathed.

      “He’s harmless,” replied Mo. “Unless he’s been harassing you?”

      “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      “You wanted Bright to guard the room. You think someone on the force could be involved?”

      “I’ve no reason to. But he’s a senior officer. You can’t be too careful.”

      Again she thought of that musselman comment.

      “Treat her gently, Zoe. I know what you can be like when you’ve got the bit between your teeth.”

      “You underestimate me.”

      “No, I don’t.” Mo smiled at her. He knew as well as she did that this case would be snatched away from them as soon as more senior officers were woken. But the first hours after a murder were crucial. They couldn’t afford to wait.

      She wondered if Uniform were at Lesley or David’s houses now, hammering on their doors. Waking the neighbourhood.

      “I’m back.”

      Margaret Jackson stood in the doorway. She wore a pair of ironed blue jeans and a grey sweater over a matching blouse. She’d rubbed off her make-up and washed her hands.

      Zoe eyed the woman’s fingernails, which were mid-length and painted a pale pink. Blood tipped their ends. Whose blood?

      But Margaret Jackson was a witness, not a suspect yet. Zoe couldn’t demand to take samples from under her nails. It was enough that they could take that dress.

      She resolved to make sure Margaret didn’t wash her hands again. To speak to Adi about getting a sample from under her nails.

      “Mrs Jackson, thank you. This is my colleague, Detective Sergeant Mohammed Uddin.”

      Margaret shook Mo’s hand, showing none of the prejudice her husband had displayed. Margaret watched the handshake, thinking of that blood under her fingernails.

      “Do you need me in here?” Margaret’s voice sounded clearer now she’d changed and had a few moments to collect herself.

      Zoe smiled. “Yes please. Would you like another cup of tea?”

      “I think I’ve had enough. At my age…”

      “I’ll put the kettle on,” said Mo.

      “Black coffee for me, please,” said Zoe. “Strong.”

      “I know.”

      She gestured to the settee. It was threadbare, unlike everything else she’d seen in this house. Zoe wondered what the living room looked like. If it was ever used.

      Margaret slid along the settee and Zoe perched on the other end. She shifted in her seat, imagining Jackson’s ample backside in her place. Mo placed a coffee on a coaster and retreated to the kitchen table. He took out a pad and pen.

      “Mrs Jackson,” Zoe said. “I hope you don’t mind me speaking to you so soon. I know this is still very raw for you. But we find that the sooner we talk to witnesses, the more they’re able to remember. And the first hours after an incident like this are crucial.”

      “I know.”

      Zoe took out her notepad. “I’m going to ask you to tell me everything that happened from the moment you got home last night to the moment my colleagues arrived. I know it won’t be easy to talk about this, but I’d be grateful if you could start at the beginning. Is that alright?”

      “Yes.” Margaret’s voice was weak. Zoe watched for signs of guilt. But she just looked tired.

      “Thank you. Can you remember what time you arrived home?”

      “It was eleven thirty. We left the party at ten past. I remember looking at my watch. And the traffic was light on the…” Mrs Jackson slumped in her seat.

      “Are you alright? Did something happen on your way home?” Zoe asked.

      “No. Nothing happened. You wanted to know about when we got home.”

      “Yes.”

      “Bryn did his usual thing where he cuts out the gas and turns off the lights when he turned in to the drive.”

      Zoe wanted to ask why he did this, but preferred not to interrupt the witness’s flow.

      “Then he unlocked the front door and let us both in. I went to the kitchen and he went to his study.”

      “He went straight to his study?”

      “No.” Margaret’s gaze travelled to the window. She looked worried. “He came into the kitchen first. I poured him a drink.”

      “What kind of a drink?”

      “Scotch. Bowmore. His favourite.” A sniff. Margaret slumped back onto the sofa. “I’m sorry. It’s just… the things like… it makes you…”

      “I know. And I’m truly sorry for making you relive this.”

      “I know.”

      Of course she did, she was married to a copper.

      “So, you poured him a drink, and he went to his study. Did the two of you stay in the kitchen for long?  Did you talk?”

      Margaret looked down at her lap. She tugged on a fingernail. “No.”

      “Right. What did you do, when he went to his study?”

      Margaret’s gaze shot up to meet Zoe’s. “What do you mean?”

      Zoe frowned. “Did you go to bed, or did you stay in the kitchen? Did you have a Scotch too?”

      Margaret shook her head, looking horrified at the thought. “Oh no. No. I went outside. To shut the gate.”

      “The gate? What gate?”

      “The back gate. It was banging. I had to lock it.”

      “Mrs Jackson. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      Zoe looked up to see David Randle breezing into the room, arm extended toward Margaret.

      “David.” Margaret turned and raised her hand to shake his but instead of taking it, he put his hand on her shoulder.

      “How are you, Margaret?” he asked, his eyes crinkling. He was out of breath. How long since they’d managed to wake him?

      Zoe looked at her watch, realising it was getting light. 4:45 am. Jackson had been dead over five hours.

      “Thank you, DI Finch, I’ll be taking over from here.” David cast her a patronising smile.

      “I was just in the middle of—”

      “So I heard. Thank you for getting started for us. DCI Clarke will debrief you. She’s on her way.”

      “Mo’s in the study, he’s—”

      “I know. Lesley will debrief him too. You can get back to your son now.”

      Zoe narrowed her eyes. Since when did David Randle trouble himself to know about her family situation?

      “I’d rather stay, if that’s alright. Nicholas is seventeen, he can cope without me.”

      Randle approached her, leaning in so Mrs Jackson wouldn’t hear.

      “You’ve been very helpful, Zoe, but leave it to the big boys, eh? Report to the station at 8am and you’ll be assigned a role.”

      “Sir—”

      He raised a hand. “Do as you’re told, Acting Inspector. I’ll see you in the morning.”
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      Zoe and Mo sat in her car, gazing at the growing number of vehicles between them and the house. David’s Audi, Adi’s Skoda and two squad cars. Another pulled up, the pathologist.

      “That’s harsh,” said Mo. “Kicking you out like that.”

      She shrugged. “They were never going to let me take charge. It’s the ACC. They’ll want someone senior as SIO.”

      “You reckon it’ll be Randle?”

      “Probably.”

      She yawned and dragged her hands down the back of her neck. It was gone five am and she felt heavy.

      “They’ll involve you, boss, after the Canary case. They won’t waste that.”

      “About that.”

      “What? Canary?”

      “No. You, calling me boss.”

      “Well, you are.”

      “It feels wrong. Makes my teeth stand on end.”

      He chuckled. “Sorry.”

      “We were always Mo and Zo. Ever since training. We’re still Mo and Zo.”

      “You’re my senior officer now.”

      “You’re OK with me being a DI?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “You’ve always been ahead of me. CID first, Sergeant first.”

      “It’s fine. It’s not a problem.” His voice was clipped.

      “I need you to tell me if there’s an issue here.”

      He turned to her. “It’s fine. Like I say. You’re my boss now. Rather have you than Dawson.”

      DI Frank Dawson had been boss to both of them. Would be again, once he came back from secondment.

      “I want to make it permanent,” Zoe said.

      “Don’t blame you.”

      “Still, I need to know we’re good.”

      Mo stared ahead at the darkened street. “We’re fine.”

      “Good.” She decided to take him at his word. “Mo and Zo. Don’t go all funny on me, OK?”

      “I won’t.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      “Promise, Zo.”

      “Promise, Zo,” he said. “Even in front of the team?”

      “Even then.”

      “You want Rhodri calling you Zo as well?”

      “He won’t.”

      “I wouldn’t bet on it.”

      “I’ll make sure of it.” She yawned again.

      “How was she?” Mo asked. “Mrs Jackson.”

      “Sort of sunken. She seemed… downtrodden.”

      “Grief hits people differently. “

      “She seemed off to me,” Zoe said.

      “Off?’

      “Scared. She kept jabbing at her fingernails. Her voice kept cracking.”

      “Like I said, grief.”

      “She was scared at the party, too.”

      “How so?”

      “I didn’t get much chance to look at her, but it came off her like radiation. She was terrified of him.”

      “Enough to kill him?”

      “I don’t know. I hope not, for her sake.”

      “Maybe she’d be better off.”

      “Mo. That’s the Assistant Chief Constable you’re talking about.”

      He lowered his voice. “Two weeks off retirement. And I know what he thought of people like me.”

      Zoe looked into his eyes, as tired as hers. He’d have his young daughters to deal with when he got home, just waking up.

      She thought of Nicholas drifting up to his room, phone in hand. When he woke, she wouldn’t be there. He was getting used to that. She didn’t like it.

      She sighed. “You might as well get home. Catriona will be wondering where you are.”

      “Catriona understands.”

      “Yeah. Anyway, you get off. Get some sleep.”

      “You too.”

      “Sure.”

      He opened the door and walked to his own Ford Focus. He waved as he passed her and drove away.

      Zoe waited till he was out of sight then stretched a few times and left the car. She stood looking towards the house for a moment. The street was calm right now, not even a twitching curtain. No doubt the neighbours had already noticed the invasion of their secluded street. This place was so quiet, you could drop a saucepan on your foot and someone would call 999.

      She glanced from side to side, checking for movement in windows. The houses were set back from the road and obscured by trees. None of them were in the same architectural style as their neighbours. She wondered if there was a view into the Jacksons’ house from any of the others. Probably not.

      At the end of the driveway she surveyed the gravel. A wide groove marked the route Jackson’s car had taken when they’d returned from the Botanical Gardens. Parallel to it was a narrow but deepening gulley the paramedics had first trodden and which she’d followed. But apart from that, the gravel was smooth as a Japanese shrine. The Corsa sat to one side, the gravel around it untouched.

      She wanted to steal round the side and investigate that gate. Beyond the gravel, up against the house, was a flowerbed, edged with narrow slabs. Someone could walk on those and get around without leaving footprints. But Zoe was wearing Doc Martens. The killer had to be light footed. He had to know the ways in and out. And she couldn’t see a way across the gravel, to reach the slabs.

      It had rained heavily in the night and the soil in the flowerbed was still damp. If the killer had come in from the front, he would have left traces.

      Unless the killer had already been inside. She considered Mo’s suggestion and thought of the pale woman who’d stared at her cooling tea as she’d answered Zoe’s questions. She’d been in shock, struggling to remember. She hadn’t given the impression of hiding anything.

      Zoe cast one last look towards the side gate, noting that it was shut before heading back to her car. The briefing was in less than three hours and she had a seventeen-year-old son to check on first.
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      “Morning, everyone.” David Randle wore a clean shirt and change of tie. Maybe he kept a supply in the office. Maybe his secretary had gone out and bought it.

      There was a chorus of muttered mornings in response as the senior team settled into the cramped meeting room. This was Zoe’s first time in a senior officers’ meeting. She looked round the group, wondering how this would play out.

      Opposite her, Lesley delved a forefinger into a yoghurt pot and swept it round to catch the last traces of its contents. She pulled the finger out, surveyed it, and sucked it, eyes half-closed. She wore a pale blue skirt suit with prominent shoulder pads and her hair looked as if it wouldn’t move in a force-nine gale. Zoe thought of Margaret Jackson, the contrast between her solid hair at the party and the same jumbled style after she’d changed.

      Lesley placed the empty yoghurt pot on the table in front of her and licked her lips. “They made you SIO then David?”

      “If that’s alright with you, Lesley?”

      She shrugged. “Someone had to get it.”

      “Indeed.” Randle fired up a laptop and shoved a cable into it. He pressed a key and looked at the screen behind him. “Bugger.”

      He turned to the room. “Someone help me get this thing working?”

      They looked between themselves. Zoe knew full well what he’d done wrong but as the newest member of the team, and the youngest woman, she wasn’t about to leap up and help.

      “Here.” DI Carl Whaley, who’d joined Lesley’s team two months earlier, stood up. He shuffled his way to the laptop and unplugged the cable. He plugged it into another port and the screen flickered to life.

      “Thanks, Carl,” Randle said, his lips tight. His jacket was neatly arranged over the back of his chair and his short dark hair was as immaculate as it had been last night. Zoe wondered if the man kept a personal grooming assistant in the back of his car.

      Zoe hadn’t had much contact with Carl but had noticed him around the place. He had striking blue eyes that her DC Connie Williams had commented on more than once. He glanced at her and she looked down at her hands.

      “Right,” said Randle. “Start again. You all know what happened last night. Can I assume you’ve already gone through the files I circulated this morning?”

      An email had gone out at six thirty with instructions to log into HOLMES and check what they had so far. Photos of the scene, a transcript of the 999 call. Early findings from Forensics. It seemed that until this case was solved, sleep was banned.

      “There are a few things that weren’t in the file, sir,” said Zoe.

      “OK, before we start on this. I run an informal ship here, encourage everyone to work closely together. I’ve told you before to call me David.”

      “Very well. David,” Zoe replied, the word feeling alien in her mouth. “Like I say, there were a few things missing.”

      “Go on.”

      “First there’s the missing picture. His study walls are solid with certificates, photos, artwork. But there’s a gap over the fireplace. And we need to find out if someone opened the safe behind it.”

      “Safe?” asked Carl. He leaned over the table and scrawled through the images on Randle’s laptop to find one of the study. Randle eyed him but said nothing.

      “On the wall, slap bang in the middle of where the missing picture should have been,” Zoe said. “I would’ve asked Mrs Jackson if she knew what the picture was, but…” she glanced at Randle. “Don’t suppose it’s been found?”

      Randle shook his head. “Not as far as I’m aware. I did ask Mrs Jackson about it and she had no idea what it would have been.”

      Zoe wondered how often Margaret went into that room.

      “OK. Then there’s the knife. I think it belonged to Jackson, it would fit in that room. But it was fancy, an ornament. The kind of thing you’d have a stand for. Or a case. I didn’t spot one, but I only looked from the doorway.”

      “The Forensics team is already going through the room. If there’s a stand or a case, they’ll find it,” said Randle.

      “And last but not least, the gate,” she said, flipping a page in her notebook. “Mrs Jackson said she’d gone out to shut it. It had been banging. The killer could have got in that way, then straight through the doors into the study. It was wet last night, there would be prints.”

      “Don’t worry, Zoe,” said Lesley, reaching out a hand to close Zoe’s notebook. “We have all this covered. Adi Hanson wasn’t born yesterday, you know.”

      “Just being thorough,” replied Zoe.

      “Yes. Good. It’s important we do this by the book.”

      This was the DCI’s trademark: procedure. Randle rolled his eyes and sat down.

      “There doesn’t seem much point in going through the rest of this with you,” he said. “You’ve all seen it. We need to get moving on this, I’ve already got the Chief Constable on the phone every fifteen minutes.”

      “Good,” said Lesley. Carl watched Randle. Zoe wondered if he planned to speak.

      “OK,” said Randle. “First things first, this investigation remains behind closed doors. The press are already camped outside the house and we can’t have them making it any worse for Mrs Jackson than it already is. I want you all to tell your teams to keep this under wraps. No one outside the investigation team gets a whisper of anything. Understand?”

      They all nodded.

      “Good. Now, roles. Lesley, I want you liaising with Forensics. Find out what you can about that knife. Look into the prints Zoe is so insistent about. Blood spatter. And get someone talking to the pathologist. I want to know if there were any other weapons involved, if there are defensive wounds. The lot. Carl, you can do that.”

      Lesley raised her palms. “I think I can direct my own team.”

      “Carl’s got a good relationship with the pathology team. He’s well placed to do this quickly. You disagree?”

      “No. It’s just—”

      “Good. So Carl, you report back from the pathologist. Zoe, I want you to use those analytical skills you put to such good use on Canary. Get onto CCTV. There won’t be any public sources but in a street like that there’s a good chance one of the neighbours might have caught something. And check the routes in and out of the area. Unfamiliar vehicles in that part of Edgbaston won’t be too hard to spot. And check if there’s CCTV at the house, too.”

      “There is, but it was switched off,” she replied.

      “Typical.” He checked himself. “OK, find out why. When and how it was turned off. Did Jackson or his wife flick a switch, or did someone else cut the power? You know what to look for.”

      “Fine.” CCTV was grunt work, not what she’d been expecting on her first case as a DI. But she could put her team onto it. And it would get her back to the house. She wanted to see Margaret again before repeating Mo’s suspicions to anyone.

      “OK.” Randle stood up. “Get a shift on, then. We haven’t got all day.”
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      Margaret opened her eyes and blinked up at the ceiling. Her eyelids were heavy and her hand ached. She felt a moment’s fatigue then fell into the hole she’d been threatening to topple into as the events of the previous night came back to her.

      They’d taken Bryn’s body away at almost six am, at which point PC Bright had persuaded her to go to bed. She’d made her a cup of hot chocolate and left it by her bedside while the doctor had glued up her palm. The skin felt tight and inflamed now. She’d have to get used to using her left hand.

      She wondered where Bryn was now. In the morgue, no doubt, his pale face hidden by impersonal plastic sheeting. She’d seen those trolleys on TV, the drawers they slid out from the wall with tags tied to the poor people’s feet. Bryn was now a tag, a number, a case file.

      She rushed into the ensuite bathroom and flung the toilet lid up, vomiting into it loudly. She dropped her hands onto the seat to take her weight then yelped as the pain hit her palm. She leaned on the good hand and retched into the bowl. She hadn’t eaten since before the party. Numerous cups of tea had been placed in front of her last night, but she hadn’t touched any of them. Her stomach felt empty.

      The knife had felt hot in her hand. The pain when it had sliced into her flesh had been like nothing she’d ever known. But she’d thrown it away from him, consumed by a strength that had surprised her. Not that it had made any difference. He was already dying, his eyes clouding over and his head thudding onto the desk as she bent over him. The blood had felt hot and wet, gushing over her dress as the knife moved in her hand. She’d screamed and tossed it to the floor, horrified. He would have shouted at her. Never touch the evidence. Never contaminate the crime scene. She’d sat next to him through enough TV crime shows, listening to him cursing the writers, muttering about detectives who stood in blood trails or grabbed door frames before putting their gloves on. None of them fit to be on the force, in his opinion. Maybe he was right.

      But she had contaminated the scene. She’d put her hands all over that knife. Suddenly aware of what Bryn would think of her, she’d wiped the knife on her dress. Then she’d realised that was even worse. He hated ‘wiped’ evidence even more than he hated clumsy cops.  She’d dropped it like it was on fire.

      At that point, her senses had come to life. She’d run back to the hall and grabbed the phone, jabbing at it in her panic. Eventually she’d managed to dial 999.

      “Emergency services, which service do you require?”

      “It’s my husband.”

      “Are you with him right now?”

      “Yes. No. Yes. I don’t know.”

      “That’s fine. We can help you. Just tell me what the problem is and I can get the right service to you.”

      “He’s been stabbed. The knife, it’s on the floor.”

      “Can you tell me where you’re calling from, please?”

      She gave them the address of the house, followed by Bryn’s name.

      “Police and ambulance are on their way. Is he breathing?”

      “Breathing?”

      “Are you with him now?”

      “He’s in his office. I’m not allowed in there.”

      “I’m sure he won’t mind. Are you Mrs Jackson?”

      “Yes.”

      “Mrs Jackson, can you get closer to your husband while staying on the line?”

      She looked towards the study. She could see his foot, but no more of him.

      “No.”

      “Very well. The ambulance is ten minutes away. In the meantime, can you tell me where he’s been stabbed?”

      “Errr… his neck. And his side. Side of his stomach. I think.”

      Muffled speech on the other end of the line; the operator talking to someone else. Police? A colleague?

      “Hello?”

      “The police will be with you in five minutes, Mrs Jackson. The ambulance in eight. I’d like you to go to your husband and lift his head, please. Make sure his head is higher than his body. And if you can, put pressure on the wound. Use a handkerchief, or a towel. And don’t hang up.”

      “Right.” She let go of the phone, leaving it swinging from its cord. She dashed to the kitchen and grabbed a tea towel, then ran to the study. She hesitated a moment before crossing the threshold. What if he was awake? What if she’d imagined it all? But he was still there, slumped over the desk. She leaned on it, careful not to tread in the blood, and pushed the tea towel against the wound. It was hard to reach without disturbing him – his face was planted in the leather. She glanced at the knife on the floor and considered moving it, but that would only contaminate it more.

      She leaned in towards his face, watching his eyes for movement, his mouth for breath. She held her own breath. It had been years since she had voluntarily got this close to him. They were intimate still, but it was something she suffered. And there was no kissing, no face-to-face contact.

      His skin was pale and dotted with beads of sweat. His eyes were shifting from side to side. The blood still pumped out of him.

      As she had begun to consider what this meant, the sirens had started to wail.
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      Zoe hurried to the office where her team worked. Mo was already in, she knew. Connie would have arrived before him. And Rhodri… well, that depended on his hangover.

      She did a double take as she pushed the door open and found all three of them at their desks.

      “Rhodri, old chum. Good to see you in the land of the living.”

      “Yes, boss.” His eyes were sunken and his skin sallow, reminding her of Margaret Jackson. “Mo’s been filling us in.”

      “I bet he has.” She gave Mo a questioning look and he shook his head. So he hadn’t told them everything.

      She plonked down at her desk. It had a photo of Nicholas back when he’d let her take them (nine years old, yellowed up as Pudsey for Children in Need, if he found out she had this on her desk he would kill her). There was also a model Mini Metro that had belonged to her dad and a Japanese daruma doll, a present from her karate instructor.

      She leaned back in her chair, dropped her head back to look up at the ceiling tiles, then straightened. She had to stay alert.

      “OK, kiddywinks. Let’s see what we’re all going to be doing today.”

      Mo stood in front of her desk. Rhodri looked uneasy, weighing up whether to join the sergeant. Connie stayed upright at her own desk, her bright blue eyeshadow catching Zoe’s eye.

      “Randle’s got us working on CCTV,” Zoe said.

      Rhodri groaned. “That’s so dull, boss. Surely after—”

      Zoe raised a palm. “For now. We’ll have that sorted this morning, then we’ll find something more fun to do. That work for you, Rhodri?”

      “Yeah.” He slumped in his chair. The hangover seemed to boost a notch or two.

      “Glad to hear it. So, there’s the residential addresses. Big houses like that, I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve got more cameras than Winson Green Prison. And there might be pubs, or shops. It was late, the area’s quiet from what I’ve seen. If we spot something coming or going at around the right times, it could be helpful.”

      “There’s a block of shops not too far away,” said Mo. “On Harborne Road.”

      “Good. Let’s get round there and ask the shopkeepers if they keep recordings. Anything else?’

      “The White Swan pub,” said Rhodri.

      “Might have known we could rely on you for knowledge of the local drinking establishments, Constable,” she said.

      A blush filled his pale neck. “My brother goes there.”

      She smiled at him. “Sorry, Rhodri. I didn’t mean to take the piss. We’ll add that to the list.”

      “Was there CCTV at the house?” Connie asked. She’d pushed her keyboard towards her screen. It sat at perfect right angles to the desk, just like everything else.

      “Yup, but guess what, it was switched off.”

      “Why?” asked Connie.

      “If I knew the answer to that, I’d have David Randle’s job.”

      “I like David Randle,” said Rhodri.

      “DCI Randle to you,” replied Zoe. “I didn’t know you’d had any dealings with him.”

      “I’ve watched him in briefings. He’s got charisma.”

      Zoe barked out a laugh. “Oh, I’m sorry, Rhodri.” She took in his ruffled hair and two-day stubble. “You need to go to a barber if you want to emulate the DCI.”

      Rhodri’s blush spread to his ears. “Right you are, boss.”

      She winked at Mo. “See. Told you he’d call me by the right name.”

      “He hasn’t heard me call you anything else yet,” replied Mo.

      “True. That’ll come.”

      “Did you say anything in the meeting about what we discussed?”

      Zoe sensed Rhodri’s ears pricking up. Connie peered into her computer screen but she too had tensed.

      “Not yet. I want to go back to the house. Pretext of checking the CCTV system. See what else I can find.”

      “What else about what?” asked Rhodri.

      “If you need to know, you will. Which reminds me.”

      They all looked at her.

      “Randle says we’re to keep this under wraps. Tight as a cat’s arsehole. Don’t even talk about it to your mates in local CID or Uniform. Just those on the investigating team. Right?”

      “Right,” they chorused. Connie and Rhodri exchanged looks.

      “Good. Mo, you and Rhodri check out the shops and pubs. Connie, you’re with me.”
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      The house had changed. Instead of feeling eerie and deserted, populated only by the deceased and a tiny group of onlookers, it bustled with life.

      The driveway was roped off, FSIs trawling it for tyre tracks or anything the killer might have dropped. The side gate was open, people coming and going.

      The kitchen had become centre of operations. Adi’s team had confirmed that no intruder had come this way, so it was a safe base until he sounded the all-clear. The forensic scene manager stood at the kitchen table with his back to her, barking into a mobile phone.

      “I need two more guys here, pronto. Randle’s breathing down my neck.”

      “Hey, Adi.”

      He looked round and spotted Zoe, his face brightening.

      A male PC offered her a cup of tea from a large china pot. “Coffee, please,” she whispered. The PC frowned and rummaged in a wall cupboard. For the PCs, tea was the answer to everything. But Zoe needed coffee. She’d tried to snooze on the settee after getting home, but had managed no more than ten minutes before Nicholas had woken her. And tea tasted like something dredged from a swamp as far as she was concerned.

      Adi shoved his phone into a pocket and leaned against the table. “Who’s this?”

      Zoe turned to Connie. “DC Connie Williams. Adrian Hanson, Forensic Scene Manager.”

      “Always pleased to meet a member of Zoe’s team.”

      “Hello,” said Connie. She scanned the room, her cheeks glowing.

      “What can we do for you?” Adi asked.

      “CCTV. We need to check the house system.”

      “You do know it was switched off at the time of death?”

      “Yeah,” said Zoe. “But Connie here’s my resident geek. She’s going to see if there’s anything from before they came home, any clues as to why or how it was switched off.”

      “Fair enough. It’s in the small room at the front, with all the other gizmos.”

      Zoe knew that in this house, small room meant something very different from in her own terrace.

      “We OK to go in there?”

      “It’s been dusted. Fire away.” Adi turned back to his phone, which buzzed. The last Zoe heard as she steered Connie through the door was the sound of him muttering at someone to leave another case and get their fat arse over here.

      They turned into the corridor separating the kitchen from the main hallway.

      “Spooky place,” said Connie.

      “Grand, more like.”

      “Buildings like this give me the shivers.”

      Zoe tried to imagine what the house would be like late at night with just two occupants. She struggled to picture it, with the glow of forensic lights spilling out of the study and equipment littering the hall.

      She turned back to the kitchen and poked her head round the door.

      “Any joy on that painting?”

      Adi put his hand over the phone and shook his head. “Gone. Recently, too, judging by the line of dust on the wall behind it. Everything else in this house has been cleaned to within an inch of its life.”

      “Ta.”

      “What’s that?” asked Connie, as Zoe joined her back in the corridor.

      “The missing painting. Expensive, probably. It could be related.”

      “You think Jackson disturbed an art thief?”

      “I’m assuming nothing. Don’t put theories before the evidence.”

      “Yeah.” Connie stared around the hallway. Connie wasn’t large but she had presence, something to do with her tall curly hair. But in this room, she seemed tiny. Like a child.

      “Wow,” she said.

      “Impressive, huh?”

      “More like oppressive. Who’d want to live like this?”

      “Shush. Mrs Jackson might still be here.”

      Connie’s eyes widened. “Are those Diebenkorns?” She stepped towards one of the matching paintings Zoe had looked at last time. She raised a hand and let her fingers float in front of the painting, not quite touching it. “Wow.”

      “You know art?”

      “My little brother does. He wants to study modern art. American stuff. That’s not the kind of thing you’d expect to find in a house like this.”

      “Are they worth a lot?”

      “No idea. But I can ask him. I’ll turn my flash off.”

      Connie held up her phone and took a photo of each of the paintings.

      “Maybe the missing one was one of his too,” suggested Zoe.

      “Maybe. But there’s more. Different artists. Up there, on the stairs. This place is a treasure trove.” Connie shook her head. “How does a copper afford all this?”

      Zoe lowered her voice. “An Assistant Chief Constable earns a lot more than an DC.”

      “Still.” Connie shook herself out as if remembering why she was here. “Sorry. The video room.”

      “Of course. It’s through here.”

      Zoe led her through a doorway between the staircase and the front door. The room behind was average sized, similar to Zoe’s living room. The walls were magnolia and there was a smell of dust on electrical equipment. A desk with computer equipment and monitors sat against the longest wall.

      Connie rubbed her hands together. “This is more like it.”

      “I’ll need to find out if we’ve been given passwords.”

      “It’s just a CCTV system. Leave it with me.”

      “Right. Shout me if you find anything.”

      “In this house?”

      “Fair enough. Phone me.” Zoe waved her phone and stuffed it back in her jeans pocket. “Good luck.”

      Connie nodded, her eyes on the central monitor. She’d gone.

      Zoe went back to the kitchen. PC Bright had returned.

      “You don’t sleep either,” Zoe said.

      The constable jumped. “Oh, I’m sorry, ma’am. You gave me a surprise. Double shift. They tell me I’ve built up a rapport with Margaret. Mrs Jackson, I mean.”

      “Good for you. She still here?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. We can’t budge her.”

      “Where is she?”

      “In her bedroom. Having a lie down.”

      “She’ll be needing that. You get yourself a bit of rest too. One of those cuppas they keep shoving at us. D’you know what’s up these stairs?” Zoe pointed to a staircase thorough a door leading off the kitchen. The door had been closed last night and it hadn’t occurred to her the house might have a second staircase.

      “Down is the cellar. Up is a storage room, and a bathroom. We’ve been using it for the team. Hope that’s OK.”

      “Fine with me. I’ll just make a visit myself, if there’s no one up there already.”

      “No, ma’am. No one there.”

      “Good.” Zoe slid past her and pushed the door open. Beyond it, two staircases led off a tiny vestibule. One up, one down. She peered into the darkness of the cellar for a moment, wondering if it led to an exit they hadn’t spotted. One for later. Then she made her way up the other flight.

      At the top were two doors, both warped as if the paint had been stripped by someone who didn’t know what they were doing. Paint peeled off the walls and the room smelled damp.

      She pushed the first door open. A bathroom, basic and unloved but clean. The only thing in there apart from the plumbing was a bottle of handwash on the sink.

      The other door led to an eaves room filled with boxes. Zoe scanned them and felt her heart pick up pace. It had been a room of boxes just like this, albeit in a much more modern location, that had blown open the Canary case.

      But wasn’t this a simple art theft gone wrong? At worst, a domestic? How helpful would paperwork be?

      If nothing else, it would tell her about those paintings. There might be receipts. The Jacksons seemed the kind of couple who’d keep records on paper and not a computer.

      She stepped in and reached for the top box on the first pile.

      As she opened it, she caught movement behind the rows of boxes. She straightened. A figure was bent in the corner.

      “Hello? Are you from the Forensics team?”

      The figure turned, startled. A woman.

      “Mrs Jackson?”

      The woman stood, hitting her head on the low ceiling.

      “Hello. Sorry. Shouldn’t I be here?”

      Zoe peered past her to see another doorway. Did it lead to the rest of the house, or had Margaret slipped up here when the kitchen was empty?

      “Not really, no. We might need to look through these files.”

      The woman backed away from the boxes. “Yes. Yes, he archived things up here.”

      Zoe took a step forward, keeping her head low.

      “Is there something you were looking for?” she asked. “Something that might help us?”

      “No. Not really.”

      Zoe took another step. “Are you alright, Mrs Jackson?”

      The woman dipped a little, as if she might faint. Zoe put out a hand but didn’t make contact.

      “D’you need help? Can I find someone to get you back to your room?”

      “I’m fine. It’s not here anyway.”

      “What isn’t?”

      “Nothing.” Mrs Jackson waved a hand across the room. Her nails had been bitten and the blood was gone. She’d put on some makeup, inexpertly. It didn’t hide the fact that her eyes were so sunken Zoe felt like she might fall into them. “Help yourself.”

      “Please, let me help you. Which way did you come?”

      “I came through the kitchen, of course. Only way.” She gestured behind her. “There used to be a way through here, but Bryn had it bricked up years ago. Said it didn’t feel secure.”

      Zoe pushed herself against the wall as the ACC’s wife shuffled past her. She smelled of Imperial Leather, making Zoe think of her mum. She still hadn’t replied to those texts. Wasn’t planning to.

      “You sure I can’t help?” Zoe asked.

      Margaret sniffed as she descended the narrow stairs. “I’m fine. Thank you. You’re very kind.”

      Zoe watched her open the door at the bottom. This woman’s husband had just been killed in a brutal attack, and she was creeping around the house looking for documents. Why?

      She turned back to the room. Would she find something here? Or had Margaret already taken it?
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      Margaret was surprised to find David Randle waiting in the kitchen. First that female detective, creeping up on her like that. Now David. This was her own house, so why did she feel like a prisoner?

      “David.”

      He grabbed her hand. “Margaret, how are you?”

      She pulled away. “I’ve been hearing those words a lot today.”

      He nodded. “I’m the Senior Investigating Officer. We’ll find this bastard for you.”

      Of course you are, she thought. He would want to control this.

      “That’s reassuring,” she said.

      He smiled, letting go of her hand. She fought the urge to wipe it on her trouser leg.

      “You want to interview me,” she said.

      He adopted a look of contrition. “I know you talked to DI Finch last night.”

      “She’s back here already. Do you let them sleep?”

      “Not right now, we don’t. No one in Force CID will rest until Bryn’s killer is brought to justice.”

      She sighed. David always had been one for big speeches and grand gestures. Like Bryn’s puppy, he was. The two of them were always off somewhere together. If it wasn’t work, it was golf, or the Conservative Club. She only wished David could retire too, to keep Bryn company.

      She put out a hand to catch herself on the table. For a moment, she’d forgotten.

      She swallowed. She had to plan the funeral. They would want to put on some kind of police affair, with uniforms and speeches.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do without him.” For thirty years he’d been the centre of her world. Every waking moment had been focused on him. Supporting his career, raising his children. Pacifying him.

      Last night, she’d taken her eye off the ball. She’d been tired – an ear infection – and she hadn’t behaved in the way he liked. And they’d argued in the car. What was the last thing she’d said to him?

      She slid into a chair. “Do we have to do this now?”

      David sat next to her. “We do, I’m afraid. We should have done it hours ago, really. Time is important.”

      She nodded, her eyes sliding upwards behind her lashes. She just had to talk to David, and then she could go back to bed.

      He looked around. Two uniformed PCs were standing in the corner. A man in a protective suit walked in and spoke to them, then left.

      “Not here,” David said. “We need somewhere more private.”

      “The lounge.”

      He looked into her eyes in a way she imagined was calculated to convey concern. He lifted his hand and raised a finger: wait.

      He approached the man in the suit. They spoke in low voices, then David came back to her. He put his hand out so she could take it and be pulled up. Like an invalid.

      “We’ve got the all-clear,” he said. “They don’t need access to the lounge anymore. I’ll need to include my colleague, though. Procedure.”

      Margaret nodded. Procedure. For a horrible moment she imagined Bryn watching over them, sitting in judgement of the way they were handling this crime scene, this enquiry. Would he approve? Or would he be muttering at them the way he had in front of the TV?

      She followed David into the lounge. One of the windows had been opened a crack making it less stuffy here than in the kitchen. She took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of the lilies on the mantelpiece.

      Lilies. She should get rid of those. Too clichéd.

      David sat on the long sofa and gestured for her to sit next to him. She sat on the two-seater instead. Another man entered and took a seat next to David. He was someone she didn’t recognise, slim and handsome with striking blue eyes and almost shaved hair. She blinked at him.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      He wiped a hand on his trouser leg and held it forward. “My name is DI Carl Whaley, ma’am. I’m relatively new to West Midlands CID. I don’t believe we’ve met.”

      She ignored that hand. “You weren’t at the party.”

      He bit his lower lip. “I never met your husband, so it didn’t feel…”

      “Appropriate.”

      “Exactly. I regret it now, of course.”

      Of course. Why should this man, twenty-five years younger than her husband and never clapped eyes on him, feel regret for not being at that godawful party? If she could have skipped it, she would.

      Margaret felt her stomach dip. If she’d stayed home, Bryn might not be dead.

      She clenched her fists, focusing on her breathing. She didn’t like them seeing her like this. Not the new DI and especially not David. She blew out a long breath and looked up at them, pushing brightness into her eyes.

      “I’m sorry. It hits me from time to time.”

      “Of course it does.” David’s eyes were crinkling. He would be grieving too. She should be nicer to him.

      She could hear voices in the hall; something about DNA. She stared at the two detectives, waiting for them to start. She wanted this over.

      “Please,” she said. “Ask your questions. I want to rest.”

      DI Whaley looked at David. David opened his notebook.

      “Mrs Jackson,” he said. “Margaret. We’re interviewing you because you were the last person to see your husband alive, and you told emergency services that you found his body.”

      “Am I under arrest?”

      “Of course not."

      “I don't need a lawyer?”

      “No, Margaret. I promise. It's fine.”

      She shifted in her seat.

      “Thank you. Now, I know you’ve done this before, and I apologise, but can you run though what happened when you arrived home from the party?”

      She scraped through her memory of the previous night, hardly believing that it had been such a short time ago.

      “We got home around half past eleven. I went into the kitchen, where I poured Bryn a drink. He took it into his study and I headed up to bed.”

      “Did you go straight to bed?”

      “Well, no. I spent a few moments looking at Bryn's door.”

      “His door?”

      “To his study. I wondered what would happen if I went in.”

      “What would normally happen if you went in there?”

      She felt a chill. “I don't know, because I never did go in. That was Bryn’s space.”

      “I see. So did you go in there last night?”

      “Not at that point, no. I planned on heading up to bed but I had to close the back gate.”

      “It was open?”

      “Bryn heard it banging.”

      “Was this before or after he went into his study?”

      Her mind felt like sludge. “Before.”

      “So, you went out to the garden before heading upstairs.”

      “Yes. I suppose I did. Sorry.”

      “It's alright. I know this is hard.”

      Margaret nodded.

      “Did you go into the garden alone?"

      “Yes.” Like always.

      “You weren't worried about doing that?”

      Her headache was starting again. “Why would I be? It’s my garden.”

      “But the back gate was open, you’d heard it banging. You weren’t worried there might be an intruder?”

      “That gate is broken. I’m used to going out there to lock it.”

      “Did you see anyone in the garden while you were out there?”

      “No.”

      “No movement or shadows? No other noises, apart from the gate?”

      “Maybe… No. I didn’t hear anything. The rain was quite loud. I shut the gate, then hurried inside.”

      “And when you came inside, was your husband still in his study?”

      “Yes. The door was closed.”

      “What did you do then?”

      She bit down on her lip. “I went to bed.”

      David leaned back. He rested his pen, a Parker ballpoint, on his pad.

      “At what point did you realise that Bryn had been attacked?”

      She narrowed her eyes. She wished the other man would say something, that Margaret and Bryn would be replaced by Mrs Jackson and Mr Jackson. It was bad enough that they’d taken over her house.

      “After I’d gone up to bed,” she said. “I heard something, a banging noise.”

      “Coming from downstairs?” David sat forwards.

      She nodded. She pulled at her fingernails again, a habit she detested in herself.

      “Did you go straight down to investigate?”

      “I called him.”

      “You called your husband?”

      “I called out his name. Maybe he was coming upstairs. He’d been drinking.”

      “Was there any reply?”

      “No. That’s when I decided to go downstairs.”

      “So you went downstairs, and…”

      She tugged harder at her thumbnail. She felt both hot and cold. “The study door was open.”

      “Could you see your husband inside?”

      She nodded. She wiped a tear away and lifted her head to look him in the eye. “Yes.”

      “Where was he?” David’s voice had dropped so low she could barely hear him. Next to him, DI Whaley’s eyes were on her. He hadn’t spoken once.

      “On the desk.” A sniff. “I’m sorry. I can’t…”

      David slid from the sofa onto the floor between them. He held out his hand, but she didn’t take it. Behind him, DI Whaley shrank back, his eyes darting to his senior officer and back to her. This was a man who wouldn’t miss anything.

      “What did you do, Margaret?” David asked, looking up at her.

      She closed her eyes. “I tried to save him, David. I tried, but I couldn’t save him.”

      She bit her bottom lip. Hold it together. She pulled herself upright, meeting David’s eye. “I’m sorry,” she said.
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      Sifting through files took Zoe to a place where her head could stop buzzing. Normal detective work: examining crime scenes, analysing evidence, interviewing suspects, that was all well and good. But when Zoe looked at documents, she entered a zone. One where her mind cleared and her thoughts could flow.

      She’d already worked through half of the boxes. Five of them sat against the wall behind her, each sifted through and discarded. Zoe knew that evidence could be found in the tiniest detail, but there was nothing here yet. Bank statements going back years, even a box full of pay slips from before they’d gone digital. Insurance documents, birth certificates. The kind of thing you’d expect in the house of a couple as organised as the Jacksons seemed.

      She found nothing recent – that would all be in the study. She wondered how often Jackson archived files up here. The boxes were sorted by type, not date. He’d have been adding to them all the time.

      If he was the one doing it. Even with the pay slips and driving documents, there was a chance Mrs Jackson would be responsible.

      In which case, what had she been looking for earlier?

      Zoe pictured Margaret, turning as she’d entered the room. She hadn’t been holding anything, and hadn’t made any sudden movement. She’d looked disappointed. That she hadn’t found something, or that she’d been interrupted?

      Zoe opened another box. The room was stuffy, the tiny roof window probably didn’t open. And if she tried, God knew what she’d disturb.

      She snapped a photo of the box she’d just finished with and started on the next one. The paper felt soft through her thin gloves.

      This box was no different from all the rest. Receipts and guarantees, home improvement paperwork going back decades. She made a mental note to check how long the Jacksons had owned this place. If there was a mortgage.

      She reached the back of the box and was about to close the lid when something under the neat files inside caught her eye. It was a faded red, curling at the corner.

      She dug between the last file and the side of the box. She pulled out a thin file, made of flimsy card. More receipts, probably.

      She opened it carefully. Inside were letters, handwritten on yellowing notepaper. The first one was dated five years earlier. It was addressed only to ‘Darling’, and signed ‘Margaret’.

      She skimmed it and set it aside. A letter to a friend, nothing to get excited about. Its contents were dry, something about a cat in a car accident. Luckily the cat lived.

      But why would Margaret keep letters, instead of sending them? And who was this ‘darling’?

      She flicked through more letters. Vague arguments with her husband, problems with the central heating. Domestic anecdotes, evidence of a woman leading a dull existence. The letters were tinged with frustration, but nothing more.

      Margaret had said she had no family except her mother and two grown-up kids, and no real friends. These letters were probably to her children. So why didn’t she send them? Why file them up here?

      The letter at the back was on softer paper, not as yellow. It was only two weeks old. The writing was clear, in bright blue ink. Zoe thought of the woman downstairs writing this and hiding it so recently. She smoothed it out, the gloves numbing her fingers.

      Zoe felt a flash of adrenaline course through her. She gripped the paper, then forced herself to relax her grip. Her breathing had picked up.

      She straightened, hitting her head on the ceiling. She looked back towards the door. This was what Margaret Jackson had been looking for.
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      “It’s not your fault,” David said.

      Margaret’s chest felt heavy. “Can we continue later? I’m feeling light-headed.”

      David glanced at his colleague. He turned back to give her the kind of smile he’d previously reserved for Bryn. “We do need to find out more,” he said. “I don’t imagine it will take long. You rest now. If I’m still here when you’re ready, I can interview you. Unless you’d prefer to come to the station?”

      She shook her head. The thought of walking into that place, all eyes on her, chilled her bones. Widow of the Assistant Chief Constable.

      “Give me half an hour, please. Then I’ll answer whatever you need me to.”

      She looked towards the door. The female DI who’d surprised her in the box room earlier was there. She held a brown folder.

      Margaret placed a hand on her chest. She stared at the folder. Oh God.

      “Sir?” The young woman stepped into the room, her eyes on David. “I need to speak to you when you’re finished here.”

      David turned to her. “I said no interruptions.”

      “Apologies, sir. But I think you’ll want to see this.”

      David sighed. “Hand it over then.”

      The woman gave Margaret a look. “I think we should let Mrs Jackson get her rest first.”

      They didn’t want her in the room. She knew what was in that file, and she knew why they wanted her out. Damn that DI for finding it when she couldn’t.

      It was ridiculous of course. David would dismiss it in a heartbeat. But she’d seen the detective inspector last night, heard Bryn congratulating her on the infamous Canary case. She was a bloodhound.

      David went to the doorway. He muttered to the detective and she stiffened. Giving her a dressing down, no doubt. The young woman headed into the kitchen.

      David turned to Margaret. She caught the moment when his frown morphed into an insincere smile.

      “You rest a while, and then we’ll pick up where we left off. I need to speak to some other officers. Can you cope with that?”

      His voice sounded harsher. He was annoyed. With her, or with his colleague?

      “Of course.” Margaret passed him, glancing towards the kitchen as she headed for the stairs. The young woman stood in there, watching her.

      All the same, she thought. Like terriers. They need to calm down, was what Bryn always said.

      At the top of the stairs, she sat down. She needed to hear this.
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      “Right, Finch.” Randle marched into the kitchen, his face beaded with sweat. “What the fuck is it that couldn’t wait until we’d done Mrs Jackson the courtesy of finishing the interview at her pace?”

      “Sorry, sir. But she’d already asked for a break.”

