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  To Margaret


  With special thanks to all those who helped me with this book, especially my wife Margaret, Dr Tim Lyons, Lyn Tranter, Keith Kahla, Ali Lavau and the team at Allen & Unwin, and the unknown lady on the Regent’s Canal who inspired my interest in narrowboats.


  Then, upon the velvet sinking, I betook myself to linking,

  Fancy upon fancy, thinking what this ominous bird of yore—

  What this grim, ungainly, ghastly, gaunt, and ominous bird of yore

  Meant in croaking ‘Nevermore’.


  Edgar Allan Poe, ‘The Raven’
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  1


  A dank white fog hung over the canal and spread out through the bare branches of the trees that lined its banks to blanket the tall terraces of houses beyond and creep away down the side streets.


  DI Kathy Kolla and DS Mickey Schaeffer paused for a moment on the bridge, taking in the scene below: the dark boats moored along the towpath like a line of ghostly coffins fading into the gloom; the pulse of lights from an ambulance on the street beyond the trees; the huddle of figures beside one of the boats, their voices muffled by the fog. Kathy and Schaeffer made their way to the stone steps and went carefully down to the quay, where they were met by a Paddington CID detective, DC Judd. He was apologetic. ‘False alarm it seems. Accidental death. No need to bother you lot.’


  Kathy glanced at a middle-aged man in a tracksuit sitting hunched on a bench further along the towpath with a uniformed police officer and an ambulance man bending over him.


  ‘Bloke from the next boat, Howard Stapleton, made a triple-nine call at six twenty this morning to report finding the body of Vicky Hawke in her boat here on the Ha’penny Bridge reach of the canal. Ms Hawke lived alone apparently. No suspicious circumstances.’


  Judd led the way to the stern of the second boat of the line, on whose dark green flank the name Grace was painted in ornate gold and scarlet letters.


  ‘There’s been a small crime wave along the canal recently,’ Judd explained as they stepped aboard. ‘Burglaries, muggings, a stabbing, a couple of arson attacks, and we’ve been under pressure to do something about it, so when the report came in of a suspicious death someone pressed the panic button and called Homicide. Watch your head.’


  They ducked through the doorway and descended a short flight of steps into a low-ceilinged living space sparsely furnished with a built-in couch and a threadbare armchair.


  ‘Narrow, isn’t it?’


  Judd nodded. ‘That’s why they’re called narrowboats. Just two metres wide, maybe twenty long.’


  The claustrophobic effect was exaggerated by the fact that the upper part of the side walls, punctured by a few small windows, tilted inward.


  Kathy sniffed the air and coughed, tasting acrid fumes.


  ‘Yeah, that’s what did it. Pathologist’s with her now.’


  They moved on down the boat, through a confined galley, past a tightly planned bathroom and closet, and came to the bedroom at the bow, where the forensic pathologist was packing up his bag at the end of a bed on which a young woman in a nightdress was curled up as if fast asleep. The three detectives squeezed into the confined space and stared down at her, taking in the bright pink complexion, the impression of deep untroubled rest. Kathy introduced herself and Mickey: ‘Homicide and Serious Crime.’


  The pathologist gave her his card. ‘Not likely to be of interest to you, I think. She passed away peacefully in her sleep some time in the early hours. I believe tests will confirm carbon-monoxide poisoning.’


  ‘She looks so healthy,’ Kathy said.


  ‘That’s what carbon monoxide does, turns the haemoglobin cherry red.’


  She would be in her mid-twenties, Kathy guessed, a plain face with a slight frown of concentration that made her look studious. Her body appeared unblemished apart from a sticking plaster on her right hand. On a small shelf beside the bed lay a pair of glasses and a book, David Foster Wallace, The Pale King.


  ‘Not as common as it used to be,’ the doctor went on. ‘Modern cars with their catalytic converters don’t produce much carbon monoxide any more, so the old way with a hosepipe from the exhaust isn’t so effective. Unlike that old beast.’ He nodded over his shoulder at a squat little stove in the corner of the room with a metal flue up to the ceiling.


  ‘Diesel,’ Judd said, pointing out the black smears made by gases leaking from joints in the flue. ‘She closed all the windows and blocked off the ventilators to keep the cold out, left the heater on and took some sleeping pills.’ He indicated an empty foil and glass of water.


  ‘Suicide?’


  ‘Nothing to suggest it,’ the doctor said. ‘Careless or incompetent, I’d say.’


  The face on the pillow didn’t strike Kathy as either, but how could she know?


  Judd shrugged. ‘No note.’ His phone rang and he listened for a moment. ‘Yeah, yeah, okay, boss.’ He rammed it back in his pocket and muttered, ‘Fuck.’


  ‘Problems?’


  ‘Yeah, I’m wanted.’


  ‘That’s all right,’ Kathy said. ‘We’ll follow up here.’


  ‘Thanks, I’d appreciate it. I’ve called for a photographer and more uniforms to door-knock. I didn’t ask for SOCOs, given the FP’s assessment.’