      He grunted. “You’ve been looking through his financial records, yes? Found anything?”

      “Well, no.” Zoe held her ground as Randle’s face darkened. “The financial records themselves, or at least what I can find up there, are a dead end. Bills, receipts, pay slips.” She held out the file, in an evidence bag. “But I found this.”

      He tugged a pair of gloves out of his pocket and snapped them on, then grabbed the file from her.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Letters. Written by Mrs Jackson.”

      Randle sat at the kitchen table, ignoring the FSI who had to move out of his way, and started sifting through the file. “This is bollocks,” he said. “Chitchat about kids and stuff. School places. Gossip.”

      “Look at the last one, sir.”

      He pulled the letter out from the bottom of the pile. His back straightened.

      He stood up. “Outside. Now.”

      She trailed him through the passageway and out of the back door. He closed it behind him and turned to face her. Behind her, a tent had been erected across the lawn and two white-suited investigators were photographing the ground. Footprints, maybe.

      Randle waved the file at her. “This isn’t hard evidence.”

      “It runs to motive. I saw them at the party last night. She was scared. Maybe she bit back.”

      “Bit back? What’s that supposed to mean? I was with them all night, remember.”

      “With respect, sir. I wasn’t drinking.”

      He raised himself on his toes then caught himself and landed back on his heels. “You need to watch what you’re saying, Zoe.”

      “I know, sir. But sometimes a newcomer can see things.”

      “I’ve known the Jacksons for years. I’ve been to dinner parties here with my ex-wife. I’d have known if he was beating her.”

      “I’m not saying he was beating her.”

      He lifted the letter between them. “I can’t face it,” he read. “If he’s at home all the time, my life will be a nightmare. Sometimes I think about killing him, and then myself.”

      He eyed Zoe. “No sign of her killing herself.”

      “Maybe she was interrupted,” said Zoe. “Or she couldn’t go through with it.”

      “This is the Assistant Chief Constable’s widow you’re taking about. If this is a line we want to pursue, we’ll need very hard evidence.”

      “The knife had her prints.”

      “She picked it up. She said that herself.”

      “It could be a cover.”

      He took a deep breath, his eyes roaming her face. She felt torn between dislike of the way he was behaving, sympathy for his loss of a friend, and her own determination.

      He looked past her, towards the FSIs on the lawn. Spots of rain landed on the back of her neck. Randle narrowed his eyes, drummed his fingertips on his hip, then turned back to her.

      “Alright,” he said.

      “What d’you need me to do?”

      “First up, you keep this quiet for now. I don’t want her name dragged through the mud.”

      “OK.”

      “We’ll need to interview her again. I want you with me, I don’t trust Whaley.”

      Zoe raised her eyebrows but said nothing.

      “I didn’t say that, right? You really are getting too close for comfort, Zoe. Don’t think you’re made of Teflon just because of Canary.”

      “I don’t, sir.” Sticking her head above the parapet made her a target. But she also knew it meant more chance of the DI role becoming permanent.

      “Hmm. You go back up to that box room. See if you can find anything else. We’ll get the contents of his study boxed up and taken into the station.”

      “I’ve got experience working with document evidence.”

      “I know you have. Canary follows you around like a bad smell. But you’ll need help.”

      It hadn’t felt like a bad smell last night. Jackson had been full of congratulations. The high-ups had been over the moon when she’d unearthed the receipts that had linked the suspects to each other, and to their crimes.

      “We should ask her about the letters,” Zoe said. “At the station.”

      “We’re not arresting her.”

      “No. But she’s been sniffing around the box room. If I hadn’t got there when I did, she’d have destroyed this.”

      “You think she found anything else?”

      Zoe shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

      “OK. You worry about the box room. I’ll deal with Margaret. I don’t like having civilians at crime scenes anyway.”

      He opened the door into the house. “Get straight to that box room, before she does. I need to speak to the footprint nerds.” He pulled up the collar of his jacket and headed towards the FSIs. Zoe remembered he’d been wearing protective gear earlier, like her, but had removed it to speak to Mrs Jackson. His feet were still clad in shoe covers, but that was all.

      “And Finch.”

      She turned back. “Sir?”

      “Don’t tell anyone about this yet. Not Mo, not Lesley. Especially not Whaley. This is sensitive.”

      “But surely—”

      “Let me handle it, Zoe. You hear me?”

      “Yes, sir.”
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      Margaret Jackson stood in the passageway, her hand on the door to the utility room opposite the kitchen.

      “Mrs Jackson,” said Zoe. “Have you been here long?”

      The older woman was pale. “I remembered I’d left a batch of washing in the machine.”

      Who thought about doing their washing, when their husband had just been killed?

      Margaret closed the door. “Silly me. I took it out yesterday. I must have forgotten.”

      “Understandable, given the circumstances.”

      “Yes.” Margaret drifted into the kitchen. PC Bright jumped up from a chair where she’d been yawning into her hand.

      “It’s alright, dear. I’ll get it myself.”

      Zoe eyed the door to the staircase. She’d need to brief Uniform not to allow access.

      “Mrs Jackson. Have you been in the box room again?”

      “No, dear. I’ve been lying down in my room.”

      Margaret held her gaze, a little too intently. Zoe wondered if she’d been listening in. Randle had closed the back door, but half of it was glass. If you put your ear to the pane…

      “I know it seems unfair,” Zoe said. “But we need you to stay upstairs,” she said. “The forensic scene investigators are working in the downstairs rooms and it’s important nothing is disturbed. Unless there’s someone you can go to, a friend or relative?”

      “But David took me into the lounge.”

      “Yes. If you could stay upstairs now though, that would be better. You can rest.”

      “I already had a lie down. David needs to finish the interview.”

      “He’s busy right now.”

      “I can wait. Where would you like me to wait?”

      “In your room, please. The quicker we can finish downstairs, the quicker we can let you have your home back.”

      “I’ve spent thirty-two years of my life married to a police officer. I do know this stuff.”

      “Then you should know to keep away from the crime scene.”

      Zoe needed to get better at the bedside manner stuff. Witnesses and victims had never been her strong point. She’d need to fix that.

      Either that, or find herself another Canary.

      Her phone rang. She eyed it then hit Ignore.

      “Who was that?” asked Margaret. “David?”

      “It was my mum, if you must know.”

      “And you didn’t pick up.”

      “I’m at work.”

      “You should always pick up for your mum.”

      Zoe gave her a dispassionate look. “PC Bright can bring you a cup of tea, in your room, and then I’ll send Detective Chief Inspector Randle up to you.”

      “He’s not interviewing me in my bedroom.”

      “No. Of course.”

      The woman’s husband had been murdered less than twenty-four hours ago, yet she was wrong-footing Zoe. Zoe wondered how Randle would do this, what I’ll deal with Margaret meant.

      “Please. Make your way upstairs while we continue the investigation.”

      “Of course.” Mrs Jackson’s voice dipped. Real grief, or was she putting it on? She knew what Zoe had found, after all.

      Zoe watched her leave the kitchen. She walked with a slight limp. Did Jackson do that to her? Or the grief?

      Zoe put in an order with PC Bright: coffee for herself and tea for Mrs Jackson. She told the constable not to let anyone up the stairs then hurried back to the box room. There were six more boxes, all a pale buff colour with no writing on them.

      She knelt in front of the first box. Instead of working through the neat files inside, she pushed to the bottom, feeling for anything that might be hidden.

      Nothing. Just records from when the Jacksons had bought the house fifteen years ago.

      She heard the door open and close downstairs.

      “DI Finch? Get down here.” Randle’s voice.

      Sighing, Zoe closed the box and pushed it behind her. She clattered down the uncarpeted stairs. Randle stood alone in the kitchen.

      “She’s already on her way to the station. We need to get a move on.”

      “I sent her to her bedroom,” Zoe said.

      “I intervened. We talk to her away from here.”

      “What about the files?”

      “Find anything else?”

      “Not yet. But I’ve only had a—”

      “Have them brought in. You can go through them more easily there. And the files from the study, once the blood spatter work is done.”

      “We need to check her bedroom too.”

      “Good point. FSM can check it over, bring anything in while Margaret’s with us.”

      “I can do it.”

      “No, you can’t. You’re coming with me. We’re going to interview her.”
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      In the hallway, Adi Hanson was in discussion with the blood spatter expert. Randle had already left.

      “Anything interesting?” Zoe asked.

      Adi smiled at her. “Not much. It’ll be in the report. What can I do for you?”

      She gestured back to the kitchen. “There’s a second staircase, off the kitchen. A box room at the top’s full of files. We’ll need to take them to the station. That OK with you?”

      “I know.”

      “Sorry?”

      “I know all about the mysterious back staircase. This house is a gift that keeps on giving, when it comes to hidey holes where things – or people – can be hidden.”

      “Yeah. So is it OK if we take those files now? You don’t need to check up there?”

      “Fine. No reason to believe our killer went up there. Probably didn’t even know that staircase existed. We’ve checked the cellar, in case you were wondering.”

      “Good. Thanks.”

      “Always a pleasure.”

      Zoe glanced at the door to the camera room. “Oh, hell.”

      Adi followed her gaze. “What’s up? Files in there too?”

      “Connie. I almost forgot her.”

      She hurried inside to find Connie hunched over a keyboard. Her eyes darted between three monitors.

      “Find anything?” Zoe asked.

      “Last thing it has is the Jacksons getting home. Look—” Connie pointed at the screen. Zoe shuffled next to her to get a better view of the black and white image. “Mrs Jackson waited at the door then the ACC followed behind and opened it. The cameras were turned off about ten minutes later.”

      “Where do you turn them off from?”

      “In here.”

      “So why did they wait ten minutes? Why not come straight in here and do it?”

      Connie shrugged. “Maybe they forgot.”

      “Bryn Jackson didn’t strike me as the kind of man who’d forget that kind of thing.”

      “It wasn’t him who turned it off though. At least, I don’t think so.”

      “Go on.”

      Connie brought up a black screen with rows of green text. “Each member of the household had their own code. For the cameras and for the door. There’s one that’s used more than any others. I assume that’s his.”

      “But that wasn’t used.”

      “I’ve opened up the activity logs and it was used once, to open the door. Wasn’t used again.”

      “So whose was?”

      “Dunno. No one’s, far as I can tell.”

      “What about CCTV?”

      “There are three cameras. Front door, side door, and driveway. They were on and off during the day, about five hours in all.”

      “Have you watched them?”

      “It’s fifteen hours of footage, boss.”

      “Can’t you fast forward it?”

      “Too jerky. We’ll need to spend longer on it if we’re going to get anything useful.”

      “OK.”

      “But I’m wondering about that code,” said Connie.

      “The one used to turn it off.”

      “Yeah. There are five as far as I can see. One for the ACC, I guess. One for Mrs Jackson. Maybe the kids, a cleaner?”

      “We’ll need to find out who had access. Why would they let a cleaner control the CCTV?”

      “The codes aren’t just for the cameras. The alarm too. The locks. The front door looks like it’s got an old-fashioned bolt, but there’s a digital lock system too.”

      “OK. I want you to make a note of all the codes that were used and when. We can match them up to when people entered and left the house. Ask other family members.”

      “Already got it, boss.”

      “Thanks, Connie. And sorry I left you in here.”

      Connie turned to her. “What? I didn’t notice.”

      “No? It’s been an hour.”

      “Connie blushed. “I get a bit… engrossed, you might say. Systems like this. There’s always more layers to unpeel.”

      “No idea how you do it. But bring what you can, and you can do some more unpeeling at the station.”

      “I can’t bring it all.”

      “Might have known. What’s the snag?”

      “The video’s on a hard drive. I think it dates back to the eighteenth century. It’s fixed. It’s bloody massive.”

      “You stay here then. I’ll send a couple more officers to help you get through that footage. Can you watch different sections on the different screens, at the same time?”

      “With a bit of tinkering.”

      “Good. Fifteen hours between three of you. You can get that done tomorrow.”

      “I can speed it up a bit. Probably one and a half times. I’ll stay.”

      Zoe checked her watch. “It’s four o’clock. You OK with working late?”

      “The overtime will be useful, boss.”

      “Fine. I’ll come back for you later. Or you can get a lift with someone.”

      “Don’t worry about me. I can get the bus.”

      Zoe laughed. “We’re in deepest leafy Edgbaston, Connie. No buses here.”

      “I’ll walk then.” Connie waved a hand, her eyes not leaving the screen. “I’ll be fine.”

      “OK.”

      Zoe heard a commotion behind her, the heavy front door opening. Voices. Adi was shouting at someone.

      “Oi! You can’t come in this way! It’s a crime scene.”

      “Where is she?”

      “What? Who are you?”

      “Sorry, Connie.” Zoe closed the door to the camera room and stepped into the hallway. A skinny woman with wild black hair wearing what looked like a genuine fox fur stole stood in the open doorway, gesticulating at Adi.

      “Can I help you?”

      The woman turned to her. “Who the bloody hell are you? And why aren’t you people letting me in?”

      Zoe took a breath. “My name is Detective Inspector Zoe Finch. I’m part of the investigating team for a crime that took place here last night.”

      “Yes, I know that. Where is she?”

      “Where is who?”

      “My mother, of course. What have you done with her?”

      Zoe looked the woman up and down. This must be Winona, the Jacksons’ daughter. She looked nothing like either of them. Under the fox stole she wore a lacy floral dress that was too thin for the October day.

      “She’s currently at Harborne police station, being interviewed.”

      The woman’s eyes widened. “You’ve arrested her?”

      “No. She’s a witness.” She took a step towards the woman. She didn’t even know if she’d been told about her father’s death yet. “I’m sorry. Are you Winona Jackson?”

      “Yes, I’m bloody Winona Jackson. Who else would I be?”

      Zoe clenched her fists, the skin of her palms dry. “Have you been told about your father?”

      Winona narrowed her eyes. “If you mean that he’s dead, yes. I have.”

      “Good.” Zoe dragged a hand through her hair. “I mean, I’m glad you’ve been told. Look, would you like to sit down somewhere? We can get you a cup of tea.”

      “I don’t need tea. I need a gin and tonic, if I need anything.”

      “I can’t help with that.”

      Adi glared at Zoe. He widened his eyes in a do something gesture.

      Zoe grabbed Winona’s wrist, more tightly than she’d intended. “Come with me.” She tugged her towards the kitchen, avoiding Adi’s eye and keeping to the edge of the room. “Let’s get you that drink.”
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      Margaret sat in the back of the police car, her blood running cold. In the front were two uniformed officers she didn’t recognise.

      David had taken her by surprise in her bedroom. She’d gone back up there like she’d been told, only to be dragged back out again after five minutes.

      Concerned about the integrity of the crime scene, he’d said. Let’s carry on talking somewhere out of the way.

      She blinked out at the dusk. Rush hour was at its thickest and Harborne Road was a mass of red lights. She could have told them not to come this way, Somerset Road was quicker at this time. Next to the car, walking faster than they were driving, a woman pushed a buggy, shopping bags hanging off the handles. A toddler stumbled next to her and she kept turning to the child, urging him to hurry. She reached into the pushchair, leaning over to speak to the baby inside, and the toddler took the opportunity to let go of her hand and run into a newsagent’s. The woman shouted and dashed in after him, the pushchair crashing over the threshold.

      Margaret closed her eyes and rubbed the ridge of her nose. Her migraine was swelling. The station would be bright, full of people staring at her. She only hoped David had the decency to take her in the back way.

      He was lying, of course, about why they were taking her in. She knew when David was lying. They’d found her letters.

      If they took every wife who occasionally wished her husband dead in for questioning, they’d never have time to solve the real crimes. She wondered how long it would take them to work out who the letters were addressed to, and felt her stomach dip.

      She’d started writing them when the children were small. They’d been a fantasy, a way of leaving her day-to-day existence behind and dreaming of what might have been.

      Only she knew who they were addressed to. She never used a name. She never sent them. She was too careful.

      The first had been when Winona was three years old and Paul one. Winona had been having trouble with toilet training, something Margaret had been told would be easy with a girl but was anything but. Her days were filled with washing, and scrubbing, and trying to coax her daughter into compliance without being too harsh on her. Winona had been a monster at times. Margaret had been ashamed of herself for occasionally wishing she’d never had children. Paul was a quiet baby, with a habit of staring at her like he was wishing something dreadful might happen to her. He still looked at her like that, at thirty-one. Mind you, he looked at everyone like that. Except his father.

      Her hand flew to her chest. She hadn’t called them yet. What kind of mother didn’t get straight on the phone to tell her children their father was dead?

      The police would have gone to their homes already, would have broken the bad news with grim faces and sugar-laden tea. Margaret knew they would resent her for not being the one to do it. That Winona would go into one of her episodes. That was nothing to how they would react if they thought she’d done it. If they read those letters, and the things she’d written about them.

      Bryn had taken to working long hours when the children were small, like so many policemen. She knew that some of this was work, and some of it was spent in the pub with his colleagues. He would come home smelling of beer, despite driving. She’d only challenged him about it once.

      She’d been on the sofa watching Lovejoy. Winona had been asleep and Paul was in his playpen staring out at her with those dark eyes of his. She’d stared back at him for a while, willing him to do something normal. To pick up a toy and play with it. To babble at her. Anything to make her feel like she hadn’t damaged him with her lack of love.

      Bryn had slumped onto the sofa, making it dip beneath both of them. It was one handed down by his parents, as if they’d been unable to afford such things now he was an Inspector. The money had been good lately, the pay rise bigger than she’d expected.

      “What’s that boy doing still up?” he’d grunted, nodding at Paul. Paul smiled at his father, the favouritism already developing.

      “He wouldn’t sleep,” she replied. “I thought being down here would tire him out.”

      “Don’t talk rubbish.” Bryn heaved himself up and went to the playpen. He gathered his son up and held him high in the air, making cooing noises. Margaret watched, unable to drum up enthusiasm.

      “Please, Bryn. He doesn’t need to be bounced around. He just had a feed.”

      Bryn jolted Paul downwards, making the boy gasp. Margaret bit her lip.

      “You look terrible,” Bryn said to her.

      She put a hand to her face. She wore no makeup and hadn’t found time to shower. “I had a hard day.”

      He lifted Paul up to his face. “Your mother thinks she had a hard day. Sitting at home with you and your sister, watching TV.” He leaned over and switched the TV off. The room was plunged into an uneasy silence.

      “Where’s my tea?”

      “In the oven.”

      “It’ll be ruined.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t know when you’d be home.”

      “I don’t have time to tell you what my movements are.”

      “I know. But I don’t feel comfortable about you drinking and driving home. If they caught you—”

      He plunged Paul back into the playpen so abruptly that the boy cried out. Margaret stared at him, suddenly overcome by maternal concern.

      “Bryn,” she whispered. “Be careful.”

      “He’s fine. Don’t lecture me.”

      She took a breath and met his eye. “I’m just thinking of you, love.”

      He took a step towards her and raised his hand. Then he froze, his eyes hard. His arm was raised, his palm flat with the back of his hand facing her. She stared at it, her heart racing.

      He lowered his hand, slowly. “Leave it, woman. Just leave me alone. You do your job and I’ll do mine.”

      He stormed out of the room. She heard clattering in the kitchen followed by swearing and then her name being called. “Margaret, get in here and sort my tea.”

      She’d looked at Paul, who was staring towards the kitchen through the open doorway. She’d pulled her shoulders back and hurried to follow her husband.

      That night, she’d sat down at the small table in the guest bedroom when Bryn was safely snoring, and written the first letter.

      Darling, it began. I miss you…

      

      “Here we are.”

      Harborne Police Station was familiar to her. Bryn had been stationed here for most of the nineties, when he’d been a Chief Inspector. The station itself had been his personal fiefdom, held in a tight grip.

      She wondered if there would be anyone left from those days.

      The car passed the familiar brick building and turned into a car park at the back. Beyond it was a modern, flat-roofed structure that she didn’t know. The car door opened and the PC who’d been in the passenger seat reached his hand in to protect her head.

      “If you can follow me, ma’am.”

      She slid out of the car and headed into the unfamiliar building, suddenly scared.
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      “That was grim.”

      “The CCTV?” asked Mo. They were in the Force CID offices at Harborne Police Station, back in the team room.

      “No,” replied Zoe. “Winona Jackson. Nutcase.”

      “You went to see her?”

      Zoe shook her head.  “She came to the house. Barged in like she owned the place. I had to give her a large gin and tonic to shut her up.”

      “She still there?”

      “Uniform took her home. Can you believe we got her mother out of the house and then we’ve got her to deal with? For such an empty house, it’s been bloody hard to keep it clean.”

      “Where’s Connie?”

      “I left her there. She’s following a lead to do with the security systems. How did you get on with local CCTV?”

      “It’s pants, boss.” Rhodri slid his chair across the floor to join them.

      “Pants? That a technical term?”

      “No, boss,” Rhodri grinned. His teeth were crooked and sharp. He needed a better dentist. “Rubbish. Nothing useful.”

      “That’s not quite the case,” said Mo. “We might be able to get something from the house next door.”

      “They got CCTV?”

      “Yup. Rhodri’s going to go over the tapes now. Aren’t you, Constable?”

      “Er, yes.” Rhodri scrabbled in a box next to his desk. “It’ll take a while.”

      “It’s a murder case, Rhodri,” said Zoe. “You won’t be going home on time.”

      “Right, boss.”

      “Tell me about Winona,” said Mo.

      Zoe looked over his shoulder at Rhodri then gestured for Mo to follow her to her desk. He grabbed a chair and dragged it up. She dropped into her own chair, aware that she hadn’t slept in thirty-six hours.

      “Go on then.”

      “She’s a character, that’s for sure. Wearing a party dress in this weather. Yelling at everyone. And the amount of gin she put back. She knew exactly where to find it, too.”

      “Well, she did live there once.”

      “Not for a while. She’s got a flat in Brindleyplace.”

      “Nice.”

      “Soulless, more like. She’s gone back there but I’ve no doubt she’ll pop up again soon. In fact…” She leaned back and closed her eyes.

      “Anything I can help with, boss?” asked Mo.

      Zoe opened one eye to give him a warning look.

      “Anything I can help with, Zo?” He looked back at Rhodri.

      “It’s OK. I’ve got to head across to the interview suite anyway. I’ll do it on the way.”

      “If you’re sure.”

      “Yeah. There’s a bunch of files going to be turning up very soon. Can you find somewhere for them?”

      “No problem.”

      “Thanks, Mo. Don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “Nor do I.” He gave her a lopsided smile. So the accusation of resentment was forgiven, then. For now.

      The door to their office opened and DI Whaley put his head around it. Zoe sat up straighter in her chair. “Carl.”

      “Randle’s asking after you.”

      She yawned “Yeah. Be right there.”

      “Sure I can’t help?” asked Mo.

      “You can go to front desk. Tell them to be on the lookout for a skinny woman with dark hair. Looks like it hasn’t been combed since 1982. They won’t miss her. Tell them not to let her in.”

      “Right.” He stood up.

      “She said something surprising to me, after the first gin.”

      Carl had disappeared. Mo was at the door. “Which was?”

      “Could be shock,” she said. “Grief makes people say things they don’t mean.”

      “What did she say?”

      Zoe followed him to the door and lowered her voice. “Don’t repeat this to anyone. OK?”

      Mo mimed zipping his lips. “You know me.”

      “I do. But I’ve got my suspicions about Margaret Jackson. Randle has too, I think. That’s why we’re interviewing her.”

      “She’s under arrest?” he whispered. She heard Rhodri drop something then curse himself behind her.

      “Winona said her mum would be better off. Without him. Who says that, when their dad’s just been murdered?”

      “You think Mrs Jackson killed him?”

      “No. That’s daft.”

      Mo eyed her. “Well, you know what I think.”

      “Yeah. Forty percent of domestic killings are by the partner. But this one’s off. I can feel it in my nose hair.”

      “Maybe the interview will shine some light.”

      “Yeah. I bloody hope so.”
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      “Mrs Jackson,” said Randle. “Thank you for coming in. There are a few questions we still need to ask, and we thought it would be better here than at the house.”

      On the other side of the table, Margaret chewed her lips. Her starched blouse looked faded now, and her hair was messed up. Next to her a man in his late sixties was writing in a leather-bound A4 pad. His suit looked ten years old, but had been freshly pressed.

      “You aren’t under caution and this isn’t a formal interview. But I note that you have a solicitor with you.”

      Zoe watched as Margaret glanced at the solicitor. She looked like she was scared of him.

      The solicitor put his pen on the pad, at right angles to the edge. He looked back at Randle. “Edward Startshaw,” he said. “I thought it pertinent to assist Mrs Jackson, just to be on the safe side.” He gave Randle a look that was familiar but not friendly. Zoe wondered how many times the two of them had faced off across this table.

      They were in interview room three, the only one that didn’t smell of damp or stale sweat. The room was a featureless box, with the table, four chairs and three cameras; one facing Zoe and Randle and the other two behind them. The cameras weren’t activated.

      They’d agreed not to say anything about the letter. Instead, the plan was to find out about Margaret’s state of mind the previous day. To look for any inconsistencies in her evidence.

      Randle leaned back in his chair. Zoe’s cue. She placed her hands on the table.

      “Let’s start at the beginning. We want to know the circumstances of your husband’s death, and the events leading up to it. I’m wondering about when you left for the party. Did anything unusual happen before you left the house?”

      “Nothing unusual, no.”

      “What time did you leave for the party?”

      “It started at 7pm. We left at 6.30. Bryn was worried the traffic might be heavy.”

      “The party was at the Botanical Gardens, is that correct?”

      “You were there. Yes, that’s correct.”

      “Which is a five minute drive from your house.”

      “Like I said, Bryn was worried about traffic. He didn’t want to be late. And he had a meeting.”

      “A meeting? On the way there?”

      “When we got there. He and David disappeared into the bar, leaving me waiting in the foyer.” Mrs Jackson eyed Randle.

      Zoe wondered why he hadn’t mentioned this. “Did your husband tell you what this meeting was about?”

      “Mrs Jackson,” interrupted Randle. “When you left, did you secure the house, or did your husband?”

      She frowned. “I always check the back door, and we left via the front door, so that was locked.”

      “Who activated the alarm?”

      “It wasn’t activated.”

      “No?”

      “We don’t always use it. Rose sets it off. That’s my cat.”

      Zoe hadn’t seen a cat anywhere; it had probably hidden, with the house full of strangers.

      “What about the side gate?” she said. “You said it was open when you got home.”

      “It would have been banging if it was open. I’d used it in the morning and it was locked then.”

      Randle folded his arms across his chest and leaned back. Zoe leaned in.

      “Mrs Jackson, what about the CCTV? Can you tell me if that was on?”

      “I don’t know. That’s Bryn’s job.”

      “You don’t have access to it?”

      Mrs Jackson shifted in her chair. “No.”

      The lawyer put down his pen. “Is this going anywhere? My client is a grieving widow. She really needs to be at home.”

      “We need to work out if there was a break-in,” said Zoe.

      “Well it’s clear that somebody broke in,” he replied. “How else do you account for the open gate?”

      “We need to check everything.” Zoe turned to Mrs Jackson. “What kind of mood was your husband in when you left for the party?”

      “He was impatient. He wanted to get there quickly.”

      “How did he display his impatience?”

      “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      “Did he keep checking the time? Did he ask you to hurry? Did he lose his temper?”

      Margaret was stroking her fingernail. “He was impatient. I’m not sure exactly what he did. We left as soon as he was ready.”

      “Not when you were ready?”

      “No.”

      Unusual, thought Zoe. All the couples she knew did things the other way around.

      “Did you normally wait till your husband was ready, before you left the house?”

      “I always make sure I’m ready before Bryn.”

      Zoe nodded. Mrs Jackson stopped stroking her fingernail and held it tightly between thumb and forefinger.

      “Did anything unusual happen at the party?”

      “It was a party. People drank. The Chief Constable gave a speech. Bryn gave one, of sorts. The men got drunk.” Margaret glanced at Randle, whose face was impassive. “Nothing unusual.”

      “Did your husband speak to anyone new? Did he leave the room at any time?”

      “Just you. He left the room a few times, to go to the gents. He was drinking, Inspector. What do you expect?”

      Randle spoke. “I’m sorry. I know this is traumatic for you. We’ll have this wrapped up as soon as we can.” He looked at Zoe, waiting for her to continue.

      “Did the two of you argue on the way home?” she asked.

      “What would make you think that?”

      “You said he’d been drinking. Did that annoy you?”

      “No.”

      “Who drove home?”

      A pause. “I did.”

      Zoe thought back to their conversation the night before. “Did you normally drive home, after a party?”

      “Yes.”

      She was lying. Zoe glanced at Randle.

      “When you got home, was there any sign of a break-in? Any cars, or anyone walking along your road?”

      “I wasn’t looking for anything like that, I’m sorry.”

      “Do you think your car engine might have disturbed someone?”

      “No. Bryn always turned the ignition off before rolling on to the drive.” Her neck flushed. “And so did I. He taught me to do it, when the children were small.”

      Zoe could hear Randle’s breathing quicken. Jackson had driven home drunk. He was two weeks off retirement, West Midlands Police’s longest serving copper.

      “Thank you, Mrs Jackson,” Randle said. “You’ve been very helpful.”

      “I don’t understand. When we were at the house, you wanted to know how I found Bryn.”

      “I’m sure the forensics will give us everything we need to know.” He smiled. Zoe felt her blood chill.

      Randle stood up.” With me, DI Finch.”

      They left Margaret muttering with her lawyer. Randle slid into another interview room and Zoe followed. He looked up at the cameras to check they were switched off.

      “You could be right,” he muttered. “I think she might have killed him.”
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      The briefing room was filling up. Zoe grabbed a seat next to Mo, Lesley on her other side. Behind them, Rhodri sat with one of the DCs from Lesley’s team. The two of them looked like they’d be more at home with Nicholas and his friends, whispering in the back row in assembly. Not that Nicholas did that kind of thing. She wondered what he’d cooked for his tea, and if he’d saved any. She’d texted him before coming in here, just before deleting the ones from her mum. It was eight thirty pm – she’d be asleep.

      Randle came in with Adi, who looked like he’d just started work. His button-down collar was still buttoned down and his chinos had tight creases that made her think of Margaret Jackson’s outfit earlier. Randle’s tie was undone and his hair needed attention. Zoe had never seen him looking anything other than immaculate.

      She’d spent the last hour with Mo, organising the files in DI Dawson’s office so they could work through them the next morning. The office was locked and the key in her pocket. There were twelve boxes from the box room and four more from the study. Nothing from the bedroom yet.

      “Evening, people.” Randle looked up from the desk at which he was standing. On it was a laptop. Gone were the days when briefing rooms were full of photos pinned up on the wall. If he had anything to show them, it would be in a slideshow.

      Tired responses buzzed through the room. Murder investigations were tough at the best of times, everyone expected to work overtime until the case was solved. And they were near the end of the first twenty-four hours.

      But this was bigger. This was personal.

      “We have a new line of enquiry,” Randle said, his voice catching on the last word. He looked around the room as if trying to gauge who already knew. He pressed a key on the laptop and brought up a photo of the letter Zoe had found.

      “This is a letter written by the victim’s wife, Margaret Jackson.” Next to Zoe, Mo leaned forwards. Lesley side-eyed Zoe.

      Randle tugged at his tie. “What I’m about to tell you is highly confidential. We will not be briefing the press on this development, at least not until we know more. This stays in this room. Does everyone understand?”

      Half the people on the investigation were absent. Carl Whaley and his team were nowhere to be seen.

      “You can rely on everyone here,” said Lesley.

      “Thanks. This letter, as I say, was written by Margaret Jackson. We don’t know who she was writing to. And we don’t know why she didn’t send it. But it’s dated just two weeks ago.”

      He clicked through to a close-up of the relevant text. “In it, she says that she’s thinking about killing her husband and committing suicide.”

      Randle looked at the closed door. He strode to it and yanked the handle on the blind covering the glass in its top half. It rattled closed as he returned to the laptop.

      “We’ve interviewed Mrs Jackson, and we’ve got reason to believe there were problems in the couple’s relationship. We haven’t asked her directly about the letter yet, as we’re still working through the files left at the house. Zoe, any progress on that?”

      “All the documents are here and in a secure room. I’ll be starting on them as soon as we’re finished here.”

      “Get a team on it. I want this done quickly.”

      “Of course.”

      “Adrian, what do we have from blood spatter so far?” Randle continued.

      “The pattern is consistent with the victim being attacked from behind. Blood hit the desk at almost ninety degrees, suggesting he was already bending over it. No sign of anyone getting in the way of the spatter. The knife found on the floor of the study was a hunting knife. Double-edged, serrated. It’s consistent with the injuries to the victim’s neck and torso, according to the pathologist.”

      “Right. Lesley, anything of interest from the post-mortem?”

      “They haven’t finished it yet. There were wounds in his side, but it’s the one in the neck that they think was fatal. I’ll let you know when we get more.”

      “I need everyone to shift things up a gear,” said Randle. Mrs Jackson will have access to the house, and she could try to destroy evidence. It’s vital that she isn’t allowed anywhere near the murder scene.”

      “Have you considered that we should arrest her?” said Lesley.

      “She’s the widow of the Assistant Chief Constable. The Chief Constable is already asking me for a press statement. I want to be one hundred per cent sure we’ve got this right before we do that.”

      “What about the rest of the house?” asked Zoe. “We’ve got the files, but what if there’s something else?”

      “We’ve taken the computers. We have Mr and Mrs Jackson’s phones. I want your team on those.”

      “I’ll get Connie on them when she’s finished with the CCTV. Have we checked for drugs, or any other weapons?”

      “There’s no reason to think drugs could have been involved,” said Lesley.

      “He was pretty drunk when he got home. It might not have just been alcohol.” Zoe thought back to the conversation with Mrs Jackson, trying not to imagine a man who’d been drugged driving home.

      Lesley shook her head. “We have to wait for the post-mortem report, but there’s no evidence of any substances. Or of a second weapon.”

      “What about fingerprints? DNA?” said Randle.

      “Mrs Jackson’s prints are on the knife handle,” said Adi. “But we think it came from the house.”

      “And she said she dropped it on the floor,” added Zoe. “Any other prints?”

      “None.”

      “Right,” said Randle. “Check the pattern. I’m assuming there’s plenty of her prints in the room, but what about evidence of anyone else being in there? Any stray hairs, fibres from clothing?”

      “That’s the odd thing,” said Adi. “Her prints are nowhere in there.”

      “Nowhere?”

      “Nope. Nowhere except the knife.”

      “She told us she never went in there,” said Zoe. “I don’t think he let her.”

      “If the murderer cleaned the knife,” said Mo, “they would have cleaned the room too.”

      “Good point,” said Zoe. “The killer wiped the place down, then Mrs Jackson picked up the knife and got her prints on it.”

      “How long are we talking about, from when they got home to when she found him?” asked David.

      “They got home at half past eleven, according to Mrs Jackson. She’s told us that twice,” said Zoe. “The 999 call was made at 12:03. That would give the killer half an hour to commit the crime, clean up and get away without being detected. Either whoever it was knew what they were doing, or it was someone already inside the house.”

      “Mrs Jackson,” said Mo.

      “Most murders are domestic,” said Lesley. “But we can’t go following hunches. I find it difficult to believe that room doesn’t have evidence of anyone except Jackson having been in it. Not even his wife. Adi, are you sure?

      “Sure as a month of Sundays.”

      “Hmm.” Lesley narrowed her eyes at him.

      “But we can get a dog in, if you want. Check for traces we haven’t been able to spot.”

      “OK,” said Randle. “You do that. That study is ground zero. No one goes in or out except Adrian and his team. If anyone has been in there apart from Jackson, we need to know who. Otherwise, we have no choice but to look more closely at Margaret. Zoe, you need to get onto those files. And the CCTV. Keep me posted, everyone.”
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      “They can’t do this,” Margaret said. “That’s my home.”

      “I’m sorry, Mrs Jackson, but they can. It’s a crime scene.” They were in Bryn’s lawyer’s car. “I’ve booked you into the Marriott. You’ll be comfortable there, and I’ll be liaising with them to get you home as soon as possible.”

      Until today, she’d never said more than hello to Edward. Why her husband needed a lawyer she had no idea, but Bryn had reassured her that it was for financial advice, for himself and Paul. Their son could get his own financial advice, she was sure. He was an accountant at a big firm, after all.

      And now it seemed Edward was not only a financial expert, but a criminal one too. He’d been waiting for her at the station when she’d arrived, extending his hand as she’d entered like this was some kind of social call.

      “I came as soon as I heard,” he’d said. “I want to help in any way I can.”

      She’d accepted his help, too polite to turn him away. And maybe having a solicitor with her in that interview was for the best. David had behaved oddly. He’d looked at her too intently a couple of times, and he’d let that young inspector question her instead of doing it himself.

      Did he know? Had they found more of the letters? The thought filled her with dread.

      “Thank you,” she said as he pulled up in the hotel car park. This place was expensive. Bryn had been here for the occasional meeting over the years and she had a friend whose aunt had stayed while visiting, but she’d never stepped through the doors herself. She walked slowly, aware that she didn’t have a suitcase.

      “I need someone to go to the house and fetch some things for me,” she said to Edward.

      “I’ll talk to Chief Inspector Randle. I’m sure it can be arranged.”

      She felt herself stiffen at the thought of David coming here to question her. Her face would be in tonight’s Evening Mail. She needed to stay away from public spaces.

      She walked to the reception desk as confidently as she could.

      “Room reserved for Mrs Margaret Jackson, please.”

      The girl stared at a screen in front of her. Margaret hated the way no one made eye contact anymore, but tonight she was glad of it.

      When she did look up there was a glint of recognition in her eyes, curiosity vying with the discretion that would be drummed into the staff at a place like this.

      “Certainly, Mrs Jackson. Do you know how long you’ll be staying with us?”

      “Not for long I hope.”

      “Of course. Here’s your key. I’ll need a credit card and your signature here.”

      Margaret did as she was asked, the experience alien to her. Bryn was the one who booked hotels, who chose holiday destinations, who signed cheques. When the children had been small, holidays had been blighted by Bryn’s calls back to the office. And once Winona and Paul had left home, the holidays had dried up. She’d suggested taking herself on a ladies’ walking trip once, when his workload was particularly heavy. But he’d shut that down.

      She left Edward in the foyer and made for the lift. There was a man in a purple uniform standing inside, ready to push the button. She eyed him, wishing she could push the button for herself. Just pushing the button in a lift felt like a declaration of independence.

      The lift jolted to a halt and she thanked the man. She clutched her handbag, unsure if she was expected to tip him.

      The man was smiling at her, his hand on the lift doors. He didn’t have a palm outstretched, or an expectant look in his eye. She returned the smile and stepped out, counting the room numbers under her breath.

      A night alone in a hotel, the vast bed to herself. No one to tell her what to do. No one to berate her for behaving inappropriately. She wished she could go downstairs, sit at the bar like those women she’d envied for so long. But tonight, she would hide.
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      The letters weren’t confined to the one box. As Zoe and Mo worked through, they found more of them, hidden in files and among other paperwork. Always paperwork that was decades out of date.

      Zoe knew there could be more concealed in the house. If Margaret was hiding secret letters, she would slide them behind drawers, into the back of wardrobes, and into cracks between furniture. She would find spots that no one would look at, random places she thought were safe.

      “Maybe he found the letters,” suggested Mo. “He confronted her. They fought, and she killed him. Self-defence.”

      “There were no defensive wounds. On either of them. He’d have struck back. Or if he started it, there’d be her DNA in the room.”

      “She had that gash on her palm.”

      “But there’s no bruising on her,” Zoe said. “Lesley will know about any marks on his knuckles or palms.”

      “So the theory is she snuck up on him and slashed his neck.”

      “Put like that, it sounds daft.”

      “Everything sounds daft in this job.”

      She looked down at the pile of letters. The marriage was clearly in a bad way, the woman was anticipating her husband being at home twenty-four hours a day, and her prints were on the knife.

      “This is dafter than usual.”

      “Yeah.” Mo leaned back. They were both on their knees in the side office, the boxes on the floor around them.

      She smiled at him. “This is more like it.”

      “Hmm.”

      “You and me, working together. Sifting through evidence. None of the boss stuff.”

      He shrugged. “Just doing my job.”

      “Randle was weird in that interview,” she said. “He shut it down too fast.”

      “Maybe he’s waiting till he can caution her.”

      She shook her head. “I wanted to hear what she had to say about when she found him. Surely if she killed him, her story wouldn’t stand up. There’d be inconsistencies. We need to ask her about that again and again. But he didn’t.”

      “Not at all?”

      “He just skipped it.”

      “Maybe he asked her when he interviewed her at the house. With Whaley.”

      “Yeah.” She wondered where Carl was. She’d not seen him all day.

      Randle had been reluctant to accept that Margaret might be the killer at first, but once the evidence had looked more convincing, he’d thrown himself behind the theory. Why?

      They now had a pile of thirty-three letters, dating from 1996 onward. The first one referred to a previous letter, but gave no indication of when she’d written them. There were long gaps between them, then there might be a flurry of three or four in a month. The longest gap was from 1999 to 2008. The next letter, dated February 2010, had attempted to explain the break.

      

      Darling,

      I tried to make it work. I stopped writing to you and I threw my all into this marriage. I had to make it work. You’re with her now, and I can see you’ve been happy.

      I wonder how things might have been, if it weren’t for your daughter. She’s a lovely young woman now, you should be proud of her. But I sometimes look at her and wish she’d never been born. That you weren’t forced to marry her mother. Does that make me a bad person?

      Since the children left home, things have been getting worse. He doesn’t have to pretend anymore. He never cared what Winona thought; my heart ached at the way he talked to her, criticising her weight all those years and telling her she looked ill. Paul he’s always been more careful with; there’s an intelligence to Paul, an inscrutability that makes you unsure what he’s thinking. So Bryn put on an act for him. Now he’s at university, Uni they call it, and it’s just me and Bryn. Well me, most of the time.

      I can’t tell you what he does. The things he says. You were watching him, when I saw you last weekend. I know you were. Can you see it in him? Do you know what you left me to?

      I’ll have to burn this letter. I can’t have him finding it. I’ve lost count of how many of these things I’ve destroyed.

      Till next time, always

      Yours,

      Margaret.

      

      Zoe slid the letter into place in the pile of evidence bags. This had opened the floodgates; there were thirteen more in 2008. Then a gap of six months, followed by two more. There had been complaints about Bryn’s increasing use of bad language, declarations of love for the unnamed addressee, and veiled references to emotional abuse. Nothing concrete, though. Nothing that would make a defence lawyer’s ears prick up.

      She didn’t talk about killing him in any of the letters. Not till the last one.

      

      Darling,

      He retires in a month. I’ll be a prisoner. You can do something about it, I know you can.

      If he’s with me all day, every day, I’ll go insane. I can’t face it.

      I’m going to kill him, and then myself. Our children deserve better.

      I hope you understand, when you find this.

      Yours always,

      Margaret.
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      David Randle sat in his car in the hotel car park, watching the solicitor leave. He’d asked the man if he could find somewhere for Margaret to stay, away from the house. He’d said it was for her protection, but they both knew it wasn’t.

      He’d hated talking to her like that in the interview room. She was a delicate woman. Incredible she’d stood up to Bryn all these years, really. God knows he knew how much she’d regretted her marriage. But there’d been two sides to the story. He knew how unhappy his old boss had been.

      David had ridden on Bryn Jackson’s coat tails since he’d been a new DC. Bryn had been a DS then, loud-mouthed and confident and throwing his weight around like he didn’t care what the high-ups thought of him. He’d learned to tone it down when he’d been promoted to Inspector three years later. The public Bryn Jackson had become a man who could read the mood of a room and respond accordingly. Sometimes it was suspects; often it was top brass. He was an expert at making them think he was doing exactly what they wanted of him. Even when he wasn’t. Especially when he wasn’t.

      Still, David couldn’t complain. Bryn had put in a word when he’d sat the sergeant’s exam, and he’d given him a key role on the next murder case. Nasty business, a new Eastern European drugs gang impinging on the territory of the locals. Fifteen years it had been before they’d managed to calm that one down.

      And now the man was dead. Randle had always expected Bryn Jackson to die at the hands of a drugs boss, or maybe a clogged artery. But his wife? The once lively woman who’d grown into the drab figure sitting at the party last night and saying nothing, not even to the other wives?

      It didn’t fit. But his team believed it, and that was enough for him.

      The car park was filling up. People arriving for drinks, or dinner. Businessmen embarking on a lonely night away from home, hotel TV porn and mini bar whisky. He heaved himself out of his car and smoothed down his hair.

      This was not going to be easy.
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      “Ichi.”

      Zoe took a careful step forward, planting her right foot in front of her left. Her knee was bent and her front arm raised up in front of her face. Her hair was scraped back into a rough ponytail and she was sweating.

      “Ni.”

      She stepped forward with her left leg and punched, partway through the Kushanku kata. Karate practice helped her wind down from work, clear her head. And it kept her fit and alert.

      She closed her eyes, listening to her sensei’s voice from across the room. The group had three adults and twelve kids aged between eight and sixteen. She’d tried to talk Nicholas into joining with her but he’d wrinkled his nose and refused. His loss.

      As she worked through the moves, her mind dropping into the usual stillness and focus, she felt the case push its way in. The image of Bryn Jackson’s body, surrounded by blood. That house, so grand and yet so bare. And Margaret Jackson’s face in the interview. She’d looked tired and hard at the same time, like a rock that the sea had scraped bare. Poor woman.