  ‘Right. Give me your number.’ She took a note of it and he left with the pathologist. Kathy put on latex gloves and went back through the boat, opening cupboards, the bathroom cabinet, kitchen drawers. The woman seemed to have few possessions, all of them neatly stowed away, surfaces clean. Kathy saw only one thing that wasn’t strictly utilitarian, a framed print on the wall of a rather sinister-looking black bird. She felt as if she were intruding on a completely unfamiliar life. What sort of people lived like this, nomads afloat in the heart of the city? She had encountered the Regent’s Canal on another case, a missing girl whose mother had drowned in the canal further east from here, but this was the first time she’d been inside a canal boat. There was something of the submarine about it, the long tube low in the water, something surreptitious and stealthy.


  When they reached the stern door again, Kathy turned to Mickey, who was thumbing through a copy of the previous day’s paper, the Guardian. ‘She got the crossword out. Not dumb then.’


  ‘Where’s her handbag?’ Kathy asked. ‘Her phone, laptop? Take another look, Mickey, while I speak to the neighbour.’


  ‘Sure.’


  On the way out she checked the lock, seeing no sign of tampering, then manoeuvred around the tiller and stepped down onto the towpath, again noticing the elaborate lettering on the boat. It seemed to evoke the spirit of old-fashioned fairgrounds and circuses, of antique gypsy caravans setting off along dusty highways. From here the Regent’s Canal led eastward to the Thames and west to the Grand Union Canal, which continued north to the Midlands, and from there to a thousand branches into the most remote corners of the country, and Kathy felt a momentary pang of envy for the life of freedom which that curlicued name promised.


  The uniformed PC was still with the witness, and they had been joined by a woman wearing a padded jacket against the damp chill. Kathy went over to them, showing them her police ID.


  The woman constable said, ‘PC Watts, ma’am. Mr Stapleton here was the one who found Ms Hawke.’


  He didn’t look well, face pale, a large dressing on his forehead.


  ‘You’re hurt, Mr Stapleton?’


  ‘It’s nothing. Bumped my head on the doorframe coming out of Vicky’s boat. Not looking. In shock, you see, after finding her.’


  ‘Yes.’


  He was trembling, and the other woman put an arm around his shoulder and said, ‘I’m Molly Stapleton, his wife.’


  ‘It’s cold,’ Kathy said. ‘Go back to your boat and get warm. I’ll come and see you in a moment. Maybe make your husband a cup of tea, Molly?’


  As they turned to go Kathy drew the constable aside. ‘What did he tell you?’


  ‘Not much. He’s pretty shaken up. I tried to get him to go back to his boat, but he insisted on waiting to speak to you. I asked him for details of the dead woman’s family, but he doesn’t know.’


  The name on the Stapletons’ boat was Roaming Free, and on its roof were a small herb garden, a stack of sawn logs, a pair of solar panels and a TV aerial. Kathy knocked on the rear door and went down into a snug living room. Howard Stapleton was sitting in one of the plump armchairs, his wife visible over a counter in the galley at the far end of the room, and beyond that Kathy could make out a bay set up as a small office, with a computer and printer. The boat was filled with possessions—pictures hanging on the freshly varnished timber walls, floral curtains bunched around the portholes, china ornaments on shelves, magazines in racks, flowers in small vases—as if all the creature comforts of a family home had been crammed into the confined space. In its cheerful busyness it made Vicky Hawke’s boat seem even more spartan and threadbare.


  Stapleton made to rise to his feet, but when Kathy told him not to get up he sank back into the cushions with a sigh. His chair was facing a blazing wood-fired stove with a stainless-steel flue.


  ‘You’ll have a cup of tea, Inspector?’ Molly Stapleton called from the galley. Her accent was Yorkshire, voice brisk.


  ‘Thank you.’


  ‘Howard’s not very well. The ambulance man said he may be concussed.’


  ‘I’m all right,’ her husband grunted, though his face looked as grey as his hair. ‘Stupid mistake.’


  ‘Do you feel well enough to tell me what happened this morning?’ Kathy asked.


  ‘Yes, yes, of course. I got up as usual at six for my run with Vicky—we’ve been doing that for a few weeks now. She’s usually limbering up on the towpath when I emerge, but not this morning. I tapped on her window but got no response. I couldn’t see in, and I noticed that the windows were steamed up.’


  He paused and took a deep breath as his wife came out of the galley with a tray of mugs. His speech was fastidious, almost pedantic. A retired headmaster? Solicitor?


  ‘Um, anyway, I went to her stern door and knocked, still nothing, so I opened it to make sure she was all right.’


  ‘The door was unlocked?’


  ‘No, no. Vicky had given me a key.’


  Kathy saw Molly’s hand hesitate for a moment as she raised her mug.


  ‘For emergencies,’ Howard added. ‘We’re a pretty supportive community, we narrowboaters, look out for each other.’


  The explanation was too insistent, and Kathy noticed a frown pass briefly across Molly’s face. ‘Go on.’


  ‘Well, I opened the door to call to her, but immediately the smell hit me, the fumes. It was awful. I called out and panicked a bit when there was no reply. So I held a handkerchief to my face and ran down the length of the boat looking for her and found her in the bedroom. I threw the bow doors open and made to lift her outside, but as soon as I touched her and felt how cold she was, I knew . . .’ He stared at his feet. ‘Dear God,’ he said, and Kathy saw a glimmer of a tear in his eye. There was the shock, of course, and the bump on the head, but still, she wondered if there was something more personal going on here.