      Zoe breathed in, feeling her chest expand. She pushed the breath out, pursing her lips and enjoying the feel of air leaving her body. An image of Jackson being attacked flashed in front of her eyes, the breath leaving his body for the last time.

      She flinched.

      “Zoe. Right leg.”

      She opened her eyes to see Sensei Asha staring at her. She was two moves behind the group. She shifted into the correct stance.

      “That’s better.”

      Focus, Zoe told herself. She’d been a black belt for thirteen years, her training starting not long after she’d joined the force. It had got her out of more than her share of scrapes.

      “Zoe!”

      She was out of step again. “Sorry.”

      “Concentrate. You can do this.”

      She could. She had her Third Dan test in six weeks and needed to get this kata right. That was, if work didn’t get in the way. She’d been scheduling this test for eighteen months, but she’d never managed to make the date.

      She stopped moving. Another image had flashed into her mind, a more recent one. It made her think of Canary.

      Her left leg, which had been lifted in front of her right leg, dropped to the floor. She stumbled.

      “Take five, Zoe. Everyone else, carry on.”

      Zoe nodded at her instructor and hurried for the door, grabbing her kit bag. Asha was a sergeant in Coventry. She’d understand.
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      The office was dark, the only light above Zoe’s head. This building worked on motion sensors. More environmentally friendly, they said. It meant that if you worked late, you sometimes had to get up and dance around the office to turn the lights back on.

      Zoe had a good memory. She knew which box she needed to dig out. Not so lucky was the fact that it was at the bottom of the pile. She shifted the other boxes to one side and dragged it out. She heaved it onto her desk.

      There were bank statements going back two years. Three credit cards, two current accounts and an ISA. Nothing had caught her eye in them. Jackson’s salary went in, there were household bills, supermarket trips, cash machine records. She’d been struck by how little Margaret seemed to spend, for a woman living in such an expensive house. The cash machine transactions were once a week for fifty pounds. Never more, never less.

      Zoe scanned the statements again, checking she hadn’t missed anything. Everything was regular, one month the same as the rest. No big expenses.

      She tried to remember the second box. It was one of several she’d gone through in the box room before they’d brought the paperwork into the office.

      “Zo.”

      She looked up to see Mo hanging his coat on the hook on the back of the office door.

      “What are you doing here? It’s gone ten.”

      “You know what it’s like. Couldn’t get the case out of my head. Thought I’d go through some of the statements from the neighbours. Better than sitting at home wasting time thinking about it. You?”

      “I remembered something,” she said.

      “Oh yes?” He crouched next to her.

      “Blimey!”

      They turned in unison to see Connie clattering through the door.

      “You follow me in?” asked Mo.

      Connie shook her head. “I thought the place would be empty.”

      “Never, with a big murder inquiry.” Zoe pushed the boxes to one side and stood up. She placed her fists in the small of her back and stretched, remembering the move she’d stumbled over in karate earlier. “How’s it going with the CCTV?”

      Connie looked pleased with herself. “We finished. Me and Rhodri, and a guy called Teek. Or at least that’s what he said his name was.”

      “We know him,” said Mo. “His real name’s Terry. He likes to come across mysterious to women. Watch out for him.”

      “Will do, sarge.”

      “So did you find anything?” asked Zoe.

      “Not on the tapes, no. But I’ve managed to match up the people to the codes.”

      “And?”

      “There’s a cleaner, like you said. A guy who does decorating and building work for them.”

      “Is his name Reynolds by any chance?” said Zoe.

      “How d’you know that?”

      “There’s a quote from him. In the house file. That’s what I’m looking for.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not sure yet…” Zoe pulled out more boxes and flipped them open.

      “What’s the quote for?” asked Mo.

      “Building work on the box room. They bricked a door up. And there was roofing work.”

      “Exciting stuff. What’s the connection?”

      “According to Margaret, the door was bricked up.  She said it was done years ago. But the quote was eighteen months old if I remember right. And the roof work was six months ago. I want to know if it was actually done.”

      “Why does that matter?” asked Connie.

      “Not sure yet. But this kind of thing can be the beginning of a trail.” Zoe grabbed another box. It was the right one. She dumped its contents on her desk and started thumbing through. “Tell me who else had a code.”

      “Oh, yeah. There were the two kids. Not kids. In their thirties. Winona and Paul. And the gardener. That’s it.”

      “So, seven people?” asked Mo.

      Connie shook her head. “Six.”

      Mo counted off on his fingers. “Bryn Jackson, Margaret Jackson, two kids, gardener, cleaner and builder. Seven.”

      “That’s exactly it. Mrs Jackson didn’t have one.”

      “She what?” said Mo.

      Zoe found the file she was looking for. The document she remembered was at the back. She flicked though the rest, looking for a pattern.

      “She didn’t have access to the security system,” said Connie.

      “That can’t be right,” said Mo. “It was her house.”

      Connie shrugged. “It was her husband’s house.”

      “Got it,” said Zoe. The others turned to her.

      She held up four sheets of paper, all from Reynolds Contracting, going back four years. All dated the first of May. Exactly a year between each one.

      “Three years ago, a new kitchen. Two years ago, replastering the hallway and decorating the lounge. Last year, the doorway. And this year the roof.”

      “Sounds like they were doing the house up,” said Mo.

      “But how did they pay for it?” asked Zoe. “There’s nothing in the bank accounts.”

      Mo reached for the quotes. “These are only quotes. Maybe they didn’t do the work.”

      “I think they did. That kitchen is immaculate. The hallway’s like an art gallery. I can’t find invoices, or receipts. I can’t find records of payment. How did they pay for it all?”
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      Margaret lay on the vast hotel bed, staring up at the ceiling and wondering why she didn’t feel hungry, when there was a knock at the door.

      She sat up. Press? She hadn’t seen a newspaper yet, and her phone was still with the police. She had no idea what was being said about her and Bryn.

      She looked at her reflection in the blank TV screen. She couldn’t hide in here forever.

      She went to the door and peered through the viewer. She snapped it shut and turned to put her weight against the door.

      There was another knock.

      “Margaret, I know you’re in there. I need to talk to you.”

      She smoothed down her trousers and rubbed her face. She’d been crying and there would be mascara on her cheeks. Then she caught herself. Why should she care what David Randle thought about the way she looked? She was newly widowed. She was entitled to cry.

      She slid the chain into its holder and opened the door a crack.

      “Do you need me to come back for another interview? Can it wait until the morning?”

      He had a hand on the door but he didn’t push it. “I wanted to talk to you myself.”

      “Is that young woman with you?” She hadn’t seen anyone else through the viewer.

      “It’s just me. Can I come in?”

      She squared her shoulders and pulled the door open, shrinking back to let him past. He wore the same aftershave Bryn had used: Aramis. It had always made her sneeze.

      He looked around the room. “Are they looking after you?”

      “I haven’t spoken to anyone since I arrived.”

      He arranged his face into a look of concern. “I’m so sorry, Margaret. About Bryn. This is brutal. And us bringing you in for questioning. If I could do this any other way, I would.”

      David Randle was a man who never baulked at brutal, as far as Margaret knew. He’d probably enjoyed watching her squirm.

      Margaret said nothing, closing the door but staying close to it.

      “You’re using Bryn’s lawyer,” he said.

      “How do you know he was Bryn’s lawyer?”

      He took a step towards her. She took one back.

      “Bryn and I were close friends for almost forty years. Of course I knew who his lawyer was.”

      “Why did Bryn need a criminal lawyer?” she asked.

      “Bryn used Startshaw for financial advice.”

      “Why? Was he hiding money?”

      David gave her a don’t be ridiculous look. “Bryn was a sensible man. He wanted to make sure his money was well looked after. For you and the children.”

      “Still, a lawyer…”

      “There’s nothing illegal about it, Margaret.”

      “I never said it was illegal.”

      “No.” He sat on the edge of the bed. He looked small against its bulk, his feet only just remaining on the floor. He’d never been a tall man. Like Bryn. Maybe that was why they warmed to each other, both right on the limit of the height restrictions.

      “Is there something specific you need to ask me about?” she said.

      “When you found him,” David replied, “was there anything unusual in the room? On his desk?”

      She frowned. “What kind of unusual?”

      A shrug. “I don’t know. Anything you wouldn’t have expected to see there.”

      “Bryn never allowed me into his study. I have no idea what should and shouldn’t have been in there.”

      He stood up and approached her again. She held her ground, her breathing shallow.

      “I’m so sorry, Margaret.”

      She blinked, her skin fizzing.

      “For everything you’ve been through. All this. It must be hell.”

      “You could say that.”

      “If there’s anything I can do.”

      There was so much he could do. But he had to do his job.

      “I just want to go home,” she said.

      “Of course. I’ll tell the FSM to hurry things up.”

      “Thank you.” Her voice was pinched, her chest heavy.

      “I’ll leave you alone, now.”

      She nodded. She was used to being left alone. As he passed her to leave, he held an arm out momentarily, as if wanting to hug her. Then something passed over his face and he dropped it.

      “I’ll be in touch, Margaret.”

      I’m sure you will, she thought as she bolted the door.
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      The briefing room was full this morning. Zoe sat to one side and watched as Carl Whaley and his team filed in. He looked annoyed, as if he knew he’d been excluded last night. Lesley followed him, her expression tight. She avoided sitting next to her DI but instead took the seat next to Zoe. Zoe had been keeping it for Mo.

      “Morning,” Lesley said. She had one of her yoghurt pots and was peeling off the lid.

      “Morning.”

      “Get any sleep last night? I imagine you needed it after the night before.”

      Zoe imagined Lesley in her bed after the party, sleeping off the alcohol and oblivious to her phone ringing.

      “Yes thanks,” she replied.

      “Good. He’s got you doing a lot on this case.”

      “David?”

      “Who else?”

      So that was it. Lesley was jealous. As the senior officer she should have been at the centre of things. But Zoe was part of David’s team, and Lesley was his colleague. Their styles were wildly different.

      David prowled in, his hair neat and a different suit today. It was blue and looked new. Beneath it he wore a white shirt and a tie in shades of blue and aqua that made him look like he’d been on holiday. This was a man who spent time in front of the mirror.

      “Everyone here? Good.” He nodded towards the door. Rhodri jumped up to close it then slid back to his seat, giving Zoe a thumbs-up that made her cringe.

      “Let’s recap on where we are.” Randle fired up the laptop and brought a photo of the Jackson house up on the wall behind him.

      “I gather we’ve been through CCTV now, and have more from the pathologist. Let’s start with CCTV.”

      Connie sat up straight. Her hair was gathered on top of her head and she was wearing pink eyeshadow today. “Three of us watched the CCTV from the house yesterday. There’s a camera over the front door and another one at the side. Can I?”

      She pointed at the screen and Randle nodded. She pushed her chair back and went to the laptop. The image zoomed in on the front door. Above it was a camera, pointing downwards.

      “This one’s got a view of the front drive and a bit of the street. It wouldn’t get everyone who came past but it’d spot you if you walked to the front door or parked a car.” She pressed a key. “Look, there’s Adi leaving yesterday. I tested it.”

      Adi looked up and cocked his head. A ripple of amusement went round the room.

      “What about the garden?” asked Lesley.

      Connie nodded. “That’s covered by the camera at the side. Wait a minute and I’ll—”

      “I mean the front garden. If you look at the house itself, not just photos and video, you’ll see that the front garden wraps around the garage and leads to the side gate. Is that covered by the CCTV?”

      “No, but—”

      “So someone could have crept round the side of the garden without being spotted.”

      “It was raining heavily,” interrupted Adi. “If that had happened, we’d have prints.”

      “Have you checked?” said Lesley.

      “Of course we’ve bloody checked. That garden is spotless.”

      “There’s paving slabs,” said Zoe. “You could avoid stepping in the soil by walking on them, if you were good at balancing.”

      “We checked those,” said Adi. “No prints. Sorry.”

      Lesley shrugged. Connie looked at Zoe who gave her an encouraging nod.

      “Anyway,” Connie said, looking warily at Lesley who was engrossed in her yoghurt. “The side door’s got a camera too. There’s a blind spot in the front garden, like DCI Clarke said. But there’s nothing here either. If someone came in that way, we’d know.”

      “Did it catch the paramedics arriving?” asked Randle.

      “No. It’d been switched off by then.”

      Lesley’s head popped up again. “When did that happen?”

      “About ten minutes after they got home.”

      “So the CCTV is pretty much useless then.”

      “Well, yes. Which is kind of my point. But what’s more interesting is the way it, and the security system, worked. There were no keys, just codes. Personal codes. And Mrs Jackson didn’t have one.”

      Randle paled. Lesley swallowed the last of her yoghurt. “She must have used his.”

      “Doesn’t look like it,” said Zoe. “We’ll need to look at patterns. But as far as we know, she didn’t have access to the locks and security of her own house.”

      “That makes no sense,” said Carl. The room turned to him and Zoe wondered how many people here even knew who he was. “She must have had a way of getting in or out. Maybe she shared Jackson’s.”

      “There’s a pattern,” replied Zoe. “The times he used it. It looks like it was just him.”

      “We need to look into this,” said Randle. “I can ask her.”

      “Is there going to be another formal interview?” asked Zoe.

      “No. She’s going home later. FSI say the house can be returned to her. What time do you expect that to be, Adrian?”

      Adi looked up from his notepad. “About eleven. We think.”

      “Good. I appreciate you fast tracking that. Now, what about the post-mortem? Please don’t tell me it still hasn’t happened, Lesley.”

      “It has. The wound to his neck was fatal, unsurprisingly. Thin blade, nine inches long, serrated. Matches the one Mrs Jackson found. Two more stab wounds to the victim’s side, neither of them deep. The pathologist thinks they were inflicted after the fatal one.”

      “What about defensive wounds?”

      “Nothing. His arms and hands were clean.”

      “So he didn’t know it was coming.” David’s face clouded. “Do we have any conclusions from blood spatter?”

      “Nothing much apart from what I already told you,” said Adi. “Most of the blood came from the neck wound and hit the desk. There would have been a lot of it, gushing very fast. No bloody footprints, or handprints.

      Lesley tossed her yoghurt pot into the bin. “Either the killer knew what they were doing, or it was all so fast they got away from the body before getting hit by too much blood.”

      “A wound like that would leave stains on the killer’s arm,” said Adi. “He or she was right-handed. Even if he pulled away immediately, there would be blood on his sleeve and hand.”

      “Mrs Jackson’s dress was covered in his blood,” said Zoe. “There was some of her own, but it’s mainly his.”

      “She told us she’d touched him,” said Randle. “She grabbed the knife. She found him, for heaven’s sake.”

      “Yes, but…”

      “That’s not enough, Zoe.”

      Yesterday he’d been all over Margaret Jackson, eager to pin blame on her. Now he was backing off. Why?

      “I’ve found financial records that might point to something, too,” Zoe said. “Or more like, I haven’t.”

      “You’re making no sense.”

      “They had work done on the house. Pretty substantial work. Every year, same time of year. There are quotes going back four years, all dated first of May.”

      “Nothing unusual about that. It’s a nice house.”

      “But I can’t find any record of them paying for it. The bank accounts are spotless. Too spotless.”

      Randle shook his head. “Maybe they didn’t have this work done. You say you only found quotes.”

      “That’s right. No receipts. No invoices. But the work seems to have been done.”

      “You’re an expert on home improvement now are you? Been watching Grand Designs?”

      Zoe ignored the jibe. “Mrs Jackson talked to me about one of the jobs. Bricking up a wall. They had a quote for it, the work was done, but there’s no record of payment.”

      “Not unusual for people to pay cash for that kind of thing.”

      “The quote for the kitchen was thirty thousand pounds.”

      “Surely you’ve got a decimal point in the wrong place,” interrupted Lesley.

      Randle looked between them. “Lesley’s got a point. I don’t see how house renovations has anything to do with a murder case. Drop that, Zoe. I know you like to find clues in financial records, but sometimes you can take the things too far.”

      “But sir—”

      He raised a palm to stop her. “Those letters. Focus on those. She wanted to kill him.”

      He’d swung back again, focused on Margaret Jackson as the suspect.

      “Look for more of them. Go back to the house if you need to. But do it quickly. Before she goes back. I’ll speak to Paul and Winona Jackson, find out if they can shed any light. You’re all dismissed. Get to it.”
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      David’s car was an Audi TT, low slung and uncomfortable. Margaret was relieved when it pulled up outside her house and she could get out. She waited for him to walk up to the front door, his back to her, before trying to extricate herself from it. She was wearing a pale pink skirt and knew this would be undignified.

      She joined him at the front door just as a man in a white forensic suit opened it. David grunted at the man then stood back for her to pass through.

      Inside, the hallway was as it had always been. The pale walls stared back at her and the smell of baking came from the kitchen.

      She sniffed and looked at David.

      He smiled. “I think your daughter’s here already.”

      She felt her heart sag. She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Thank you, David. I appreciate everything you’ve done.”

      “I’m just sorry it’s not in happier circumstances.”

      “Yes.”

      He held out his hand and she shook it. His palm was rough, rubbing against her own. She felt herself flush and pulled back. “Now if you don’t mind…”

      “Of course.” He muttered to the man in the suit. “There’s just two FSIs in the study. They won’t be any bother. They’ll be gone by four.”

      She’d expected to have the house to herself. Now there were two strangers still here, and Winona in the kitchen.

      David closed the front door. Margaret was going to have to replace the security system. She had no idea who Bryn had given codes to.

      She pulled in the deepest breath she could muster and headed for the kitchen. The table was covered in flour and mixing bowls and the windows had been thrown open despite the chill.

      “Winona.”

      “Oh, Mummy!” Winona dropped a baking tray on the floor and ran into her mother’s arms. She leaned into her, sobbing noisily.

      Margaret stroked her hair. It was tangled and the roots didn’t match the tips. “It’s alright, sweetheart. I’m here now.”

      “Winona pulled out of her arms and thumped her on the shoulder. “Where were you? I came here looking but you were hiding.”

      “I wasn’t hiding, they put me up in a hotel. At least… I’m not sure who paid for it. But I’m home now.”

      “I’ve been here for hours.”

      Margaret looked around the kitchen. She’d been told there was no access to the house that morning. But Winona could be persuasive.

      “You’ve been baking.”

      “I thought it might cheer us up.”

      “That’s a nice idea.” Margaret felt her eyes fill. “Thank you, darling. Have you spoken to Paul?”

      “He’s not answering his phone. Does he know?”

      “The police sent someone round to him.”

      She thought of her son in his modern five bedroomed house in Sutton Coldfield with his chippy wife. Twin daughters she rarely saw and couldn’t tell apart. She didn’t envy the poor constables who’d been given that job.

      “I should go and see him,” she said.

      “No, Mummy. He comes to you. It’s you we need to look after.”

      Margaret went to the kettle and flicked it on. “Thank you, sweetie. But I don’t need looking after.”

      Winona leaned into her and pushed her face into Margaret’s back. She’d never been affectionate as a child. Maybe this would change things, they’d become close. “I’m your mother. It’s my job to look after you.”

      Winona’s voice was muffled. “You’re better off, you know.”

      Margaret stiffened. “What do you mean?”

      “He was a beast. He treated you like shit.”

      She turned to grab her daughter’s hands. “Don’t talk about your father like that. It’s not respectful.” She glanced towards the open doorway, mindful of those FSIs in the study. “Be quiet.”

      “He wasn’t respectful.”

      “I’m not listening to this. Your father loved you, in his own way. He loved me.”

      “No he damn well didn’t, and you know it.”

      “Winona! I won’t have that kind of talk. I can smell burning. See to whatever it is you’ve got in the oven and we’ll have lunch. And I won’t have you talking like that anymore, you hear me?”

      Winona yanked a tray of biscuits out of the oven, saying nothing.
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      Zoe had been expecting this for weeks, but today wasn’t exactly the best timing. She stepped up to the stand and raised her hand.

      “I do solemnly and sincerely and truly declare and affirm that the evidence I shall give shall be the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.”

      She sat down, focused on the CPS barrister. She’d rehearsed this in front of her mirror at home a dozen times. All she was here to do was give them an excuse to submit the documents she’d uncovered. It would be fine.

      “Detective Sergeant Finch, can you tell us what—”

      “Detective Inspector Finch.”

      The lawyer looked up. “Detective Inspector Finch. I’m sorry.” A faint smile quivered on his lips. “What was your role in the investigation into the subject of this trial?”

      “I was brought into the Canary investigation to go through paperwork. We were investigating Robert Oulman.” She glanced up to see Oulman standing along from his co-accused. He was a thin, sharp-jawed man dressed in an expensive grey suit that didn’t hide the fact that he was sweating.

      “What were you looking for?”

      “We had reason to believe he’d been laundering money through his restaurant business. There was a team of three of us going through documents, trying to find signs of cash coming into the business that couldn’t be accounted for.”

      “You were specifically looking at receipts, is that right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Mr Oulman’s personal receipts?”

      “That’s right.”

      The solicitor held up a sheaf of papers. “I’m holding exhibit 617. Can you tell me what these are please, Detective Inspector Finch?”

      Zoe looked up at the sound of the doors to the court opening. A man slid in and took a seat at the back. He was short-haired with a deep tan and a large tattoo of an eagle covering his right ear and neck.

      She looked back at the lawyer. “Yes, of course.” She kept her eyes on the documents. She’d expected David Randle to be in the gallery, but he was nowhere to be seen.

      “Those four sets of receipts showed that the three men would meet up every two weeks.”

      “How do they show that?”

      “We started with Oulman. He was going to Forelli’s bar every two weeks. It was showing up on his credit card. Always at the same time, and he always bought a pint of Diet Coke.”

      “You thought that was odd?”

      “Mr Oulman was a champagne and pinot noir man, judging by the rest of his receipts, so yes.”

      “And you decided to investigate?”

      “There was another team, looking into Mr Shand. A colleague of mine.”

      “Sergeant Uddin.”

      “Yes. We noticed that there was the same pattern of activity. Visiting Forelli’s every fortnight, drinking non-alcoholic drinks.”

      “And that led you to…”

      “Mr Petersen. He was the owner of the club. About as Italian as my granny from Halesowen. He didn’t have any receipts, of course, he didn’t have to pay. But a waitress told us she’d been propositioned by Mr Oulman. She remembered him being a regular, having private meetings.”

      “So you discovered that the three of them were meeting in private every fortnight, and you decided to investigate why.”

      “We did.”

      “What form did that investigation take?”

      “Surveillance mainly. We spoke to a few more employees of the bar. We put an officer at the next table, listening in.”

      “And that found what?”

      “Not much. They covered their tracks.”

      “But then things changed.”

      “They did. Oulman made the mistake of beating up his girlfriend. Siobhan Farley. She talked to us. Turned out they were getting together before those meetings in Forelli’s. In the basement. Where they were abusing children and videoing it.”

      A whisper went through the room. Zoe looked at the defendants. All three had their eyes straight ahead. Only Petersen flinched.

      She knew she wouldn’t be asked any more. They had the videos. And they had Siobhan’s statement, even if the poor woman was too scared to testify.

      “She’s on the witness list. Thank you. No further questions.”
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        * * *

      

      Outside, the corridors were busy. Zoe pushed through to the front entrance, impatient to get back to the Jackson case. Randle had told her to focus on the letters, but she wanted to follow up the house renovations angle.

      “Zoe.”

      She turned. “Carl. What are you doing here?”

      “Keeping an eye on the Canary trial. Saw your evidence.”

      “Yeah. Glad that’s over. Lesley send you?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Are you liaising with the pathologist on the Jackson case? I just… I haven’t seen much you in the briefings.”

      He smiled. He had a birthmark on his neck, very faint. “Don’t worry, Zoe. I’ve got plenty to keep me busy. See you back at the station, yeah?”

      He pushed through the doors and she followed him out to her car, trying not to wonder why he was such a grumpy sod.
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      Stuart Reynolds was based in a nondescript office in a business park in Selly Oak, not far from Zoe’s home. She pulled up in her Mini. There were two vans parked and a 4x4. All had the company logo and strapline. No job too small. Original.

      She scanned the windows as she made for the main entrance. The place was quiet, but that didn’t say much.

      Inside was a small reception area with a desk behind a partition. A pile of yellowing architectural magazines sat on a side table.

      Zoe leaned across the partition.

      “Hello?”

      A radio was playing somewhere: Taylor Swift. She leaned over further. A closed door led to the back of the unit, where the music was coming from.

      “Anyone here?” she called, louder this time. She scanned the desk, looking for a buzzer. Nothing but a pile of post-its and a half-empty mug.

      The music stopped. A tanned man in his mid-forties kicked the back door open.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m here to speak to Stuart Reynolds.”

      “You after a quote? Best to use the website. We’ve got a form.”

      “I’m not after a quote.”

      “What you want then?”

      “I’d like to speak to Mr Reynolds.”

      “You already are.”

      “You’re Stuart Reynolds?”

      “The one and only.” He balled his fists and dug them into his hips. Behind him, the music started up again.

      “My name’s Detective Inspector Zoe Finch. I’m investigating a murder.”

      “Bryn Jackson. Saw it in the papers. Bloody shame. How’s his wife?”

      “You did some work for them. On their house.”

      “Did I?” He leaned back, puffing his chest out.

      “We’ve found quotes. Roof work, the kitchen, a doorway you blocked up.”

      “Nah.”

      “You didn’t do the work?”

      “Must have found someone else.”

      “So you gave him a quote, and he didn’t hire you?”

      “That’s about it, yeah.”

      “So how come you know the Jacksons so well?”

      “What makes yer think that?”

      “You asked how Mrs Jackson was. Surely if you’d just given her husband a couple of quotes, you wouldn’t be worried about her.”

      “Who says it was him that got the quotes?”

      “So it was her? Mrs Jackson?”

      A shrug. “How’m I supposed to remember? All I know is it was a big ’ouse. Would’ve been a good one to work on. They asked me to quote, I quoted. They didn’t hire me.”

      “Why did they send you four different jobs to quote for, if they never hired you?”

      “Beats me. Going through the motions, I guess. Maybe because he was a copper. Liked to do things by the book.”

      The music stopped again. Reynolds looked towards the door. “Look, I’ve got stuff to be getting on with. If you don’t need anything else…”

      “What stuff is that?”

      He screwed up his face. “Work. What’s it to you?”

      “Who are you working for right now?”

      He grunted a laugh. “You think I’m dodgy. Tax evasion. Here.”

      He yanked open a drawer in the desk and grabbed a file. It held a quote and some receipts. “There you go. This is what I’m working on. Wardrobe, in Brindleyplace. Bespoke job. Teak, supposed to look like it was from 1960. Happy?”

      “No, Mr Reynolds. I’m not happy at all.”

      “So what else you need to know?”

      “The jobs you did for the Jacksons.”

      “Uh-uh. The jobs I quoted for.”

      “How did they pay you?”

      He rolled his eyes. “You’re like a dog with a bone, aren’t you? Like I said, they didn’t hire me.” He said the last words slowly, like he was talking to an idiot. “If you’ve got grounds to search my office and check, get yourself a warrant. If not, I’ve got work to do.”

      “Fair enough. Enjoy your wardrobe.”

      He snorted and pushed through the back door. The radio went up to full blast.
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      Margaret had cleaned up the kitchen. Winona was upstairs in her old bedroom, checking the police hadn’t ‘ransacked’ it.

      She wiped the granite worktops until they shone, admiring the subtle pattern. Having the kitchen fitted had been arduous, Reynolds and his crew helping themselves to tea and snacks all day long. And nothing to cook on for two weeks, despite Bryn insisting she feed him in the style to which he’d become accustomed. But it was worth it.

      She went to the back doors and gazed out at the pale day. It had stopped raining and the garden was brightening. There were footprints all over the lawn from the FSIs, but they would fade.

      “Mum.”

      She turned to see her son standing at the doorway to the kitchen. She felt the breath catch in her throat.

      “Paul.”

      “I came as soon as I heard. Who could do such an awful thing?”

      She stayed were she was. “They’re giving it top priority. Your father was one of theirs, after all.”

      “There were two guys in bunny suits just coming out. Have they finished already?”

      “They fast tracked it. David Randle wanted to give me the house back.”

      Paul put his briefcase on the counter. She would have to clean that again later.

      “That’s not good enough.” He pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket and held it to his ear. “I’m telling Randle they need to do more.”

      “How can you tell him to do more when you don’t know what he’s already doing?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean… Look. Sit down. I’ll make you a cup of tea.”

      “I don’t drink tea and you know it.”

      “Sorry. Coffee, then. There’s some in the cupboard.” She started opening doors. The Family Liaison Officer, that nice Trish girl, had moved everything. “Damn. Where is it?”

      “Can’t you find it?” Paul still had his phone to his ear.

      “Please, put that down. You’ll just distract them.”

      “Where are they, Mum? Why aren’t they here, gathering DNA or whatever it is they do?”

      She smiled at him. “You always found your father’s work so dull.”

      He shrugged. “It was dull. Lucrative, though.”

      She found a bag of coffee and pulled out the filter machine.

      “Is that all you’ve got?”

      She turned to him. “What?”

      “A machine. Don’t bother. I’ll get one back at the office.”

      She went to the sink. “Here, a glass of water.” Anything to keep him occupied. To keep herself occupied.

      “I don’t need a bloody glass of water, Mum. I want to know who killed Dad.”

      She stopped moving, her back to him. “I know, love. So do I.”

      “Right. Well why aren’t you giving them shit until they come up with an answer?”

      “Hey, bro.” Winona was at the door. How long had she been standing there?

      “Winona.” Paul didn’t raise his gaze from his hands, which were on the table. He was wriggling his fingers, turning them over and surveying the nails. Bryn had done that. Margaret put out a hand to steady herself.

      “So you heard,” Winona said.

      “Two PCs came to the office. They freaked Elaine out first, at the house. And the girls.”

      “They’re just doing their job,” said Margaret.

      “Yeah,” said Winona. “Don’t be such a misery guts.” She took the seat diagonally across from him.

      Paul pulled a face at her. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

      “Looking after Mummy. I made biscuits. What took you so long?”

      “Some of us have got jobs to go to.”

      She stuck her tongue out. “Bully for you.”

      “Please, you two,” said Margaret. They’d been like this as children. “I know you’re upset, but be nice to each other.”

      Paul dropped his head to the table. “Shit, Mum.”

      She sat next to him and put a hand on his back. He stiffened but didn’t pull away. “I know, love,” she said. “It’s a shock.”

      He turned his head so that it was still on the table, but facing her. “The house is so fucking empty without him.”

      She nodded. He’d lived in that study. The house had been empty for years.

      “Will you sell it?”

      She withdrew her hand. “I don’t know. Why should I?”

      Paul lifted his head. “It’s a bit big for just you, isn’t it? A bit grand. I mean, the artwork is worth thousands alone. And the work you’ve had done…”

      “God you’re so insensitive, Paul,” said Winona. “Can’t you see Mummy’s out of her mind?”

      “She doesn’t look it to me. Looks calm.” He sat up. “Why are you so calm?”

      “I’m not calm.”

      “You are. You look almost pleased.”

      “I’m not…” her voice caught. “I’m not pleased.”

      “I thought you’d be up in bed, crying your eyes out. But instead the two of you are down here, baking.” Paul stood up, his chair clattering to the floor.

      “Paul. Please…” said Margaret.

      “You don’t want them to solve it, do you? You probably killed him yourself, so you could get his death in service benefit.”

      “What?” Margaret put a hand to her chest.

      “Oh, come on. Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about it. Two weeks off retirement? I checked. You get three times his salary, plus the pension. And the house. Not bad, really.”

      “Paul, I think you don’t know what you’re saying. You’re upset. I understand. But I’d like you to leave.”

      “Yeah?” He went to the doorway. “I bet you would. You and my good-for-nothing sister. Get rid of Dad, and get rid of me. Fuck you both.”

      Margaret flinched as the front door slammed.
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      “Oh, it’s good to see you lot.”

      Zoe flung her bag onto her desk and sank into her chair. The sleep deprivation was taking its toll. She checked her watch: 3pm. Hours before she could go home and collapse into bed.

      “There’s been a development,” said Mo.

      “Oh yes?”

      “Art theft arrest. Guy called Simon Adams, goes by the name of Stick. Organised Crime brought him in an hour ago.”

      An hour ago, she’d been at the industrial estate in Selly Oak.

      “He took the painting from Jackson’s study?”

      “We think so. He had a Diebenkorn, a big one. David’s going to show it to Mrs Jackson, ask if she recognises it.”

      “It’s a valuable one,” said Connie. “I checked with Zaf.”

      “Zaf?”

      “My brother.”

      “There’d be a receipt somewhere, if Jackson bought it.” Zoe thought back to those bank accounts. There’d been nothing about artwork. More cash purchases?

      Connie pulled out her phone. “The two in the hallway are worth ten grand between them. The one they’ve found is worth twice that.”

      “Thirty grand, on paintings?”

      “And that’s just three of them. There were more, remember?”

      “How do you know this stuff?” asked Rhodri, sliding his chair over to Connie’s desk. She pulled back.

      “Not me, Rhod. My little brother. Going to Uni next year to study modern art.”

      Rhodri bit his lip. “Cool kid.”

      “Rhodri,” said Zoe. “Leave Connie alone, will you?”

      Connie looked shocked. “Oh it’s alright, boss. I can handle myself.”

      “I’m sure you can. But if I see Rhodri hitting on you in this office, or anywhere outside it for that matter, I want you to come straight to me.”

      “I will. Sorry.”

      “Don’t you apologise.”

      “I wasn’t hitting on her, Zo.”

      Zoe stood up. Sometimes being five foot eight was a definite plus. “What did you say, Detective Constable Hughes?”

      He shrank in his chair, pushing it a few inches towards his own desk. “I said I wasn’t hitting on her.”

      “What else did you say?”

      “It’s what Mo calls—”

      “Sergeant Uddin and I have been best mates since we were twenty-three years old. He was the first person to hold my son after me. I think he’s earned the right to call me what the fuck he wants. Have you?”

      “No.”

      “No, what?”

      “No, boss.”

      “Good. Now don’t do it again. And leave Connie alone.”

      Rhodri dragged his chair away from Connie. She smirked. Zoe gave her a warning look and she dropped her face into a neutral expression.

      “I did warn you,” muttered Mo.

      “Still.”

      “You’re stressed. Don’t take it out on Rhodri.”

      She pursed her lips. “I’m not stressed.”

      “Have you seen the state of your palms?”

      She turned her hands over. When Zoe was anxious, she had a habit of picking at the skin on her palms. They were red raw. “Shit.”

      “You didn’t even notice, did you?”

      “No.” She dusted her hands off and plunged them into her pockets. “Anyway.”

      “The art theft.”

      “Where is he?”

      “In the custody suite. Sheila Griffin’s interviewing him.”

      Sheila Griffin was a DS in Organised Crime. She’d been involved in Canary, working the physical evidence with Zoe.

      “Good. She’ll do a good job. What now?”

      “I guess we check the painting against those files.” He eyed the door to the office with the boxes. It was still locked, the keys in Mo’s pocket now.

      Zoe sighed. “Again.” She looked across the room. “Rhodri, here’s your chance to redeem yourself. Help Sergeant Uddin out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thanks, ma’am. I appreciate this.”

      “No problem.” Zoe closed the doors to the interview room and shook DS Sheila Griffin by the hand. “I thought David Randle would have wanted to do this one with you?”

      “He’s busy at the Jackson house, apparently. Told me to drag you out of your exciting work poring over files.”

      “Yeah. Thanks.” She’d left Rhodri working through the files, with strict instructions on what he was looking for. Mo was babysitting. She had to give the lad a chance, after all. She’d needed plenty back when she’d been a DC.

      “So, what’s the plan with this interview?”

      “Our guy was found letting himself into a lockup in Digbeth with over thirty original artworks in it. He claims he bought them all from a guy he met in the Prince of Wales.”

      The Prince of Wales was a pub in Moseley, about three miles from Zoe’s home. Characterful, but not normally a venue for illicit art dealing.

      “And you think he nicked them himself?”

      “He won’t talk.”

      “Of course.” Zoe flicked through a printout on the table. Photos of the artworks: landscapes, abstracts, semi-photographic and weird modern stuff. None of it made the slightest bit of sense to her.

      “If he’s a private collector,” said Sheila, “he’s certainly got eclectic tastes.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Look at them. Frost and Diebenkorn. Two Doigs. No one would put those together in a gallery, or in their home.”

      “You don’t think he’s a collector?”

      “You take a look at him and tell me what you think.”

      The door opened and the custody sergeant steered a man inside. He was mid-height, with short grey-brown hair. He had a deep tan and a tattoo that curled over his ear. Zoe narrowed her eyes.

      The man sat down.

      “My name is Detective Sergeant Sheila Griffin and this is Detective Inspector Zoe Finch. For the tape, please say your name.”

      “Simon Adams.”

      “Thank you. You’ve waived your right to have a lawyer with you, is that right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you want to rethink that? These are serious crimes we want to talk to you about.”

      “No.”

      “No, you don’t want to rethink that?”

      “Nope. No lawyer.” He shifted in his seat, his dark eyes on DS Griffin. Zoe studied the tattoo. It was a work of art in itself. A bird, an eagle she guessed, staring out in front of him like a second pair of eyes. Its eyes felt real, its beak sharp.

      “Right.” Sheila glanced at Zoe then pulled out a file. “We found you with the paintings in these photographs, in a lockup on New Canal Street.”

      The man said nothing.

      “Are these your paintings, Simon?”

      Again he said nothing.

      “You won’t do yourself any favours by not speaking. Are these yours?’

      “No comment.”

      Zoe slumped back in her chair. Sheila leafed through the photographs, unfazed.

      “Where did you get them, Simon?”

      “No comment.”

      “Did you buy them from a man at the Prince of Wales?”

      “No comment.”

      Sheila held his gaze. A smile twitched on his lips.

      “Did the man tell you where he got them from?”

      “No comment.”

      “OK. Mr Adams, I recommend that you tell us what you know. If you’re trying to protect someone, we will find out who.”

      He shrugged.

      “For the benefit of the tape, Mr Adams has shrugged. Were you planning on selling these paintings?”

      “No comment.”

      “Are you scared of someone? Are you afraid that if you talk to us, someone will hurt you?”

      He stared across the table, unflinching. The eagle stared with him. “No comment.”

      Zoe leaned forwards. “What’s your interest in Robert Oulman and his trial?”

      Adams turned to her and smiled, his eyes flat. “No comment.”

      Sheila gave Zoe a sideways look but said nothing. “OK. There’s not much point in carrying on if you aren’t going to talk to us. We’ll come back later and talk to you again. In that time, I suggest you get yourself a lawyer or allow us to get one for you. And you talk to us. For your own sake.”

      He shrugged.

      “For the tape, suspect is shrugging again.”

      He leaned back in his chair and gave Sheila a wide grin. Zoe clenched her fist under the table. The skin was dry.

      “Interview terminated at six-fifteen pm.” Sheila flicked off the tape and stood up. She knocked on the door and a uniformed PC came in to take Adams away. The door closed behind them.

      “What was that about?” said Sheila.

      “Sorry. He was at the trial earlier.”

      “Why did you throw it in like that?”

      “Thought it might surprise him. Get him to talk.”

      Sheila let the file of photos drop to the table. “You think there’s a connection?”

      “To Canary? No idea. We think this guy is connected to the Jackson murder, or at least whoever he got that painting from is. If it’s the right one. But as for Canary… I don’t know. What else do you know about him?”

      “We think he works for Trevor Hamm.”

      “Who’s he?”

      “Let’s get out of here.” Sheila gathered up her paperwork and headed for the door. Zoe followed.

      They walked towards the suite of offices where Force CID were based, passing through a fire door. Two PCs passed them. They exchanged nods and waited till the corridor was quiet.

      “He runs a construction firm,” said Sheila. “Posh flat in Brindleyplace. We’ve been watching him for a while now. Just got married to a mail order bride from Lithuania. We think the trip was a cover for bringing money into the country.”

      “Customs find anything?”

      “Nothing. He’s got lackeys to do his dirty work. Including Adams, we think. But we’ll be keeping an eye on him.”

      “I need to know if one of those paintings came from the Jackson house.”

      “I know. If we can link Hamm to that…”

      Zoe felt her skin prickle. “It changes everything.” She lowered her voice. “Is there something you aren’t telling me?”

      Sheila raised an eyebrow. “If you mean that you think Jackson was dodgy, definitely not.”

      “Good.”

      “Has Randle got a suspect?”

      “Jackson’s wife,” said Zoe. “Well, at least that’s what he thought yesterday. This case is all over the place.” Randle had given instructions that this was to stay within the team. But Sheila was interviewing with her. She was part of the team, technically. And Zoe trusted her.

      “Ignore me,” she said. “I’ve only had six hours sleep in the last three days. I’m bloody knackered.”

      “Yeah. Good to see you though.”

      “You too.”

      “Let me know if I can help. Jackson case.”

      “Will do. Ta.” Zoe headed towards her office, her mind racing.
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      Rhodri was pacing around the office, arms in the air and a look of horror on his face.

      “What the hell’s going on?” breathed Zoe, closing the door behind her.

      He stopped moving. Connie was in her chair, hunched over her computer.

      “Sorry, boss,” Rhodri muttered. He went to his desk and perched on its edge.

      He never did that. “Why aren’t you in there going through the files?” Zoe asked.

      Mo came out of the side office. “He’s found something, boss.” He gave her a look that said he wasn’t going to be calling her Zo in front of the team anymore.

      “What?” She went to Rhodri’s desk.

      “Here, boss.” He held up an envelope in an evidence bag. His fingers were trembling.

      “Thanks.” She snatched it from him, hoping it was as important as he seemed to think. “Where was this?”

      “I was going through the bank statements again. Like you told me to. Looking for any transactions that looked like they might be something to do with that painting. Large numbers, payees that weren’t in any of the regular things. And I found this stuffed down at the bottom.”

      It was a pale blue envelope.

      “It’s different from the others,” said Mo. “It’s not from Margaret Jackson.”

      “Who’s it from?”

      “Read it.”

      She grabbed the forensic gloves that Rhodri held out. “That big a deal, huh?”

      He blew out a long breath and looked down at the bag.

      She flicked the bag open and slid the envelope out. She opened that carefully and took out the letter. She walked to her own desk and put it down on top of the empty bag. She bent over it, squinting to read the scratchy handwriting.

      Margaret Jackson’s writing was clear and looped. It was easy reading her letters. This was different.

      

      Margaret,

      Thank you for your letter. You might like to know I burned it. You know why.

      I don’t think you should write to me again. What happened between us was a mistake, something we need to put in the past.

      From your letter I don’t think you’ve told him. I imagine I’d know if you had. Please don’t. I’m married now, and I’m making a life. Let’s see this as a fond memory.

      Yours in friendship,

      David.

      

      Zoe looked up. “David?”

      Mo nodded, very slowly. “David.”

      She grabbed the envelope. It was in the same spidery handwriting. The postmark was Birmingham. That told her nothing.

      “You don’t think…?”

      Mo looked back at the two detective constables then stepped towards Zoe. He lowered his voice. “That David Randle was having an affair with Margaret Jackson?”

      She felt light-headed. Randle had been behaving oddly, that was for sure. But she’d been alone in a room with the two of them, and there was no sign. No chemistry.

      She turned the envelope over in her hand. “October 1987. More than thirty years ago.”

      “It might not be relevant.”

      “No.” She dropped the letter on her desk. She thought of Randle, not coming in to interview Adams. Insisting on taking Margaret home himself. Now she was widowed, was he…?

      “Rhodri. Connie. Come here.”

      They approached her desk. The four of them formed a huddle.

      “Look. I need to think about what this means. About what we do with it. But in the meantime, no one says a word. OK?”

      “Right, boss,” muttered Rhodri. He looked disappointed.

      “Of course,” said Connie.

      Mo just nodded.

      She put the letter in the evidence bag. This was dynamite.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The Family Liaison Officer had returned. Trish Bright, the girl who had been here the night Bryn died.

      Margaret watched her move around the kitchen, putting biscuits on a tray. The children had gone, Winona flouncing off not long after Paul with talk of needing to drown her sorrows. The girl couldn’t take her drink and Margaret only hoped she would hit the gin at home rather than in some pub. But she was an adult and Margaret had long since tired of trying to control her.

      She took one of the offered biscuits and ate it in two bites. It felt good to enjoy something as primal as eating a biscuit. She was normally a nibbler, the kind of woman who would take half an hour to eat a hobnob. But today she felt like she could devour the whole packet in one go.

      “Sit with me,” she said. “Have a biscuit before I make myself fat.”

      The girl gave her a nervous smile. “You don’t need to worry about that.”

      It was true; Margaret had remained slim, unlike Bryn. She was too nervous for food, too precise to let herself be absorbed by the pleasure of eating. Maybe that would change. Maybe she would become a glutton.

      “I thought you’d all left,” she said.

      Trish swallowed her too-hot tea and grimaced. “Not yet, sorry. It’s early days and we like to be sure you’re OK.”

      “I’m fine.” Margaret wondered how many times she’d heard that.

      “My job is to let you know what’s happening with the investigation. To act as a kind of shield between you and the outside world, if you want me to.”

      “So what can you tell me? About the investigation?”

      A blush. “Not much, sorry. There’s that painting. They think you might have had a burglary, someone who stole that. They were probably after more. You’ve got a lovely house.”

      Margaret smiled in response to the compliment, knowing that was expected of her. But secretly she hated this house. It was too empty and too damn big.