  His wife was keeping very still, head bowed, and Kathy said, ‘How long have you two known Vicky, Molly?’


  She looked up. ‘We came here . . .’ she thought a moment, ‘eight weeks ago, and Vicky arrived a few days later. Being moored right next to us we got to know each other straight away. Pleasant girl, new to boating, wasn’t she, Howard? Her boat’s old though, a bit of a tub.’


  ‘Yes, inexperienced. I think the dealer took advantage of her. Apparently she didn’t have a lot of cash to throw around.’


  ‘And were you aware of problems with the heater?’


  ‘Only that it was an old model and a bit smelly at times. I did help her give it a clean a few weeks back. Wouldn’t have said it was dangerous, exactly.’


  ‘But she’d closed the ventilators and windows in the boat.’


  ‘Yes, I’d warned her about that. But she said she felt the cold keenly.’


  With each new personal insight from her husband into their neighbour, Molly Stapleton’s frown deepened.


  ‘What sort of a person was she?’ Kathy asked, and they both spoke at once.


  ‘Moody,’ said Molly.


  ‘Bubbly,’ said Howard.


  Their eyes met for a moment in surprise, then Molly turned to Kathy. ‘I thought she was a rather serious-minded and determined young woman.’


  ‘Well . . .’ Howard objected, ‘but also full of . . . vitality, you know? Effervescent.’


  ‘Not with me, she wasn’t,’ Molly said firmly.


  ‘I’m interested in her frame of mind,’ Kathy said. ‘Did she seem depressed lately?’


  ‘Suicide, do you mean?’ Howard stared at her in surprise. ‘No, certainly not. On the contrary, she was excited by how things were going.’


  ‘I wouldn’t be so sure,’ Molly countered. ‘I watched her the other day . . .’ She pointed to the windows in the stern doors. ‘She was sitting in her bow, smoking a cigarette. She seemed quite agitated, gesturing, as if she was having an argument with herself about something. I went out and said hello and she immediately put on this cheery act. But it was an act, I could see that. She was worried about something.’


  ‘Well, I certainly wasn’t aware of anything like that,’ Howard protested.


  ‘You said she seemed excited,’ Kathy said. ‘Did she say what about? A relationship maybe?’


  ‘No, she didn’t explain, but I got the impression it was to do with her work. A new job maybe, something like that.’


  ‘Where did she work?’


  ‘An office. Somewhere nearby, within walking distance, in Paddington.’


  ‘Doing what?’


  Molly shook her head. ‘We could never find out. She didn’t seem to want to talk about it.’


  ‘Marketing,’ Howard said. ‘I think that was it.’ Then he added hurriedly, ‘But look, I think you can discount suicide. We’ve been through that, haven’t we, Molly?’ He looked with an appeal to his wife, whose shoulders sagged.


  ‘Yes,’ she whispered.


  ‘Our son,’ Howard explained, ‘took his own life two years ago. Eighteen, he was. After that we found we couldn’t live in the house any more. Then I was offered an early-retirement package and we decided to sell up and live our dream. We had Roaming Free built to our specifications, and we set off.’


  Roaming free of the past, Kathy thought. Was that what inspired people to live like this? Was it Vicky Hawke’s reason?


  As if reading her mind, Howard said, ‘Of course, it’s also an economic solution for some people. That boat probably cost Vicky no more than ten thousand, and yet here she was living in an upmarket area of West London just a stone’s throw from her work.’


  ‘Can you tell me who else is living here?’


  There were five narrowboats currently moored on this section of the towpath, he told her. The one closest to the bridge was Aquarius, belonging to Dr Anne Downey.


  ‘I didn’t mention that I tried to get help from her when I found Vicky, but she wasn’t there—must have left early for work.’


  ‘What sort of doctor is she?’


  ‘General practice. She acts as a locum for surgeries that are short of staff.’


  ‘Is she Vicky’s GP?’


  The Stapletons looked at each other and shrugged, unsure.


  ‘I suppose that must be a problem when you’re moving around, finding a doctor?’ Kathy asked.


  ‘You get to know the ropes,’ Molly replied. ‘But Anne did prescribe our medications last week, so she may have done the same for Vicky, if she needed something. We’ve got Anne’s mobile number if you want it.’


  Kathy wrote it down. ‘What about Vicky’s number? Do you have that?’


  They didn’t, and couldn’t remember ever seeing her with a phone. ‘But she must have had one,’ Molly said.


  ‘And she and the doctor would have known each other?’


  ‘Oh yes, we all know each other on this side of the canal.’


  The other two narrowboats belonged to a man in his thirties, Ned Tisdell on Venerable Bede, and a young single mother, Debbie Rowland on Jonquil, with a three-year-old boy.


  ‘That must be tricky.’


  ‘Yes, but it’s amazing how you adapt. Debbie is a website designer, and works from her boat.’


  ‘How about Ned?’


  ‘He’s a waiter in the restaurant on the other bank. We don’t have so much to do with the people over on that side, the houseboats.’ They couldn’t give Kathy any information on Vicky’s family, except that, from her accent, they assumed she’d grown up in southern England.