      “Thank you. So they think Bryn disturbed this art thief?”

      Trish gave her a look. She would be wondering how Margaret could be so calm, talking about her husband’s murder like that. Inside, Margaret was veering from calm to hysterical today. After the children had gone, she’d spent an hour sitting at this table crying her eyes out. The thought that Paul blamed her filled her with horror. What kind of son thought his mother capable of a thing like that?

      Trish shrugged. “I imagine so. They’ve arrested someone, though. A man who might have your painting.”

      Margaret sat up straight. “They have? Who?”

      “I can’t tell you that, sorry. You know what it’s like.” The girl blew on her tea and took another sip.

      “Of course. But you do know that I haven’t been able to identify the missing painting?”

      “Detective Chief Inspector Randle thinks it might be a Deemer-Something. Like the ones in the hall.”

      Margaret thought of the paintings in the hallway and the ones that lined the stairs. They had hung family photos there for years, but Bryn had come home about four years ago with that pair of modern things and insisted on putting them on display. More had followed. She had no idea what they were, or where he bought them. But she did know he’d had a pay rise, and was able to splash out, as he put it.

      “Do you think if we showed you a photo, you’d be able to identify it?”

      Margaret shook her head. This was humiliating. “I’m sorry. I never went in there.”

      She downed her tea. She’d had enough of this conversation. There was something she wanted to find.

      “I’m going up to my room. A lie down.”

      “No problem. I’ll be here, if you need me.”

      Margaret gave the girl a pat on the shoulder then headed up the main stairs. She didn’t like Trish watching her. Even with Bryn dead, the house didn’t feel like it was hers yet.

      Her bedroom was to the left of the stairs, a spacious room with a vast ensuite and a view over the garden. She turned right instead, heading for the second guest bedroom.

      She closed the door behind her and opened the wardrobe. Old dresses hung lifelessly, memories of more glamorous times. She and Bryn had enjoyed a busy social life when they’d first been married. There were satin dresses and velvet jackets, a fur bolero and dozens of pairs of shoes she wouldn’t dare walk in now. She needed to throw all this out, or donate it. But it reminded her of the times when they’d thrown dinner parties. When David had been a frequent visitor, before and after his marriage.

      There were cardboard boxes on the top shelf. Two of them, both hat boxes. One was from Paul’s wedding to Elaine, a ridiculously formal affair in a hotel north of the city. The other was from the time Bryn had been invited to a garden party at Buckingham Palace. She’d looked forward to it for weeks but in reality it had been terrifying.

      She stood on her tiptoes and reached for the second one. It was too high up.

      She went to the dressing table and grabbed the stool. She dragged it across the floor, wincing at the noise then lifting it for the last few feet. She paused, listening. But there was no sign of PC Bright coming upstairs. This room was right above the kitchen. She needed to be quiet.

      Margaret took off her slippers and stood on the stool. She leaned into the wardrobe and grabbed the box, coughing at the dust.

      She lowered herself to the ground and placed the box on the bed, lifting the stool back into place. The box left a grubby mark on the bedspread. She cursed herself then remembered that no one was here to judge her.

      She rooted around under the tissue paper that surrounded the hat, until her fingers found it. A small pile of letters, fastened together with a pink ribbon. She pulled it out and stuffed it inside her cardigan.

      She held her breath as she put the lid back on the box, then shoved it back on top of the shoes in the bottom of the wardrobe. Maybe she should hire a house clearance company, or declare open house.

      She eased the wardrobe doors shut and opened the bedroom door. She looked towards the stairs then scooted past them. Then she remembered she’d left her slippers behind.

      Did she need to remove the evidence that she’d been in there? This was her house. She could go where she pleased.

      But she didn’t want Trish snooping around.

      She darted back into the bedroom and grabbed her slippers. The pile of envelopes slid to the floor and she fumbled for them again as she put her slippers on. Then she headed out to the hallway.

      “Everything alright. Mrs Jackson? I heard a bang.”

      Trish was standing on the half landing, the point at which the stairs split into two. Margaret gave her a nervous smile.

      “Everything’s fine, dear. You go back downstairs.”

      “Can I get anything for you? Anything I can help with?” She looked past Margaret towards the closed door to the guest room.

      “No. Just let me sleep.”

      Margaret eyed her bedroom door. Did the girl know which room was hers? Should she just retreat into the guest room and pretend it had been hers all along?

      All her clothes were in her bedroom. Her nightie, and her face cream. But she felt like a change. That bed still smelled of Bryn.

      “Goodnight, dear,” she said. She retreated into the guest room and closed the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      It felt like Zoe hadn’t been home in weeks. She slammed her car door shut and trudged up the path, looking forward to a boatload of coffee and a long bath.

      As she raised her key to the door, it opened.

      “Jim?”

      “Hi, Zoe. How are you? Working with David Randle on the Jackson case, I hear. Tragic. Really tragic.”

      “Er, yes. You been here long?”

      “Just brought Nicky back from a trip to McDonald’s.”

      She winced. Nicholas’s dad still treated him like he was twelve years old.

      “Don’t work too hard, eh? And look after that boy,” he said. She swallowed an urge to tell him to mind his own business.

      “Bye, Jim.”

      “See you, Zoe.”

      She watched him walk to his Mondeo then closed the front door. She had no idea what mood Nicholas would be in; sometimes a visit from his dad made him jumpy.

      “Hi, Nicholas. I’m home!”

      There was a muffled reply from upstairs. She took the stairs two at a time then paused to knock on his door. After a few seconds, she let herself in.

      “I just saw your dad.”

      “Yeah. He took me to Maccies.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I like Maccies.”

      “I thought you were going vegetarian?”

      “Nah.”

      He was sitting with his back to her, flicking through channels on YouTube.

      “Seriously, love. Everything OK? I haven’t been around much lately.”

      He turned to her, his face blank. “I’m used to it.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      She reached out but he pulled away, shock and disgust on his face.

      “Marcus dumped me.”

      She felt herself sag. “I’m sorry, love.”

      He shrugged. “Probably for the best. He was a dick anyway.”

      “Really?”

      “Whatever. I told Jim.”

      “OK. How was he?”

      “He was fine. Better than fine. Embarrassing.”

      “How so?”

      “You’d think he’d rather I was gay than straight, the way he acted. Like he was pleased with himself for being OK with it.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine.”

      She resisted an urge to hug him. “You want to talk about it?”

      “Leave it, Mum. I’m busy.”

      She glanced at the screen. He didn’t look very busy.

      “Well, you know where I am. I’m hungry. Fancy chips?”

      “Nah.” He turned back to his computer.

      “Right. Chippy for me then.” She shuffled out of the room backwards like he was some sort of monarch. Nicholas laughed at something on his screen, oblivious to her. She considered asking if he’d done his homework but decided against it.

      Downstairs, the house was quiet. Her mug from this morning was still on the coffee table, along with two from last night.

      She grabbed her jacket from the chair. There was a knock on the door.

      “Just a minute!” It would be Jim, back for something he’d forgotten. Or to talk to her about Nicholas and Marcus.

      She threw the door open, ready for his serious face.

      “Carl.”

      “Hi. Am I interrupting anything?”

      “I was about to go to the chippy. Then I was planning on sleeping. Why are you here?”

      “I wanted to talk to you about something.”

      “OK.” She closed the door behind her. “What?”

      “Can we go for a drink or something?”

      She leaned on the door. “Are you asking me on a date?”

      “I just want to talk to you. Work stuff.”

      “Right.” She eyed him. “Come with me to the chippy.”

      She pushed past him and started walking. She pulled her leather jacket tightly around her as she sped towards the Bristol Road, not waiting for him to keep up.

      “You walk fast.” He found his stride next to her, his breathing laboured.

      “Do I?”

      “You do.”

      “Well, I’m hungry.” Zoe’s stomach rumbled and she pointed to it. “See?”

      “Right.”

      “What is it you want to talk to me about then?”

      He stopped walking. She paused to look back at him, irritated. “Look, I want these bloody chips. Are you coming or what?”

      They were at the Bristol Road. He nodded in the direction of the Old Varsity Tavern. “It would be easier to talk in there. I’ll buy you a bag of crisps.”

      “That’s no consolation for missing out on fish and chips.”

      “I’ll buy you fish and chips.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “The OVT isn’t that kind of pub. And I told Nicholas… alright then, seeing as it’s so urgent. Buy me two bags.”

      He smiled. “You’re on.”

      They pushed into the pub. It was filling up with students. Carl looked uneasy at suddenly raising the average age by ten years, but Zoe was used to it. Hers was one of just two houses in her road not occupied by students. The other one belonged to the landlord.

      “A Coke Zero and two bags of salt and vinegar crisps please. He’s paying.”

      Carl slid in next to her at the bar. “Mineral water for me.”

      She turned to him. “This is a student pub. You aren’t going to get—”

      “Mineral water and Coke Zero coming right up.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “I stand corrected.”

      They waited for their drinks then Carl made for a high table with stools in the far corner. She followed him, admiring his coat. It was long, in a deep shade of petrol blue. Not your normal copper attire.

      “Right, then.” She prodded the ice cubes in her Coke with her straw. “What’s so urgent it can’t wait till the briefing tomorrow?”

      He looked over her shoulder then behind him out of the window. Traffic roared past, getting louder when the doors to the pub opened. Which was frequent.

      “Hurry up, Carl. I want to get my chips.” She fished the last crisps out of the first packet and opened the second one.

      “OK. I’ve been watching you with the DCI.”

      “Randle?”

      “How well d’you know him?”

      “Reasonably well, I suppose. He’s only been my boss for a week or two. Why?”

      Again he looked past her out of the window. Zoe craned her neck to see if there was something she was missing.

      “I’m about to tell you something in the very strictest of confidence,” he said. “You can’t tell your team. Not even Mo.”

      “I tell Mo everything.”

      “I know.”

      She stopped eating her crisps. Had Mo said something to Carl about the letter?

      “What?” she snapped, wishing she hadn’t let him bring her here.

      “It’s about Randle.” He brought his face close to hers. He smelled of lemons. “I think he’s got connections to the Canary case.”

      “You weren’t even here for the Canary case. He was the SIO.”

      “Very convenient for him.”

      “Convenient? He was the SIO because that’s his job.”

      Carl shook his head. He was striking, those bright blue eyes matched with light brown skin. She wondered if he was a womaniser.

      “The receipts you found,” he said.

      “The ones that linked our three guys to Forelli’s.”

      “Those are the ones. There are matching ones in the police expenses system.”

      “What?”

      “Well, just the one. But he was there, same time as one of their meetings. Before you put the three of them together.”

      “Maybe he was watching them.”

      “Like I say, it was before the connections were made.”

      “He was investigating Oulman. That was from months back.”

      “He wasn’t put on that case until two weeks after the date he was at the club.”

      She downed her Coke. “You’ve been here five minutes and you’re going around slinging mud at the DCI. You need to slow down.”

      She had that letter. She thought he might have something to do with the Jackson case, but no idea what. But the two men were best mates...

      “You don’t think Randle killed Jackson?”

      Carl frowned. “Why would I think that?”

      “No reason.”

      “Tell me, Zoe. Why would I think that?”

      “I’m on the Jackson case. Canary is over. The only reason you’d come to me right now is to do with this case.”

      “Not necessarily. You work for Randle, but you didn’t then. I thought...”

      “No way. You’re talking bollocks.” She slammed her glass on the table. Next to her, two male students turned and stared.

      “I might be. I might not.”

      “Leave it, Carl. Randle’s a good copper.” She caught his raised eyebrow. “He is.”

      “I’ve seen the way you look at him. You’ve got your suspicions too.”

      “No. I don’t.” She leaned in and lowered her voice. “David Randle has nothing to do with Canary apart from being the guy who took them down. If you try to make out any different, you’re lying.”

      Carl shrugged. “Sorry. I hoped you could help me.”

      “He’s my boss.”

      “Fair enough. I need you to keep quiet about this, though. With Mo. And Lesley.”

      She thought of the letters, and the way Randle had flip-flopped between suspecting Margaret Jackson and wanting to leave her alone. But she wasn’t about to tell Carl any of that.

      Hell, he might even be suspicious of her.

      She yanked her jacket over her shoulders and threw a tenner onto the table. “For my crisps.”

      “It was nowhere near—”

      “I don’t care. Keep it.” She slammed out of the pub, raking at her palm with her fingernails.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Café Face was not far from Zoe’s house, known for its bacon butties and homemade cakes. Zoe was a regular.

      She waved at Tracy behind the counter then took a table towards the back. This place was quiet at this time of the morning, the occasional commuter popping in for takeout coffee and not many students awake yet. And she’d never caught a sniff of police in here.

      Mo weaved between the tables and sat down opposite her. “Morning.”

      “Morning.” Zoe scanned the menu. “You hungry?”

      “Starving.”

      “Right. Halal fry-up it is then.” She went to the counter to order then returned with cutlery and ketchup.

      “Manage to catch up on your sleep?” he asked.

      “Pretty much.” There was an argument going on between two students at the front of the café, something about a card game. The staff here, despite knowing her by name, had no idea what Zoe’s profession was, and she hoped she wouldn’t have to step in.

      She leaned back and stretched her arms, brushing the wall with her fingertips. “Ready for another day?”

      “I will be after I’ve had my breakfast.”

      “How’s Catriona?”

      “Busy. They’ve taken on a new manager at her practice and he’s shit.”

      “Aren’t they all?”

      He laughed. “According to Catriona, yes. She hates non-medics running the show.”

      “Can’t blame her. Imagine if those numpties were put in charge of the police.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      Tracy plonked their breakfasts in front of them. “Enjoy!”

      “Thanks,” said Zoe.

      Mo stuffed a serviette in his collar. He was wearing a clean blue shirt, so crisp it looked new. She regularly teased Mo for his ironing skills.

      “So did you have any more thoughts about that letter?” asked Mo.

      Zoe swallowed the slice of sausage she’d been chewing. “Plenty of them.”

      “And?”

      “And nothing. I’m stuck. For starters, this David in the letters might not even be Randle.”

      He gave her a doubting look. “He’s your boss, Zo. That doesn’t mean you have to wear blinkers when you’re around him.”

      “For seconds, it’s over thirty years old. It could be irrelevant.”

      “Thirds?”

      “Thirds is if I banjax his career with this, it could get nasty.”

      “Catching the killer is more important than you staying on as DI.” He shoved a pile of beans in his mouth, not meeting her eye.

      Zoe felt her face grow hot. “You make me sound like an ambitious bitch.”

      “You are, aren’t you?”

      She kicked him under the table.

      He dropped his fork and pinched her arm. “I’m joking, Zo. You’re not. But watch it doesn’t change you.”

      She pushed back her empty plate and swigged her tea, grimacing. She’d forgotten to order a coffee.

      “We need to get moving.” She’d been considering telling him about Carl. She wasn’t so sure now.

      “Hang on a minute. I don’t eat as fast as you.”

      Zoe watched as Mo worked through his eggs. He steered a tomato to the side of his plate and left it. She looked towards the front of the café, which was empty now.

      “You OK, Zo?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You’ve got that look in your eye. Faraway.”

      She shook herself out. “Oh. No. It’s fine.”

      “What is it? The letters?”

      “Not just that.”

      “What then?”

      She’d trusted Mo with everything throughout her career. He’d been there on her first CID case. He’d held her hand when she’d discovered Jim was married. He’d even been there when Nicholas was born, although she made damn sure he stayed by her head at all times.

      “Nicholas was dumped,” she said.

      “That’s rough.”

      “Yeah. He told his dad. Not the standard way to come out, but it seems to have gone OK.”

      “Jim was alright with it?”

      “Fell over himself to prove how modern he was, apparently.”

      “Sounds like Jim McManus to me.”

      “Inspector Jim McManus, you mean. Have some respect.”

      Mo raised both eyebrows.

      “Yeah. I’m talking bollocks. Thank God he’s Uniform, and we don’t have to work with him.”

      Mo crossed himself. “Hallelujah to that.”

      “Anyway, are you going to eat that tomato, or are we going to the station?”

      “Station.”

      “Good.”
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      “OK, Lesley’s got something new we need to look into.” David Randle ran his fingers over his laptop and the wall behind him went blank.

      “Oh, Jesus. Carl, can you fix this thing for me?”

      Carl pursed his lips and heaved himself out of his chair. Zoe watched as he fiddled with the laptop, Randle standing over him with a bemused expression. She should put Carl and Connie in a room together. They could bond over their shared geekiness.

      Except she was keeping Carl Whaley well away from her team.

      A photo flashed onto the whiteboard. Randle gestured for Lesley to speak.

      “Irina Hamm,” she said. “Admitted to the QE early this morning with severe injuries to her back and head. She’s saying someone broke into her flat and attacked her.”

      The woman onscreen was young, with wispy blonde hair. She would have been pretty, were it not for the injuries. Her lip was swollen and one eye was partially closed. Her chin had been scraped raw.

      “What’s it got to do with the Jackson case?” asked Carl.

      “There’s a connection to the painting, the one nicked off Jackson’s wall. Organised Crime think the man we found with it worked for this woman’s husband.”

      Simon Adams. The ‘no comment’ guy Zoe had interviewed with Sheila.

      “And where’s he?” asked Randle. “The husband.”

      “We can’t find him. His wife says he’s away on business, and he’s not answering his mobile.”

      “So you think the fact we found those paintings with one of Hamm’s employees means that whoever broke into his flat was something to do with Jackson’s death.”

      “It’s not the strongest of leads, I know,” said Lesley. “But it’s worth investigating.”

      “Hmm.” Randle flicked the picture to one of the stolen paintings. “Has the painting been matched yet? Has Margaret Jackson been able to remember it?”

      “No,” said Carl. “We still don’t know if it’s the same one. But the FSIs have taken measurements and it fits the pale spot on the wall in Jackson’s study.”

      “That’s not exactly conclusive,” said Randle.

      “What about the kids?” asked Zoe. “The Jackson kids. Does either of them remember it?”

      “I interviewed them both,” said Randle. “Winona’s head was full of marshmallow and Paul had a vague memory of a painting but nothing we can use.”

      “Anything else from them?” asked Lesley.

      Randle wrinkled his nose. “Paul Jackson’s a cold fish. Grown up bitter. Blames his mother. He couldn’t give me any solid reason why. He just hates her.”

      “Nice,” said Zoe.

      “And Winona hated her father. Seems relationships were split on gender lines.”

      “What did they say about their parents’ marriage?”

      “Paul was cagey, said he’d lived away for too long to have any idea. Winona was barely coherent.”

      “I got that impression at the house,” said Zoe.

      “She came to the house?”

      “When we were going through the CCTV. Throwing her weight around and insisting on seeing her mother.”

      “Sounds about right. I couldn’t get anything concrete out of her either, apart from she needs to spend a lot of time with a very good shrink.”

      “Her dad did just die,” muttered Carl.

      Randle looked at him as if he’d only just remembered he was still here. “True.”

      Lesley leaned in. “The Hamm flat was full of expensive artwork. I think we should follow it up.”

      “I thought we were still focusing on Margaret Jackson?” asked Zoe.

      “We’ve got the FLO watching her,” said Randle. His gaze lingered on Zoe and she looked away.

      “We need to check this angle out too,” said Lesley. “Spying on Margaret Jackson isn’t going to get us anywhere.”

      Randle sighed. “OK. Zoe, I want you to interview Irina Hamm. See if she can identify her attacker.”

      “I thought you wanted me on documents and CCTV.”

      “CCTV has been covered. And you’ve gone through all the documents. I take it you haven’t found anything else? Any more bank statements?”

      “No bank statements, sir.”

      “Go to the QE and talk to this woman. Find out who it was that broke in. Maybe we’ve got a violent art thief on our hands.”

      Lesley leaned over the desk. She was wearing a burgundy jacket that made Zoe feel like it was 1984.

      “Why are you putting Zoe on this?”

      “I think she’s the best person for the job.”

      “It’s not because she’s a woman? Maybe you should put Carl on it.”

      “I know Zoe can do this stuff.”

      Zoe’s forte was physical evidence and joining the dots. It was never interviewing witnesses, although she knew that was something she’d have to remedy.

      “It’s alright, ma’am,” she said. “I can do the touchy-feely stuff too. I’ll talk to her.”

      “If you think so.”

      “Yes.”

      Randle nodded. “Right. What else?”

      “The full pathology report is in,” said Carl. “They’ve conclusively matched the knife to Jackson’s wounds. It belonged to the Jacksons, but it wasn’t kept in the study. It had been stored in a bedroom.”

      “A bedroom?”

      “The master bedroom, that the Jacksons slept in. Forensics found a case that fitted it perfectly in the bedside drawer.”

      “Whose side?”

      “The ACC’s.”

      “Right. Do we know if Margaret knew it was there?”

      “She says she didn’t.”

      “How many people would have known about that knife? See what you can find out. Did Jackson have it in his study before?”

      “I’m not sure how I’m—”

      “Find a way, DI Whaley. Impress me.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Anyway. Get on with it, you lot. We need to do better. Move!”

      Randle snapped the laptop shut and strode out of the room, Carl following. Zoe headed for the door but Lesley grabbed her arm.

      “You OK?” she asked.

      “Of course I am. I really don’t need you to fight my battles though.”

      “I wasn’t fighting your battles.”

      Zoe shrugged her arm off.

      “You don’t like me, do you?” said Lesley.

      Zoe took a step back. “I never said that.”

      “I’m not stupid. You’ll need to work with people you don’t get on with, if you’re going to make this promotion permanent.”

      “I know that.”

      “Good. So play nice. And stop looking at David like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you think he’s something you just peeled off your shoe. I thought you respected him at least.”

      “I do respect you, Lesley. I respect you a lot.”

      “You need to try harder.”

      If Zoe was going to tell anyone about the letter Rhodri had found, it had to be Lesley. And now was her moment. But she was annoyed with her.

      “What?” snapped Lesley. “You’re looking at me like I’ve grown an extra head.”

      “Sorry. Tired.”

      “It’s been three days. You should have caught up on your sleep by now. Unless you’re shagging someone we don’t know about?”

      Zoe felt heat rise up her neck. “No.”

      “Good. Can’t have you distracted. Now go see Irina Hamm, and tell me how you get on.”
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      “Connie,” Zoe said, poking her head round the door to the office. “I want you to come with me.”

      Connie stood up, knocking a stapler off her desk. “Yes, boss.”

      Rhodri shot her a jealous look.

      Connie threw him a smile. “I’m sure you’ll be up next time, Rhod, don’t worry.”

      Mo emerged from the side office. “Everything OK?”

      “I’ve got a witness to interview.”

      “In the Jackson case?”

      “No. Victim of aggravated burglary.”

      “What’s that got to do with the price of cheese?”

      “Lesley thinks there may be a connection. Can you check it out, while I’m gone? Irina Hamm. Wife of Trevor Hamm. Find out what you can about them. Especially any artwork they might have.”

      “So that’s the connection.”

      “Maybe.” Zoe looked at Rhodri. “Which is why I need Connie.”

      “Yes, boss.” Rhodri gave her a nervous smile. He was OK really, as long as you didn’t take him too far out of his comfort zone.

      In Zoe’s car, Connie brought out her phone.

      “Making a call?” Zoe asked.

      Connie screwed up her face. “No.”

      “Sorry, I forgot. You millennials don’t make phone calls.”

      “It’s not that. I’m texting Zaf. Checking if he’s around.”

      Zoe checked the clock on the dashboard. “Nine thirty am. Won’t he be at school?”

      “They let them use their phones at break. And he’s got an Android watch.”

      “What’s one of those?”

      “It’s a watch, that hooks up to your phone. Like wearing a small version of your phone on your wrist.”

      Zoe shook out her arm. Her watch was large, on a thick leather strap. “That was my dad’s.”

      “Was?”

      Zoe kept her eyes on the road. “He died.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “It was a long time ago. Just after I joined CID.”

      “That must have been rough.”

      “Yeah. Anyway. When will your little brother be around?”

      “Between eleven and eleven twenty.”

      “That’s very precise.”

      “It’s break time. If we can wait till one, he’s got an hour. And he’s allowed off the school grounds.”

      “We’ll be done well before that.”

      They pulled off the dual carriageway that led towards the hospital. Zoe turned a few corners then found herself at a dead end.

      “Bugger.”

      She turned in her seat and reversed back towards the dual carriageway.

      “Everything OK, boss?”

      “I always get lost here. When will they stop changing the road layout?”

      “My grandad has to come here every Thursday, for chemo,” said Connie.

      “Sorry to hear about that.”

      “Thanks. But I know my way around. I try and bring him, when I can.”

      “That’s why you always ask for Thursday as your day off.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Right. Direct me, then.”

      They wove their way through the maze surrounding the hospital, and eventually found a car park which was probably further away than if they’d walked from the station. Zoe drummed her fingers on the steering wheel as the queue inched forwards.

      “This is useless,” she muttered. “I wish they’d give us priority.”

      “I’ve seen police cars parked up with the ambulances.”

      “Those are squad cars. This thing’s just mine. No way they’ll let me park there.”

      “It’s nice. Your car.”

      Zoe glanced in the rearview mirror. The woman in the car behind stared back at her. “Thanks. Not many people say that. It’s another reminder of my dad.”

      “Sounds like you loved him a lot.”

      “I did. He worked at the old Longbridge plant, back when it was the beating heart of the British car industry. This is my connection to him.”

      “My dad works in a coffee shop.”

      “You’re the first person I’ve met whose dad’s a barista.”

      “He was laid off from his job at the council last year. He actually quite likes it.”

      “Good for him.” Zoe looked at Connie. “You live at home?”

      “I can’t exactly afford my own place on a police salary.”

      “No.” Zoe remembered what it had been like when she was a pregnant DC with a boyfriend who’d turned out to be married and a mum who wanted nothing to do with her or her ‘bastard’. The house in Tiverton Road had been rundown and she’d only made ends meet with the help of a succession of lodgers. But it had been home for her and Nicholas. And she’d enjoyed having the students with them; it was a distraction from the job. Not to mention a source of free babysitting for night shifts.

      “Here we are.” The barrier opened and they entered the car park. A space opened up next to them.

      “That’s lucky,” said Connie.

      Zoe parked and headed for the main entrance. The DC had no problem keeping up. She was fitter than her straining jacket would have you believe.

      At the front desk, Zoe asked for Irina Hamm. The receptionist shook her head. “You’ll have to be more specific than that.”

      “All I know is she was brought in here overnight. She was attacked.”

      The receptionist shrugged. “That doesn’t help me, I’m afraid. Which ward is she on?”

      Zoe turned to Connie. “Why didn’t Lesley tell me?”

      “She’d have gone to A&E first,” said Connie. “Maybe they’ll know.”

      “OK. Where the hell is A&E?”

      “Follow me.”
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      Irina Hamm turned out to be in the trauma ward, back in the building where they’d started. At the nurse’s station they waited for the skinny Sister to come off the phone.

      At last she hung up. “What can I do for you?”

      Zoe flashed her warrant card. “Detective Inspector Zoe Finch, Detective Constable Connie Williams. We’re here to see Irina Hamm.”

      The nurse sucked her teeth. “Poor girl. Someone gave her quite a workup. She’ll be going home once Mr Jakes has signed her off.”

      “Who’s Mr Jakes?”

      “The consultant. He’s doing his rounds. He doesn’t like it when he’s interrupted.”

      “How long will he be?”

      “Could be five minutes, could be thirty.”

      “This is about a murder investigation. We have to speak to her now.”

      “I’m sure you do. But we have to look after her. I’ll tell him you’re here. He might be lenient.”

      Zoe ground her teeth as she watched the nurse push through a set of doors. Lenient. What was this, primary school?

      “Come on,” she muttered. She grabbed Connie’s sleeve and pulled her towards the doors.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Interviewing a witness.”

      “But they said—”

      “D’you know what consultants do on their rounds?”

      Connie shook her head.

      “They stroll around the ward, dishing out jokes and inane comments like they’re some kind of demi-god. It can take hours. I went out with a junior doctor once. Come to think of it, he’s probably a consultant now. Might even work here…” She shook her head. “No. It didn’t end well. Keep your head down and we’ll be in and out before they’ve noticed.”

      Connie spluttered as Zoe half-dragged her through the doors. The nurse they’d spoken to was halfway along the ward, opening a door. She went inside and closed it behind her. Zoe hoped that wasn’t Irina’s room.

      “How do we find her?” hissed Connie.

      “There’s eight rooms in this ward. I checked the board at the nurses’ station. Six beds in each room. Three of the rooms have got men in them, so that leaves five. I’ll take the three this side, you take those two. Don’t go in if the consultant and his entourage are in there.”

      “What if we get caught?”

      “What are they going to do, anaesthetise us and take our appendixes out? It’ll be fine.”

      Connie didn’t look convinced.

      “Very well. You stay behind me.”

      They crept along the corridor. Zoe peered into the first room. Four beds were occupied, one empty and the other had its curtains drawn. All the women she could see were too old.

      “Next one.”

      They scooted to the next door, Connie’s breath loud in Zoe’s ear. She looked through the glass.

      “Someone’s coming,” whispered Connie. Zoe turned to see a nurse coming out of a door they hadn’t checked yet.

      “Quick, in here.”

      She yanked Connie into the room and closed the door behind them.

      In front of them were six beds. Two were empty and two held middle-aged Asian women, both watching TV.

      “Let’s check the curtains.”

      She tweaked the first curtain to find an elderly woman snoring inside. She wrinkled her nose, remembering her mum’s snoring that had kept her awake as a child.

      “I think I’ve found her.” Connie stood by to the next bed, her hand on the curtain. She was trembling.

      “Good work, Connie.” Zoe flicked the curtain aside and looked in.

      The woman in the bed was young and skinny. She had head and face injuries that looked twice as bad in the flesh as they had onscreen in the meeting room.

      “Jeez. They’re planning on sending her home?” Zoe whispered. She closed the curtain behind her and felt Connie stumble into her back. Irina looked up. Her eyes widened.

      Zoe held up her warrant card. “It’s OK. Don’t worry. We’re police. We’re here to ask you some questions.”

      Irina nodded, her mouth open. She flicked her gaze towards the curtains.

      “Can you keep a look out?” Zoe asked Connie. Connie made a tiny gap in the curtains and put her eye to it.

      Zoe grabbed the metal chair next to the bed and pulled it closer to Irina. She tried not to show her reaction to those injuries. The poor woman would have bad scarring.

      “Hello Irina. My name’s Zoe. I hope you don’t mind me coming and chatting to you like this?”

      “Hi, Zoe.”

      “Do you speak English?”

      A crease formed above Irina’s nose. “Of course.”

      “Good. I need to ask you about the break-in at your flat. The person who did this to you.” She gestured at Irina’s face then regretted it.

      Irina brought a finger up to touch her cheek. She tensed. Zoe could almost feel the pain.

      “Can you tell me what happened?” She looked at Connie, who nodded. “Quick as you can, please.”

      “Yes. Of course. I was at the flat, cooking dinner. Stroganoff. It’s Trevor’s favourite. I cook it in batch when he’s not home.”

      Zoe clenched her fists. This was going to take too long.

      “There was a knock at the door. We live five floors up, in the penthouse. Is a very good view. Of the city.”

      “Nice. Did you go to the door?”

      “No. Of course not. We have camera.”

      “So you checked the camera, and…?”

      “It was a man. I did not know him. I told him to go away.”

      “And did he?”

      “I didn’t wait to find out. I go, I went, back to my stroganoff. Beef was burning.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then I hear noises. Banging. I went to investigate, and next thing I know I’m on the floor being hit around head.”

      “Did you see who was doing it?”

      “Two men. Wearing hoods. I not see any more.” She raised a finger again, then stopped before making contact with her skin.

      “Do you know if they took anything? Any artwork?”

      Irina shook her head and paled. “Ow. I don’t know.”

      “Uh-oh,” said Connie. “Someone’s coming.”

      “I’ve got to go,” said Zoe. “How can I contact your husband?”

      “Why?”

      “He might know about the paintings. He’ll want to know what’s happened to you.”

      “We had, how do you say it, row. He has gone away on business.”

      “When was that?” Zoe asked.

      “Thursday? I think Thursday, yes.”

      “And you haven’t seen him since.”

      “Just on Facetime. He tell me he’s in Scotland”

      “D’you know where in Scotland?” Zoe whispered. She heard a voice from somewhere beyond the curtain. A woman.

      Irina shook her head. “Am I in trouble?”

      “No. Of course not. Here’s my card.”

      “Force CID. I know that.”

      “How?”

      A shrug. “I saw card like this before.”

      “Has one of my colleagues been to see you?”

      “No. In apartment. I was tidying Trevor’s desk.”

      The voice outside the curtain grew louder. Two women were having a conversation. One was asking the other what medicine she needed.

      Connie was next to her now, her eyes wide. She gripped Zoe’s shoulder.

      “Do you remember a name, on the card?” Zoe asked Irina.

      “No.” Irina narrowed her eyes. “Yes. It was David something.”

      “David?”

      “Or Donald. No, it was David. I remember because I am a fan of Craig David.”

      “Thank you. Did you know why your husband had it?”

      “No. It was gone next time I looked.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I told you to wait until rounds were over.”

      Zoe turned to the nurse, pasting on her most confident smile. “Your colleague let us in. She said that Mr Jakes had already finished in this room.”

      Doubt flickered across her face. “Which colleague?”

      Zoe stood up. “I didn’t get her name, sorry. But we’re done here. Thank you for your help.”

      “I didn’t—”

      “I know,” said Zoe. She put a hand in the small of Connie’s back and guided her out of the room.
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      Zoe clattered back into the police station, Connie right behind her.

      “Thanks,” she muttered to the constable. “You go back to the office. I’ll be right with you.”

      First there was the letter, then Carl’s allegations about Randle being linked to Canary. Now this. She couldn’t keep this to herself any longer.

      She made her way to Lesley’s office. She was stopped by Trish Bright halfway there.

      “Ma’am.”

      “Hello, PC Bright. Not at the Jackson house?”

      “Just on my way there. I wanted to say thank you for putting me forward for the FLO role.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Oh. Detective Chief Inspector Randle said you did.”

      “Well, that’s nice of him. And I’m sure it was a good choice.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Bright hurried forward, looking as if she wished she was somewhere else.

      “Hang on. Trish?”

      “Yes?”

      “You’ve been at the house. Has he got you watching Margaret Jackson?”

      A blush. “I’m not spying on her, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Course not. But part of the FLO job is to watch for odd behaviour in the family. Have you seen anything odd?”

      “Apart from her sleeping in the spare room, no.”

      “Why would she do that?”

      “Not sure. Maybe she can’t face sleeping in the bed that the Assistant Chief Constable slept in.”

      “Maybe. Nothing else odd? She hasn’t been looking for anything, hiding anything?”

      “She went up to the box room. The one you were going through.”

      “Did she find anything up there?”

      “It was empty. You had all the boxes brought here.”

      Zoe wondered if the room had any hiding places she hadn’t spotted. An eaves room like that could.

      “OK. Thanks, PC Bright.”

      “Pleasure.”

      She reached Lesley’s office and pushed the door open.

      “Zoe. What brings you here?”

      Randle was in the centre of the room, standing next to Lesley. Sitting to one side of the solitary desk behind them was Carl. He looked at Zoe, his eyes sharp.

      “I, er, I wanted to report back to Lesley on my conversation with Irina Hamm.”

      “Good.” Randle perched on the desk. Lesley sniffed but said nothing. “Let’s all hear it,” he said.

      “OK.” Zoe brushed her hands down her jeans. “Well, she didn’t say much. Someone came to her door, she told them to go away, then next thing she heard noises and they were on her.”

      “Did she see her attacker?” asked Lesley.

      “There were two of them, faces hidden.” Zoe wished she’d stopped to take notes. She’d have to confer with Connie later. “But she didn’t know anything about any artwork.”

      “We’ve checked the flat,” said Lesley. “There’s a painting missing, from what we can tell. But there’s another one in its place.”

      “What?”

      “The spaces, on the wall. A picture leaves a shadow, when it’s been there long enough,” said Carl. Zoe gave him an I knew that look. “The new one is too small.”

      “So maybe she liked moving her artwork around.”

      “The new one was a Diebenkorn,” said Carl.

      “The one from the Jacksons’?” Zoe wished Connie was with her.

      “We don’t know. We’re comparing measurements now.”

      “Good. But I don’t see how someone breaking into the Hamm apartment would relate to Simon Adams stealing the painting for Hamm.”

      “Maybe the break-in was staged,” said Lesley. “Maybe it wasn’t an art theft at all, but an attack on Irina. If Hamm was in on it, who knows? Did she say where he is?”

      Zoe eyed Randle. He was unusually quiet.

      “She said they’d had a row. He’d gone away on business.”

      “Then we need to track him down,” said Lesley. She moved around the desk and sat down. “Carl, I want you to access credit card records. Find out if he has any other phones. If he’s used an airport or a railway station, we’ll find him.”

      “Er, Lesley,” said David. “I think you’re forgetting something.”

      “What? Let’s find out what Adams’s movements were in the last week, too. That might help.”

      “Adams has an alibi for Saturday night,” said Carl. “He was at the bookies on Corporation Street. He’s got receipts.”

      “Damn. But I doubt he works alone.”

      Randle folded his arms across his chest. “Lesley.”

      “What?”

      “I’m SIO on this case. Are you planning on consulting me before you start allocating resources willy-nilly?”

      Lesley cocked her head. “David, do I have your approval to get DC Whaley to investigate Trevor Hamm and Simon Adams?”

      David eyeballed her. He glanced at Zoe, then at Carl. Carl stared back.

      “Yes, Lesley. Just for today. But don’t take it too far, alright?”
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      Zoe left Lesley’s office, heading back for her own team.

      “Zoe. Stop.”

      Carl was behind her, a hand on the door to the office.

      “What now?”

      “What was all that about?”

      “What was all what about?”

      “You didn’t come running in there just to tell Lesley that you’d talked to Irina Hamm. I could see it in your eyes.”

      “Just leave me alone, will you.” She picked up pace.

      He followed. They passed two admin staff, laughing between themselves. Zoe gave them a smile.

      “In here.” Carl dived into an empty office. Zoe stood in the doorway.

      “No,” she said. “I’m not doing this. Skulking around, acting like a couple of school kids. Just let me get on with my job.”

      “You were going to tell Lesley something, weren’t you?”

      “No.”

      “You were. You brushed your eye with your hand when you said that. You do it when you’re nervous.”

      “Have you been watching me?”

      “I’m a detective. It’s my job to observe behaviour.”

      “Well, stop observing mine.” She closed the door and headed along the corridor.

      “You know where I am, if you change your mind,” he called, as she rounded a corner. Mo was coming the other way. He gave her a look of surprise then peered round the corner.

      “Carl Whaley?” he said.

      “It’s nothing. Has Connie been in?”

      “Yes. I was looking for you. I think we should go back to the Jackson house.”

      “Why?”

      “That box room. It was in the eaves, you said.”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you notice any hidden doors? Any extra storage under the roofline?”

      “No.” Zoe tried to remember but she’d been too focused on the boxes, and on her surprise at finding Margaret up there.

      “I’ve been looking at the photos,” Mo said. “There’s a door. Two of them. Built into the panelling in the eaves. I think we should check them.”

      “It’ll be too late. She’ll have removed whatever’s in there by now.”

      “What if she wasn’t the only one hiding things?”

      “You think Jackson was hiding things in his own house?” Zoe replied.

      He leaned in. “Look. Those house improvements. We still haven’t worked out where the money came from. Maybe we can find something to shed a light. Something he didn’t want his wife getting her hands on.”

      She shrugged. After the events of the last twenty-four hours, this seemed a more logical lead than most. “OK. Lead the way.”
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      The FLO was back. Margaret had refused her offered cup of tea and suggested she use the camera room as a makeshift office, so she could have her kitchen back.

      She stood at the threshold to Bryn’s study. This space was as clean and tidy as the rest of the house. But instead of being monk-like in its minimalism it was filled with rows of books and deliberately placed ornaments and picture frames. The frames mostly contained certificates, souvenirs of a lifetime of policing. On his desk was a photo of the children when they were small. She walked to it, her heart racing as she crossed the threshold. It was the first time she’d come in here since the night of his death.

      She picked up the picture. Winona had white-blonde hair, a mess of curls then as it was now. Paul wore a serious expression on his three-year-old face, as if trying to work out a puzzle. The puzzle that was his family.

      Margaret had tried to phone him this morning, but his phone was either switched off or he was screening her. She wasn’t so old she didn’t know that was how things worked.

      The desk stood in the centre of the room, surrounded by the Moroccan rug she’d bought not long after they moved in. She’d intended it for the lounge, but it had looked wrong in that room, with its pale peach walls and lack of ornamentation. In here, it was perfect. She hadn’t stood on it in ten years.

      She slid her slippers off and wriggled her toes on the pile. It was smooth and soft, threadbare in places. There were pale marks where the police had left whatever substances they used. She’d have to raise that with David. She hadn’t even asked them what they had found yet. She’d quiz Trish, although she sensed the girl wasn’t being told very much.

      Maybe David would visit again, and she could quiz him. He’d been over-solicitous when he’d brought her home from the hotel, keen to ensure she was comfortable and settled. But he’d said nothing about the visit to her hotel room. Or about those letters.

      She still hadn’t found the rest of them. She’d kept the ones he’d sent her. There weren’t many. David, like most men, wasn’t a great one for writing, and she remembered there being only four. But she’d hidden them away, safe from Bryn’s prying eyes. He’d never shown any sign of finding them, unless he’d chosen not to tell her.

      She slid to the floor, her back against the desk. She hated this desk. Heavy and ornate, a status symbol for Bryn. She’d been relieved it had been hidden away in here.

      She stood up and turned to it. She had to deal with his things. Why not start with this? A charity shop would be glad of it. She could move it to one side at least, get an idea of how the room could be like as a sitting room. There was that view of the magnolia. And the longer the desk stayed where it was, the longer it would remind her of Bryn’s body slumped over it.

      She shoved up her sleeves and started to push. The desk caught on the rug. Damn. She’d have to lift it a little, shuffle it. She raised one edge – it was heavy – and groaned as she tried to budge it.

      It shifted slightly then stopped. She let it drop to the floor, cursing under her breath. The desk shuddered as it landed back on the rug and she looked at the door. She was breathing heavily but couldn’t hear anyone coming. Trish had decided to respect her privacy.

      Margaret grabbed the desk again – one more try. She levered it up, taking some of the weight on her thigh, her knee bent. Then she groaned and let it fall again.

      She would hire someone to come and move it. Planning the sitting room would have to wait.

      As the desk rattled to the floor, something fell from underneath it. A dark shape. She dropped to the floor to look at the underside of the desk. She’d damaged it.

      In the underside of the desk, dead centre, was an indentation. A recess big enough to hide something. Below it, on the rug, was a plastic bag, tightly wrapped around an object. Next to it was a sheet of wood, which had held it in place. She let out a breath.

      She fumbled for the bag, glancing toward the door again. The sheet of wood was identical to the bottom of the desk. Bryn’s hiding place had fooled the Forensics team.

      Margaret unwrapped the plastic bag to find a mobile phone inside. She turned it over in her hand. It was old-fashioned, the kind you only used to make calls and not to send emails.

      She pressed down on the on switch, her eyes on the doorway. She should close it. She would, shortly.

      The screen flickered into life. She held the phone in front of her face and jabbed at buttons. A list of numbers appeared. She scrolled down. The same number, again and again. Should she call it?

      She huddled over the phone and hit redial. She brought it up to her ear, hardly daring to breathe.

      The phone rang. Once, twice, three times. She waited. After six rings she was ready to give up. Then there was a click and a voice.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello?” she whispered.

      “Hello?” A pause. The voice was foreign. Female. Margaret felt her chest tighten.

      “Bryn?” The voice said hesitantly.

      “I’m his wife. Who am I talking to?”

      “Is Irina. Can I help you?”

      There was a knock on the front door. Margaret dropped the phone like it was on fire.
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      They drove towards Edgbaston in Zoe’s mini. It was dark and the streets were clearing. Another evening meal Zoe had missed with her son.

      As they pulled into Farquhar Road, a car passed them. It was an Audi TT.

      “Was that Randle’s car?”

      Mo turned in his seat. “Randle?”

      “I imagine you see a lot of those around here, but still.”

      “You know his reg?”

      “Did you spot it?”

      “No.”

      “Not much point in knowing his reg then.”

      They pulled up outside the Jackson house. There was just one squad car outside. The faint streetlamp made it stand out in the calm of the wide street.

      Mo knocked on the door while Zoe checked the garden. She’d been prevented from investigating it three days ago. Now Adi’s team had gone, it was clear. Jackson’s SUV wasn’t on the drive but Margaret’s Corsa was right where it had been before. She peered inside, wondering how often it was driven.

      “Hello again. I thought you’d all finished?” Margaret Jackson stood in the doorway, her cheeks flushed.

      Zoe shuffled into place next to Mo. She peered past the woman, looking for signs that David had been here. “One more thing we needed to check.”

      “You’d better come in then.” Margaret’s face was pale and hard.

      “Thank you.”

      Zoe let Mo go in first. The door next to them opened and PC Bright came out. She held a sandwich.

      “Oh. You startled me.”

      “Why are you in there?” asked Zoe.

      “Mrs Jackson wanted her kitchen back. She suggested it.”

      “Hmm.”

      “D’you need me?”

      “Why would we need you?”

      Trish paled. “I don’t know. I just thought…”

      “Wait. Has anyone else been here, from the investigation?”