  As she left their boat Kathy looked across the canal and was struck by the difference between the two sides. Further along the far bank, hazy through the fog, was the restaurant Molly Stapleton had mentioned, its white tablecloths visible through plate-glass windows suspended over the water. Next to it was a row of what she had described as ‘houseboats’, a strange mixture of structures that looked as if they had grown permanently into the canal bank. They ranged in style from one that looked like a timber suburban house, complete with broad veranda and glass french doors, to its neighbour, a ramshackle arrangement of tarpaulins and tarred panels.


  ‘The boat of horrors.’


  Kathy turned and saw that Howard Stapleton had followed her out.


  He nodded across the canal at the tumbledown houseboat. ‘Mad old bloke lives there. They’ve been trying for years to get him to clean it up. Look, I’ve just thought of something, about where Vicky worked. I remember she had a stack of brochures in her cabin one day when I looked in. They were about security cameras and alarms. I think she may have been working for a company which sold that sort of thing.’


  ‘Right, thanks.’


  Kathy went back to the dead girl’s boat and joined Mickey Schaeffer, who was completing his search. Kathy took some photographs on her phone while he finished up. He had found Vicky’s handbag in a storage compartment beneath the bed, and he showed her the contents: some make-up and perfume, a hairbrush, a pair of earrings, sunglasses, tissues, a wallet containing a credit card and a small amount of cash, and a receipt from British Waterways for mooring fees inside an envelope marked to an address in Crouch End, North London.


  ‘Maybe her parents’ address,’ Kathy said. ‘But no driving licence, no phone.’


  ‘I couldn’t find one anywhere, or a computer.’


  ‘Is there any twenty-something woman in London who doesn’t have a phone?’


  Mickey shook his head. ‘You’re wondering if she was robbed?’


  ‘What do you think?’


  ‘I couldn’t find any sign of a break-in, and nothing looks disturbed. There’s so little of it, as if she arrived here with nothing—no photos, no documents, no history. I did find this . . .’ He held up a plastic bag containing a thick roll of twenty-pound notes. ‘About two thousand quid I reckon, hidden under the kitchen sink. It’s like . . .’ Mickey hesitated.


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘I’m thinking maybe she was on the run from someone, a violent partner perhaps.’


  ‘Yes, I was thinking the same thing,’ Kathy said. ‘Let’s take another look at that stove.’


  They peered at it without much enlightenment, then examined the flue and the signs of gas leakage that DC Judd had pointed out. Kathy looked up at the dark corner of the ceiling into which the flue disappeared, then pulled a stool over and stood on it to get a closer view. There were much larger dark stains up there, and what looked like a gap where the flue had separated. She stepped down, coming to a decision. ‘We need an engineer to look at this, and a scene of crime team to check the boat.’


  ‘You sure?’ Mickey looked doubtful. ‘There’s no evidence of a crime, and you know how tight they are just now.’


  ‘I know, but we should do this properly.’


  He shrugged. ‘Your call.’


  More uniforms were arriving in a white van as they emerged. Kathy left Mickey to organise a door-knock of the area and set off for Crouch End.
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  Near this place is interred


  Theodore King of Corsica


  Who died in this parish Dec 1756


  Immediately after leaving


  The Kings Bench Prison


  Detective Chief Inspector David Brock studied the inscription on the stone slab as the other mourners filed out of the church. Overhead the red disc of a weak autumnal sun had failed to disperse the morning fog, water dripping from dark branches onto mossy gravestones, the muffled notes of the organ adding to the crepuscular gloom. The brash lights of Soho on the other side of the churchyard wall might have been a hundred miles away.


  ‘The grave great teacher to a level brings,’ he spoke aloud the next lines, ‘Heroes and beggars, galley-slaves and kings.’


  ‘Not to mention police officers,’ a voice at his shoulder growled.


  Brock turned and saw Commander Sharpe standing there, uniformed, drawing on his gloves. ‘Dick was very attached to this place,’ Sharpe went on. ‘He cornered Charles Hammond in here after he’d disembowelled Mary Chubb—over there by Hazlitt’s tomb. Those Soho years were Dick’s happiest. Never seemed to smile much after that.’


  Dick ‘Cheery’ Chivers’ sudden death had been a shock to them all. For several hours he had sat there at his desk undisturbed, assumed to be deeply absorbed in the thick report lying open in front of him: The Way Ahead for the Metropolitan Police in a Time of Challenge. ‘The excitement was too much for him,’ the office wit later suggested.


  ‘This is the last time I shall be wearing this uniform,’ Sharpe went on, his voice hushed, though whether from regret or relief Brock couldn’t tell.


  ‘We’ll miss you, sir.’


  ‘Yes, I rather think you will, Brock. Not for my engaging management style . . .’ he allowed himself a little smile, ‘. . . but because after what you are about to go through you will look back on my tenure in the same way that Dick looked back on his Soho days, as a golden age.’


  ‘Is it going to be as bad as that?’


  ‘Oh yes. Have you met my replacement yet?’


  ‘He gave the team leaders a briefing last Thursday.’


  ‘What did you think?’