      “No. Should they have?”

      “Nothing on the cameras?”

      “They’re switched off. Sorry.”

      Zoe headed past her towards the kitchen. “It’s fine, Constable. Just carry on with that sandwich.” Behind her, Mo muttered apologies for her rudeness.

      Margaret was in the kitchen, staring out of the back window. She turned as Zoe entered.

      “In here?”

      Zoe nodded towards the stairway. “Up there.”

      “Right. Yes.”

      “If you don’t mind, of course.”

      “Yes. No. Go ahead.”

      Zoe pulled open the door to the stairway and strode up. The box room was clean and empty, like it had been thoroughly dusted. She doubted she’d find anything.

      Mo pulled the cord to switch on the solitary light, a bare bulb. Zoe slid her hands across the panelling until she felt the hinge.

      “That’s well hidden,” she said. “How did you spot it?”

      “It was the way the light came in, in the photo. The sun caught the edge of the doors.”

      “Nice one.” She prised the door open.

      Inside was an empty cupboard that smelled of damp wood.

      “Damn.” She opened the second one, empty too. “You think she’s moved something?”

      “It might have been like that all along.”

      She leaned into the first cupboard and wiped her fingers across the wood. “No dust. No shadow where something might have been. Maybe you’re right.”

      She closed the doors, wondering if Margaret knew about them. She headed down the stairs after Mo.

      “Thanks, Mrs Jackson.”

      “Margaret. I told you.”

      “Yes. Thanks anyway.”

      “Was there something particular you were looking for?”

      “Can I ask if you’ve found anything up there, since we left?”

      “I haven’t been up there.” Margaret scratched her neck.

      “Did you know there were two hidden cupboards up there, in the eaves?”

      She stopped scratching. “No.”

      “Have you ever heard of someone called Trevor Hamm?”

      “No.”

      “Simon Adams?”

      “No. Who are they?”

      “Irina Hamm?”

      Margaret paled. “No.”

      “You sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure.”

      Zoe eyed the woman. She looked nervous. “Well, I think that’s everything we need.”

      Mo gave her a puzzled frown as she swept into the main hallway. The door to the camera room was open and PC Bright gave them a wave. Zoe poked her head in.

      “Call me if anyone unexpected turns up.”

      She fished a scrap of paper from her pocket and searched for a pen. Trish passed her one and she wrote down her number.

      “What kind of unexpected?”

      “Just anyone outside the family and the other FLO.”

      “Even CID?”

      “Even CID.”

      “Right. Will do.”

      “Thanks.”

      Margaret was holding the door open for them. Her face was hard as she watched Zoe pass her. “Thanks.”

      “Pleasure.” She closed the door quickly behind them.
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      “She was lying,” said Mo.

      Zoe waited for the lights to turn green then pushed forward. “Oi, I’ve got right of way! Numpty.”

      Mo shrank back in his seat. “When you asked her about the hidden cupboard. I think she’s been up there.”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “She looked nervous.”

      They turned the corner into Rose Road, where the station was. “Oh yeah. You’re right there. But I’m not sure that was what she was lying about.”

      “What then?”

      “The Hamms. She went green when I said their names.”

      “How would Margaret Jackson know Trevor Hamm?”

      “It could be nothing. Maybe there was a case, and Jackson talked to her about it.”

      “I don’t think they had that kind of marriage.”

      They waited for the gates to the station car park to open. The car park was half full, more CID cars than usual. No sign of Randle’s.

      Zoe parked and switched off the ignition. Neither of them moved from their seats.

      “Maybe she knew Irina somehow?” she suggested.

      “How?”

      “God knows. Irina’s been here for what, three months? What are the chances of her coming across Margaret Jackson in that time?”

      “What’s Irina’s job?”

      “Hmmm?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe Margaret’s her client. Hairdresser, cleaner. Something like that.”

      “That’s a bit of an assumption,” said Zoe. “Just because she’s a recent immigrant. She could be a lawyer, or a schoolteacher.”

      “I can’t imagine Trevor Hamm being married to a schoolteacher, can you?”

      “No. And there’s no record of her having a job anyway.”

      “Not one she declares,” he said.

      “Her husband’s got a five hundred grand penthouse flat overlooking the canals. You think his wife would be working as a cleaner?”

      “No. You’re right.”

      “We need to go see her again.” She drummed her fingertips on the steering wheel. “The QE again, tomorrow.”

      “You said they were discharging her.”

      “Bugger. We go and check out that penthouse flat you’re so jealous of.”

      “I never said I was—”

      “I’m joking.” She turned to him. “This case has got to you, if you can’t tell when I’m taking the piss.”

      He pulled on a smile. “It’s getting to everyone.”

      “Including Randle. Lesley said he was going on about the Chief Constable putting pressure on him.”

      “Not surprising.”

      “No.”

      The door to the CID offices opened and two women walked out. They were enjoying an animated conversation, laughing at some shared joke. Zoe and Mo watched in silence as they got into separate cars and drove away.

      “Do you think he was at the Jacksons’?” asked Mo. “Before we got there.”

      “Trish Bright said he wasn’t.”

      “All that means is he didn’t go in through the front door. Trish wouldn’t see much, being stuck in that camera room.”

      Zoe turned her hands over. The palms were blistered. “I don’t like her shoving the FLOs in there. I know she wants her house back, but they’ve got a job to do.”

      “Did you notice the study door was open?” said Mo.

      “Doesn’t mean anything.”

      “She kept glancing at it, as we were leaving.”

      “Maybe she’d finally decided to set foot in there.” Zoe shivered. “Can’t have been easy.”

      “You believe he never let her in there?”

      Zoe leaned back. Her neck ached and her eyes were drooping. “I’ve seen worse marriages.” Jim had told her his marriage was in similar straits, when she’d found out the truth. She hadn’t believed a word of it. “Gives her motive, if he was abusing her.”

      “You think the ACC was beating his wife?”

      “He didn’t hit her. Not from what I can tell. But emotional abuse is still abuse. The woman was a prisoner in her own home.” She shuddered, thinking of her own parents’ relationship. The compromises her dad had made, the things he’d sacrificed.

      “You OK, Zo?”

      “I’m fine. Just tired. I wish I could spend more time with Nicholas.”

      “I know how you feel.”

      She turned to him. “How are the girls?”

      His face brightened. “Fiona is learning the piano. It’s a racket, but it’ll get better. And Isla is obsessed with unicorns right now.”

      She smiled. “Nicholas says he’s glad Marcus dumped him, that the kid was a dick. But I don’t believe a word of it.”

      “Marcus was alright. Fancied himself a bit, but I liked him.”

      “I forgot you’d met him.”

      “Yeah.” Mo and Catriona had hosted a barbecue in the tiny back garden of their modern box in Northfield, back in August. Nicholas had surprised Zoe by insisting on bringing Marcus. Marcus had drunk too many WKDs but managed to behave himself.

      “Then there’s those letters,” she said. “I tried to tell Lesley this afternoon. But Randle was in her team’s office. And then Carl—”

      “Carl? What did he say?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Oh, I forgot. He was trying to chat you up. You’re embarrassed about it.”

      “I’m nothing of the sort.”

      She let her eyelids flutter closed and enjoyed a moment’s rest. She and Mo did this a lot, sitting outside the station in one of their cars. People probably talked. Let them.

      “Right,” she said. “I’ve got forms to fill in. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “I can help.”

      “You get back to your family.”

      “What about yours?”

      “I won’t be long. Get home. Or you’ll miss bedtime.”

      He said nothing, but they both knew he already had.

      “Right, boss.”

      “Right, Zo.”

      “Yeah.” He heaved himself out of the car and made for his own.
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      “Hey, Nicholas. It’s only me.”

      Zoe pushed her front door open, feeling guilty. It was gone eight and she’d definitely missed a family dinner. The office had been empty, and for a moment Zoe had considered staying there and getting a takeout. Maybe she could go through the files again, just in case…

      But her team had already done it. She had to trust them.

      “Nicholas!”

      She heard a crash from the kitchen. Nicholas, making food or getting himself a drink. He was studying for a test and couldn’t think without food.

      Zoe slumped onto the sofa. She rubbed her eyes and grabbed the remote control. The kitchen led off the dining room, which was knocked through to the living room. She flicked through the options on Netflix.

      “Nicholas, is that you?”

      No answer. Instead another bang from the kitchen.

      She stood up. “Nicholas?”

      The noises stopped. Zoe grabbed her phone. The living room was dark apart from the TV. She wasn’t about to use a flashlight in her own house, though. She reached for the light switch, her eyes on the kitchen doorway.

      She walked towards it. “Nicholas, please don’t be pissed off with me.”

      Nothing. She heard music come on upstairs: Rihanna. She tensed, entering the kitchen.

      There was a man standing in the middle of the room, opening drawers. He was tall with a thick neck and a scar below his right eye. She stared at him.

      “What the fuck are you doing in my house?”

      The man pulled a drawer out and threw it at her. She batted it off, almost slipping on the floor, which was slick with liquid. She looked down: milk. The fridge door was open. What kind of burglar raided the fridge?

      The man brushed past her, catching her elbow. She brought her leg up sharp. Her foot caught his leg, propelling him towards the open doorway.

      He stumbled then grabbed the door handle and pulled himself out of the room, running towards the front of the house. Zoe grabbed the first thing she could, a bread board, and ran after him.

      “You’re not going anywhere! Come back here, you bastard.” She ran through the living room after him. He pushed the coffee table at her. It hit her in the shins. She stumbled over it and carried on going.

      He was at the front door just as it opened. Nicholas was on the threshold. Zoe dropped the bread board.

      “No!”

      Nicholas jerked back as he saw the man coming for him.

      “Grab him!” Zoe shouted. But Nicholas had been taken by surprise and he didn’t have her training. He shrank back, dropping his keys. The man shoved him to the ground, jumped over him and sprinted into the street.

      “Are you OK?” She bent over her son.

      He was panting. “I’m fine. Get him.”

      “Wait there.” Zoe sped out into the night. The man was running towards a car, its engine idling.

      “Get back here!”

      She stopped and fumbled in her back pocket for her phone. She could get the plates. But it was too late. The man was inside and the car was gone.
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      “Are you OK?”

      She pulled Nicholas up from the front step. He didn’t have any bruises, but was pale.

      “I’m sorry, love. Crappy timing.”

      “Yeah.” He put his fingertips to his forehead and prodded. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. Come in, let’s get inside.”

      Neighbours had started to collect in the street, disturbed by the noise. Zoe waved them away.

      “You alright, Mrs Finch?”

      She rolled her eyes. Ollie, the youngest in the student house next door, was a bit of a suck-up.

      “I’m fine thanks, Ollie. And stop calling me Mrs Finch. I’m Zoe.”

      “Sorry Mrs Finch. Did he hurt Nick?”

      “I’m fine,” grunted Nicholas. “Go back inside.”

      “I took a photo of the car, if that’s any help,” said Ollie.

      Zoe turned to him, feeling guilty. “It is. Thanks.”

      He brought up his phone. The image was grainy but she could just about make out the plate. She got her phone out and took a picture of the screen. “Can you WhatsApp that to me?”

      “Er, yeah. I didn’t know you were on WhatsApp.”

      “I’m not as old as you think. Here’s my mobile. Send it over as soon as you get inside, yes?”

      “Sure.”

      “Thanks. Well done.”

      He beamed at them and retreated into his house. The sound of a video game boomed through the door as it opened, then quieted again.

      “Come on,” she said to Nicholas. “Let’s get you inside.” The street had quieted, the excitement over. Zoe wondered if she’d be getting Uniform to knock on her neighbours’ doors in the morning.

      She guided Nicholas to the settee and sat next to him. “I need to check if he took anything. You be alright for a minute?”

      He leaned back. “Stop fussing.”

      “I’m your mum. It’s my job.”

      He rolled his eyes and started jabbing at the remote, picking up her earlier activity of browsing Netflix.

      Zoe made for the kitchen. The drawer that he’d thrown at her was in the middle of the floor, cutlery everywhere. She pulled a forensic glove from her pocket then opened and closed the other drawers. It was as messy as ever, no sign of anything taken.

      How long had he been here?

      She headed up to the loft room, which she sometimes used for work. It was in chaos. Papers and files were strewn across the floor and books had been torn down from the shelves and dumped on top of them. The charity shop chest of drawers had been pulled open, the sticky drawers still wedged inside. As far as she could tell, nothing had been taken.

      She kept nothing of value in here. She was careful not to bring sensitive documents home, or at least not to leave them at home. Any paperwork was returned to the station the next day. She knew she shouldn’t even do that, but as a single mum sometimes it was the only way.

      She rooted through the papers on the floor, tidying them into rough piles. She lifted the books back onto their shelves. A bracket had been yanked loose and the whole thing was in danger of coming away from the wall. She sighed. Another thing to fix.

      She went down to her bedroom. The wardrobe was open and her bedside table had been pulled to one side. Her jewellery, what little she had, was all where it had been. The cash she kept in a tin at the bottom of the wardrobe was still there.

      In Nicholas’s room, his PC had been moved and the contents of his desk swept to the floor. She’d have to check with him if anything was gone. But the PC was still there, along with his iPad.

      She trudged back downstairs.

      “Anything gone, Mum?”

      “Nothing.”

      “What about my computer? My iPad?”

      “All there. I’ll need you to check your room though, to be sure there’s nothing missing. But none of the obvious stuff has gone. Jewellery, cash. The TV’s still here.” She eyed it, half wishing it had been stolen. It was old and unreliable and she’d been looking forward to buying a new one once she got her first pay check as a DI.

      “D’you think you disturbed him before he took anything?”

      “No. He clearly went upstairs. He went through all the rooms. He gave the whole house a thorough going over. He was looking for something.”

      “What?” He jabbed the remote and Brooklyn Nine Nine came on. Another cop show. She hated them. He laughed at the screen.

      “I don’t know, love. But we need to be careful. I don’t want you at home alone for a few days. I’ll have a word with Jim. His wife’ll just have to put up with it.”

      “Shula’s OK,” he said. “But Geordie makes me nervous.”

      Geordie was Jim’s son. Two years older than Nicholas and a toddler when his dad had met Zoe. He had a learning disability and could lash out when overwhelmed.

      “It’ll be fine,” she said. “I’ll try to cut down my hours.” She raked a hand through her hair. How was she going to do that, with a live murder investigation?

      She stared at the TV. Could this be related to the Jackson case? Had her burglar been looking for evidence, something he thought she’d brought home?

      If so, who was he working for? She’d never seen him before. Was he one of Hamm’s goons?

      Her phone pinged. Ollie, with the high res photo. She pinched the screen to zoom in. It was clear. Good.

      She dialled the station.

      “Harborne Police Station, how can I help you?”

      “Hi Amanda. It’s DI Finch.”

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “I need a PNC check. Registration plate.”

      “Fire away.”

      She read out the number from the screen. There was a pause.

      “That was reported stolen two days ago. By a Jo Gates in Sutton Coldfield.”

      Of course it was.

      “You found it?”

      “No. Well, yes. But it drove off.”

      “Where did you see it?”

      “Selly Oak.” She was about to say right outside my house but thought better of it.

      “I’ll log it. Any idea where it went?”

      “None whatsoever.”
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      Margaret lay in the bath in the ensuite bathroom. She’d moved back into her bedroom, determined not to let Bryn spook her from beyond the grave. Her dressing gown was laid out on the bed next to her favourite nightie.

      She closed her eyes and tried to clear her mind, but she couldn’t push that woman’s voice from her head.

      Irina. Who was she? And why had Bryn kept a hidden phone with her number in it?

      She’d scanned the address book but there’d been nothing. Just the call log, with that number again and again.

      She pushed out a long breath. She should have predicted it, really. Bryn was away from home a lot. She was dull, he didn’t allow her to be anything else. So he’d had an affair. How predictable.

      But keeping a secret phone, just so he could call his mistress? That was verging on paranoid, even for a policeman. It wasn’t as if he’d let her anywhere near his official mobile, or even let her have one of her own.

      She wondered where his phone was now, and if it had traces of his affair. If some grubby DS was going through it, discovering her family’s dark secrets.

      “Mother. What the hell are you doing?”

      Paul was in the bedroom, looking at her through the open bathroom door. PC Bright had gone home half an hour earlier and she’d expected to be alone for the night.

      She clasped her hands over her chest, mortified. “Paul. Don’t creep up on me like that.”

      He sank onto on the vast bed, creasing her nightie. She eyed the dressing gown. She should have brought it in here with her.

      “Elaine sent me.”

      “Oh. Why?”

      “She says I should be looking after you.” He lifted his head. “Do you need looking after?”

      “Of course I don’t. But I do need you to go downstairs while I put some clothes on.”

      “Yeah. Sorry.” He lifted off the bed and plodded to the bedroom door. She needed to be more sympathetic.

      The lounge felt bare and soulless. She hadn’t been in here since the interview with David. Paul had poured himself a gin and tonic and was staring into the empty fireplace, sipping it. She sat on the sofa behind him.

      “How are you, sweetheart?”

      His shoulders rose and fell. She longed to put her arms around him. At least to touch him.

      “I can’t believe he’s gone.”

      “No.”

      He turned. “Who did it, Mum?”

      So he wasn’t blaming her anymore.

      She squared her shoulders. “I think you owe me an apology.”

      “Why?”

      “The way you spoke to me earlier.”

      He frowned. “Oh, that. Yeah. Sorry, I guess.”

      Well, that was something, she thought. Paul hadn’t apologised to her since he was three years old.

      “Thank you. They seem to think that it was someone after the artwork. Your father disturbed them.”

      “It all seems a bit much, for a couple of paintings.”

      “Only one.”

      “Huh?”

      “There’s one missing. A Diebenkorn, they say.”

      “What’s a Diebenkorn?”

      “You mean who. He’s an artist. Was. American. The two paintings in the hallway are by him as well. Your father bought them, after getting some sort of bonus at work.”

      A small smile came to Paul’s lips. “Like my car.”

      “Sorry?”

      He looked up. Sometimes he looked so much like his father it frightened her. “My car. I bought it when I got a bonus. But I haven’t heard of police getting bonuses.”

      She shrugged. “Seems they do.”

      “No. They don’t.”

      “Well, maybe he got a pay rise then. You know your father didn’t talk to me about that kind of thing.”

      “No.”

      He downed his gin and headed back to the drinks tray.

      “Paul, is that wise?”

      “Hmm?” He half filled the glass with gin and topped it up with tonic water.

      “I assume you’ve driven here? Do you think you should be drinking?”

      He looked into his glass. “I’ll stay over, if I can.”

      “Of course you can. You can have your own room.”

      “That’ll make Elaine happy. Looking after my old mum, and all that.”

      She smiled. “Less of the old, if you please.”

      He sipped his drink and wandered to the window. She tugged at her dressing gown, wishing she’d put proper clothes on.

      “You’ll need to apologise to your sister, too. She’s very upset.”

      “Bloody Winona. Always has to be the centre of everything.”

      “Don’t be horrible. She just finds life more challenging than you do.”

      “Hmpf.” He continued drinking and gazing into the garden.

      “Paul, did your father let you into his study?”

      “Yes. A few times.”

      “Do you remember there being a painting in there?”

      “The one that was stolen?”

      “Yes.”

      A shrug. “No idea. Not my bag, I’m afraid.”

      “No.” She went to the drinks tray. Might as well join him.

      “But surely you remember it, Mum?”

      “Your father was very private when it came to that room. I never went in.”

      “Seriously?”

      She turned to him. “Did you never notice the way your father treated me?”

      Redness seeped up his face. “No.”

      “I was a prisoner. In this house. He didn’t let me out. I had no friends. I wasn’t even allowed to see your grandmother more than twice a year. Come to think of it, I should call her. Visit her. I can now.”

      “You’re glad he’s dead.”

      “Don’t you ever say such a thing.”

      “It’s so unfair.”

      “I know, Paul. And no, I am not glad your father is dead. He wasn’t an easy man to live with. And I had my worries about his retirement. But I miss him. I miss him like you wouldn’t know.”

      He took a step towards her. “I do know, Mum. I miss him too.”
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      Zoe picked up her phone, expecting it to be someone from the station. Maybe they’d found the car.

      “Zoe, what the hell is going on?”

      She bolted upright. “Who is this?”

      “It’s Jim.”

      She clamped a hand over the phone and looked sidelong at Nicholas, who was intent on the TV.

      “One moment. Work,” she whispered, and headed into the kitchen.

      She leaned against the counter, her heart racing. “What d’you want, Jim?”

      “I heard you were burgled tonight.”

      “How the hell d’you know about that?”

      “You’re putting him at risk, you know that?”

      “I was going to ask him to stay with you for a bit. Has he already called you?”

      A pause. “You need to be more careful.”

      She glanced out at the living room. Nicholas was looking at her, raising his arms in a who is it? gesture.

      “It’s eleven o’clock,” she said. “Can’t this wait?”

      “I’ll be round in the morning. He can stay with me and Shula.”

      “Good. Thank you.”

      “But I mean it. Be careful.”

      Zoe gritted her teeth. Jim had been absent from Nicholas’s life until her son had turned eleven, despite knowing she’d been bringing him up on her own all that time. He’d only told Shula about Nicholas’s existence when Nicholas was thirteen. And he’d kept it a secret from his colleagues.

      “Don’t boss me around,” she said. “You lost the right to do that a very long time ago.”

      “Getting big for your boots now you’re an acting DI, are you?”

      She cupped her hand around the phone. “We’re the same rank. You can’t tell me what to do.”

      “When it comes to our son’s safety, I can.”

      She resisted an urge to yell down the phone. Nicholas had paused the TV and was looking at her.

      “We’ll speak in the morning.” She hung up.

      She flung herself back onto the sofa.

      “Who was that?”

      “My boss.”

      “Do you always shout at him like that?”

      “I wasn’t shouting.”

      “Er. You were.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Poor bugger.”

      She gave his knee a flick. “Yeah.”

      He unpaused the TV and she settled back. She’d left a coffee on the table. It was going cold but she grabbed it anyway.

      “Did you call your dad?” she asked.

      “No. Why?”

      “Just thought you might’ve told him you were going to stay with him.”

      He shook his head. “Thought it could wait till the morning. You want me to?”

      “No. You didn’t text him then? Or WhatsApp?”

      “No. Nothing. What’s up, Mum?”

      “Nothing. This is nearly finished. Then time for bed, I’m knackered.”

      A shiver ran across her skin. If Nicholas hadn’t told Jim about the break-in, who did?
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      Zoe sat at Connie’s desk, the two of them watching CCTV on Connie’s computer. It was from outside the Hamms’ flat at the time Irina said the burglary had happened. The picture was dark and fuzzy. Connie kept pausing it and zooming in, but so far there was nothing helpful.

      Mo passed en route to his desk. “Morning.”

      Zoe looked up then returned to the screen. “Morning.”

      “Everything OK?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You weren’t at the café.”

      “Sorry. Wanted to get a crack on with this. You get my message?”

      “I did. I’m hungry now. Was looking forward to one of Tracy’s egg sandwiches.”

      “You should’ve had one.”

      “I wasn’t going to sit there without you, the only guy in a suit, was I?”

      “I guess not. Sorry.”

      “It’s fine.”

      Zoe didn’t have time for this. If Mo was pissed off with her, it would have to wait.

      Connie paused the screen again. Zoe rubbed her eyes and yawned. “Can you finish this up? I need to be in the briefing.”

      “Sure,” said Connie.

      Rhodri pushed through the door. He stubbed his toe on a box Zoe had left out the night before and cursed under his breath.

      “Sorry, boss. Didn’t see you there.”

      She turned to him. “No worries, Rhod. I should have moved it.”

      He gave her a nervous smile. “I should have looked where I was going.”

      “Whatever. But since you’re there, can you shift it into the side office?”

      “No problem.” He slung his coat over his chair and picked up the box.

      The door opened. It was Sergeant Tim Jenner, who was on reception duty. “One for you, Detective Inspector.”

      Zoe stood up. She glanced at her watch: 7:45. “It’d better be quick. Who is it?”

      “Trevor Hamm.”

      She turned to Mo, whose eyes were wide.

      “Where’s Randle?” she asked Jenner. “He’s SIO.”

      “He’s on a call with the Birmingham Post. Says not to be disturbed.”

      “Right then,” she said. “This should be interesting. Mo, come with me, will you?”

      “Yes, boss.”

      They hurried to the front of the building. There was no one in reception.

      “Where is he?” asked Zoe.

      “He was right here,” said Jenner.

      “He’s done a runner,” said Mo.

      “Wait,” said Jenner. “He’s outside.”

      A middle-aged man with silver hair and a ruddy tan stood beyond the door smoking a cigarette. Zoe stepped out.

      “Trevor Hamm?”

      He threw the cigarette to the ground and squished it with his foot. “Who are you?”

      “Detective Inspector Zoe Finch.” She put out a hand. “I’d appreciate it if you could pick that cigarette butt up.”

      He looked down at the butt then back at her. “Why are you harassing my wife?”

      “No one is harassing anyone, Mr Hamm.”

      “You snuck into the hospital. You lied to the nurses. You completely freaked her out.”

      “I think she was already pretty freaked out. Given that she’d been beaten up.”

      “Don’t talk about my wife like that.”

      “Let’s go inside, please. I’m sure you don’t want the whole street hearing about your wife’s attack.”

      He puffed up his chest. He wasn’t tall, only an inch taller than her, at most. But he was wide. Brick shithouse wide. His leather jacket strained to contain his upper arms and his stomach protruded under his t-shirt. She wondered how Irina felt having to go home to him every night.

      “Alright,” he said. “But I want to speak to someone senior.”

      “I’m someone senior.”

      “Someone in charge.”

      “Right now, I’m in charge.”

      He screwed his foot into the cigarette butt to underline the fact he wasn’t about to pick it up. He gave Zoe a look of disgust and pushed through the doors into the station. Mo was waiting inside, a question on his face. She shook her head at him.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Hamm said. “Are you in charge?”

      “I’m DS Mo Uddin. DI Finch is the senior officer here. She can—”

      “She can do squat. She and some big-haired black girl came sniffing round my wife yesterday and they’ve caused her irreparable psychological damage.”

      Zoe wondered who’d put those words in his head.

      “We’re just trying to find out who broke into your flat and attacked your wife. If you come into the interview room, I’d like to ask you a few—”

      “Drop it.”

      “Sorry?”

      “You heard me. I’m not making a complaint. The break-in.”

      “What about your wife?”

      “That neither. She’ll be right as rain. It’s my flat, in my name. Leave it alone.”

      “Mr Hamm, it isn’t as simple as—”

      He leaned in. “You can only pursue a case if you’ve got a victim. Well, you ain’t got a victim here. Irina wants you to drop it too.”

      Mo stepped forward. “Mr Hamm, I suggest you come into the interview room. We can talk in there.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do.” Hamm took a swing at Mo, who pulled back. Hamm tottered as the force of the swing carried through and hit nothing.

      “Mr Hamm, I really wouldn’t advise assaulting an officer in the reception area of a police station,” said Zoe. She was almost enjoying herself. “It’s really not wise.”

      He turned to her. “You broke the law. You lied to those nurses and you harassed poor Irina.”

      “How is she?”

      “What do you care how she is?”

      Mo was advancing on him. Hamm span round and Mo flinched, falling backwards.

      Zoe rushed to grab him but it was too late. He’d lost his balance and crashed into the wall. His head hit it as he went down, making a sound that set Zoe’s teeth on edge.

      “Oi! Stop it!” shouted Sergeant Jenner. He clattered out from his post behind the desk as Hamm ran outside, heading down the street.

      “Get him!” shouted Jenner. “You have to go after him.”

      Zoe bent over Mo. His face was pale.

      “Forget about that,” she said. “We know where he lives. Call an ambulance. Quickly.”
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      In the briefing, Randle was moaning about the press.

      “Sir,” Zoe interrupted. “Can we get on with it? I need to go to the hospital.”

      “Of course. Any news?”

      “Not yet.” She flicked her phone awake and scrolled through messages then emails. Nothing. She should have gone back to the office, got Connie or Rhodri to head over to the hospital. But Lesley had pulled her in here; she was already late.

      “Have you found anything on the CCTV from the Hamms?” asked Randle.

      “Not yet,” said Zoe. “Connie’s still going over it.”

      “What about the interview? Did she remember who it was?”

      “No. She doesn’t know if anything was stolen, as she hasn’t been back to the flat. Uniform had a look but couldn’t find anything obvious. If we manage to find her husband at home we can ask him. Not expecting him to cooperate though.”

      “Sounds to me like she interrupted them before they could get anything,” said Randle.

      “I think there’s more to it than that,” she said. “I had a burglary too last night.”

      “You think it’s connected?” asked Lesley. Carl straightened in his seat.

      “It could just be a coincidence. But he didn’t take anything. Nicholas’s PC was still there. His iPad. Jewellery, cash.”

      “He?”

      “I walked in on him, in the kitchen.”

      “I’m hoping you’ll tell me he’s in custody,” said Lesley.

      “He ran off.”

      “Of course he did,” said Lesley. “Give me strength.”

      “Someone was waiting for him, in a stolen car,” said Zoe.

      “Sounds like they were looking for something.” Lesley turned to Randle. “We need to take this seriously.”

      “If we jumped up and down every time someone gets their house broken into, we’d never have time to solve the real crimes,” said Randle. “Zoe, have you reported it?”

      “Paperwork’s being completed as we speak, sir.”

      “Good. But they’re both red herrings as far as I’m concerned. I want to pursue the money angle on Margaret Jackson. They’re reading her husband’s will tomorrow, it might tell us something about her motive.”

      Zoe eyed him. For someone who’d once been in a relationship with the woman, he was very happy to push her out of the balloon.

      “David,” said Lesley. “If we really think Margaret Jackson killed her husband, then we need to bring her in again. Push for inconsistencies in her story.”

      “We need to build a case,” he said. “Get more evidence. She’s the widow of the Assistant Chief Constable. The Chief Constable will have my balls on a plate if we arrest her and don’t have enough for a conviction.”

      “I’m not saying arrest her, I’m—”

      “I want you to find out what happened to that painting. We still haven’t identified it. Maybe she’s hidden it somewhere.”

      “Why on earth would she do that?” said Zoe.

      “Zoe has a point,” said Carl, his eyes steady on her face. She wanted to swat him away.

      “OK,” said Randle. “Leave the Hamm break-in. Mr Hamm has said he doesn’t want to pursue it.”

      “After assaulting a police officer,” said Carl.

      Randle shook his head. “From what I’ve heard, it didn’t go down quite like that.”

      “No,” said Zoe. “He was threatening, but he didn’t actually assault Mo.”

      “Right,” said Randle. He was holding his phone, scrolling through it. “He says drop it, so we have no choice.”

      “It’s not up to him,” said Zoe. “Irina was assaulted.”

      “I know. But she doesn’t speak good English, and it was his flat that was broken into.”

      “Her English was excellent.”

      “He says not.”

      “He’s wrong.”

      “When you spoke to her,” he said. “Did she remember anything?”

      “No.”

      “Well then. It’s a dead end. Forget it.”

      “I think you’re wrong,” said Lesley. “Simon Adams had that painting and he was working for Hamm, then Hamm’s flat gets broken into and his wife beaten up. We should follow that up.”

      “We don’t know it was the same painting,” said Randle.

      “Mrs Jackson still can’t identify it?” asked Carl.

      “No. Lesley, I want you to talk to Paul Jackson. See if his memory’s coming back, now he’s had a bit more time.”

      “Fair enough,” said Lesley. “But I still think we should be—”

      “I said no. I’m the SIO and I want you to follow the lines of enquiry I ask you to.”

      “Can’t we do both?” asked Carl.

      “I beg your pardon?” said Randle.

      “Lesley and you follow up on the Jacksons. Zoe and I can look into the Hamm connection.”

      David narrowed his eyes. “Are you giving me orders, Inspector?”

      Carl raised his hands in a gesture of innocence. “No, sir. Just making a suggestion.”

      “Don’t try to undermine me.”

      “I just want to find out how Bryn Jackson died,” said Carl. He held the DCI’s gaze, his eyes bright.

      “Assistant Chief Constable Jackson to you.” Randle turned to Zoe. “Stop wasting your time with CCTV. Talk to Adams. See if you can get anything more from him.”

      “Right, boss.” Zoe eyed Lesley, who was sitting very still.
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      Mo was sitting on a trolley in A&E. His wife Catriona was leaning over him, prodding the back of his head gently.

      He batted her away. “Don’t fuss, please. I’m fine.”

      “You’re concussed.”

      “I wouldn’t be talking to you if I was concussed.”

      “OK. You were concussed. Sergeant Jenner told me you blacked out.”

      “Did I? I don’t remember that.”

      “That’s sort of the point.”

      “Er, hello.” Zoe lifted herself onto tiptoes behind Catriona to get a better look at her friend. His skin had lost the pallor and he looked tired more than anything.

      “Zo.” His face brightened. “What happened to Hamm?”

      “Don’t you worry about that.”

      “Tell me you’ve caught him.”

      She blushed. “I don’t know.” That was a lie. Uniform had been looking for his car but with no luck. And Randle had told her not to send officers to his flat.

      “I should have known he was bad news,” said Mo. “I was a moron.”

      “You were trying to calm him down. That’s not moronic.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Did you see the assault?” asked Catriona. She was shorter than Zoe with wispy pale hair and high red circles on her cheeks. She was an experienced GP but today she didn’t look more than sixteen years old.

      “I did. It was a frenzied attack committed by a wall.”

      Mo screwed up his face. “Oi.”

      “Sorry.” Zoe turned to Catriona. “A man came to the station, in connection with a case we’re investigating. Mo was trying to calm him down. The man startled Mo. He fell backwards into the wall.  Hit his head.”

      “So he wasn’t assaulted?”

      “The guy was pretty nasty, but you couldn’t actually say he assaulted Mo, no. It was all a bit of a mess.”

      “You can say that again.” Catriona looked along the corridor. “When are they going to take him to a room?”

      “I’m alright, love,” Mo said. “I want to go back to work.”

      “You’re doing nothing of the sort. You were unconscious for ten seconds. Maybe more. You’re going to be observed.”

      “Can’t I go home, and you can observe me?”

      “What, with a nine-year-old and a six-year-old running around the place? No. You’re safer here.”

      “I still think it’s a load of fuss over nothing. Zo, put in a word for me, will you?”

      “Sorry, Mo. I want you back at work as much as anyone, but I also want you well.”

      “You’re no help. Catriona, go and hassle a doctor or something. You’re good at that.”

      Catriona looked between Mo and Zoe then shook her head and walked off.

      “Thank God for that,” said Mo. “Never marry a doctor.”

      “She’s just looking out for you.”

      “I’ll be fine. But you aren’t.”

      “What d’you mean?”

      “I heard you had a break-in.”

      “How?” She hadn’t told anyone outside the briefing.

      “Amanda on the phones. She had a call from someone called Ollie, first thing.”

      “The kid next door. Blimey.”

      “Yeah. Those students look up to you. You’re like the mother hen of the street, or something.”

      “I’m the least mother hen-like person I know.”

      “That’s not what they think. Are you OK? How about Nicholas?”

      “We’re fine. Nicholas is a bit shaken up. He got home just as the guy was doing a runner.”

      Mo’s eyes widened. “You caught him?”

      “He got away. There was a car waiting for him. A stolen car.”

      “Typical. You think it’s related to the case?”

      “It might be. They didn’t take anything. I think they were looking for evidence.”

      “Good job you don’t take anything home.” He gave her a meaningful look.

      “Yeah, well I won’t do that again.”

      “Be careful, Zo.” Her hand was resting on the side of the trolley. He placed his hand over it.

      “I’m not the one in hospital.”

      “I’ll be out in a flash. You’ll see.”
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      “I’ve found something.”

      “Huh?” Zoe slung her bag onto her desk and sank down in her chair. She rubbed her eyes.

      “On the CCTV,” said Connie. Two men, outside the Hamm flat.”

      Zoe pushed herself up and went to Connie’s desk. “Let’s see.”

      Connie pushed her mouse around. The screen blurred for a few moments, then stopped moving. She hit Play.

      Zoe watched two men open the door to the building where the Hamms lived. It was a modern block on the canals, not far from the convention centre.

      “Can you get it any clearer?”

      Connie paused the recording and zoomed in. “Hang on.”

      She clicked a mouse button. Then she opened another program and a still of the video appeared. She moved her mouse around again and the picture started to brighten.

      “Can’t do much more than that, I’m afraid. Contrast and exposure are up.”

      “You can’t do something with the pixels?”

      “You’ve been watching too many American cop shows, boss.”

      “Believe me, I haven’t.” Zoe leaned in. One of the men wore a hoodie with the hood up. His face was dark beneath. Maybe he was black, maybe just shaded. The other man wore a baseball cap, but there was a mark underneath its edge, on his ear.

      “Can you zoom in? On the one without a hood.”

      Connie pinched her fingers on the mouse. The man became larger but less clear. There was definitely something around his ear.

      “You think that’s a tattoo?” asked Zoe.

      Connie cocked her head. “Let’s go back to the original.”

      She opened the video up again and started playing it.

      “Slow it down.”

      The speed slowed, the men moving like moonwalkers. The one in the cap turned and scratched his head.

      “Stop it there,” said Zoe. “Do whatever it is you did again.”

      Connie brought up a still of that shot. She adjusted it. The man had his fingers up beneath his cap, pushing it upwards.

      “Connie, what do you think that’s a tattoo of?”

      “I can’t be sure it’s a tattoo really.”

      “Yeah. But if it was, what would you say it was?”

      Connie leaned in. “I’d say it was a bird.”

      “Good. Me too.”

      “You think that’s Adams?”

      “I reckon.”

      Rhodri pushed his chair towards them. “He’s gone, boss.”

      “What?”

      “Adams. They bailed him. Magistrates Court, this morning.”

      “Shit. What were the conditions?”

      “Dunno, boss.”

      “Find out.”

      “Right.” He wheeled back to his desk and picked up the phone.

      Zoe logged into HOLMES and brought up the case files for the Hamm break-in, photos of the inside of the flat. The open plan living space was tastefully decorated, mid- century style. The gap on the wall where the wrong artwork hung was like a big LOOK AT ME sign on these photos. There were two bedrooms. One of them looked like it was being used as a dressing room. Clothes were draped over the bed and hung from hooks on the wall. The other wall was dominated by a vast wardrobe.

      Rhodri pushed himself back, crashing into her chair. “Sorry, boss.”

      “Hmm?” She dragged her eyes from the screen.

      “Adams has got to report here every week. He’s given his passport in. He’ll be appearing in court next month for possession of stolen goods.”

      “Damn.”

      “You think he’ll bugger off, boss?”

      “I do, Rhodri. Unless we track him down first.”

      “Where do we start?”

      The two constables faced her, their faces expectant. She sighed.

      “I would say to head over to the Hamms, but I’ve been told to drop it.”

      “Why, boss?” asked Rhodri.

      “That’s the million-dollar question. I need to talk to Lesley.”
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      “I’m doing everything I can.” David Randle held the phone close to his face and covered it with his hand. He watched the door to his office as he spoke.

      “You need to try harder.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Look, mate. When you got yourself into this, you knew what it would mean. Just do your fucking job, alright?”

      Randle lowered himself to his chair, eyes still on the door. He’d been dreading something like this for years but had never expected Bryn Jackson to be murdered.

      “It’s complicated. The politics—”

      “Fuck politics. I know more about politics than you ever will. Just sort it. Clean the mess up, and do what you need to.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “Did Jackson ever tell you to start giving an opinion?”

      “No.”

      “Exactly. So don’t start doing it now he’s gone.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “How the shitting horses should I know? That’s your job. Investigate the crime. Arrest someone. Surely you can do that.”

      “It wasn’t Margaret,” Randle said.

      “Of course it wasn’t bloody Margaret. But your lot are always saying most murders are domestic. It can’t be hard to make that stick.”

      “I don’t like doing this to her.”

      “Once again, if your opinions were any use, you’d be asked for them. Just do your job.”

      “Right.”

      A shadow passed his door and he held his breath. The shadow moved on.

      “This is getting too dangerous,” he said.

      “That’s not my fault. The quicker you put this to bed, the quicker you can rest easy again.”

      The door opened. Randle almost dropped his phone.

      “Yes, thank you, Lesley,” he said into the phone. “I’ll pass that back onto the team.”

      “What. Who’s Lesley?”

      He winced. He shouldn’t have used a colleague’s name. He’d promised himself he’d keep them out of it.

      The Chief Constable’s assistant was standing in front of his desk. He looked uneasy. Randle shrugged his shoulders and rolled his eyeballs, pointing at the phone.

      “Right, Lesley. Must dash.”

      “Don’t you hang—”

      He cut off the call and smiled at the assistant. “What’s up?”

      “He’s been getting complaints. Wants to talk to you.”

      “Give me five minutes.”

      “No. He says now.”
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      Trish was back again, watching her. Margaret had no idea why they still insisted on leaving an officer with her. The forensic people had long since gone and they’d searched the house, checked over the CCTV tapes. What was the point now?

      She’d spent most of the morning in her bedroom, keeping away from the girl. She hated this, being a prisoner in her own home again.

      But her stomach was growling, and she hadn’t eaten breakfast.

      She descended the stairs slowly, listening for the PC’s voice. Margaret had been eavesdropping on phone calls, trying to work out if they thought she’d killed Bryn. The house was silent.

      She crept into the kitchen. If she was lucky, Trish was in the camera room. It was a room Margaret had never entered and she could forget it existed, if she tried hard.

      Trish was leaning against the kitchen table, scrolling through channels on the portable TV next to the Aga. Margaret sighed.

      “Hello.”

      Trish turned, startled. “Hello. Sorry.” She flicked the TV off.

      “It’s fine. Might as well keep yourself occupied.”

      “Thanks. Your son was just leaving when I got here.”

      “Sorry if he was rude to you.”

      “He was fine. It can’t be easy for him.” Trish turned the TV back on but put the remote down on the table. “Anything I can do?”

      “No. I’m hungry. Getting myself some breakfast.”

      “Can I do it for you?”

      “No, thank you.” Margaret went to the fridge and grabbed the milk bottle. She wanted to potter, to make herself a fry-up. She hadn’t had one in years, despite the ones she’d placed in front of Bryn. But today she craved the carbohydrates, fat and salt.

      She opened a cupboard and scanned its contents. There was a box of Bran Flakes, probably past its best but it would do. She shook some into a bowl and swamped it with milk.

      “I’m going into Bryn’s study. Paperwork to sort out. You know what it’s like.”

      Trish gave her a sympathetic look. “Can’t be easy.”

      “No.” She picked up her bowl and took it into the study.

      The desk was as she’d left it, with the fake drawer front back in place. Margaret closed the door quietly, hoping that was allowed. She placed her bowl on the leather of the desk top, feeling decadent. There was a coaster right next to it, and she would leave a ring of milk. Good.

      She looked back at the door then bent to the desk. She reached under it and grabbed the phone.

      She turned it on and checked the call log. No one had called this number since she’d discovered it yesterday.

      She found a pad on the desk. It was on top of a neat pile of books, placed at exact right angles to the edge of the table. She fished a pen out of the marble holder she’d bought Bryn for Christmas five years ago.

      She wasn’t about to use the same phone again. Even she knew how stupid that was.

      She stuffed the scrap of paper into the pocket of her grey trousers. She sneezed. The room was getting dusty already. The whole house was. She’d have to call their cleaner, Penny. Margaret had told the woman to stay away at first, paid her for the days she’d missed. But the house was collapsing into itself.

      She wedged the chunk of wood back into the side of the drawer front and slid the drawer into the desk, her eyes on the door. She stood up and brushed herself down.

      It would be safer up in her room. But this was her house. All she was doing was making a phone call.

      There was a leather chair on the other side of the desk, opposite Bryn’s. She sank into it, surprised at how uncomfortable it was. She lifted the phone on the desk and listened for a moment. There was no click, no sign that she was being listened to. She dialled.

      She held her breath, waiting. It rang out three times, then went silent. She waited for voicemail to engage.

      Nothing. She pressed the button on the receiver to end the call and tried again. This time it rang out once, then went silent.

      She needed a mobile phone of her own. If she was going to track down this Irina woman, she couldn’t use Bryn’s phones. She had no idea how to go about buying one. Maybe one of the children could help her. Then she imagined the looks of pity they would give her if she revealed she didn’t know how to do this. She would have to work it out herself.
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      Lesley was alone in her office. Zoe knocked on the door then entered when beckoned.

      “Zoe. Something I can help you with?” Lesley screwed up an empty Twix wrapper and dropped it in the bin by her desk.

      “You on your own?”

      “Carl’s gone to speak to Paul Jackson.”

      “You’re not doing it yourself?”

      Lesley licked her fingertips then brushed her hands together to clean off the crumbs. “My team are capable of these things.”

      “Right.”

      “So how did you get on with Adams?”

      Zoe shook her head. “He’s been released on bail.”

      “Shit. How did that happen?”

      “He appeared in front of the beaks yesterday. He’s free until his trial next month.”

      “Typical.”

      “I’ve got Rhodri and Connie trying to track him down.”

      “You won’t find him.”

      “No.”

      Lesley leaned back. She gestured for Zoe to sit. The office was dark and dingy, situated in the centre of the building with the only window looking out over a fire escape. Zoe’s own team office was a mess, littered with paperwork and piled with evidence bags they really needed to hand over to the Exhibits Officer. But at least they had a view over the car park.

      “Spit it out.”

      Zoe picked at the skin on her palm. “I think there’s a connection between Jackson’s murder, the art theft and the break-in at the Hamm flat. Irina just got in the way.”

      “Poor girl. On what basis?”

      “Adams was one of the men who broke in. He’s on the CCTV.”

      “I thought you weren’t supposed to check it.”

      “I wasn’t. But I’m glad I did.” She held Lesley’s gaze.

      Lesley whistled. “So. Trevor Hamm sends one of his own muscle to stage a break-in and make it look like his own stuff had been nicked.”

      “Forensics said there was a painting missing, and a new one in its place. I think the point was to hide the painting from the Jackson house.”

      “Why would they go to all the fuss of staging a break-in to do that?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it wasn’t a staged break-in at all. Maybe it was a genuine break in, or a genuine burglary at least.”

      “I don’t get you.” Lesley folded her arms over her chest and her jacket rustled.

      “I’m not saying this right. I think they ‘broke in’.” Zoe waggled her fingers in air quotes. “Took the painting that had been stolen in the first place. Got rid of it.”

      “So where is it now? And you don’t think the Diebenkorn that we found Adams with is the one from Jackson’s study?”

      “I think…”

      “Go on.”

      “OK. This is a long shot. You won’t like it.”

      “Go on.”

      Zoe looked back towards the door. “Don’t tell anyone I said this. Not yet, anyway.”

      “That depends.”

      Zoe looked up at the ceiling then back at Lesley. “OK. I think the painting wasn’t stolen. I think it was payment.”

      “Payment? From Hamm to Adams?”

      “From Jackson to Hamm. Via Adams maybe, or via one of Hamm’s other guys.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “It’s the home renovations. They hired a company called Reynolds Contracting. Except they didn’t hire them, not officially.”

      “Hang on. You’re losing me.” Lesley pushed her chair back and crossed her feet on the desk. She had no shoes on and was wearing brown tights under her blue skirt.

      “Stuart Reynolds,” Zoe said. “I went to see him. He said he’d quoted for the work, but they didn’t hire him. They had the work done, but there’s no record of them paying for it.”

      “So maybe they hired someone else. Maybe they paid cash.”

      “It was thirty grand, ma’am. They got Reynolds to quote for four separate pieces of work, exactly a year apart. I can’t find any record of them getting any other quotes. And there’s no sign of large amounts of cash going out of either of their bank accounts at those times.”

      “Maybe there’s an account we’re missing.”

      “I don’t think that.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think Reynolds works for Hamm. When I went to see him, he was working on a teak wardrobe. Bespoke job. I think I saw it in the photos of the Hamm flat.”

      “That’s a stretch.”

      “I saw the drawings at Reynolds’s unit. It was the same one, I’m sure.”

      “You think Hamm provided the Jacksons with free house renovations?”

      Zoe blew out a long breath. Her shoulders were tense. “I know this isn’t going to—”

      “He was the Assistant Chief Constable, DI Finch. Are you suggesting he was bent?”

      “I might be.”

      “Phew. You really know how to stick your head above the parapet, don’t you?”

      Zoe shrugged. She hadn’t even talked to Mo about this theory.

      “I need to talk to David,” Lesley said.

      “I’d rather you didn’t.”

      “He’s the SIO, Zoe.”

      “I want to be sure of this before making it official.”

      “So why did you bring it to me instead of your line manager?”

      “After you defended me in briefing the other day. One woman to another.”

      Lesley raised an eyebrow. “You think I’m more likely to go chasing after allegations the ACC was corrupt, because I haven’t got a dick?”

      Zoe felt herself blush. “That’s not what I—”

      “If this has any foundation, David needs to know about it. But I won’t take it to anyone else. Heaven knows, I’m not insane.”

      “OK.” Zoe took a deep breath. “There’s something else.”

      “Go on.”

      “There may be evidence linking DCI Randle to Hamm, and to the murder.”

      “May be?”

      “First there was a letter. To Margaret Jackson. A love letter. From a David. It could be the DCI, probably was. But it was twenty years old.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything about this? When did you find it?”

      “A couple of days ago, ma’am. I’ve been trying to get you on your own to tell you, but…”

      “It’s twenty years old. And there are a gazillion Davids in the world.”

      “Randle was friends with the Jackson family, ma’am.”

      “So, someone who shares his name wrote a love letter to the victim’s wife twenty years ago. I really hope you aren’t implying that the DCI killed his boss out of jealousy.”

      “No. But then Irina—”

      Lesley raised an eyebrow. “Irina Hamm? The DCI was in love with her too?”

      “No, ma’am.” Zoe felt herself shrinking in the chair. Maybe she should have told Carl instead, let him take this to Lesley. “She knew his name. She told me she’d seen a business card of his, at her flat. Her husband had it.”

      Lesley blew out a breath. She leaned across to open a drawer of her desk and rummaged in it. She slammed it shut, annoyed.

      “Go on.”

      Zoe scratched the skin of her palm. The office seemed to be shrinking. “She told me she’d seen a business card. Force CID. David something.”

      “David something?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s all?”

      “’Fraid so.”

      Lesley withdrew her feet from the desk and leaned across to her computer, raising a finger for Zoe to wait. She shuffled her mouse around then leaned back.

      “Do you know how many Davids are working in Force CID, DI Finch?”

      “Twelve.”

      “You checked?”

      “I did. And I realise that means…”

      “It means that one of twelve men in this department at some point gave their business card to Trevor Hamm. We have no idea why, but it’s perfectly reasonable that he was a witness in a case.”

      “I think with the connection between Jackson and Hamm, and Randle and Jackson being close friends, this might be more than a coincidence.”

      “I bet you do.” Lesley flicked off her computer and opened the drawer again. She brought out a bag of crisps and opened it. “Do you understand what a massive can of worms you’re attempting to open, Zoe?”

      “I do. Which is why I’ve waited to—”

      Lesley swallowed a crisp and raised a hand. “Please. Let me make this clear. I hate bent coppers as much as the next woman. And if there is solid evidence – solid evidence – that a colleague is corrupt, I will pursue it. But we do things by the book. We build a case, we find evidence.”

      “I understand that, but—”

      “Your evidence is an ancient love letter and a business card that a witness suffering from concussion claims she saw. That could belong to one of twelve men.”

      “I think it’s more than that.”

      Lesley tipped her head back and inhaled the last of the crisps. She screwed up the bag and dropped it on her desk.

      “If you find anything concrete, you come straight to me. But in the meantime, drop this. We have a murderer to catch and this is a distraction.”

      Zoe said nothing.

      “I need to know you’re going to do as you’re told, Acting Detective Inspector.”

      “Of course.”

      “Good. David Randle is a good copper. He’s done a lot for you. He deserves your loyalty.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Lesley cocked her head. “Do you feel disloyal, right now?”

      “Yes.”

      “To David?”

      “To Jackson. He recommended my promotion.”

      “Pish.” Lesley poked between her teeth with a fingernail. “He said that to impress you. It wasn’t in his gift.”

      “Ah.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Zoe. If Jackson was bent, we need to know how it impacts on his death. Good policing is more important than loyalty.”

      “Right.” Zoe filed that comment away.

      There was a knock at the door behind them. Lesley pulled her chair back under her desk and shuffled a little, putting her shoes back on.

      “Come in!”

      Rhodri was at the door. “Boss?”

      “Come in, Rhod.”

      He eyed Lesley and slid in sideways, looking sheepish.

      “What’s up?” asked Zoe.

      “You aren’t going to like this, boss.”

      “Just tell me, Rhod.”

      He eyed Lesley again. She scratched her head, looking bored.

      “They’ve found a body. In the canals, by Brindleyplace.”

      Zoe felt her stomach dip. “And why won’t I like it?”

      “It’s Irina Hamm, boss.”
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      “Right.” Randle brought up a photo of Irina Hamm on the screen. “Irina Hamm. Lithuanian, twenty-four years old. Married to Trevor Hamm. Speaking of which, how is Mo?”

      “He’s back home,” said Zoe. “He says he’ll be back at work tomorrow.”

      “Is that wise?” asked Lesley.

      “He hates being stuck at home. And he’s married to a GP. If she says it’s OK, then I guess it’s OK.”

      “Good. We need all the goddamn bodies we can get, with two murder enquiries.”

      “So she was definitely murdered?” asked Carl. He was wearing a blue shirt that reflected his eyes. Zoe wondered if he’d spoken to Paul Jackson, and what he’d found out.

      “We don’t know yet,” said Randle. “Waiting for pathology. But given that she was assaulted only three days ago, we need to assume the worst. Zoe, I want your team focusing on this. I’ll stay on the Jackson case, with Lesley’s team. We’ll bring in a couple of bodies from local CID to pad things out.”

      “You’re taking me off the Jackson case?” asked Zoe.

      “I’m putting you on the Hamm case. You’ll be SIO.”

      Zoe sat back, considering what Lesley had said before. If he was involved with whatever Jackson had been up to, he might think she was on his trail. And he knew she had the best chance of finding those letters. Maybe Margaret had warned him.

      But then, SIO on a murder case…

      “Alright,” she said. “I’ll get Connie looking at CCTV in the area. Rhodri can talk to pathology. I’ll liaise with Adi and try to find Trevor Hamm.”

      “Good.” Randle pressed a key and another photo of Irina appeared, this one very different. She was pale and bloated, her skin bulging in places and her lips blue.

      “She was found floating in the canal right by her building. We can only assume there was another break-in, or maybe someone grabbed her when she was going out or coming home.”

      “Or maybe a domestic,” said Lesley.

      “Pushed in the canal?” said Randle. “I doubt it.”

      “Anything on time of death?” asked Zoe.

      “Not yet. You’ll need to get that from Pathology. Uniform are knocking on doors already, but it’s not easy. Most of those flats are owned by corporations, used to put up visiting businessmen. A few Airbnbs. We’ll have to be quick.”

      “Right.” She scribbled in her notepad.

      “Do you think there might be a link to the Jackson case?” asked Carl.

      “No. I don’t.”

      “Only, what with the art thefts, and Adams…”

      “They’re two separate cases. We work them separately.”

      Carl shrugged, then gave Zoe a look. She wrinkled her nose at him.

      “Make sure you do this properly, Zoe,” said Lesley. “Your team and my team completely separate. We don’t want any cross contamination of evidence. If there is a link, it can’t be one that’s introduced by us.”

      “There isn’t a link,” said Randle.

      “And there won’t be, if we do this properly,” replied Lesley.

      “Very well.”

      “Carl, how did you get on with Paul Jackson?” asked Zoe. “Did he remember the painting?”

      “I already said these were two separate cases,” said Randle.

      “I’m just curious,” said Zoe. “Carl?”

      “Truculent sod, he was. Reluctant to tell me anything. But I managed to get a description of what he remembered. It was a landscape. Blocky shapes and a bright blue sky. The one Adams had, that’s a portrait. I already knew it didn’t fit his description, and he confirmed it when I showed him a photo.”

      “Pleased to know we have an art connoisseur on the team,” said Lesley, not returning Zoe’s gaze. Carl shrugged.

      “So there’s no connection,” said Randle. “Maybe the painting was never there in the first place. How long ago did Paul Jackson say he’d seen it last?”

      “He couldn’t be sure. But he hadn’t been in the study for months.”

      “Exactly,” said Randle. “It’s a dead end. Ignore it. I’m going to speak to Margaret again, see if she’s got anything else to say.”

      “You’re ready to bring her in?” asked Lesley.

      “I’m going to visit her. Offer my condolences.”

      I bet you are, thought Zoe.

      “What are you staring at, DI Finch? Get onto Pathology. Move it.”
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      Zoe sat at her desk and took a moment to compose herself. Connie was already on the phone, tracking down CCTV from the buildings overlooking that stretch of canal. Rhodri was waiting for instruction, tapping his pen on his desk.

      “Rhod,” she said. “I’ve got a job for you.”

      “Zoe, can I have a word?” Carl poked his head round the door, smiling. Rhodri screwed up his face.

      “One moment.”

      “I’ll be right outside.” Carl disappeared.

      “I don’t like that guy,” said Rhodri. “Shifty.”

      Zoe gave him a look. “You like to pronounce judgement on people, don’t you? Randle is some kind of superhero, and Carl is untrustworthy.”

      “I say it as I see it.”

      “Yeah, well keep it to yourself. Carl Whaley is our colleague, and we never know when we’ll have to work alongside him.”

      Zoe looked at the closed door. She didn’t like Carl much either, but she wasn’t about to tell Rhodri.

      “Anyway. I need you to go to the morgue.”

      Rhodri blanched. “Seriously?”

      “Don’t tell me you’ve never been before.”

      “Oh yes, I’ve been before.”

      “Good. You know where to go then.”

      “I upchucked big time. It was bloody embarrassing.”

      “You sat in on a post-mortem?”

      “They dragged me in for five minutes. Some sort of initiation ritual.”

      “Good, so you’ve got it over with. I don’t imagine you’ll be dragged in again this time. I just need you to talk to the pathologist and find out what you can about Irina Hamm. Cause of death, time of death. You know the kind of thing.”

      “I’d have thought cause of death was pretty clear.”

      “Just because she was found in the canal doesn’t mean she wasn’t dead before she got in there.”

      He paled even more and raised a hand to his mouth. “Eww.”

      Zoe patted him on the shoulder. “You’ll be fine. It gets easier every time. And like I say, all I need you to do is ask questions. You’re not expected to cut open the body or anything.”

      “Don’t.” He belched.

      Zoe sprang back. “You’re not going to puke on me, are you?”

      “No. Sorry.”

      “Good. Come on.”

      She stood up and waited for him to drag on his coat. Outside the office, Carl was waiting. Zoe nodded to Rhodri and he walked away.

      “Quickly!” she called after him. “No dawdling.” He waved, not turning.

      “What’s all that about?” asked Carl.

      “I sent him to the morgue. He’s a bit queasy.”

      “Poor guy. I remember my first…”

      “Anyway, Carl. I thought the two teams were supposed to be keeping a strict distance. Does Lesley know you’re here?”

      “You came to see her earlier.”

      “She told you?”

      “A mate from Uniform let something drop.”

      Zoe clenched her fists. You couldn’t do anything in this building without people knowing about it. “Yeah. I went to see her. What about it?”

      “I think you’ve got suspicions about David Randle.”

      “Not this again. That wasn’t what I went to Lesley about.”

      “No?”

      “No.”

      “If it was anything else,” he said, “you’d have gone to Randle. He’s SIO. He’s your boss.”

      “Maybe I wanted to talk to her about girly stuff. Dresses. Make up.”

      He snorted.

      “Yeah. Anyway. It’s none of your business.”

      “You need to reconsider helping me.”

      “Does Lesley know what you’re up to?”

      “No.”

      “She doesn’t know you’re sniffing around her colleague when you should be working the case?”

      “It’s not quite...”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      He tensed. “You know Randle’s dodgy, Zoe. You’ve found something, and you aren’t telling me about it.”

      “For the love of Tony the tiger, just leave me alone. Alright?”

      “You’ll regret this.”

      “That’s for me to worry about.”

      Zoe turned and yanked the office door open, not waiting for him to reply. She slammed it behind her and marched to her desk.

      “Everything alright?” asked Connie.

      “No. That bloody Carl Whaley…”

      “He’s cute.”

      “He’s as cute as an elephant’s backside. He’s a pain in the arse.”

      Connie shrugged. “He fancies you.”

      “Oh God, don’t you start. He really doesn’t. Don’t go spreading rumours like that.”

      “I would never—”

      “I know you wouldn’t. Just ignore me.” Zoe grabbed her jacket. “I’ve got to go to Brindleyplace. See what Adi’s got.”

      “Want me to come with you?”

      “No. You stick with that CCTV.”

      “Right, boss.”
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      Margaret had never tried retail therapy before and she wasn’t convinced.

      She tapped her foot on the shiny floor as Winona thumbed through the racks of dresses in Selfridges. Bland music played over the speakers and shop assistants bustled around them. Pretending to be busy, but in reality waiting to pounce.

      “Surely you’ve found one by now?” she asked her daughter.

      “Why would I just need one?” Winona looked her up and down. “And you need some new outfits too. Look at you, you’re so dowdy.”

      Margaret looked down at her outfit. She wore a sensible blue skirt that fell just past her knees and a silk blouse under her favourite Marks and Spencer coat.

      “What’s wrong with this?”

      “How old are you, Mother?”

      “You know how old I am.”

      “Sixty-three. Exactly. You dress like you’re eighty-three. You need a bit more style. A bit more élan.”

      “What on earth is élan?”

      “Panache. Flair. Like me.”

      Margaret clamped her lips shut. Winona had always had eclectic taste. Nothing she wore ever seemed to match. If this was élan, she didn’t want any of it.

      “Let’s go and get something to eat,” she said. “There’s a nice coffee shop downstairs.”

      Winona grabbed her arm. “We’re not going to some dreary coffee shop, Mummy. We’re going to the champagne bar at the top of the Cube.”

      “Are we? Why?”

      “Because I say so.”

      “I really don’t think that’s appropriate.”

      “Hang appropriate. You’re the merry widow, and we’re both about to be rich.”

      Margaret’s vision blurred. “I am not the merry widow. How can you say such a thing?” Tears came to her eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Mummy.” Winona loomed in, batting her eyelids. “But you should be. Look at how much freedom you have now.”

      “Freedom to traipse around after my spoiled daughter and look at clothes I have no intention of buying and that if I did, I would never wear.”

      “If I’m spoiled, it’s because you spoiled me.”

      “And why are we both about to be rich?”

      Winona dropped the dress she’d been holding up against herself. “Do you have any idea how much Daddy was worth?”

      “We had the house, and his pension. He’ll get a death in service benefit. Paul told us about that.”

      “You don’t know the half of it, Mummy.”

      “You’re talking nonsense, darling. Come on, let’s go for that coffee.”

      “I don’t want coffee. Can’t you understand?” Winona’s voice was sharp. The girl had been prone to mood swings since she was eight years old. Ignore them, and they would fade.

      “Alright. We’ll go to that rooftop place you’re so keen on. Is it near your flat?”

      “It’s on the way. And it’s a champagne bar.”

      “Not for me, sweetie. Not in the afternoon.” She looked at her watch. She should be getting home. But for what? No one was tracking her movements now.

      “Drink with me, Mummy. You’re rid of him. He was a cancer.”

      “Winona. Don’t talk like that!”

      A male shop assistant looked their way. Margaret grabbed her daughter and started dragging her towards the lifts.

      “Come on, we’re attracting attention,” she said. “Take me to your champagne bar.”
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      The side canal was surrounded by a police cordon. Irina’s body had been dragged out in the small hours, but there was still a crowd of gawkers. Two uniformed constables guarded the perimeter.

      Zoe flashed her warrant card and dipped under the barrier. Inside, Adi and his team were examining the ground around the water’s edge.

      “Zoe! My favourite detective.” Adi pulled off his gloves and approached her. She shook his hand. “I hear you’re SIO. Well done.”

      “What have you got so far?”

      “Not much, I’m afraid. No sign of a struggle. No footprints, nothing out of place. Why the hell do they build these canals without any sort of barrier?”

      “Because they built them two hundred years ago,” she replied.

      “Maybe. We’re still trying to work out where she went in. She might have washed in from further up, got stuck here.”

      “Will you need to search the whole stretch?”

      This stretch of canal was quieter than the busy sections up near the Mailbox. It was gloomy today, making the skin on the back of Zoe’s neck bristle.

      “Not much point,” Adi told her. “So many muggles along here. We’ve cordoned off the path upstream, as far as possible. Did you know how many people live along this canal?”

      “No idea.”

      “Six hundred at least. These buildings have got a lot of pokey little flats in them. And all of those buggers want access.”

      “Anything you need from me?” Zoe asked.

      “Any eyewitness accounts that tell us where to look. We really need to narrow things down here.”

      “Uniform are already knocking on doors.”

      “Yeah. They hate you.”

      “Why?”

      “You try knocking on doors in these buildings, and you’ll know why.”

      She shrugged. “Got to be done. We’ll get a team searching the bushes around the canals too. In case our killer dropped anything.”

      “We still don’t know there was a killer,” said Adi. “Not until the post-mortem.”

      Zoe sighed. “I’ve sent Rhod to check that.”

      “It’ll be at the QE.”

      “Yeah.” Same hospital as after Irina’s attack, Zoe thought.

      Her phone rang and she grabbed it without checking the display.

      “Detective Inspector Zoe Finch.”

      “Hey, Mum.”

      “Nicholas. I’m a bit busy right now, love.”

      “Sorry.” His voice sounded flat.

      She nodded at Adi for him to carry on. He went back to his team.

      “Sorry,” she said. “How’s things at your dad’s?”

      “Geordie’s being a dick.”

      “He’s not being a dick and you know it. It’s just the way he is.”

      “He lamped me this morning. He was with Jim when he came to pick me up. Five minutes in, he had a go at me in the back seat.”

      Zoe sighed. “Nicholas, you’re seventeen. I know he’s bigger than you, but he doesn’t mean anything by it. I’ll have a word with your dad. It won’t be for long.”

      “Hope so.”

      “Just until I know who it was that broke into the house.”

      “You found out yet?”

      “No. But I reckon it’s to do with a case I’m working on.”

      “That senior guy who was stabbed.”

      “You know I don’t like to tell you which cases I’m working, love. Just trust me.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Please?”

      “Yeah. Alright. But bring my PC, will you? I’ll go insane in that house without something to do.”

      “No problem. And you need it for your revision, too.”

      “Yeah, that too.”

      “I’ll miss you, Nicholas. You’ll be home as soon as I can be sure it’s safe.”

      “Yeah.” He hung up without saying goodbye.

      She headed for her car. Might as well go to the morgue, see how Rhodri was getting on. It was getting dark and the canal reflected lights from the flats and a solitary restaurant, none of its tables occupied. Not much in the way of streetlights. Who would choose to live here?

      Her phone rang again as she climbed the ramped steps up to street level.

      “Nicholas, I told you—”

      “Who’s Nicholas?”

      “Sorry?” Zoe checked the display. “Connie. I was talking to my son.”

      “Boss, there’s something new. With the CCTV.”

      “From outside the Hamms’ flat?” She looked back towards the building overlooking the inlet where Irina had been found. She couldn’t have died any closer to home without being inside.

      “Yeah. The other guy. Not Adams.”

      “You identified him?”

      “Sure did.”

      “Go on then.”

      “His name’s Kyle Gatiss.”

      “Kyle Gatiss.” Zoe whistled. “Well, well.”

      “He worked for Howard Petersen.”

      “I know who he worked for.” She’d seen that name on order forms, receipts and witness statements. His job had been to cover for his boss, yet somehow they’d never managed to make anything stick to him. Mr Teflon.

      “You sure it’s him?” she asked.

      “We’ve got him coming out. Both of them. He looks right into the camera. Hood down. I don’t think he knew there was one pointing into the foyer.”

      “Well done. I owe you one.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “I have no idea.”
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      Zoe headed back to the station, determined to check the CCTV for herself. She’d interviewed Gatiss with Mo and would remember his face anywhere. Ugly, with a twisted nose that looked like it had been broken more than once. But he had an insouciance that clashed with his looks, a way of carrying himself that suggested extreme confidence. She’d hated him on sight.

      “Hi, Connie.”

      “Boss. Guess who’s back?”

      Connie looked towards the internal office, beaming. Mo emerged, a wry smile on his face.

      “Mo? You’re supposed to be recovering.”

      He waved to dismiss her. “I’m fine. Catriona says I’m better off here than with the girls. And I’m on short hours, for a couple of days anyway.”

      “It’s gone six. Couldn’t you have waited till tomorrow?”

      “It doesn’t work like that on murder cases, and you know it.”

      “Yeah. Well, thanks. Be careful, alright?”

      He tipped a finger to his forehead in response.

      “Has Connie told you what’s going on?” Zoe asked him.

      “We have a new case, I gather. Irina Hamm. And they’ve taken us off the Jackson case.”

      “Don’t remind me. I was about to go to the morgue. You want to come?”

      “I’ve had a call from the DNA lab.”

      “They’ve done DNA on the Irina Hamm crime scene already?”

      “No,” said Mo. “Bryn Jackson. The lab didn’t know I wasn’t working this anymore.”

      Zoe dropped her leather jacket on her chair. “And?”

      “Interesting news.”

      “Go on.”

      “We have a match with a Kyle Gatiss. You and I interviewed him in the Canary case.”

      Zoe looked at Connie. “And he’s on the CCTV from the Hamm flat.”

      “Quite a coincidence.”

      “Maybe not. Where did they find his DNA?”

      “One of the whisky glasses, on Jackson’s desk.”

      “So we know he drank whisky with Jackson.” Zoe chewed on her forefinger, considering. “But we don’t know when.”

      “Trish Bright told us that Margaret Jackson goes round that house every evening like she’s running a search party, collecting up anything that might need washing up.”

      “She never went into his study.”

      He sighed. “Good point. So it could be nothing.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not nothing. Not at all. If Gatiss was visiting Jackson, then that links the ACC to Howard Petersen and maybe to Hamm too. If Gatiss broke into the flat with Adams, maybe he’d switched to working for Hamm, after we arrested Petersen.”

      “Or maybe they’re all one nice happy family together.”

      “Yeah.” She felt a fizzing sensation travel across her skin. “This is big.”

      Connie was looking between Zoe and Mo. “What d’you want us to do?”

      “I want you to keep this quiet, for now. I’ve already talked to Lesley. She knows I suspect Jackson might have been dodgy.”

      “And when were you going to tell us?” asked Mo.

      “You were in the hospital.”

      “You visited.”

      “Yeah, when Catriona was clucking over you. I wasn’t about to start prattling on about the ACC being corrupt in the middle of a busy hospital, was I?”

      “Fair point.”

      “You know now. I’m talking to Lesley, then I need to find out what’s going on with pathology. Rhodri should have been back by now.”

      “Good luck, Zo.”

      She gave him a smile. “Thanks. And you get home. Both of you. It’s getting late. You’ve only just come out of hospital and I know you’re not supposed to be back till tomorrow.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing. Bugger off and get some rest. You look like shit.”
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      “Carl. Where’s Lesley?”

      “She’s in with Randle and the Chief Constable. Preparing for a press conference tomorrow.”

      “We’ve had a development,” said Zoe. “In the Jackson case.”

      “I thought you were working the Hamm case?”

      “The DNA lab didn’t know we’d been moved. They rang Mo.”

      “Lesley won’t like that. Cross-contamination of—”

      “I think things are already pretty contaminated, don’t you?”

      “I’m just saying. Be careful.”

      “Look, Carl. I really need to speak to Lesley.”

      “You can tell me whatever it is. I won’t bite.”

      She eyed him. He was sitting at a desk in the centre of the dark room, surrounded by files and empty coffee cups. She wondered how much of his time he was spending on the Jackson case, and how much snooping around Randle.

      “They’ve matched the DNA from a whisky glass in Jackson’s study.”

      “And?”

      “A nasty piece of work called Kyle Gatiss. Worked for Howard Petersen.”

      “Who’s currently on trial in the Canary case.” He pursed his lips. Connie would enjoy watching that, Zoe thought.

      “Yeah,” she said. “And Gatiss is on the CCTV, breaking into the Hamm flat on the night Irina was assaulted. With Adams.”

      “You think it’s related?”

      “Has to be.” She took a breath and closed the door. She sat in the chair opposite him and lowered her voice.

      “Were you investigating Jackson before he died?”

      He returned her gaze, his face hard. “What would make you think that?”

      She swallowed. “You think Randle and Jackson were up to something together.”

      “Randle and Jackson were best mates for decades. If Jackson was up to something, Randle was probably helping him.”

      “You’ve only been here a couple of months. You weren’t on Canary. And there’s no evidence of that.”

      “No evidence of what?” Randle’s voice. Zoe felt his hand land on the back of her chair, just as her heart sank into her gut.

      Zoe turned to look up at the DCI. The door behind him was open. “Sir. We’ve found a DNA match in Jackson’s study.” How long had he been there?

      “I took you off that. If you want to stay as DI, you really need to start doing as you’re told.”

      “It was an accident. The lab thought Mo was still on the case, and they called him.”

      She eyed Carl. He would have seen Randle enter. He would have stopped talking.

      “So,” asked Randle. “Who’s the match?”

      “Kyle Gatiss,” said Zoe. “He worked for Howard Petersen, and we think he’s working for Trevor Hamm.”

      “Why?”

      “He was on the CCTV outside the Hamm flat on the night Irina was attacked.”

      “I told you to drop that too.”

      “The woman was murdered, sir. I think that changes things.”

      “You do, do you? Do we have anything on that yet? Pathology, forensics, CCTV?”

      “Connie’s speaking to the CCTV companies. There’s shedloads of them. And we’re waiting for the post-mortem.”

      She was going to roast Rhodri on a spit, when he finally got back. Why was he taking so long?

      Randle eyed Carl. “You got anything to say, DI Whaley?”

      “This is Zoe’s case, sir. Best to keep things separate.”

      “Hmm.” Randle turned to Zoe. “Carry on with the post-mortem and the CCTV. Leave this new evidence with me.”

      “I came to tell Lesley.”

      “Well, you’ve told me.”

      “Are you going to question Gatiss?”

      “Yes, I’m going to question Gatiss. Do you think I washed up with the tide, DI Finch?”

      “No, sir. Sorry.”

      He slammed out of the door. She turned back to Carl.

      “Thanks for helping me out there.”

      “You still think he’s clean?”

      “For fuck’s sake, Carl. Stop it. It looks like Jackson was dodgy. I’ll give you that. But don’t start uprooting any trees without knowing where they’ll fall.”

      He shook his head, saying nothing. Her phone rang. She checked the screen and her body slumped.

      “Nicholas. I told you to deal with—”

      “It’s not that. It’s Gran.”

      Zoe clenched her fists. Her mother was an attention seeker and a hypochondriac. She liked to weave a spell around Nicholas and convince him she was something she wasn’t. “What now?”

      “She’s in the hospital, Mum.” His voice was small. “She’s had a stroke.”
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      Once again, Zoe pulled into the car park of the Queen Elizabeth hospital. It was quieter now, no outpatients at this time of night. She didn’t even know if she’d be allowed in.

      She heaved on the parking brake and sat staring out into the night. Her mum had been faking illness since Zoe could remember. And if she wasn’t faking it, she was incapacitated or hungover.

      Zoe had grown up learning to tough out illness, mild or severe. To grit her teeth and carry on. That was what her dad had done. He’d been so focused on her mum, so preoccupied with keeping his good-for-nothing wife on an even keel, that he hadn’t noticed the lump on his neck until it was too late. Or maybe he had, but he’d just blotted it out. Zoe had a vague memory of him wearing a lot of high-collared shirts that year, but she’d just thought he was trying to be trendy.

      The hospital had been very different back when she’d come with him for his chemo. It only lasted two months, he was too far gone for there to be any point in more. And he’d died two weeks after it ended. His wife hadn’t come with him once in all that time. She hadn’t even come to the funeral. Too drunk. Zoe, a brand new DC, had accompanied him on all his chemo appointments, swapping shifts with colleagues and spending all her money on things she could offer in return. Cinema tickets, chocolates, gift vouchers.

      She headed for the main reception. It was eerie tonight with no one behind the front desk. A man was running a floor cleaning machine around the edge of the space. She heard distant voices and the vague hum of machinery.

      “Excuse me?” she said to the cleaner. He ignored her. She approached him and tapped his shoulder. He flinched and turned.

      “Good God, lady! Don’t do that to a person!” He tugged earbuds from his ears and rammed a finger into one of them, twisting it.

      “Do you know where someone who’s had a stroke should have been taken?”

      “Ward 514.” He went to shove the earbud back in his ear.

      “Where’s that?”

      “What am I, a map?” He pointed to a real map on the wall. “Check that. It’s easier than trying to remember directions in this place. But you’re lucky, it’s in this building.”

      “Thanks.”

      He shrugged his shoulders and went back to his cleaning, humming as he juddered away from her. She checked the map and found a lift.

      There was a young family sitting on chairs outside the lift, and a man standing away from them talking on a mobile phone. He wore a tweed dressing gown over frayed pyjamas.

      Zoe flashed the girl in the family a smile and headed towards the lift.

      A young nurse with severe acne was at the desk on the fifth floor. Zoe hurried to her, part relieved and part disappointed.

      “I’m here to see Annette Finch,” she said.

      “Who are you?”

      “Her daughter. Zoe Finch.”

      “It’s well gone visiting hours now.”

      “I know. But I only just heard she’d been brought in. When did she get here?”

      The nurse checked her screen. “She came in here at 6:13 pm. From A&E. No idea how long she was there. Probably a good few hours, that time of day.”

      “Can I see her?”

      “She’s sedated.”

      “Why?”

      “She hit one of the nurses.” The woman’s face clouded.

      “Oh God. I’m sorry.”

      “Not your fault. She’s your mum, not your child.”

      Zoe looked into this woman’s eyes, wondering how much she’d worked out about Zoe’s mum. After her dad had died, Zoe’s life had changed. It had been like she was the mother, and Annette the child. And a very difficult one at that. It was only when Nicholas was born that she’d left. There was no way she was raising him in a house with a drunk.

      “Look,” said the nurse. “You can have a peek.”

      “Thanks.”

      The nurse raised a finger to her lips and pushed open the doors behind her. She looked at Zoe intently. Zoe gave her a nervous smile.

      “In there,” the nurse whispered. She stopped at the second door along and pointed.

      Zoe looked through the glass in the door. Four women were asleep in the room. Her mum was nearest to the window, her head back on the pillows and her mouth open. Zoe could hear her snoring from here.

      “She always that loud?” asked the nurse.

      “Sorry.”

      “Figures. She’s going to have a hell of a hangover in the morning. Doctor reckons she’d drunk a litre of vodka.”

      Zoe nodded. “Was that what caused the stroke?”

      “Don’t think so.”

      Zoe turned to her. “So what did?”

      “You’ll have to ask her that, when she wakes up.” She beckoned for Zoe to follow her back to the desk. Zoe shuddered. She had no intention of coming back.

      “So we’ll see you back tomorrow, after eleven. That’s visiting.”

      “Er, yeah. Maybe.”

      The nurse raised an eyebrow. “She was asking for you.”

      I bet she was. Zoe pushed out of the ward, her heart racing and her brain full of fog.
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      “You’re supposed to be on short days,” Zoe said.

      “I thought if I came in early and left early, it might be easier.”

      “And what time are you planning on leaving?”

      “Depends,” said Mo.

      She perched on her desk and surveyed her friend. He had dark circles under his eyes and his hair was unwashed. “You need to look after yourself.”

      “I’m fine. So, tell me what’s been going on while I’ve been away.”

      “You know about Gatiss.”

      “Yeah. Nasty bastard. Hope we can pin something to him this time.”

      “That’s not like you.”

      “He was the fixer for them, Zo. He found the kids. Those sick shits would have been nothing without him.”

      A shiver ran down her spine. “Yeah.”

      “So now we’ve got him at a murder scene and at the scene of an assault. I bet he’s got something to do with Irina’s death.”

      “That’s today’s job. Post-mortem should be in by now. Connie’s been going through Irina’s phone. And there’s CCTV. God knows there’s enough cameras around there.”

      “Too many,” said Mo.

      “How so?”

      “Maybe cameras can suffer from the bystander effect. Operators know how many of them there are, so they don’t feel the need to look after them. I bet ninety per cent of them will come up a dud.”

      “Hope not,” she said.

      “Everything OK with you? You look whacked.”

      “My mum had a stroke.”

      “Shit.” He reached a hand out to hers. “Sorry, Zo.”

      “Don’t be. I’m amazed it didn’t happen sooner.”

      “Was it her drinking that caused it?”

      She shrugged. “It can’t exactly give you the best healthcare outcomes, being an alkie for thirty years.”

      “Yeah. Sorry.”

      The door opened. Zoe looked up.

      “Rhodri. Where the hell were you yesterday?”

      “Sorry, boss. They were about to start when I got there. I decided to wait till they were done.”

      “And?”

      “The pathologist. Scary woman called Adana something. She made me go in. Said if I was going to stand around, I might as well make myself useful.”

      “Adana Adebayo. Yeah, she scared the life out of me when I was a rookie. She’s good, though. What did she tell you?”

      Rhodri blushed. “I fainted.”

      Zoe snorted. “Then what?”

      “Huh?”

      “Well, you came round, or you wouldn’t be here. Did she give you the report?”

      “She sent me home. Said I was getting in the way. She was still in there when I left.”

      Zoe gave Mo a look. Rhodri occasionally showed promise, but not today. “What time did you leave?”

      “Six.”

      “Right. Get on the phone. Speak to Dr Adebayo and find out what she says.”

      “Right. Sorry.”

      “Just get on with it.”

      Connie was next. She bounced in, very different from Rhodri slinking in before her. She draped her purple scarf over the hook on the back of the door and strode to her desk.

      “Ooh, brilliant,” she said.

      “What’s brilliant?” asked Mo.

      “Irina’s phone. Adi said he’d get it sent over for me.”

      “How did he have it?”

      “It was still in her flat. Not on her. Which is good, as it means there’s no water damage.”

      “Great. You get on with it,” said Zoe. “Rhodri, any joy with the pathologist?”

      He put his hand over the phone and nodded. She waited.

      “I’ll just get up to date on the paperwork,” said Mo.

      “No,” Zoe told him. “You go to the Hamm flat. Track Trevor down. He’s buggered off again, but he must have left a trace.”

      “Can I get some breakfast on the way?”

      “You’re convalescing. Of course you can.”

      Mo grabbed his coat. Rhodri put down the phone.

      “Post-mortem report’s done. She drowned.”

      “That’s it? She drowned?”

      “Her lungs were full of water. Signs of increased oxygen intake to the brain. Skin was wrinkled, they reckon she’d been in the water since afternoon or early evening on Wednesday. No injuries apart from the ones she’d already had from the assault. Nothing fresh. No bruising, no sign of defensive wounds. Either someone tripped her up or she jumped in.”

      “That gives us a window for CCTV. But I don’t believe she jumped in,” said Zoe. “It makes no sense.”

      “Maybe she fell?” suggested Connie. “She could have lost her footing.”

      “She was found right outside the building she lived in. She’d have known that section of the canals like the back of her hand. She wouldn’t have just fallen in.”

      “We need the CCTV,” said Mo. “Connie?”

      Connie looked stressed. “Yeah, yeah. Give me a minute.” She looked up. “Can someone chase the CCTV companies while I look over this phone? I’ve got a list, I rang them all yesterday. But only one of them has got back to me, and they’ve got nothing recorded.”

      “Typical,” said Mo. “Rhod, get on the phone.”

      “OK.” Rhodri took the sheet Connie passed to him and picked up his phone.

      Connie picked up Irina’s phone inside its evidence bag and started pressing buttons.

      “She wasn’t very bright,” she said. “Password is 1234.” She looked up and put her hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry. That was pretty disrespectful, wasn’t it?”

      “The fact she’s dead doesn’t mean we have to reinvent her,” said Zoe. “What you got? Any phone calls? Email, texts?”

      Connie jabbed at the phone and scrolled through records. “Nothing. A few texts in what I guess is Lithuanian, via one of those services that does cheap foreign texts. Some emails about applying for residency. Oh, hang on.”

      Zoe went to Connie’s desk. Connie stuck out her tongue as she scrolled through the photos. “That’s a surprise.”

      “What is?” Zoe held out a hand.

      Connie passed her the phone. It had gone black.

      “There’s nothing.”

      “Here.” Connie grabbed it and flicked the screen with her finger. “Look at that.”

      Zoe looked at the photo. It showed Irina Hamm, sitting on a bench right by the stretch of canal where she’d died. She was smiling. Next to her, with an arm flung around her and an equally wide smile, was another woman. She had messy hair and wore a flimsy floral dress.

      Zoe looked up. “How did Irina Hamm and Winona Jackson know each other?”
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      Randle hunched over his desk, Irina Hamm’s phone in his hands. It was just the four of them in his office: Randle, Zoe, Lesley and Carl. The atmosphere was heavy with anticipation.

      “I’ve sent Mo and Connie to Winona’s flat,” said Zoe. “To find out if she knew anything about Irina’s marriage. The people she knew in this country. If they were friends. She might be able to tell us something.”

      “No, Zoe. That isn’t what you’re doing,” said Randle.

      “Sorry?”

      “You think Irina Hamm has something to do with the ACC’s death and you’re using this as an excuse to get back onto that case.”

      “I really am not.”

      “Hmm. What else have you got? CCTV?”

      “We’ve had one decent one come in. It shows Irina running out of her building and going straight into the water.”

      “What?” said Carl. “She just ran in?”

      “That’s what it looks like. I’m trying to get hold of more CCTV, different angles.”

      “What about the one that showed the break-in?”

      “It’s a close-up on the building. Doesn’t show the canal. But yes, it has her running out too. She goes out of shot after that.”

      “Right,” said Randle. “So, this isn’t a murder case after all.”

      “We can’t be sure,” said Zoe. “We don’t know if she was being chased. Or if she’d been attacked again.”

      “You said there was no bruising on her. No defensive wounds.”

      “No.” She felt her body slump.

      “Well, then. Death by misadventure is what the Coroner will say, I’ll put money on it. I want you to recall your team.”

      “Just let them do this one interview.”

      “They don’t need to. Irina fell into the water. It was an accident. I don’t see what badgering Winona Jackson will give us.”

      “Let them do just the one interview,” said Lesley. “It could confirm what we suspect. Maybe Irina was suicidal. Maybe she was clumsy. Winona might know.”

      “I don’t like it,” Randle said. “Winona’s just lost her father. She doesn’t need us asking her more questions. We’ve already grilled her about Jackson’s study.”

      “Any news on the painting?” asked Zoe.

      Randle raised his head and glared at her. “No. Leave it.”

      Zoe ran her fingernails along her palm. She drew blood and quickly stopped.

      “Right,” said Randle. “You can leave now, Zoe. I’ll come and talk to you after we’ve finished our case conference.”

      Zoe looked at Lesley, who shrugged. From what she’d heard, they weren’t making much progress in the Jackson case, and the media were calling for resignations.

      Slowly she stood and went to the door. Carl looked up and raised an eyebrow at her. She sneered back at him and jerked the door open.

      She’d been made SIO on a murder enquiry that turned out not to be a murder at all. And now she was off the team’s biggest case in years. So much for being a DI.
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      Mo looked at his watch. “She’s not in.”

      “Let’s try one more time.” Connie rang the buzzer. They waited.

      “She’s out. Maybe she’s at work.”

      “She doesn’t have a job.”

      “Then maybe she’s out shopping. God knows, she’s got enough of them within a ten-minute walk.”

      They stood back from the building where Winona Jackson lived. It was another nondescript modern apartment building, just along the canal from the building the Hamms lived in. This one was dirtier, with litter piled up against the wall.

      “Maybe we try the Hamm place again,” Connie suggested. “See if Trevor Hamm is around.”

      Mo plunged his hands into his pockets. The wind whistled along the canal and it was threatening to rain. “What’s the point? He’s buggered off.”

      “No harm in trying. Maybe there’s something he can tell us.”

      “Trevor Hamm isn’t the kind of man who’s about to tell us anything. Let’s stick with what the DI told us to do.”

      Connie peered at the buzzers again. There was a bank of twelve, four to each floor. “Hang on.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Let’s just try…” She pressed one of the other buzzers. They waited. She pressed another, and then a third.

      At last, there was a crackle and a woman’s voice came through the tinny speaker. “Yes?”

      “I’m from Amazon, delivering a parcel to Miss Jackson in flat ten. Can you buzz me in?”

      “Sure.”

      The door buzzed and Connie pushed it open. She smiled back at him.

      “Nice one,” said Mo. “Glad you’re on the right side of the law.”

      “Thanks, sarge.”

      She held the door open and he went inside, looking for a staircase. They were in a narrow hallway, tiled floor and pale cream walls. A light flickered on over their heads.

      There was a lift at the other end, and a door. Connie made for the lift and pressed the button for Winona’s floor. Mo touched her shoulder with his finger and pointed to the door next to it.

      “Stairs,” he whispered.

      She shrugged and followed him through the door. They made their way up, pausing at each door in case there was anyone beyond the glass. The building was deserted.

      At Winona’s floor, Mo hesitated. “Which flat number was it that buzzed us in?”

      “Six.”

      “That’s on the floor below, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good.”

      He pushed the door open and they emerged into a dark corridor. A light came on as Connie joined him: motion sensor. In front of them was the door to flat nine. Next to that, flat eleven. They rounded a corner and came to Winona’s door.

      He raised a hand to knock on it then stopped himself “She’s out. Why are we bothering?”

      “She might just be pretending to be out.” Connie put her face to the door. “Delivery from Amazon!”

      Mo smiled at her and waited. There was no sound from within. He looked around at the other doors. They had to get out of here before other residents came to investigate.

      “Once more. Then we give up,” he whispered.

      Connie put her hand to the door and leaned on it. It shifted inwards. She turned to him, eyes wide.

      “It’s open.”
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      Zoe slammed back into the office. She didn’t know who she was more annoyed with: herself, Randle or Carl. That raised eyebrow had made her want to thump him.

      “You alright, boss?” asked Rhodri.

      “No, Rhod. I am very much not alright. How are you doing with that CCTV?”

      “Spoken to six more companies. They all promise it’ll be with me today.”

      She grabbed her jacket, making her chair shake. “Come on.”

      “Huh?”

      “Let’s go visit them. Stick our noses in some of the local shops. Anything other than sitting here.”