  It had been reasonably impressive as these things went. The new head of Homicide and Serious Crime Command, Commander Fred Lynch, had been direct and forceful, his message tough but not despondent: the harsh budget cuts would require fundamental change, would encourage radical innovation and lead eventually to a stronger and fitter police force.


  ‘Police force?’ Sharpe queried. ‘Not service?’


  ‘I believe force was the word he used.’


  ‘Hm. A hard man for hard times was what I heard. It’s the evangelists I can’t stand, Brock, the ones who rush forward to embrace the hairshirt. But then, when you’ve been through more management restructures than you can remember, as I have, you know it’s time to get out. You should have done the same.’


  That thought had certainly occurred to Brock. Superintendent Chivers’ death had disturbed him more than he would have expected, and Dick and Sharpe weren’t the only ones to go. In recent weeks Brock had become increasingly aware of the serious possibility that he would be marginalised by the new management.


  Sharpe was watching the other mourners, huddled together in dark clusters. ‘I suppose he offered a carrot and a stick?’


  He had. The carrot was an IT specialist from the Directorate of Information who talked about emerging technologies that would surely transform front-line operations. The stick was a civilian management expert, a ‘task auditor’, or TA, a title previously unknown, who bore an unfortunate resemblance to Heinrich Himmler.


  Sharpe laughed. ‘But, Brock, you were probably the only one left in the room who was old enough to remember what Himmler looked like.’


  Brock assumed it was impending retirement rather than Dick Chivers’ death that had brought on Sharpe’s unprecedented levity.


  ‘You’ll join us in a farewell drink for Dick?’ Sharpe asked. ‘Or will Heinrich not allow it?’


  Brock’s phone buzzed. He tugged it out and read the message. ‘He must have heard you. He wants to know why one of my officers has asked for a SOCO team to attend a leaky flue. I’d better get back.’


  ‘Ask the cheeky bastard how many front-line officers his salary would pay for.’
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  Kathy parked outside a semi-detached house at 62 Carnegie Crescent, Crouch End, and took a deep breath. How many times had she done this now, bringing the bad news home to a shocked family? It didn’t get any easier.


  She got out of the car and walked up the drive, past a Golf with a baby seat in the back, and pressed the button on an answerphone at the front door. She noticed a security camera up in the angle of the porch.


  ‘Yes?’ A woman’s voice.


  ‘My name is Detective Inspector Kathy Kolla of the Metropolitan Police. Can I have a word, please?’


  The front door clicked open. Kathy pushed it and saw an empty hallway ahead. She stepped in as a young woman came out of a side door. Kathy couldn’t see a family resemblance.


  ‘How can I help you?’


  ‘It’s concerning Vicky Hawke. Are you a relative?’


  The woman looked puzzled, then turned away as a baby started crying in the room she’d come from.


  ‘Do you want to come in here? I’m just in the middle of a feed.’


  Kathy followed her. An infant sat strapped into a high chair next to an office desk with a computer and telephone. The young woman took a seat behind the desk and raised a bottle to the baby’s face with one hand and poised the other over the keyboard. ‘What name did you say?’


  Kathy took in the wall of pigeonholes behind her, many of them stuffed with envelopes. ‘What is this place?’


  ‘This is North London Virtual Business Services. I’m Mandy.’


  ‘Hello, Mandy. You’re a mailing address?’


  ‘Mail holding and forwarding is one of our services,’ Mandy said brightly. Beside her the baby paused its sucking and gave a burp.


  ‘Pardon. The name?’


  ‘Vicky Hawke, with an e.’


  The keyboard clicked. ‘Yes, we do have a client by that name. What’s the problem?’


  ‘She’s had a fatal accident. We found some mail with this address.’


  ‘Oh dear.’ Mandy scanned the screen. ‘She’s paid up to the end of the month. How can I help you?’


  ‘We’re trying to trace her next of kin.’


  ‘Oh, I see. But we don’t keep that sort of information.’


  ‘What do you have?’


  ‘Name, email address, credit-card details.’


  Kathy took a note of the numbers. The credit card was the same as the one they’d found in Vicky’s purse. ‘She was living on a boat moored down in Paddington. Ring any bells?’


  Mandy shook her head and turned her attention back to the baby, which had begun to whimper.


  ‘Would she have called in here to collect her mail?’


  ‘Yes, or given someone else authorisation.’


  ‘But you don’t remember her?’


  ‘Sorry.’


  Kathy asked her to look at a photograph of Vicky that she’d taken on her phone, and Mandy turned back and paused, bottle in the air, as she took it in.


  She made a face. ‘Oh, that’s her dead, is it?’


  ‘I’m afraid so. Are you sure you don’t recognise her?’


  ‘Actually . . .’ Mandy stared wide-eyed at the image for a moment. ‘I think I do remember her.’ She got to her feet and went over to a pigeonhole at the end of one of the rows. ‘That’s right, she was F1. I don’t remember their names, just their slot. She was about thirty? Came in once a week usually. I thought she was nice.’


  ‘Is there any mail there for her now?’ Kathy asked hopefully, but there was nothing.


  ‘She never got much.’ Mandy returned to her computer and checked. ‘End of August she signed up with us. Three months ago.’


  ‘Do you remember anything about her mail, who it came from?’


  Mandy looked up at the ceiling with a frown. ‘I remember the first letter she got, because it was from a security company, and I was interested because we were thinking about upgrading our security at the time.’


  ‘I don’t suppose you remember the name of the company?’


  She pondered. ‘Paddington, you said? I think Paddington might have been in the name.’


  A few minutes on the internet produced a company, Paddington Security Services, which she thought might have been the one.
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  Mickey Schaeffer rang as Kathy was getting back into her car.


  ‘We’re done here. Didn’t find anything.’


  ‘That was quick. The SOCOs have been and gone?’


  ‘They didn’t come. Our request was denied.’


  ‘What? Who by?’


  ‘D.K. Payne, our new TA.’


  ‘What’s a TA?’


  ‘Task auditor. Haven’t you been paying attention? He’s monitoring our use of resources.’


  ‘Oh, that. I can’t believe he would override us.’


  ‘He phoned me up and asked if I considered it essential that we have a scene-of-crime team on this job. I couldn’t honestly say I did. And Borough Command have withdrawn the uniforms. Same thing. Everyone’s got better things to do, Kathy, face it.’


  Kathy felt a bubble of anger rise in her gullet. Finally she said, ‘Who’s the senior investigating officer here, Mickey?’


  ‘As I understand it,’ he said calmly, ‘it’s DC Judd. We were just helping him out.’ Then he added, placatory, ‘I did get Borough to agree to get an engineer to do a report on the heater, for the coroner.’


  Kathy rang off before she said something she’d regret. Mickey had been in their team for over six months now, but they hadn’t worked closely on any case together. Now she felt as if she were seeing him for the first time. She wondered if he had some agenda of his own. Perhaps he saw the new atmosphere of cuts and stringency as a personal opportunity.


  She looked again at the address of Paddington Security Services. So far it was their only lead to tracing Vicky Hawke’s family. She had been intending to pass it over to DC Judd and return to the many other things piling up on her desk, but now she changed her mind. There was something troubling about this death, something that didn’t smell quite right, and it wasn’t just the fog.
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  The fog had cleared by the time Kathy got back to Paddington, the sky a chilly blue. Paddington Security Services occupied the tenth floor of a sleek new glass-clad office block near the rail terminus. When she got out of the lift she was presented with a sunlit panorama across West London, the swath of railway tracks, the elevated highway of Westway, and beyond it the canal basin of Little Venice and the Regent’s Canal. From here Vicky Hawke might almost have been able to see her boat, a tiny capsule tucked away among the endless jumble of buildings stretching away to the horizon.


  The receptionist said she’d get Mr Budd to see Kathy, and she sat down to wait. Looking around, she noticed several security cameras, and keypads on each of the doors. After some time one of the doors burst open and a man appeared. His face was flushed, his stance belligerent, and Kathy thought that if she’d seen him coming like that out of a pub she’d have been reaching for her ASP baton.


  He glared at the receptionist. She nodded at Kathy, who got to her feet and held out her ID.


  He glanced at it. ‘Steve Budd, manager. What’s the problem?’


  ‘Do you have an employee here by the name of Vicky Hawke, Mr Budd?’


  ‘Vicky? Yes, in marketing. Is something wrong?’


  Kathy, aware of the receptionist listening, said, ‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’


  He showed her into a small meeting room and closed the door.


  ‘I’m afraid Vicky’s had a fatal accident.’


  He rocked back. ‘Fatal? Hell . . . Where was this?’


  ‘On her boat.’


  ‘Boat?’ He looked confused. ‘I don’t understand. What boat?’


  ‘She lived on a boat on the Regent’s Canal.’


  He shook his head. ‘No, no. Are you sure we’re talking about the same person?’


  ‘Do you have a picture of her on file?’ Kathy asked.


  ‘Sure.’ He went to a computer at one end of the table and passed his open hand across the screen, which came immediately to life. He tapped for a few moments and a picture appeared, the same girl Kathy had seen lying on the bed, but suffused now with life, smiling at the camera.


  ‘Yes, that’s her. Could I get a copy of that? We don’t have a decent picture.’


  ‘Okay, but she lived in a crummy flat in Haringey somewhere . . . Crouch End.’ He did a bit more typing and said, ‘Yes, here we are, 62 Carnegie Crescent.’


  Kathy had the feeling that Budd had been quite familiar with that address, and she was wondering if he might be the reason that Vicky was living anonymously in a canal boat. He had appeared genuinely shocked at the news of her death, but she’d been fooled before. ‘What I’m after is an address for her parents, or next of kin. Can you help me with that?’


  ‘We should have something . . . yes, here . . . Mr and Mrs Geoffrey Hawke, address in Islington.’


  Kathy took down the details.


  ‘Jeez, marketing’ll be upset.’


  ‘She was popular, was she?’


  He hesitated, considering his words. ‘She was pleasant enough, but to be quite honest, she wasn’t really suited to our work, and the others had to step in to help her out.’


  ‘How long had she been here?’


  ‘Just coming up to three months, the end of her trial period. Frankly, we wouldn’t have been renewing her contract. Shame, she had such a great CV, but when it came to performance . . .’ He shrugged. ‘She didn’t seem to have much of a clue. I wanted to get rid of her before now, but she persuaded me against my better judgement.’