      “OK.” He grabbed his mobile from his desk and pulled on a blue duffle coat.

      “Moonlighting as Paddington, are we?” she asked.

      “My mum bought it for me. You know what it’s like.”

      No, I don’t, she thought. Thinking of her own mum in that hospital bed. She would be awake now. Suffering from withdrawal. Perhaps this would be good for her.

      “Good for you,” she said. “Come on.”

      She strode through the station corridors, not stopping to let people past or to give way. Rhodri trotted behind her, apologising as they went. In the reception area. Sergeant Jenner was on duty again.

      “Morning, Jenner,” Zoe said.

      “Morning, ma’am. How’s Sergeant Uddin?”

      “Back at work, would you believe. Some people are just too dedicated.”

      “Good for him.”

      “Yeah.” She pushed open the front door. A woman was coming in. She stopped as she saw Zoe and waited for her to pass. Zoe did so then waited for Rhodri, who was holding the door open for her.

      She glanced back through the door. The woman was talking to Jenner. He looked past her at Zoe and Rhodri. He beckoned.

      Zoe pushed back inside. “What’s up?”

      “This woman says she’s got important evidence in the Jackson murder. You’re working that, aren’t you?”

      “Not—” began Rhodri.

      “Thanks, Jenner,” interrupted Zoe. “My name is Detective Inspector Zoe Finch. How can I help you?”

      “My name’s Penny Bigton. I’m their cleaner. I think I know who killed him.”
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      Margaret closed her eyes and waited for the solicitor to sit down. He’d fussed over her as she’d arrived, insisting on making Earl Grey and finding her just the right biscuit from a large tin he kept in his desk.

      Get it over with, she thought to herself. Just sitting here like this, talking about things Bryn had done while he was alive, made her tremble. She’d been doing that a lot in the last twenty-four hours. This morning, she’d woken to find her legs convulsing in the bed. She’d only been able to calm them with a large pot of tea and a small glass of gin.

      Daytime drinking. What would Bryn think?

      She was wearing her most appropriate outfit. Not the one she’d put aside for the funeral next Tuesday, of course: that was not just black, but expensive. It even suited her, or so she liked to believe. Today’s outfit was a navy jacket over a dark grey tweed skirt and cream blouse, much like the ones she’d been wearing all week. Dowdy. Sensible. The perfect grieving widow.

      “Will your children be coming?” the solicitor asked. He seemed to pop up everywhere, Edward Startshaw. She wondered exactly what Bryn had employed him for. Maybe she was about to find out.

      “I’m not sure.”

      He glanced at his watch. “Well, let’s give it another ten minutes in that case, give them time. Traffic’s dreadful today. The Aston Expressway was—”

      “Please. Can we just sit quietly?”

      He looked perturbed but wasn’t about to refuse the request of a new widow. “Of course, Mrs Jackson.”

      “Margaret.”

      “Of course, Margaret. Can I get you another cup of tea?”

      Her cup was empty. When had she done that? She held it up. It would fill the time. “Yes please.”

      He smiled as he took it off her. “Not a problem. Be right back.”

      Margaret leaned back in the chair and took a deep breath.  The reading of the will. It was the kind of thing you read about in Agatha Christie novels, Hercule Poirot spotting his final clue thanks to the contents of the will. Hopefully that wasn’t about to happen here.

      There’d been a full set of Agatha Christie novels on her shelves once. She’d devoured them as a young woman. She’d hoped Bryn would share her interest, being a policeman. But he’d turned his nose up at them, saying they were ridiculous. She’d stuffed them all in a box and put that in the guest wardrobe. Maybe they were still there.

      “I’m back.” Edward breezed in and took his seat at the large modern desk. She looked at his empty hands. They were rough, not those of a solicitor at all. Maybe he was a keen gardener.

      “Oh, sorry,” he said. “I asked Letitia to make it. She’ll be right along.”

      She nodded. Letitia. The kind of name Bryn would say was just as ridiculous as his wife’s taste in fiction.

      Margaret drummed her fingers on her handbag, placed in her lap. It was a blue one that Winona had convinced her to buy on their shopping trip. Why she needed a new handbag, God only knew. But it had made her daughter happy.

      “I don’t think they’re coming,” she said, just as the door opened and the woman she presumed to be Letitia came in with a cup of tea. She placed it on Edward’s desk and left in silence.

      Margaret picked it up and sipped. It was too hot.

      “No,” said Edward. “Let’s get started then.”

      “Good.”

      “Right.” He opened the file that lay alone on his desk. This office was neat and tidy, legal textbooks shelved by year and not a client file in sight except for this one. She liked that.

      He thumbed through the first few sheets then sat back and looked across at her.

      “Bryn made this will two years ago,” he said. “He made provision for you and for your children in the event of his death. He also left some personal items to each of them and to some of his colleagues. Where would you like me to start?”

      “Where do you normally start?”

      “Good question. Let’s begin with the big stuff. The house is owned in joint names, that becomes entirely yours on his death. There’s his pension. He won’t receive that as he died before retirement, but you will receive a widow’s pension of approximately two-thirds the amount. And there’s his death in service sum. Wisely invested, that will make up for the bulk of the missing pension.”

      “Right.”

      “And then there’s material assets.”

      “What are material assets?”

      “Did you and your husband buy the artwork that’s on display in your house together?”

      “It was all him. I preferred the family photos we had up before.”

      “Well, you might not feel the same way when I tell you this.”

      “Go on.”

      “I’ve taken the trouble of preparing an inventory of the paintings owned by yourself and Mr Jackson. He wanted to leave one of them to Paul, but apart from that, the rest are yours.”

      “Which one?”

      “Er, a Dieben-something. Thing is, it isn’t in the inventory. Just in the will.”

      “Diebenkorn,” said Margaret. “I’ve been hearing that name a lot lately. It was stolen.”

      The solicitor paled. “When?”

      “The police think whoever killed Bryn took it. I don’t know. I’ve never seen the thing in my life.”

      “That complicates things then.”

      “What about Winona?”

      “Sorry?”

      “You say he left Paul the Diebenkorn. What about his daughter?”

      “Yes. She gets one of the sculptures. A ballerina.”

      “Is that the one on the stairs?”

      “I don’t know. It’s worth twelve thousand pounds.”

      “She likes that one.”

      “Anyway, Margaret. I haven’t told you yet how much the collection is worth.”

      “What collection?”

      “The artworks. In your house.” He licked his lips. His pupils were dilated.

      “Oh. Right.”

      “They’re worth one million, two hundred and eighty-five thousand pounds.”

      “They’re worth what?”

      “They’re worth considerably more than your house, Mrs Jackson. I strongly suggest you get them properly insured.”
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      Zoe took the woman into the interview room off the reception area. If they went further into the station, that would attract attention.

      She frowned at Rhodri’s questioning look and shook her head, pointing at one of the chairs. He put his coat on the back of it and took out a pad and pen.

      Penny sat opposite them. Zoe leaned on the desk, her hands clasped together. Her palms were sore.

      “As I said outside, my name’s Detective Inspector Zoe Finch. This is Detective Constable Rhodri Hughes. Can you give me your full name please?”

      “Penny Bigton.”

      “Thanks. So, you work for the Jacksons?”

      “I’m their cleaner. I was, I s’pose. No idea if they need me now.”

      “Why wouldn’t Mrs Jackson need you?”

      A shrug. “She never liked me.”

      “Any idea why not?”

      “She didn’t like me being in the house. At least, that’s what I reckon. Never said anything, but she was funny with me. Standoffish.”

      “Right.” Zoe leaned across the table. “What is it you wanted to tell us?”

      “Yeah. So I heard them arguing.”

      “Arguing. When was this?”

      “Afternoon before he died. I was cleaning in that fancy dining room, polishing the table. I like to get it proper shiny.” She sniffed and wiped her nose with her sleeve.

      Rhodri delved into his pocket and brought out a tissue. “Here.”

      She grabbed it and started shunting it around her face. Zoe watched her. She was young, not more than thirty. Her hair was scraped back in a severe ponytail and she didn’t wear any make-up.

      “Where were they, when you heard this argument?” asked Zoe.

      “In the hall.”

      “Right outside the door of the room you were in. Was the door open?”

      “Closed. He closed it.”

      “Mr Jackson did?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What was the argument about?”

      “Started off with something about a dress. She had a green one on her bed before. I remember, cos I had to move it out the way when I was hoovering. Silky it was, lovely. Not the kind of thing for a woman like her.”

      “Why not?”

      A shrug. “Well, look at her. She’s dowdy, don’t you think? All grey and beige. The beige woman, I thought of her as.”

      “The beige woman, who employed you to clean her house.”

      “It wasn’t her what hired me.”

      “Who, then?”

      “Her husband. Mr Jackson.”

      “Really?”

      “You think I’m lying?”

      “No. It’s just… How many of your clients are women, and how many are men?”

      “Well. I’ve got Ruth on a Monday, then the Latifs, then on a Tuesday there’s Victoria and her two houses in Moseley…”

      “I don’t need the details. How many of your clients are women, and how many men?”

      “Oh, that’s easy. Mr Jackson’s my only client what’s a man.”

      “Right. And his wife has got nothing to do with this?”

      “She cancels me, if they don’t need me of a week. She’s the one who’s there, of course, But he hired me, and he pays me.”

      “Right. So this argument. It was about a dress.”

      “Yeah. He didn’t want her wearing it.”

      Zoe thought back to Margaret’s outfit at the party. It certainly hadn’t been green and silky. “To the party?”

      “That’s the one. He thought she looked like mutton dressed up as lamb. He wasn’t wrong.”

      “You sure it wasn’t a normal domestic argument?”

      “She got angry. I’ve never seen her angry. Slamming doors and all sorts.”

      “Did she threaten him?”

      “No. Kept it to herself.”

      “Did she attack him?”

      “Of course not. He’s a big bloke. Was. Sorry.”

      “So they had an argument, and you think that because of that, she killed him.”

      “She hated him. I could sense it. Oozed out of her pores, like.”

      Zoe moved her hands beneath the table where she stuffed them between her thighs.

      “Did you tell DCI Randle any of this, when he came to see you?”

      “Who’s DCI Randle?”

      “Has anyone been to interview you about Mr Jackson’s murder?”

      “Nope. That’s why I’m here.”

      “OK. Well thanks for coming, Ms Bigton.”

      “Mrs.”

      “Mrs Bigton. I think that’s all we need.”

      “She hated him. He really pissed her off about that dress. She was still angry when they left for the party.”

      “You were still there?” asked Zoe. Rhodri flipped the page of his notebook beside her. “What time did you leave?”

      “About half six. I thought I’d be gone before then, but I had to start late cos of the traffic. There’d been a snarl-up at Five Ways and I got there late.” She raked the tissue across her face. “I always work my hours. Never skive.”

      “No. Did you see anything unusual, after they left? Any sign of another person coming to the house?”

      “Apart from that brattish daughter of theirs, no.”

      “Winona was there?”

      “Yeah. Said she’d left something in her bedroom. Odd thing was, she went into their bedroom, not hers.”

      Winona’s bedroom at the house had been decorated with floral wallpaper and lacy drapes, with a burgundy bedspread that had been entirely in keeping with the woman. Even with her own flat, it seemed she still had her old room. Zoe wondered how Mo and Connie were getting on at the flat.

      “Did she leave before you did?”

      “Not sure. I called out, but there was no answer. So I guess she did.”

      “But you didn’t hear her leave?”

      A shrug. “I was in the basement, putting stuff away. She could’ve left then. That’s where they keep all the mops and—”

      “Thanks, Mrs Bigton. You’ve been very helpful.”
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      Mo put a hand on Connie’s shoulder.

      “Wait.”

      She turned, her eyes wide. “Why?”

      “We don’t know who’s in there. We haven’t been allowed access.”

      “The front door’s open. It’s hardly breaking and entering,” Connie whispered.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Exactly. Why is her front door open?”

      “Don’t you think we should find out?”

      “I do.”

      “We’re working on a murder enquiry, boss. We should go in.”

      “Alright. But let’s just try calling her one more time.” He leaned over Connie’s shoulder, not difficult as she wasn’t much more than five foot tall. “Miss Jackson? It’s the police. Are you in there?”

      “Don’t just tell ’em like that,” said Connie.

      “We have to. We can’t just barge in.”

      “What if there’s an intruder? We just told them we’re coming in. We need to get in there, before they find a weapon or something.”

      “Connie, you already shouted through the door that you were from Amazon.”

      “So I did.”

      “You’ve been watching too many cop shows. Come on. She’s out.”

      Mo pulled away but Connie held him with her stare. “Let’s just have a look.”

      He looked back towards the stairs. The door had been open. And if there was an intruder, Winona Jackson could be at risk…

      “Alright then,” he said. “I’ll go first.”

      “Fair enough.” She shuffled out of his way and he eased the door open, his senses alert.

      “Miss Jackson?” he called as the door swung open. It opened straight into the living space, decorated with floral wallpaper on three walls and painted purple on the fourth. A pink sofa stood to one side with a coffee table in front of it. The coffee table was strewn with magazines and envelopes, mixed up with dirty mugs, plates and bowls. Mo wrinkled his nose.

      “This place stinks.”

      “Yeah.” Connie pinched her nose. “You don’t think there’s a body or something?”

      “No, Connie. I think that congealing pint of milk on the kitchen counter might explain it.”

      “Ah. Yeah.” She blushed. He smiled at her.

      He stepped into the room, making for a door which he assumed led to a bedroom. He knocked and pushed it open. Inside, the room was as messy as the rest of the flat. The duvet was balled up on the bed and books were scattered on the floor along with magazines, clothes and a teetering pile of teddy bears. On the bedside table was a mug and a glass of water with a thin haze on the top.

      “How does anyone live like this?” he whispered.

      “Sarge?”

      He turned back to the living room. “Connie?”

      “I think you might want to see this.”

      He went back into the living space, picking his way over discarded takeaway cartons and dirty clothes. Connie was standing over the coffee table, looking down at it.

      “What?” he asked.

      She beckoned him over. Her cheeks were flushed and her breathing laboured. He shuffled towards her, trying not to identify the things he was standing in.

      She pointed down at the coffee table. There was a brown A4 envelope, with a pile of photographs splayed out next to it. They were black and white, printed large format. The kind of thing you’d imagine a private detective sending to a client.

      “Aw, hell,” he said. Connie nodded.

      Mo pulled a pair of gloves from his pocket and picked up the photos. They were all of Bryn Jackson. In the first one he was alone, getting out of a car. Mo recognised where he was. Side road of Tennant Street. Back of Forelli’s bar.

      The next two showed him shaking hands with two separate men, still outside the bar. Another man, dressed in a dark suit and wearing shades, stood next to them. He wasn’t looking at the other men in the shot but instead was looking past them, out to the street. Security.

      “Are those who I think they are?” said Connie.

      Mo nodded. “Oulman and Petersen.” He looked at the fourth photo. The three men were embracing, full of smiles. “I’m beginning to wish we hadn’t come here now.”

      “I know what you mean, sarge.”

      The fifth and sixth photos depicted Jackson being ushered into the back of the club via a fire exit. The seventh and eighth showed another man in a hoodie. He had a girl of perhaps thirteen with him and was ushering her through the same door. She was pushing at his arm but didn’t look as if she was trying to get away. Then the final photo showed Jackson emerging, accompanied by the security guard from the earlier photos.

      All the photos had time and date stamps. All were taken on the same day: February the sixth. Two weeks before the bar had been raided. From the first to the last was a time period of ninety minutes.

      “Oh, fuck,” said Mo.

      “I’ve never heard you say ‘fuck’ before.”

      “No. Well, I’ve never discovered that the ACC was part of the Canary paedophile ring before.”
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      Margaret’s vision blurred and she could feel a headache coming on. It was almost two weeks since she’d last driven, and even her Corsa was feeling unfamiliar.

      Bryn’s SUV had gone already, taken by the police the day after his death. It was going to be her and this runaround from now on.

      Good.

      She pulled into the drive and eased her car into the spot normally reserved for Bryn’s. In her own usual place was Winona’s Fiesta. No sign of a police car. The FLO had gone at last.

      She stopped the engine and sat for a few moments, gazing at her daughter’s car.

      Had the children known the value of the artwork? Had Bryn told them? Paul had been into his study a few times and would have been familiar with that missing Diebenkorn.

      She was an outsider in this family, always had been. When the children were little she’d believed it was Bryn who was the outsider, with his long hours and his preoccupation with the job. But she was wrong. She was like a ghost haunting that house, never really there despite being imprisoned within its walls

      Well, now she had money. She would sell the place and find somewhere nice just for herself. Something cosy. Maybe in Solihull, near to her mother.

      She slumped in her seat. She still hadn’t spoken to her mother properly since Bryn’s death. She’d rung her the day after, making sure she hadn’t found out from the papers. But she’d been too tired and too strung out to talk properly. Her mother hadn’t seemed surprised: their conversations were always brief and characterised by Margaret constantly listening out for the door opening and Bryn arriving home. He had a habit of dialling 1471 when he got home from work, to check if anyone had called.

      And now Winona was waiting for her. Paul would be along shortly, that was in no doubt. They knew where Margaret had been today, and they would be anxious to learn about their cut. Spoiled brats, both of them.

      She heaved herself out of the car and trudged to the front door, steeling herself for the worst.
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      “There’s a note,” said Connie.

      Mo shifted his gaze from the photos. They were like hot metal in his hand. He didn’t have an evidence bag on him. He cast around the flat, looking for something he could put them in.

      “It’s handwritten. Looks like a woman’s writing.”

      He took it from her.

      

      Darling Winona,

      I am so sorry. I thought it would be best if you should know.

      Your friend,

      I x

      

      “Irina,” he breathed. “She sent them to Winona.”

      “But how did she get them?”

      “Her husband, maybe? He’s got men on his team who used to work for Oulman. If anyone knew what was going on, it’s him.”

      “What are we going to do, boss?”

      “We’re going to tell Zoe. Come on.” He grabbed a carrier bag from the floor, tipped out its contents and stuffed the evidence inside.

      They headed out of the flat and made for the stairs. He grabbed his phone.

      “Come on, come on,” he muttered. He followed Connie down, their steps echoing around the space. They weren’t bothering to be quiet this time.

      “This is Detective Inspector Zoe Finch. You know what to do.”

      “Damn.”

      Connie turned towards him. “What’s up?”

      “Don’t look at me, look where you’re going. I don’t need you falling and breaking your neck.”

      “Sorry, boss.”

      “Yeah. Zoe, it’s Mo. We’re at Winona Jackson’s building. She’s not here, looks like she’s been out a while. But we found something that connects Jackson to the Canary case. It’s not good. And it makes Winona a potential suspect. We’re going to the Jackson house. Call me as soon as you get this.”

      He hung up.

      “The Jackson house?” asked Connie.

      “Winona might be there.”

      “OK.”

      Connie opened the door to the ground floor hallway and it quickly closed behind her. Mo landed on the bottom step and yanked it open, wondering why she hadn’t held it for him.

      He almost stumbled over her in his haste. Connie was slumped on the floor inside the doorway, not moving.

      He bent over. “Connie?”

      He put a finger to her neck. There was a pulse, thank God. He shook her gently. “Connie. Can you hear me?”

      No response. There was blood on her collar. He looked around, searching for her assailant. The hallway was empty.

      “Connie, I’m calling an ambulance.”

      Mo peered towards the front door, which was shut. The door was heavy and solid, and he had no way of knowing if there was someone waiting for him outside.

      He fumbled for his phone as he heard a sound behind him. He turned to see a door to one of the flats opening.

      “Stay back, please. I’m a police officer.”

      The man was heavily built, with a tattoo that covered his ear. Stick Adams. The man looked down at Connie and smiled. He had a baseball bat in his hand. A clump of black hair stuck to it, and some blood. Mo felt his stomach lurch.

      He stood up and grabbed his warrant card out of his inside pocket. “I’m arresting you for—”

      The man raised the bat and Mo’s vision was filled with the sight of it coming at him. He reached in his pocket for something to defend himself but instead his phone clattered out onto the floor. He stepped backwards and fell over Connie, landing twisted on his back.

      As he tried to push up, he felt the blow to his forehead. He raised his hand and felt the bones in his wrist crack. He cried out.

      As the bat came in for a third time, the world went black.
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      Zoe sat in the room where they’d interviewed Penny Bigton. She’d asked Rhodri to take the woman out while she pulled together her thoughts.

      Connie had checked the alarm and security records. She’d said no one had gone into the house after the Jacksons had left for the party. So there was no record of Winona having been in the house. But if the cleaner had let her in, there wouldn’t be. Did the system log when people left?

      She grabbed her phone and dialled Connie. No answer. They should be done by now. Unless they were interviewing Winona Jackson, and she had a lot to tell them…

      She trusted Mo to handle it properly. Winona needed to be interviewed here, in the station. As part of the official investigation. Randle was going to have her hide.

      Rhodri pushed the door open and fell into the chair Penny had left. His long legs looked ridiculous in the compact institutional chair.

      “What now, boss?”

      “We need to do this by the book.”

      She itched to run out of the station and head straight to Winona’s flat, to rain more questions down on her like a force nine gale. But if Winona was a suspect in her dad’s murder, Randle needed to know.

      She dragged her hands through her hair and turned to Rhodri. “I need to speak to Randle.”

      “You sure?”

      “He’s SIO.”

      “He’ll push us out.”

      “I know he will. But if you and I go blundering in there now, we risk the integrity of the investigation. If CPS sniff that this wasn’t done properly, we won’t make it stick.”

      “Make what stick?”

      “Winona Jackson killing her dad.”

      “Ah. That.”

      She laughed at him. “You sound like this is just an everyday thing for you.”

      He turned to her, his eyes bright. “Just trying not to act like an idiot.”

      “You’re not an idiot, Rhod. Come on. Help me find Randle.”

      She grabbed her phone and headed back into the station. There was a missed call from Mo.

      She knocked on Randle’s office door and waited. No answer. She knocked again and opened it.

      “He’s gone. Where d’you think he might be?”

      “No idea,” said Rhodri. “Sorry.”

      Every time Randle had gone AWOL so far, he’d been slipping off to the Jacksons’.

      “Zoe.” Lesley stuck her head round the door.

      “Lesley. D’you know where Randle is?”

      “He had to go to the pathologist’s office.”

      “Why?”

      “Not sure. I don’t ask him everything. Why?”

      “We’ve had some new evidence.”

      “In the Irina Hamm case?”

      “In the Jackson case.”

      Lesley raised an eyebrow.

      “The cleaner showed up. Penny Bigton. She said Winona Jackson was at the house after her parents went out, on the night of the murder. Which explains why we didn’t catch her on the security system. The cleaner let her in.”

      “So, she went to visit her folks. What of it?”

      “I think we need to consider that she might still have been there when the Jacksons got home.”

      “You think she killed her father?”

      Zoe felt heat rise up her neck. “We have to be open to all possibilities.”

      “It’s a bit far-fetched, Zoe. That’s becoming a theme, with you and this case.”

      Zoe swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’ve already got Mo and Connie at her building. We found out she was friends with Irina. I sent them over to interview her.”

      “Irina Hamm fell into the canal.”

      “I know, ma’am. But I wanted to find out more about her state of mind. To—”

      Lesley held up a hand. “You’re like a goddamn terrier, DI Finch. I’ll send someone over to assist them. If there’s any connection to her father’s murder, then we’ll follow it up.”

      “Right.”

      “Now. Is that all?”

      “There was something the cleaner said about Winona looking for something, in her bedroom. But she went into her parents’ bedroom.”

      “She’d moved out, hadn’t she? She could have meant any bedroom.”

      “She still had her own. You can’t miss it.”

      “OK. You think she was sniffing around her parent’s room, and she found something that made her want to kill her dad.”

      “Look, I know it’s—”

      “Leave it with me. Go and deal with the mounds of paperwork I know are littering your office.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Zoe trudged back to their office, Rhodri following behind.

      “Is that it, boss?” he muttered as they walked. “You not gonna do anything? What about Mo and Connie?”

      Her phone pinged: voicemail.

      Zoe, it’s Mo. We’re at Winona Jackson’s building… going to the Jackson house. Call me as soon as you get this.

      Zoe stared at Rhodri, her eyes wide. “They’ve got something. On Winona.”

      She dialled Mo’s number. There was no answer.

      She dialled Connie’s number. No answer again.

      “Something’s not right,” she told Rhodri.

      “They not picking up?”

      “Neither of them. Hang on.” She called Mo again and left a message.

      “If anyone asks,” she told Rhodri, “this was my idea. Not yours. Come on.”

      “It’s not our case, boss.”

      “You want to do paperwork, or you want to go and help Mo and Connie?”
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      Mo rubbed his head. There was drumming behind his eyes and a heaviness at the back of his skull that reminded him of the time he’d fallen off the waltzers at Drayton Manor Park as a teenager.

      He moved his head, just slightly. It screamed at him in protest. He put his palm to his temple and applied pressure, trying to push away the pain.

      He blinked a few times to bring the room into focus. He felt sick and needed the loo.

      “Sarge?”

      Connie was above him, peering into his face.

      “Uh?”

      “Sarge, it’s me, Connie.”

      “I know who you are.”

      She smiled. “Good. Not concussed then.”

      “Who knows?” He thought of what Catriona would say when he told her he’d got himself into this. But then, all they’d been doing was go to interview Winona Jackson. She wouldn’t have attacked them, would she?

      Then he remembered. The man who’d hit him with that bat. Stick Adams. Had he been in that flat all along? Did he live there? Or had he broken in?

      He sat up. They were in a portacabin. Light filtered through the windows and there was no noise from outside. It was late afternoon, early evening. There was no one else here, just the two of them handcuffed to a metal bracket on the wall.

      “Connie,” he said, tugging at the cuffs. “What if they’ve got Winona? What if that’s why she was out?”

      “I don’t follow.” She copied him, tugging at her own restraint. His hand slammed into the wall.

      “Stop.” he said. “We’re connected.” He pulled again then stopped. This was useless.

      “What’s your theory?” Connie asked.

      “Stick Adams. He attacked us. He could have taken Winona too. Did you see him?”

      She lowered her gaze. “Sorry. Didn’t see anyone.”

      “It’s not your fault. We had no reason to believe there was danger.”

      “Maybe he saw us go in,” Connie suggested.

      “Or Trevor Hamm did. It’s just along the canal from his building.” Mo tried to picture the view from Hamm’s roof terrace. Would he be able to see the entrance to Winona’s building?

      He wouldn’t need to, if he had his thugs doing it for him.

      “We need to get out of here,” he said. “Warn the station.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.” She indicated the window with her head. “Before you came round, I worked out where we are.”

      “Yeah?”

      “There’s a fence I recognise out there. It’s got a hoarding on it, massive ad for Carlsberg lager. And that way – she jerked her head towards another window – is a Pepsi ad. It means we haven’t been taken far.”

      “Go on then. Where are we?”

      “There’s a building site opposite Winona’s building. On the other side of that canal inlet where Irina drowned. New apartments.”

      “No surprise there then.”

      “No. But we’re in a cabin in the middle of the site, I reckon.”

      “Excellent deduction, Constable.”

      “Doesn’t do us much good though.”

      “No,” said Mo. He gave another tug at the cuffs and she gasped. “Sorry. But it’s better to know where we are than not to. At least they haven’t dumped us out in the sticks somewhere, or in a cellar.”

      “You reckon we can call for help?”

      He shook his head. “It’s too noisy around here. It’s Saturday, the canals will be full of people soon. No one will hear us.”

      Connie slumped. “I was hoping you wouldn’t say that.”

      “Let’s think. We can work this out.”

      “I know you’re famed for your optimism, sarge. But we’re cuffed to the wall in the middle of a building site in a part of town where no one will hear us. Yeah, and the bastard who put us in here could come back at any moment. And if he doesn’t, his boss might.”

      “He won’t.”

      “You reckon?”

      “Hamm’s too slippy. He won’t come near us.”

      “Not unless he plans to kill us.”

      “Then he turns his wife’s apparent suicide into a hunt for the killer of two police officers. No chance.”

      “I sure hope so, guv.”

      “Don’t worry.”

      Mo watched as she relaxed a little. He was lying, of course. He felt none of the confidence he was trying to project. But it didn’t help to have her scared. And Connie’s fast breathing and pimpled skin had indicated to him that she wasn’t far off a full-blown panic attack.

      “Right,” he said. “Let’s put our brains together. What have you got in your pockets?”

      She shifted to reach into her back pockets. “Two tissues and a stick of gum. Sorry.”

      He patted his back pocket. All he’d had in it was his phone, long since gone. He sighed. “Yeah. I’m even worse.”

      “I had a multitool in my jacket,” she said.

      “What’s one of them?”

      “It’s a little gizmo with every permutation of screwdriver, Allen key and the like you can think of. Useful for taking computers apart and fixing my bike.”

      “Those both things you do regularly?”

      She shrugged. “Yes.”

      “Good. But you don’t have your jacket.”

      “It’s over there, on the chair.”

      He followed her gaze. “You spotted that while I was out cold?”

      “I had to find something to do.”

      “Fair enough.” He eyed the jacket. “Now we need to work out how to get it over here.”
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      “Mummy.”

      “Hello, darling. I wasn’t expecting you to be here.”

      “We need to talk.”

      Margaret rubbed her eyes. “Can it wait until tomorrow? I’m tired.”

      “I’ve already waited a week.”

      Margaret paused taking her coat off and eyed her daughter. Then she deliberately composed herself and went into the cloakroom under the stairs. She put her coat on a hook, brushed it down and closed the door.

      “A week, you say?”

      “Come into the kitchen. I’ve made a pot of tea.”

      Margaret went first, listening to her daughter’s loping gait behind her. She’d nagged the girl to stand up straight since she was ten years old, but to no avail.

      In the kitchen, a pot of tea was indeed waiting on the table. And a plate of pastries.

      “You went shopping,” she said.

      Winona gestured for Margaret to sit. “I went to Loaf. Your favourite.”

      “How did you know that?”

      “I’m not stupid, Mummy.”

      “Shall I be mother?” Margaret picked up the teapot and started arranging the cups. Winona had brought out the best china, which was kept in a box in the cellar. “What’s the occasion?”

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “Yes, but does that really merit—?”

      “Shut up and let me talk.”

      Margaret spilled tea on the table. She tutted and stood up to fetch a tea towel.

      “Stop fussing,” snapped Winona.

      “This table stains.”

      “No, it doesn’t. It’s pine.”

      “It stains. Believe me, I’ve cleaned it enough over the years.” Margaret mopped up the spillage and placed the tea towel next to her cup, folded neatly. “Now, what is it that’s so urgent?”

      “Don’t talk to me like that.”

      “Like what? Do you want milk?”

      Winona glanced at the milk jug. “Yes. Like I’m a child. You always do it.”

      Margaret leaned back with her cup. She gazed into it, longing for some peace. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I don’t mean to. I’ll try harder.’

      “There you go, doing it again.”

      Margaret looked at her. “What? What am I doing?”

      “You called me sweetie.”

      “It’s a term of endearment, Winona. It’s my way of showing you that I love you.”

      “Don’t give me that bollocks.”

      “Winona! You know I don’t like you swearing.”

      “You put up with it from Dad. That and a lot more.”

      Margaret looked at the plate of pastries next to the tea pot, her throat tight. There were two apple danishes and a vanilla. Vanilla was her favourite. She wondered if Winona was expecting a third guest.

      “It’s not for you to judge your father’s and my relationship. May I?” She reached out to the plate.

      Winona nodded. Margaret took the vanilla danish and her daughter smiled.

      “Thank you, Winona. Is that what you want me to call you from now on?”

      “It is my name.”

      “Good. I’m glad that’s sorted. Now.” Margaret lifted the plate. “Have a pastry. They’re delicious.”

      “No thank you.”

      “Who’s supposed to eat the others? Are we expecting company?”

      “I just thought you might like a few.”

      “That would be greedy, swee— Winona. It would make me ill.”

      “Save them, then. Have one tomorrow.”

      “I might just do that.” She imagined a lazy Sunday morning. Waking late and lying in bed with a book. Wandering around the house without the constant unseen presence of Bryn behind his study door.

      She took a bite. The pastry tasted sour. “Are these fresh?”

      “I bought them today.”

      “It’s just that—”

      “You don’t want it? I go to all that trouble, drive halfway across town, and then you say they’ve gone off?”

      “No. Here.” She took another bite. Winona nodded, satisfied. It was getting dark. The back gate was banging, again. It sent a shiver across Margaret’s skin.

      “Did you know what he was?” Winona asked.

      Margaret placed the pastry on her plate and wiped her hands on the tea towel. “Who?”

      “Daddy, of course.”

      “There were a lot of things I knew about your father. Some good, some bad.”

      “He was a monster.”

      Margaret turned sharply to her daughter. “He’s dead, Winona. Have some respect.”

      “You knew all along. You had to.”

      Margaret felt a chill. “He wasn’t an easy man to live with. I protected you from that. You and your brother.”

      “You covered for him, all those years.”

      She nodded, her gaze still on the back window. “I did what I had to.”

      The doorbell rang. Margaret stood up slowly, her body complaining.

      “Leave it,” said Winona.

      “What if it’s Paul?”

      “He’s got a key. Leave it.”

      Margaret sat down again.

      Winona pointed to her mother’s plate. “Finish it.”

      Margaret picked up the last piece of pastry. She grimaced. It was definitely off. She wondered if Winona had been sold a bad batch. She didn’t have the energy to ask, to prompt another outburst. She felt tired, as if she hadn’t slept for a week.

      “You’re an enabler, Mother. That’s what you are.”

      “An enabler? I don’t know what you mean.” Her mind felt foggy now. She blinked at Winona, who was growing indistinct. “I think I need a lie down.”

      “You could say that.”

      Margaret placed a hand on the table. It was moving. Don’t be ridiculous.

      “He was one of them.” Winona’s face was in hers now, looming at her. She batted it away. “Those men, the ones who abused kids. Canary.”

      Canary? What was that?

      Margaret tried to prop herself up on the chair, but her limbs felt heavy. “What’s in this tea, Winona? Is there something…” She couldn’t finish the sentence. Her tongue was too heavy.

      “You shouldn’t have been so greedy, Mother. Too many pastries will kill you one day.”

      Margaret tried to make sense of what Winona was saying. But it was no good. Her daughter shimmered and blurred in front of her, or maybe it was her own vision shimmering and blurring. She fell forward, her face landing in the empty plate.
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      David Randle pulled up in the car park of the White Swan pub, near the Jacksons’ house. He picked up his phone. Number withheld.

      “DCI David Randle.”

      “It’s me.”

      He knew that voice: Edward Startshaw, the Jacksons’ lawyer. He felt his heart sink in his chest. “Yes.”

      “We had the will reading.”

      “And?”

      “Margaret Jackson is going to be a very wealthy woman.”

      “No surprise there, then.”

      “Gives her a definite motive, I’d have thought.”

      “I already told you. I’m on it.”

      “And I hear she had the means too. The knife, and the case.”

      “Yes.”

      “Good work. But you need to hurry. I’ve been given a message for you.”

      “Go on.”

      “It’s to call off the dogs.”

      “What dogs?”

      “A couple of your lot have been sniffing around in Brindleyplace.”

      “Not on my instructions, they haven’t.”

      “Irrelevant. You need to leave him alone. His wife’s death was a tragic accident. The man’s distraught.”

      I bet, thought Randle.

      “You’ll get your friends back when there’s been an arrest.”

      His skin prickled. “This is nothing to do with them. You can’t just—"

      “I’m not doing anything. All I know is I do my job, and you do yours.”

      Randle swallowed. There was a solid lump at the base of his throat, feeling like it might choke him. Until Bryn’s death he’d only ever been his senior officer’s bag man, the guy who made sure Jackson’s nose was kept clean and that the two of them could progress through the ranks. It had started as a favour for a mate who’d been promoted and whose coat tails he could ride on. It ended with him lying to colleagues in the Canary investigation.

      Now, without Jackson to shield him from the worst of it, he wanted out.

      “I suggest you take yourself round to her house,” Startshaw said. “I know you’re outside the pub.”

      David peered out of the windscreen. The car park was only a third full, with no one on foot. He turned and looked through the back window.

      “You won’t find us. Just get on with it, before things get worse for you.”
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      “I think this might work,” said Connie. Mo looked up at her from his position on the floor. His head still felt as if it would be better off if it just got a move on and exploded.

      “Go on,” he muttered. The light coming through the windows had turned from mid blue to a pale yellow: a security light, high overhead.

      “I might be able to hook my jacket and drag it over here. I just need something to throw at it.”

      “Like what?”

      She eyed the chair and her jacket, slung over it. “It’s not that far away. I need about three metres. My belt isn’t long enough but if you’ve got one?”

      She reached down to her side and started pulling her belt out of its loops. She leaned sideways to make space between her and the wall and winced as the cuffs dug into her hip.

      Mo used his free hand to undo his own belt and started doing the same.

      “I just hope my trousers stay up.”

      She laughed. “Wish I had that problem.”

      “Catriona, my wife, she’s had me on a low carb diet. I have to say it’s had an effect.”

      “Well done sarge.” She pulled her belt the last part of the way and held it aloft. “Phew.”

      He tugged his belt loose and draped it in his lap. “Now what?”

      “This is the tricky bit.”

      “How so?”

      “We’ve got to tie these together between us. One hand each.”

      “Uh-uh.”

      “No?”

      “I’ve got a better idea.” He reached out and she handed him her belt. He sat on the end of his own belt to keep it steady and poked hers into its buckle.

      “Can you hold onto yours?” he asked.

      She nodded, understanding. “Yeah.” She leaned across him and tugged at her belt. As it tightened, it looped around the buckle of his belt and the two became attached.

      “Genius!” She smiled at him.

      “So who’s going to throw it?” he asked.

      “Well, you’re the keep fit freak,” she said.

      He shook his head. “That’s next month. I’m about as fit as a dog with a lame back leg.”

      “OK. I’ll try.” She picked up the belt and held it firmly in her free hand. He leaned as far away as he could to give her space and she threw the belt into the room.

      It came down with a clatter on the floor.

      “Damn,” she breathed. She pulled it in again and grabbed the end loosely. She pulled it back behind her and tried again.

      This time, it hit the jacket and brought it sliding to the ground. It was too far away for them to reach.

      “Try again.” She gritted her teeth and gave the belt another toss, with her buckle at the end. He turned away, scared it might hit him.

      It landed in the middle of the jacket. She tugged it carefully, dragging the jacket along. At last it was within inches of her foot. She reached out but couldn’t get it.

      “Here,” he said. He shuffled downwards and slid his legs out across the floor. He stopped when he couldn’t get any further, back muscles yelling at him.

      “Got it.” He twisted his foot to grab the edge of the jacket with his shoe, then dragged it towards him. At last it was close enough to be able to shuffle back then reach over and grab it.

      He held it up to her. “I hope you’ve got the right tool in there after all this.”
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      Randle pressed the button for the Jacksons’ doorbell. He’d rarely done this, as the ACC had preferred him to come round the back for their private meetings. There’d been one time last year when he and his new girlfriend had come over for dinner and they’d stood here in the cold, waiting for Margaret to open the door.

      He rubbed his hands together, fighting off the chill. He hated having to do this. Margaret was a decent woman. He’d loved her once. But she was the most obvious person to have killed her husband. And a simple domestic meant there would be no sniffing into Jackson’s activities. DI Finch had done enough of that already, but she’d been distracted by those letters. He cringed to think of them. Poor, desperate Margaret. Had she carried a torch for him for so long?

      No one was answering. Her car was here, along with another he didn’t recognise. One of her children, maybe. A witness. That was fine with him.

      He rang the doorbell again, then tired of waiting and decided to take the familiar route. A flower bed ran up the side of the house, bordered by a wide strip of stone. He’d taken to walking along the stones when he came here, as much out of habit as to disguise his footprints. Zoe had spotted it, but Forensics hadn’t found any footprints along it.

      He shuffled along the stones and pushed the side gate. The lock was loose, as usual. He pushed it open and slipped through, taking one last glance out at the empty street.

      Beyond the gate was a generous garden. Tidy lawn surrounded by flower beds that were dark mounds at this time of night. He crept along the path to the rear patio, careful not to make a sound.

      The first window would be the kitchen, followed by the study. He’d learned to dip beneath the kitchen window in case Margaret was in there. But there would be no one in the study. Tonight she would most likely be in the kitchen.

      He stood with his back to the wall next to the kitchen window then peered around the frame. He didn’t want to frighten her.

      He was right. One of the children was there. Winona, the irritating one. She had her back to him and was lifting something heavy. She grunted and swayed.

      He leaned round further to get a better look. Winona shifted to one side and he saw what she was holding. Margaret.

      He put a hand on the glass, about to knock. Then he saw the expression on Winona’s face as she looked down at her mother. Randle took a step back, hoping the darkness would hide him, that the brightly lit kitchen would be reflected back to its occupants.

      Winona heaved Margaret off her chair and dragged her towards the doorway that led to what would once have been a servant’s staircase. Margaret’s body was motionless, slumped in her daughter’s arms.

      Randle took out his phone. He hesitated, hearing a car pull up at the front.

      “999, please state which service you require.”

      “This is DCI David Randle, Force CID. I’m outside a property in Farquhar Road where I believe an assault has taken place. Suspect is still on the property.”

      “Stay on the line.”

      Winona reached the doorway. She lowered Margaret to the floor and Margaret twitched. David felt a long sigh of relief leave his lips. So he wasn’t a complete monster.

      “Assistance will be with you in nine minutes.”

      “Is that the best you can do? I’m only six minutes away from Harborne station.”

      “That’s the quickest I can give you, I’m afraid.”

      He gritted his teeth. Bloody 999. Should have called the station.

      Winona stopped moving and jolted upright. Voices came from around the front. He crept back towards the corner of the house. Then the doorbell rang.

      “That was quick,” he breathed into his phone.

      “Pardon?”

      “They’re already here.”

      “They’re eight minutes away. Sorry.”

      He looked back into the kitchen. Margaret was gone, vanished from where Winona had placed her on the floor. And Winona was heading out of the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “You drive. I’ve got a call to make.” Zoe opened the passenger door and tossed Rhodri her keys.

      “Your car, boss?”

      “Yes, my car. You don’t know how to handle a Mini?”

      “Yes, boss. It’s just I’ve never—”

      “I know. You’ll be careful with it, eh? I trust you.”

      “OK. Thanks.” He looked along the roof of the car then pulled a face and got in.

      “Good job you’re tall,” he said, pushing the driving seat back just a little.

      “These things aren’t as titchy as they were back in the day. Get going, then.”

      He turned the ignition and she put her phone to her ear, impatient.

      “Hello, Forensic Scene Management.”

      “It’s DI Zoe Finch. I need to speak to Adi Hanson.”

      “He’s out, sorry.”

      “Where?”

      “On a job. Can I help?”

      “I really need Adi.”

      “Is this about the Jackson scene? I’m Yala Cook. I worked it.”

      “OK. I need to know if the bedrooms were dusted for prints.”

      “Hang on.”

      The line cut out and pop music began to play. Rhodri turned out of the station car park onto Rose Road.

      “Go via Harborne Road,” she said.

      “Somerset Road is more direct.”

      “And it gets snarled up at this time of night. Just go the way I say.”

      “Fair enough.” He paused at a T-junction.

      “Yes, we dusted the whole house,” said Yala. Zoe gripped her phone tighter.

      “And?”

      “It was me that went through the results. Really odd.”

      “What kind of odd?”

      “You’d expect in a big house like that for there to be a whole bunch of different prints around the place. Visitors, tradesmen, that kind of thing. But there were only four sets of prints anywhere in the house.”

      “Go on.”

      “The family. The parents’ prints were everywhere, the son downstairs, and the daughter all over the shop too. Apart from the study. There was just the ACC’s prints in there. A partial that might have been the son, but that’s all.”

      “Did Winona Jackson leave prints in her parents’ bedroom?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about the case that the knife was stored in? It was kept in a bedside table, next to the victim’s side of the bed.”

      “I’m not sure about that. I’d have to check.”

      “Please.”

      That case held the murder weapon. Whoever had killed Jackson would have got it from there. And now the cleaner was claiming Winona had been skulking around upstairs.

      Rhodri started humming as the car picked up speed. Zoe pointed left at the junction with Harborne Road. He followed her instructions, turning instead of going straight on.

      Yala was back on the phone. “It’s gone.”

      “What?”

      “The case. It should have been in the evidence locker, but it’s not there. Maybe one of the investigating officers.”

      “Has it been checked out?”

      “That’s just the thing. We keep going on at you to check things out and in properly. Chain of evidence is screwed when this kind of thing happens.”

      “Don’t look at me. Have you got any idea who took it?”

      “None. But whoever it is, I’ll bloody kill them when I get my hands on them.”

      Zoe hung up. They were nearing Farquhar Road now, the street dark and deserted.

      “Everything alright, boss?” asked Rhodri.

      “An important piece of evidence has gone AWOL.”

      “Shit. How?”

      “Here we are.”

      He parked the car outside the Jackson house. She scanned the road for Mo’s car but it wasn’t there.

      “Damn.”

      She picked up her phone and dialled.

      “Where are you Mo? I’m at the Jackson house, thought you’d be here. Call me as soon as you get this.”

      “That’s Randle’s car,” said Rhodri. He gestured towards the driveway. On it were three cars. Margaret’s Corsa, a Fiat, and Randle’s Audi.

      “Nice car,” said Rhodri. “I’d know it anywhere.”