  Unfortunate choice of words, Kathy thought. ‘Could I have a copy of her CV, please?’


  ‘Don’t see why not.’


  Budd printed off a copy and she thanked him and left, wondering why he hadn’t asked how Vicky had died.
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  This time, Kathy thought as she pulled up at the Islington address, one of a row of tall, thin, red brick Victorian houses; then I have to get back.


  Her knock was answered by Mrs Hawke, who blinked with concern when Kathy told her who she was.


  ‘Not bad news, I hope? Is it about the accident at the end of the street?’


  ‘Could I come in for a moment? Is Mr Hawke at home?’


  ‘Yes. Does it involve him?’


  ‘Both of you. Thank you.’


  She was shown into a sitting room which opened through to a dining room with a view over a back garden. A white-haired man was sitting reading a newspaper at the dining table, on which stood a pot of coffee. He rose to his feet.


  Kathy shook hands and they sat down. ‘I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news. It concerns Vicky. I’m afraid your daughter has met with a fatal accident.’


  Mrs Hawke gasped, covered her face and turned away. Her husband groaned, ‘Oh no,’ almost as if, for all the years that he’d been a parent, he’d been waiting for just this moment.


  ‘I told her,’ Mrs Hawke said, shaking her head. ‘It’s a dangerous place. Those drivers.’


  ‘How . . . ?’ her husband asked. ‘What happened?’


  Kathy began to explain about the boat, the heater, but as she spoke she was aware that their expressions had changed to incomprehension.


  ‘Just a moment,’ he said. ‘What boat, what canal?’


  ‘In Rio?’ his wife said.


  Now Kathy was mystified. ‘No, in Paddington, the Regent’s Canal.’


  They looked at each other, baffled, and then Mr Hawke said slowly, ‘Are you quite sure that you’ve come to the right place? Our daughter, Victoria Sarah Hawke, is currently living with her partner, Fabio Mendes, at their home in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. We spoke to her there just yesterday evening.’


  Kathy stared at them both, then said, ‘I have a picture of the Vicky Hawke I’ve come about. Perhaps you could tell me . . .’


  She took out the copy of the photograph she’d obtained from Paddington Security and showed it to them. Mrs Hawke gave a sob and cried, ‘Oh, thank God.’


  Mr Hawke raised his eyes to the ceiling and drew in a deep breath. Finally, having composed himself, he looked at Kathy. ‘This is not our daughter. Have you any idea what you have just put my wife and me through? I really think you might have the decency to make sure of your facts before you come blundering—’


  ‘Wait a minute,’ his wife said, taking the picture from him and staring at it. ‘Isn’t this Gudrun Kite?’


  He paused, irritated. ‘Who?’


  ‘Gudrun, Geoffrey. Don’t you remember? Vicky’s best friend at school. The hair is different, but I’m sure it’s her.’ She turned to Kathy. ‘We used to live in Cambridge, that’s where Vicky went to school, and she and Gudrun were inseparable. Kite and Hawke—the teachers used to say they would be high-flyers.’


  ‘I think you’re right,’ her husband conceded. ‘I think it does look like her. But then . . .’ he turned on Kathy, ‘how the hell did you mix her up with our daughter?’


  ‘Because this woman was living on a canal boat in London using your daughter’s name. She had given her employers your names as her parents and next of kin. That’s why I’m here.’


  ‘Why would she do a thing like that?’ Mrs Hawke said.


  And at the same time her husband, looking horrified, said, ‘She’d stolen Vicky’s identity? Dear God, what else had she stolen? Her money?’


  ‘That’s something we should take up with your daughter straight away,’ Kathy said. ‘She needs to check with her bank and credit-card companies. What sort of work does Vicky do, Mrs Hawke?’


  ‘Marketing. After school she went to the London School of Marketing and then got a really good job in the city. She met Fabio and they moved to Rio, where they’ve set up their own consultancy.’


  ‘Did Gudrun also go into marketing?’


  ‘Oh no, she wasn’t really a people-person like Vicky. As far as I remember she went on to do science of some kind. She stayed in Cambridge and did her degree at the university there. It was about then, when the girls left school, that we moved down here to London.’


  Kathy thought about that. ‘I could be wrong, but it’s possible that Gudrun used Vicky’s CV to get the job she had in Paddington. And if that’s the case she may have gained access to other personal information. Could we get on the phone to Vicky now?’


  It was four hours earlier in Rio, breakfast time, and Mrs Hawke got through to her daughter at her home. Vicky sounded incredulous as her mother explained what had happened. She and Gudrun had lost touch when they left school eight years previously, she explained, Vicky to study marketing in London and Gudrun staying in Cambridge to read computer science. There had been no contact between them—not a phone call or a Christmas card or a message on Facebook—in all that time. And Vicky wasn’t aware of any irregularities in her banking or credit-card accounts.


  Kathy asked her to check these, and also to email her CV so that Kathy could compare it to the one Gudrun had used at Paddington Security Services. ‘I need to contact her family urgently, Vicky,’ she added. ‘Can you tell me where they live?’


  ‘The Kites? Yes, of course, they’ll be devastated. Mrs Kite is a lovely person—please give her my love and tell her how sorry I am. I didn’t know Gudrun’s father so well. He was a rather remote figure, a bit intimidating and scary, a professor in something obscure at the university, like Icelandic history or something. There were two girls, Gudrun and an elder sister, um . . . Freyja, that’s her name. Super bright. I mean Gudrun was smart, much smarter than me, but Freyja was supposed to be practically a genius. They lived in a big house in Harvey Road, just off Parker’s Piece. Can’t remember the number I’m afraid.’


  After they’d hung up Mrs Hawke said to Kathy, ‘I remember Gudrun’s mother, Sigrid Kite, very warm, unflappable motherly type. She will be devastated. You’ll go and see her, won’t you? I mean, not just tell her over the phone?’


  ‘Of course. And I’m sorry to have given you both that shock.’


  ‘Well, that was Gudrun’s fault, wasn’t it? I wonder what the poor girl thought she was playing at?’


  4


  Brock had been called before the Strategic Review Tribunal. They faced him, arrayed down a long table: in the centre a woman from Finance Services, whose rapidly spoken name Brock had missed, ostensibly taking the role of lead interrogator; flanked by the group task auditor, D.K. Payne, on her left; and, so far ominously silent, the new head of Homicide and Serious Crime Command, Commander Fred Lynch, on her right.


  From rather broad reflections on the current realities of budget cuts and diminishing resources, they had rapidly focused in on the operational procedures—‘habits’, the chief interrogator called them—of the twenty-three teams of Homicide and Serious Crime Command, of which Brock’s was one, and had ambushed him with a case study.


  ‘Which,’ D.K. Payne said with a prim smile, staring through his Himmler-style glasses, ‘took place just this very morning.’


  An erroneous logging by a local CID unit of a domestic fatality as a homicide had resulted in officers—two senior officers—of Brock’s team attending the scene, where they were advised that the forensic pathologist had concluded that death was accidental and the call-out had been a mistake. Despite this, the senior of the two H&SC officers had insisted on demanding full-scale forensic and manpower resources appropriate to a major homicide investigation.


  Brock said calmly, ‘I have complete confidence in DI Kolla’s judgement. She is a very experienced officer, not given to making rash decisions. If she wanted those resources she should have been given them.’


  D.K. Payne gave a thin, barely suppressed grin, the sort of curled lip that a wolf might have on seeing its quarry trotting blandly into an impasse from which there was no escape. But it was the woman from Finance Services who replied, in a severe monotone. ‘This small incident is exemplary as a catalogue of the errors which are, it would seem, endemic and hugely wasteful. The first is that it is not H&SC’s role to duplicate, countermand or critique the work of Borough Area Command CID teams; the second is that investigating officers, no matter how experienced, must not assume levels of technical expertise they do not possess—DI Kolla is not, I think, a qualified forensic pathologist; and third, investigating officers must gain clearance for significant resource outlays.’


  ‘Mm.’ Brock frowned and scratched his beard as if seriously considering these weighty points. Finally he said, ‘We could debate the particular case—the CID officer was called away before a decision could be made; the pathologist, although an expert in medical matters, was not qualified to assess certain dubious features of the scene, and so on. But the most important issue is surely your third point: to what extent can we afford to have an administrative assessor, remote from the scene and inexperienced in criminal investigations, duplicate, countermand and critique the decisions of an investigating officer on the ground?’


  This was not her third point, of course, and she shot Brock an angry glare. ‘The real point, Chief Inspector, as you well know, is that we have twenty per cent less resources with which to do the same job. So are you and each of the other H&SC teams going to make that saving? Or do we have to close down five teams? It’s as simple as that.’


  Into the silence that followed, Commander Lynch finally spoke. ‘It’s a matter of holding the line, Brock. This is an opportunity as well as a threat. It will make us leaner and smarter. The crisis will force the introduction of new technologies that will transform policing, but until that happens we have to be tough enough to hold on. Are you tough enough?’


  When he was dismissed, Brock found a message on his phone from Kathy. He rang her back and listened to her account of Gudrun Kite’s deception.


  ‘So what do you want me to do?’ she asked. ‘Shall I give it back to CID, let them follow it up?’


  ‘If you do, they’ll just get someone from Cambridge police to call on the family and break the news, and we’ll be no wiser about what Gudrun was up to. No, they’ve washed their hands of it. Are you sure you want to go?’


  ‘Yes. If necessary I’ll keep it off my timesheet, so the secret police don’t know.’


  ‘They’re probably listening to this call,’ Brock said, only half believing it was a joke. ‘It isn’t just the false identity that’s bothering you, is it?’


  ‘No, I felt something was wrong before that—the absence of a phone or a computer, for instance. The place felt as if it had been stripped clean.’


  ‘Okay. Good luck.’


  ‘There’s one thing I’d appreciate. Do you think you could speak to Sundeep and persuade him to do the postmortem? I’d feel more reassured if he says there’s nothing to worry about.’


  ‘I’ll do that.’


  Brock put down the phone, frowning into his mug of coffee, still replaying in his mind his interview with the tribunal. What were these new technologies anyway? More cameras? More computers? Nothing to compare with a smart detective with a sharp eye.
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