      “You really do hero worship him, don’t you?”

      “Well, look at him. Drives a fast car. One of the best clean-up rates in the unit. DCI. I want to be like him, one day.”

      “Maybe not, Rhod.”

      “What d’you mean?”

      “Come on, let’s see what he’s up to.”
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      Connie worked at the screws holding the bracket to the wall with her multitool.

      “You got the right one?” asked Mo.

      “Yeah.” She grunted and he felt his hand come loose. He winced at the pain where his wrist had been hit with the baseball bat.

      Connie turned to him, her eyes full of triumph.

      “Quiet,” he warned. “We don’t want anyone hearing us.”

      “You think they’re still here somewhere? It’s night-time.”

      “We need to assume they are.”

      The two of them were still cuffed together. They wouldn’t be able to split up.

      “Right,” he said. “First thing we do is check for our phones.”

      He slid over to the desk and chair, pulling out drawers. Something against the opposite wall caught his eye.

      “Whoah. Look what’s here.”

      Connie leaned around him. “The Diebenkorn.”

      Propped behind a cabinet was a modern painting. Landscape, splodgy. Not Mo’s thing. “Looks like it. What’s it doing here?”

      “Same people that brought us here stole it.” Connie tugged at the cuffs. She was trying to get to the painting.

      “Wait,” Mo said. “You got any gloves in that jacket?”

      “No.”

      “Damn.” He scanned the room, remembering the photos they’d taken from Winona’s flat. The carrier bag he’d put them in. “We need to find those photos too.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Come on.” He pulled out the rest of the desk drawers. Connie managed to reach the filing cabinet. Its drawers were locked.

      There was a noise outside the cabin. Mo’s blood went cold.

      “Oh, hell.”

      “What?”

      “I think I know what that bracket’s for.”

      There it was again. Barking. Dogs, more than one of them. Low-pitched. Connie had heard, she was staring back into his eyes.

      “We need to get out of here,” he said.
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      Margaret’s limbs ached. All along her left side she felt numb and tingly. She shifted slightly, trying to get more comfortable, cursing this hard mattress Bryn had insisted on.

      She blinked a few times, trying to see through the darkness. There was nothing coming in through the curtains, no light from outside. It must be the middle of the night.

      She turned over, half expecting to find her cat next to her, and hit the wall.

      “Ow.”

      She brought her fingers to her forehead. It was rough and crusted. She pushed her eyes open and tried to get her bearings.

      This wasn’t a hard mattress, but a cold floor. Where was she?

      She heaved herself up to a sitting position, cursing her dead leg. She bent over and tried to rub life back into it. She was wearing the sensible outfit she’d chosen for the will reading, minus the jacket. She’d hung that over the back of her chair when Winona had started serving tea.

      “Winona?” she called. “I need a hand.”

      This was humiliating. Here she was, only sixty-three, needing to call out for her daughter to help her up. She kicked out her foot, trying to bring it back to life. Pain shot through her leg.

      She panted, feeling sweat rise on her brow. She could make out a doorway in the gloom, and a metal grille high in the wall. She was in the cellar.

      Why was she in the cellar?

      She’d been sitting with Winona, eating pastries. Drinking tea from the best china. She felt along the wall behind her. The box where it was stored was along here somewhere. The floor was dusty and the wall rough. She should clean down here, or get Penny to do it.

      “Winona!”

      She shuffled to bring her legs beneath her so she could kneel. There was no way she could go straight to standing with her body feeling like this. As she bent her right leg, a spasm of pain ripped through it.

      She gasped.

      She straightened the leg again, slowing her movements when the pain returned. Leaning over, she ran her fingers across it. There was swelling, at the ankle. Just a sprain, she hoped.

      There were shelves along from her, attached to the wall. She dragged herself along to them and realised it was Bryn’s wine rack. Pain came at her in waves, making her want to faint.

      Hold it together.

      There was a sound above her head, someone walking across the floor above. She reached through the fog to recall the layout of the cellar. There were two rooms down here. The one at the bottom of the stairs, and another where she never ventured. The wine rack was in the second room, the room she was scared to enter. Above her head was the hallway.

      She reached up to grab the wine rack. Bryn kept dozens of bottles down here. They were separate from the ones in the pantry upstairs, not for drinking. An investment. They can’t have been a very good investment, if Edward hadn’t mentioned them in the will reading. Maybe he didn’t know about them.

      She gritted her teeth and pulled herself upright. She put her weight on her left leg, trying to block out the pain in the right. She would have to find her way to the stairs, in the dark.

      “Winona?”

      Margaret clattered past the wine rack, almost falling. She put her hands out to the wall and managed to keep her balance. Her right leg dragged out behind her. She could feel that the foot was twisted, and was glad she couldn’t see it.

      She traversed the wall, realising too late that she’d gone the wrong way. The doorway to the first room was behind her. Would it be easier to turn, or to keep going?

      She tried twisting her body around to face the other way. Her leg screamed at her.

      She took two deep, shuddering breaths and wiped her face. The pain subsided a little. She drew in all her strength and started to move.
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      The dogs were getting louder. There were men too, shouting. Egging them on.

      “What about waiting till they come in and then jumping them?” said Connie.

      Mo shook his head. “Men, maybe, but dogs? Confined space. We’ll have no chance.” He shuffled across the room, bending over to stay low. She followed suit and they reached the door. Next to it was a window with metal venetian blinds. He parted them to peer outside.

      “I can’t see them. Yet.”

      “Is the door unlocked?”

      “Let’s hope so.” He tried it and it opened. He turned to her, sure his eyes were as wide as hers.

      “Right,” he said. “Quick practice. We’ll need to run. That means pumping our arms together. One, two.” He raised his arm and hers followed. He tried to ignore the pain in his wrist.

      “One, two,” she breathed. “I can do it.”

      “I know you can.” He smiled at her.

      He turned back to the window. “I can see them. Ready? One, two, go, go, go!”

      He exploded out of the door, praying she’d keep up. If either of them fell… But she ran with him, matching his pace. “One, two,” she chanted.

      Don’t look round, he told himself. Look ahead. Run straight. He gritted his teeth. Ignore the pain.

      “The gate’s blocked,” he panted. “We go over the fence.”

      “How the hell are we going to do that, with the cuffs?”

      He scanned the space. The blow to his head was catching up with him.

      “Hey!” They’d been spotted.

      “You alright, sarge?”

      “Yes,” he hissed. He was responsible not just for his own safety, but that of his young DC. “I’ll be fine.”

      “There’s a skip over there. We could climb on its edge and get up that way.”

      “Not easy, cuffed together.”

      “It’s the only thing I can see.”

      “Sorry, Connie. You’re right. That’s the only way I can see too.”

      The skip was on the far side of the site, just beyond a pool of light. He picked up pace. She responded, matching him perfectly.

      He felt the cuffs tug on his wrist. They’d deliberately cuffed his injured wrist, the bastards.

      Connie was right, she was fitter than him. She was abreast of him, taking confident strides towards the skip.

      “Keep to the edge,” he panted.

      “Right.”

      He gestured with his unattached arm and she started running the way he’d pointed. It was further, but more sheltered. A rumble sounded behind them. The dogs. Mo felt ice travel down his back.

      At last they were at the unavoidable patch of light.

      “Stop!” came a voice.

      “Keep running,” Mo told Connie. “Don’t look back.”

      She sped up. He struggled to keep up, feeling the cuffs tense between them. She slowed a little and he put as much effort as he could into running faster. If she was hurt because he wasn’t fast enough…

      He shook his head to clear his mind. They were at the skip. He could hear voices behind. The dogs, panting.

      Connie hauled herself up to the side of the skip and lay on its edge. It was full of rubble. Something to break their fall.

      She turned and grabbed his free hand. He let her haul him up. They were both on the edge of the skip. He pushed out short breaths, trying not to think about falling.

      “This way, sarge.” She shuffled towards the fence.

      He allowed himself to look round and regretted it. The dogs were almost on them. “Hurry,” he said.

      Connie pulled up on onto the fence, gripping the top of it and slinging an arm over. Her other arm trailed down, attached to his. The pain was running through his entire arm now, leaking into his body.

      “Come on, sarge.”

      He let her help him up to the fence. They were both astride it, facing each other with one leg on either side.

      “You go first, sarge. You’re injured.”

      “No, Connie. I can’t let you—”

      “Just go.” She pushed him towards the ground on the outside, the expression on her face as if she couldn’t quite believe what she was doing.

      She yelped. Her arm jerked downwards, pulled by his. He focused on staying upright, holding his arm high.

      “Jump, Connie!” He managed to hold his balance. He stood up from the squat he’d landed in.

      She looked back towards the dogs. She screamed.

      “What is it! Hurry!” he yelled. A man was approaching from the canal. Mo hoped to God he wasn’t one of Hamm’s thugs.

      A sound came from Connie’s mouth that was like nothing Mo had heard before. His heart racing, he tugged her towards him and reached up to grab her, the pain nothing to his fear. There was a moment when her body resisted, then she tumbled into his arms.

      They fell to the ground in a pile of limbs and panic. Connie moaned. Her eyes rolled in her head.

      “Connie. Did they get you?” He swallowed. Her trouser leg was ripped, blood soaking through the fabric.

      “Oh my God.”

      He looked around. The man was walking away.

      “Help!” he cried.

      The man sped up, hurrying away from them. Mo squeezed his eyes shut. He raised himself up. He had to get someone’s attention, before those men came out.

      “Someone help us!” he cried. “We’re police! Call 999!”
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      Randle had a key to the double doors leading to the study. Jackson had given it to him in a solemn mini-ceremony inside that study, two and a half years ago. He’d considered getting rid of it after the murder, tossing it into a wheelie bin somewhere, but hadn’t had the heart.

      He crept towards the study doors. A light came on inside the house, dim and faint. The hallway?

      “DCI Randle, are you still there?”

      “I’m hanging up now,” he whispered. “Thanks for your help.”

      “Please, stay on the line. Is the attacker still at the property?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

      He hung up without waiting for a response. There would be backup here soon. He had to get in there, find Margaret, and arrest her. He only hoped she would still be alive for him to do it.

      He eased the key into the lock and turned it slowly. The study was dark, the curtains drawn. He couldn’t tell if the door to the hallway was open. He pulled one of the double doors open and slid inside, staying behind the curtain as he pulled the door closed behind him.

      He tweaked the curtain aside to look in. The door was closed. Good. He stepped out and looked around.

      The desk dominated the room, ugly, heavy thing that it was. There was a drawer pulled out, lying on the floor. He ignored it and went to the door.

      He leaned against the wood and listened. There was the faint sound of voices, but they weren’t close. He opened the door a crack and peered out. The hall was empty, but the living room was occupied. DI Finch, with one of her DCs. And Winona Jackson.

      He watched as Winona indicated for Zoe to take a seat. Zoe sat, reluctantly. Her DC sat next to her, looking sheepish. Randle couldn’t hear what they were saying. Was Margaret in there with them?

      Winona had her back to him, but Zoe was facing him. The living room was brightly lit and the hall less so. But it wasn’t dark. If Zoe glanced his way, she would see him.

      He closed the door and weighed up his options. He was her senior officer. He was here to make an arrest, she should support him in that. But if she was here, it meant she’d found evidence of her own. Despite him telling her to back off.

      He had no choice. He had to walk out there, bold as brass, and order Zoe to assist him in making the arrest. Margaret was in the building somewhere. Winona didn’t strike him as the kind of woman who knew her rights.

      He rubbed his fingers against his palm. He put his hand on the doorknob and pushed his shoulders back as he opened it.

      The hallway was dim. The living room door was shut. He heard raised voices beyond, and the sound of people moving around.

      He turned to the kitchen and ran.
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      “Miss Jackson,” said Zoe. She glanced at Rhodri, willing him to keep quiet with her eyes. “Is your mother in?”

      “She’s gone out.”

      “Her car’s in the drive.”

      “She took a cab.”

      “OK. I need to talk to you anyway. Mind if I sit?”

      Zoe didn’t wait for an answer but instead sat on the long peach settee in the living room. Rhodri perched next to her, looking nervous. She put her phone in her lap, wondering when Mo would return her calls.

      Winona paced on the other side of the coffee table, her hands on her hips. Her hair was even wilder than last time and her blouse was pulled out of her skirt. There was a tea stain on her hip.

      “Are you alright, Winona?” Zoe asked. “You look agitated.”

      “I’m fine. What do you want? I haven’t got long. I need to get home.”

      “I’ve got questions about the night your father died. I suggest you sit down.”

      Winona stopped pacing and turned to her. “I’ll stay standing.”

      “Did Penny Bigton, your parents’ cleaner, let you into the house after they went out that night?”

      Winona twitched. “I can’t remember.”

      “She told us that you came here after your parents went out to the party. And that you were still here when she left.”

      “I come here a lot. I can’t remember which nights I came, and which I didn’t.”

      “I’d think you’d remember the night your father was murdered.”

      “You’ve got no right, coming in here and throwing your accusations around.”

      Zoe raised her hands, palms out. “I haven’t made any accusations.”

      “Should she?” asked Rhodri, looking at Winona.

      Zoe looked sidelong at him and gave her head a small shake. He blanched and mimed zipping his lips. She gritted her teeth.

      “Penny says you were looking for something in a bedroom.”

      Winona shrugged. “I keep half my stuff here. My flat’s tiny.”

      “What were you looking for?”

      Another shrug. “Clothes, probably.”

      “In your parents’ bedroom?”

      “Of course not. I keep clothes in my own bedroom.”

      Zoe waited. Sometimes it was better to let suspects talk, not to interrupt.

      “Maybe I was borrowing something from Mummy.”

      “It doesn’t look like you and your mum share the same taste in clothes. Are you sure?”

      A sigh. “I can’t bloody remember, can I? My father died that night. My brain’s mush.”

      In her lap, Zoe’s phone buzzed. She glanced down. Mo. She felt tension leave her body.

      She handed the phone to Rhodri.

      “My colleague needs to take this. He’ll be in the hall.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Rhodri took the phone off Zoe and gave her a questioning look. She jerked her head towards the door and mimed talking on the phone. He nodded and closed the door quietly behind him.

      Winona slumped into an easy chair opposite her. “I think you should leave.”

      “I haven’t finished.”

      “Do you have a warrant?”

      “No. I don’t—”

      “Well, then. I shouldn’t have let you in in the first place.” She pulled on a fake smile. “I’m just too nice for my own good. You can go now.”

      “Before I go, just one more question. Did you know that your dad kept a knife in his bedside drawer?”

      Winona paled. “No. Of course not. Why should I?”

      “You weren’t looking for it? When the cleaner let you in, and you were trying to find something in his room?”

      Winona stood up. “I think you should leave, now.”

      But Zoe had seen it. The flicker that ran across the woman’s face when Zoe had mentioned the knife.

      The door opened and Rhodri pushed in. He was flushed. He held out her phone. “Boss. You need to know about this.”

      “What?” She looked back at Winona, who was chewing a fingernail.

      He thrust the phone into her hand. “It’s Mo. He’s using a paramedic’s phone. Connie’s hurt. They’re on their way to the QE. They’ve seen photos of Jackson with Oulman and his mates, at Winona’s flat.”

      She grabbed the phone from him, not taking her eyes off Winona.
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      Margaret had reached the room closest to the stairs, but it was slow going. Every time she moved, her leg screamed at her to stop, and she could feel sweat pouring from her face. This blouse was made of manmade fibre, which didn’t help.

      She paused to take a few breaths, willing herself not to faint. She’d been eating those pastries, drinking tea. Then Winona had started to sway in front of her and next thing she knew, she was waking up here.

      The doorbell had rung. Just before she lost consciousness. Had someone come in, and attacked her? Had they thrown her down here?

      She reached the bottom of the stairs and looked up. The door to the kitchen would be locked, if whoever it was wanted to imprison her.

      And she had no faith that her legs would get her up there.

      “Winona!” she called, feeling her voice waver. Had they hurt her daughter too, locked her up in another part of the house? This house had plenty of hiding places and secret rooms, she still wasn’t sure she’d found all of them in all this time.

      She lowered herself to the bottom step and traced her fingers over her ankle. The swelling had increased along with the pain. She’d never get up those stairs on her own.

      “Winona!”

      She couldn’t afford to wait. What if whoever had drugged her had her daughter?

      Margaret grabbed the fourth step up and clutched its edge. One by one, she made her way up them, pausing for breath in between. Pushing the pain away.

      At the top, she sank to her knees. She raised a hand to push the door just as it opened. She raised an arm to shield her eyes.

      “Winona? Oh darling, I’m so glad you’re here. Are you alright?”

      “It’s David Randle. Where are you?”

      He’d almost stepped on her. He pulled back then bent over her.

      “David? What are you doing here?”

      “Is there a light switch?”

      “Next to the door.” It was high up and she hadn’t been able to reach it.

      The light came on and she fell back against the wall, blinded. She huddled over to shield her eyes until they grew accustomed. David sat next to her. Her leg spasmed.

      “That hurts.”

      “Sorry.” He stood up.

      “Where’s Winona? What have you done with her?”

      “I haven’t done anything with her. She’s talking to DI Finch and her constable.”

      “What? Why? Who put me down here?”

      “I don’t know. But I’m going to help you get out.”

      He reached for her and she pulled away. “I want to know why you’re here. Have you found the person who killed Bryn?”

      He leaned against the wall. His tie was loose and his shirt dishevelled. There were bags under his eyes and his hair was a mess. She’d never seen him like this.

      “You look terrible.”

      He laughed. “Says the woman lying on the floor with a sprained ankle.”

      “I’m not lying… do you think it’s sprained? It’s not broken?”

      He crouched in front of her and lifted her foot. She winced. He moved it and she yelped.

      “Sorry.”

      “God that hurts.”

      “It’s not broken. If it was, you’d have screamed the house down.”

      Margaret nodded, her mind full of sludge. “I think I was drugged.”

      “Who by?”

      “I don’t know. I was with Winona. She bought pastries. They were sour…” she stared at him. “No, I’m imagining things.”

      “You think Winona drugged you?”

      She shook her head violently. “No. She’s volatile sometimes, but she’s not… evil. She wouldn’t do that.”

      “So who brought you down here? Who drugged you?”

      “You, maybe.”

      He squeezed her hand. “Why would I do that?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it was you who killed Bryn.”

      “I’m the last person in the world who would kill Bryn.”

      “Really? What if he found out about what we did?”

      “He never knew.”

      “Then who killed him? For a DCI you really aren’t very good at your job.” She held his gaze, determined not to let him get the better of her.

      “Let’s get you out of here,” he said. “I want to talk to Winona.”
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      Winona was staring back at Zoe, red marks around her eyes like sores.

      “Sit down, please.”

      “You said you were leaving.”

      “Things have changed. Did you search through your father’s bedside drawer after they went out that night? Did you get his knife from there?”

      Winona shook her head. “What are you talking about?”

      “I believe that you came here when they were out. That you got the knife from your father’s bedside drawer and you waited until they came home. That you killed him with that knife.”

      Winona sucked in a loud breath. “He was a monster. You protected him! You didn’t do your job!”

      “What?”

      “He knew those men. The Canary case. He was one of them.” She took a step forward. “He defiled those children.”

      Zoe felt Rhodri tense beside her. He was barely breathing.

      “So you killed him cos of it?” he said.

      “We’re better off without him. My mother’s better off without him.”

      “Winona Jackson,” said Zoe. “I’m—”

      Winona rushed at her. “You would have done the same!”

      Winona grabbed Zoe by the throat. Rhodri barrelled into them, making things worse if anything.

      Zoe stared back at Winona. Her grip wasn’t tight. Tight enough to fix Zoe to the spot, but not tight enough for her to do any real harm.

      Keeping her eyes on Winona’s face, she hooked out her leg and brought her foot round behind the woman. She hit Winona’s calves and knocked her off balance. As Winona started to stumble, Zoe brought her palms together and shoved her hands up between Winona’s arms. She tugged them outwards, breaking the woman’s grip on her throat.

      Winona yelped and went down on her side. Zoe put an arm behind her to control the fall. When Winona was on the carpet, an arm pinned beneath her, Zoe reached into her back pocket. She snapped handcuffs onto the woman’s wrists.

      “Winona Jackson, I am arresting you for the murder of Bryn Jackson. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.”
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      David was hauling Margaret upright when his phone rang. He heaved her through the doorway and onto a chair. She bent over the kitchen table and let it take her weight.

      He grabbed the phone. “Yes?”

      She watched the colour drain out of his face.

      “Not yet. I’m at the house. Let me do this my way.”

      She leaned back to stretch out her muscles. She felt stiff. David listened to the caller, not speaking for a few moments. Then he ended the call and swore at the phone.

      “Who was that?”

      He turned to her with a look in his eyes that reminded her of Bryn. She shrank back.

      “No one.”

      He put the phone on the table and grabbed one of the knives Winona had put out with the pastries. He used it to prise his phone open and remove the SIM card. He bent it in two then threw it into the bin.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Nothing.” He yanked open a drawer. “Where are the scissors?”

      She pointed at the dresser by the window. He went to it and rummaged inside. At last he withdrew a pair of scissors. He pulled the SIM card out of the bin and snipped it into tiny pieces, washing them down the sink.

      “What did you do that for?” she asked.

      “Never you mind. Now sit down and stay there. I need to find out what’s happening in the other room.”
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      There were three loud knocks at the front door. It had to be police.

      “Go get that, would you?” Zoe said to Rhodri. She still had Winona pinned down on the floor. The woman writhed beneath her but was going nowhere.

      “You should have caught him,” Winona hissed. “You covered it up.”

      Zoe looked down at her. “No, we didn’t.”

      “You will now though, won’t you? No point in telling the world you’ve got a dead paedophile Assistant Chief Constable.” Her eyes widened. “Oh God. Mummy.”

      “Where is your mother?”

      Winona stopped moving. “In the cellar.”

      “You shut your own mum in the cellar?”

      “She was complicit. She knew. She must have.”

      Zoe heaved Winona up to the settee and plonked her down in it. The woman was skinny. Despite being as tall as Zoe, she was featherweight.

      “She had no idea.”

      The door burst open and Rhodri rushed in with two uniformed officers.

      “We’ve had a 999 call, ma’am. DCI Randle.”

      “David Randle?”

      “He witnessed an assault.”

      Zoe looked back at Winona. “Did you attack Margaret?”

      She turned to the uniforms. “Margaret Jackson’s in the cellar. No idea about DCI Randle.”

      “She’s in the kitchen.” Randle straightened his tie as he walked in. His shirt was smudged with dirt and there was a rip on his collar.

      “What are you doing here?” Zoe asked.

      “I could ask the same of you. What the fuck’s going on?”

      “Jackson was involved in Canary. Winona found out and she killed him. And she attacked Margaret. Have you found her?”

      “I helped her out of the cellar. She’s been drugged.”

      “Did you know?”

      “About Winona? Of course not.”

      Zoe approached the DCI, brushing past Rhodri who shifted backwards. “No. About Jackson. Did you know he was part of the paedophile ring?”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed. “That’s one hell of an allegation you’re making against the Assistant Chief Constable. And a dead man, at that.”

      “There are photos. Mo Uddin saw them, before he and DC Williams were attacked.” She gestured towards Winona. “And she saw them too. Did you know?”

      “Does DS Uddin still have them?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then I have no idea what you’re on about. When was this attack?”

      “Tonight. I don’t have all the details.”

      Her phone rang. It was Mo again. She put up a hand to silence Randle.

      “How is she?”

      “She’s going to be OK. Broken leg, a few bruises.”

      Zoe slumped to the chair opposite Winona. “Thank God for that. Mo, have you still got those photos?”

      “When I came round in the portacabin, they were gone.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah.”

      Zoe jabbed a fingernail into her palm. “Don’t worry, Mo. I’m just glad you’re both going to be alright.”

      “Thanks. I’d better go, the doctor’s calling me.”

      Zoe glared at Randle. “If you’ve got anything to do with this…”

      Randle tugged at his shirt. “Detective Inspector. Or rather, Acting Detective Inspector. I suggest you think very carefully about what you say next. I could—”

      “I know what you could do. And I know what I could do.”

      Winona shifted on the settee. “Do I have to watch you argue between yourselves?”

      Zoe lurched over and grabbed her by the handcuffs. She turned to Randle. “Where’s Margaret now?”

      “In the kitchen.”

      “Rhod, can you check on her? See if she’s in a fit state to tell us what happened to her.”

      “Yes, boss.” He slid past Randle.

      Ignoring Winona’s protests, Zoe pulled her out of the room. As she left, she gave Randle a sharp stare.

      “Right. We’ve got a suspect to interview.”
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      They’d placed a blanket over Margaret’s shoulders, rough and scratchy.  She followed the police officer out of the kitchen towards the front door.

      Her mind still felt hazy, like she’d dozed off in the garden on a sunny afternoon and come round not quite sure where she was.

      She turned to the constable who was leading her. “The pastries, in the kitchen. Or the tea. You need to test them.”

      He nodded. “Don’t you worry. We’ll sort it all out.”

      Oh but you won’t, she thought to herself. They didn’t sort out Bryn’s death, still didn’t know who had killed him.

      She heard a door open behind her and turned to see a man she didn’t recognise coming out. He stopped and stared at her.

      “Mrs Jackson?”

      “Yes. Who are you?”

      “DC Rhodri Hughes. I work with DI Finch. She’s asked me to check if you’re OK.”

      “I will be. No thanks to your lot.”

      He shifted on his feet. “Er, are you able to tell me what happened? You were drugged, is that right?”

      The living room door opened again and DI Finch came out, leading Winona. Her daughter was handcuffed.

      Margaret put out a hand. “What’s happened? Why have you arrested Winona?”

      The DI passed Winona to another uniformed officer who led her out of the front door. Winona didn’t meet her mother’s eye as she passed.

      The detective stepped towards her. “I’m Detective Inspector Zoe Finch, Mrs Jackson. We met a few times before.”

      “You were with David, when he questioned me. Your colleague here wants to talk to me.”

      “We can do that after you’ve had medical attention.” The detective looked down, her face taut.

      “What’s going on? Where are you taking Winona?”

      “I’m sorry to tell you this, Mrs Jackson. I’ve arrested her for your husband’s murder.”

      Margaret blinked. She focused on remaining upright. “You’ve what?”

      “She came to the house after you left for the party. She waited for him.”

      “Nonsense! I know she’s volatile, but—”

      “Before she drugged you, did she say anything about him? About the reason she did it?”

      “She didn’t do it. And she said—” Margaret tailed off. What was it Winona had said? Something about Bryn being a monster.

      She felt her stomach lurch.

      “She thought he was… that he was involved in… he can’t have been. No.” She stumbled.

      The DI put a hand on her arm. “I’m sorry, Mrs Jackson. We’ll take you to the hospital, have you checked over. And then we’ll talk about what Winona said to you.”

      Margaret stared at the woman. She was swaying in front of her eyes. Margaret rubbed them and realised it was her own vision that was swaying.

      “I don’t feel well.”

      “The ambulance is here. Try not to worry until you’ve been seen.”

      Margaret let the police officer guide her away, wondering how she would ever stop worrying.
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      “I wish she’d stop fussing.”

      Connie sat in an armchair in her mum’s living room, her plastered leg on a stool. Zoe sat on the vast floral settee next to her and Mo perched next to her. His lower arm was also in plaster.

      “She just wants to look after you,” said Zoe. “She’s your mum.”

      Connie’s mum hummed to herself in the kitchen next door. There were clattering sounds, tea being made.

      “I can come back to work,” Connie said. “Desk duty.”

      “You’ve been signed off for two more weeks. Make the most of it.”

      “What about you, sarge?” Connie asked. “Have they let you go back?”

      “No chance,” he laughed. “I’m married to a GP, remember? Two more weeks for me, too.”

      “Let’s just hope you don’t get any big cases in the next two weeks, boss,” Connie said. “Just you and Rhod to deal with them.”

      Zoe smiled at her. “We’ll be fine. Don’t you worry.”

      Connie’s mum reappeared with the largest teapot Zoe had ever seen in one hand and a plate with a teetering pile of biscuits in the other. “Do you like hobnobs, Inspector? We don’t have anything better.”

      “I love hobnobs,” said Zoe. She ignored Mo’s raised eyebrow and took one. While Mrs Williams turned away to pour Connie’s tea, she slipped it into her pocket. Mo pulled a face at her and she gave him a gentle kick.

      “Thank you for coming to check on her.”

      “No problem, Mrs Williams. It’s the least we could do.”

      Mrs Williams turned and gave Zoe a stern look. “You can call me Annabelle, please.”

      “In that case, you can call me Zoe.”

      The woman nodded. “Very well. Zoe.”

      The door opened and a slim teenage boy in an orange hoody burst in. “Oh. What’s going on?”

      “Zachary Williams, get to your room. Your sister’s senior officers are here.”

      The boy grinned. “Hi.”

      “Hi,” said Mo.

      “Thanks for your help,” said Zoe. “With the art history and that.”

      He shrugged. “No problem. I’m off to Danny’s, Mum. Alright?”

      “Just make sure you’re back for your tea.”

      He grinned at his sister. “Yeah, yeah.”

      Annabelle turned and gave him a gentle slap on the backside as he left the room. “Don’t think I didn’t see that.”

      Connie rolled her eyes and mouthed back to work at Zoe. Zoe shook her head.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Zoe sat in the front of her Mini. She fished the hobnob out of her pocket. “Food of the devil.” She grimaced at it.

      “I’ll have it,” said Mo. “I’m sugar deprived.”

      “It’s been in my pocket.”

      “Yeah. Maybe not.”

      She stuffed it back in her pocket. Must remember to deal with that when she got home.

      “Right, let’s get you home. I shouldn’t have brought you anyway, with you being on leave.”

      “I needed to check on her.”

      “I know.” She put her key in the ignition.

      “Not yet,” muttered Mo.

      “Hmm?”

      “Catriona’s treating me like an invalid.”

      “You are an invalid.”

      “Still. It’s nice to just sit here. In the car.”

      “Yeah.”

      She leaned back and surveyed the street. Connie’s family lived on a narrow street of terraced houses in Gravelly Hill. The motorway hummed behind them, and cars lined the street. It had taken ten minutes and four circuits before they’d found a parking space, and that was fifteen houses away from Connie’s.

      “She’s just looking after you,” Zoe said.

      “I know. And I love her for it. But I want to be back at work.”

      “Not for another fortnight. Sorry, mate.”

      “What have I missed?”

      “Apart from Winona Jackson’s arrest and Margaret Jackson’s outburst in her witness interview?”

      He grinned. “Rhodri told me about that. Poor woman.”

      “Poor Rhod, more like. Didn’t know she had it in her.”

      “Maybe she’d been keeping it bottled up.”

      “Maybe,” said Zoe.

      “Did you find out the link between Winona and Irina?”

      “Very humdrum, I’m afraid. They were neighbours. Both regulars in that café on the ground floor of Irina’s building.”

      “I wonder how much Irina knew about her husband,” Mo said.

      “Plenty, I imagine.” They were still trying to convince the coroner to reopen her case.

      “Yeah.”

      “There’s been a shake-up,” she said. “In the department.”

      “Go on. They’ve made you DCI and me your DI.”

      “You wish. But my DI role is permanent. Filling the gap left by Carl Whaley.”

      “Who’s gone back to Bristol.”

      “No. He’s gone to local CID in Kings Norton.”

      “Randle really didn’t like him, did he?”

      “No. And now that Randle’s going to be Superintendent, his word goes.”

      “Jammy sod.”

      Zoe watched a woman with two small boys walk past. One of the children stopped walking and sat on the pavement. The woman grabbed his hand and tried to tug him after her. The child refused to budge.

      “You didn’t have to go to the funeral,” she said.

      Mo shrugged. “Police funeral. Murder victim. Only respectful. It was nice. Tasteful.”

      The woman gave the boy a firm tug and trudged after her, wailing as he went.

      “As tasteful as you can get when the guy in the coffin was a disgrace to the force and his daughter murdered him.”

      “I half thought she’d be there,” he said.

      “No. She’d have made a scene. That’s what she was like.”

      “So you report to Lesley now then?” asked Mo.

      “Yup. For my sins.”

      “Ah, she’s OK.”

      “She’s a stickler for procedure.”

      Mo raised an eyebrow. “Maybe you could do with a bit of that.”

      Zoe scoffed. She turned the key. “Come on. I need to get back to Nicholas.”

      “Sorry. I’m being selfish.”

      “That’s what mates are for.” She pulled out of the parking space. “I’ll come round on Wednesday. Anything I can get you?”

      He shook his head and leaned back in his seat. “Carl’s been moved to Kings Norton, huh?”

      Zoe stiffened. “Yes. You think it’s odd?”

      “I think it’s handy.”

      “What for?”

      “For you. He’s got his eye on you, Zo. He’s hot, too.”

      “Don’t talk rubbish.”

      “I’m not so loved-up with Cat that I don’t know what a good-looking man looks like. I’ve seen the female PCs watching him.”

      “I’m not interested, Mo. He’s… he’s not for me.”

      “We’ll see.”
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      Nicholas was in the kitchen making moussaka. Zoe sat in front of the TV, taking in the smells, her mouth watering. It was good to have him back. They still hadn’t caught the guy who’d robbed her house but she was confident that with the Jacksons case wrapped up, he wouldn’t be back.

      She heaved herself up and wandered in to watch him chop aubergines.

      “Smells awesome.”

      “Don’t say awesome, mum.”

      “Why not? It does.”

      “You’re too old. Say it smells nice.”

      “Oh. It smells nice, then.”

      “That’s better.”

      “Except it doesn’t. It smells awesome.”

      He flicked the tea towel at her. She laughed and batted it to one side. She went to the fridge and grabbed a can of Coke.

      “It’s good to have you back,” she said.

      “Good to be back. Geordie’s OK in small doses, but he was doing my head in.”

      She touched his shoulder, then withdrew her hand as he flinched. “I know. Sorry you had to go through that.”

      He threw the aubergines into a pan of hot oil and started pushing them around, his tongue poking between his lips.

      “Did Jim tell you how he knew about the break in?” she asked, trying to sound casual.

      “No. He’s a copper. He’d have known, wouldn’t he?”

      “Maybe.”

      Nicholas glanced at her. “I met one of your colleagues today.”

      “You didn’t get yourself arrested, I hope?”

      “Nah. That was yesterday.”

      “Very funny. Who?”

      His wooden spoon picked up pace in the pan. “Connie. She’s your DC, isn’t she?”

      “She is. Good copper.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I liked her.”

      “How did you meet her?” She reached out to grab a slice of aubergine. He yelped at her and she drew back.

      “I went to her house. With her brother.”

      “Zaf. The art expert.”

      Nicholas turned to her. His face was flushed and his pupils dilated. “You’ve met him?”

      “I went to the house on Tuesday. How is she?”

      “Being royally fussed over.”

      “Good. So, how…?”

      “I met him at the open day for the Uni last week. He’s applied for Birmingham too.”

      “Doing Psychology like you? No, sorry. He’ll be doing Art History. I think that’s what Connie said.”

      Nicholas returned to his stirring. “You seem to know a lot about him.”

      “Just his sister. Although I’m learning more about her every day.”

      “Well, you should. She works for you. And she’s got a very cute brother.”

      Zoe smiled, her chest lightening. “You’re going out with him?”

      He shrugged. “Not officially. Not yet. But maybe, yeah.”

      She gave him a hug from behind. He let her. “Good. I’m happy for you.”

      The doorbell rang and she took a step back. “Was this your way of telling me you’ve invited him round?”

      He glanced towards the front of the house. “No.”

      “Hmm.” She put down her drink and went to the door.

      Standing on her front step was Carl Whaley.

      “Carl. I thought you’d moved teams.”

      “I thought you might like a drink.”

      She peered back at Nicholas. “A drink?”

      Carl shrugged. “Maybe not somewhere full of students this time.”

      “I like students. Why d’you think I live here?”

      “Whatever works for you.”

      She folded her arms. “Are you here to quiz me, Carl? You want me to be your mole, spying on Detective Superintendent Randle?”

      “I heard about his promotion.” He didn’t look pleased about it.

      “Yeah. Well, Jackson’s death meant there was some shuffling upwards. I’m a permanent DI now. I guess I have you to thank for that.”

      He bowed. “My pleasure. What about that drink?”

      “I’m about to have dinner with my son.”

      “You really think Randle deserves that promotion?”

      She sighed. “I’ve worked you out, you know.”

      A smile played on his lips. “You have?”

      “You got a transfer. You were only with us, what, three months, and now you’re in local CID.”

      “It’s a good job. I’ll be in charge of a big team.”

      “You’re undercover.”

      “Zoe, you really shouldn’t—”

      “You’re from Professional Standards, aren’t you?”

      He looked up and down the street, as if one of his PS colleagues might spot him giving the game away. “I’m saying nothing. And nor are you, I hope.”

      “I’ll keep your secret. And I’ll talk to you about Randle. But nowhere near here. And anonymously. OK?”

      “We could go for that drink now.” His cheeks were flushed.

      “No, Carl. Call me. We’ll meet somewhere neutral, somewhere they don’t know me. I’ll tell you what I know. God knows I’ll probably regret it.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      “Hmm. Anyway, I’ve got a moussaka to look forward to. Take care, Carl.”

      “You too.”

      Ignoring the knot that had formed in her stomach, Zoe closed the door.
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      David Randle stood at the entrance to the industrial estate, shifting from foot to foot and wishing he’d brought a coat. He watched the building two along, waiting.

      A couple with a tiny dog walked past and threw him tight nods. He nodded in return. It was quiet along this street, two miles out of the city centre. He knew where all the working cameras were. There were none that would see him.

      The door to the building opened. There was no one in sight. He went inside, a heavy-set man he didn’t recognise making space for him.

      A dark corridor led to an office at the back. Trevor Hamm was inside, sitting at a cheap looking desk with a mug and a half-empty bottle of whisky on it. He grunted.

      “You’re late.”

      “I was bang on time. Your guy didn’t let me in. He’s new.”

      “Yeah well, your lot have a habit of arresting my guys.”

      “Gatiss is in custody. Adams has broken bail.”

      Hamm held his arms wide. “Has he?”

      “You know damn well he has.”

      Hamm frowned. “You cleared it up then? That ratty DI of yours doesn’t suspect me or my crew?”

      “Winona Jackson has confessed. Her solicitor is building a case for diminished responsibility, it’s written all over him.”

      “She’s not using Startshaw?”

      “She is.”

      Hamm whistled. “Balls of the man.”

      “It would have looked suspicious if he hadn’t taken on her case, after representing her mother.”

      Hamm scratched his chin. He picked up the mug and took a swig, then held it out to Randle. “Want some?”

      “No, thanks.”

      Hamm splashed some into his mug. There were coffee stains around the rim but no coffee.

      “Your wife,” said Randle. “Did she have family in the Ukraine?”

      “Don’t talk about my fucking wife.”

      Hamm had had Irina killed, undoubtably. How he’d made it look like suicide, they’d never know. The coroner was still insisting on death by misadventure.

      Randle squared his shoulders. “Now that Jackson’s dead, I don’t think you’ll be needing my services anymore.”

      Hamm barked out a laugh, bringing deep creases to his tanned brow. “Don’t talk bollocks.”

      Randle stiffened. “I was Bryn’s bag man. He worked for you, not me.”

      “You’re in this up to here now.” Hamm mimed slicing his hand across his neck. Randle flinched. “It’s not as easy as that.”

      “Did you go and see him, the night he died? Have you got the painting still?”

      “DCI Randle, you know me better than that. I didn’t go to see your ACC. I sent Kyle.”

      “My officers found the painting. In your portacabin.”

      “No, they didn’t.” Hamm stared at him. The Diebenkorn had been gone when they’d sent Uniform back to raid the place. And so had Adams. The painting would be thousands of miles away by now.

      Randle turned for the door.

      “I heard you destroyed your SIM card.”

      He stopped, his hand on the door. “Yes.”

      “Your geek squad don’t need a SIM card to trace you to me, you know.”

      “No.”

      “Go on then. Bugger off.”

      Randle swallowed the lump in his throat and opened the door, his palms sweaty.
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      The house was gradually being emptied. Margaret had sold the paintings and raised two-thirds of what Edward had said they were worth. She’d donated it all to charity. She could sell the house and start afresh.

      She’d been looking at houses with granny flats in Solihull so her mother could move in with her. A particularly nice one was right on the edge of the town, overlooking fields. It would be perfect.

      She’d already cleared out her own room and Paul’s room and was now emptying the wardrobe in the guest bedroom. She’d burned those letters that had been kept in here. Winona’s room, she couldn’t quite bring herself to deal with. It was full of remnants of her daughter, from childhood all the way up to the last month. The thought of her daughter in prison made her feel sick.

      The truth about Bryn hadn’t come out, of course. It would cause a scandal, and the West Midlands police certainly didn’t want that. The Chief Constable had given her some spiel about losing the trust of the public and how they couldn’t carry on their role if that happened. She didn’t believe a word of it.

      She shook open a bin bag and started throwing clothes into it. Things from the early years of her marriage to Bryn, and from later. The colours paled as the years passed. She came upon the emerald dress and paused for a moment to stroke it with her fingertips. She would wear it one last time.

      Ten minutes later she was in front of the full-length mirror in her bedroom, wondering how she’d ever thought she should wear this thing. Bryn was right, it made her look like mutton dressed as lamb. Winona would laugh at her, if she ever saw it.

      Winona. She’d been to visit her, once so far. There would be more. Margaret wasn’t the type of woman to abandon her children, whatever they’d done.

      Her new phone rang on the bed and she yelped, suddenly embarrassed by what she was wearing. No one can see you, she reminded herself, and picked it up.

      “Hello Margaret, I thought I’d check in to see how you are.”

      “David. You don’t need to. I’m fine.”

      “If you need anything from me…”

      “I think you’ve done quite enough already.”

      There was silence. Was he still there?

      “I did love you, you know.” His voice was muffled. He’d moved into another room, or put his hand over the phone. “Back when we were seeing each other.”

      “You always loved Bryn more than you loved me.”

      “That’s not true.”

      She sighed. “Yes, it is, David. I didn’t realise it at the time, but it’s who you were. You were his puppy, his slave.”

      Silence.

      “If you’d cared anything for me, you would have told me.”

      “I had no idea—”

      “Don’t give me that. After everything you’ve done, don’t lie to me about that. You knew what my husband was doing, and you protected him. That meeting before the party. I saw the look on his face. He was angry. He was scared.”

      “Yes.”

      “Well that’s not a lie, at least.”

      “I’m sorry, Margaret.” She heard a TV in the background. Did he have the gall to call her from home, with his kids in the next room?

      “Goodbye, David,” Margaret said.

      “I’ll keep in touch. Make sure you’re OK. It’s the least I owe you.”

      “No. Goodbye. Don’t call me again.”

      She hung up and tore off the dress. She went into Winona’s room and rummaged in her cupboards until she found something on the lower end of Winona’s flamboyancy scale. A pair of blue jeans and a stripy green shirt. Not dowdy. Not safe. She pulled them on then went back to her own room where she started throwing everything into a bin bag.
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      Zoe sat in her car and watched the house to her right. She’d been keeping an eye on this place for the last week, learning its occupant’s routine. If you could call it that.

      She hoped none of the neighbours had clocked her. A car as clean as hers would stand out here. Ahead of her was an Escort whose wing was painted a different colour from the rest of the body. The car behind her was missing two tyres.

      The net curtains of the house she was watching shifted. Zoe pulled back in her seat, hoping she wasn’t visible. The woman didn’t know what car she drove. She probably wouldn’t even figure why, if she did see it. Too absorbed with her own demons.

      She shook herself out, stretching her neck and reaching her hands up to touch the roof. She couldn’t keep doing this. She either had to stop coming, or get out of the car.

      A man walked past. He wore a torn grey hoody and had a dog with him. The dog had a collar, but no lead. Instead, the man dragged the poor thing along on a piece of string. It whimpered every time he tugged.

      Zoe had grown up here. She didn’t remember it being dog-on-a-string rough. It had never been well-to-do, but the car factory had kept residents in work and the street had been clean, if uninspiring.

      She took a deep breath, brought her arms down, grabbed the door handle and got out. All in one movement so she couldn’t back down. Not stopping to think, she strode up to the front door of the house. The front garden, if you could call it that, was full of litter. Discarded shopping bags, a broken flowerpot that had long since lost any flowers. McDonalds cartons.

      She knocked on the door. The police officer’s knock, the kind of knock you couldn’t ignore. She’d done it without thinking. Streets like this brought out the copper in her.

      The man walked past in the opposite direction. He muttered at the dog and picked it up. It barked and he laughed at it. “Stupid bugger.”

      He looked at her. She gave him a hesitant smile and he cracked one back, displaying gaping holes where his top front teeth should be. She held onto the smile.

      The door opened and she turned to it. It opened just a crack, the chain still on.

      “Who is it? Haven’t you read the sign? No Jehovah’s Witnesses.”

      “I’m not a Jehovah’s Witness.”

      The door closed and then reopened. A scrawny woman in her early sixties, with hair piled messily on top of her head and a cigarette between her fingers, stood in the doorway. She cocked her head.

      “Zoe?”

      “Mum. How are you?”
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      Zoe and the team will return in Deadly Choices, out in September 2020.
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      If you want to find out more about the events of this book and be the first to hear about new releases, you can watch the Deadly Wishes video case file by joining my book club at rachelmclean.com/zoe.

      Zoe and the team will return in Deadly Choices, out in September 2020.
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