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“If there was any justice in the world she’d be as famous as Ian Rankin!” - Sharon Wheeler, Reviewing the Evidence





Contents

Acknowledgements

 

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

 

About the Author

Also by Maureen Carter






ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

My huge thanks go to the wonderful team at Creative Content: Ali Muirden, Lorelei King and Daniel Raven Clift. Big thanks to my editor Lynne Patrick, my police and media contacts and - of course - to all readers everywhere.






To Sophie and Peter, always.





1

Two-o-two, two-o-three, two-o-four …

As pastimes go, totting up her footsteps as she walked was harmless enough. Tonight, the clack of heels on paving slabs provided a soundtrack, helping Lucy keep mental count. She’d played the numbers game off and on for years. Not when other people were around; she wasn’t that sad. But on her own, she’d occasionally slip back into the childhood routine. Everyone knows what they say about old habits.

If she thought about it at all, she saw it as a sort of comfort blanket. Certainly a subtle way of sending out engaged signals. Not that Moseley’s leafier byways were exactly teeming at the moment. No great surprise. She’d left her friend’s a lot later than intended. Lucy gave a wry smile. If she was Cinderella she’d be scooping out the pumpkin for soup now.

Two-twenty-one …

Her smile deepened as she pictured her younger self conscientiously jotting down figures on scraps of paper. Three thousand steps to school, six hundred to the newsagent, a hundred and fifty to the bus stop. The tallies varied a tad each time, but that was part of the attraction. If she lost count, the rules meant she had to start over – she’d already done that twice tonight. The smile changed into a pout: perhaps her parents should have told her to get out more.

Either way she’d moved on since then, or Nathan Rayne wouldn’t have given her the time of day let alone a swanky eternity ring to mark Daisy’s birth. Five months six days ago now. She curved a lip. Not that she was counting or anything. Every time she looked at it, the white gold band gave Lucy a rosy glow. Wiggling her left hand, she flashed a grin as the full moon added extra sparkle to the row of diamonds. Lucy in the sky, she thought. Or somewhere like that.

Tossing back her hair, she lengthened her stride a little, switched her tote bag to the other shoulder.

Two sixty-two …

If she recalled correctly, the walk from Hannah’s should now run to about four hundred paces. Not that she was anal. They’d bumped into each other at ante-natal classes. ‘Bump’ said it all, given they’d both had six weeks to the big day. Living so close was a bonus. Like tonight, Lucy hadn’t needed wheels, could enjoy a drink and not jump a mile if she spotted a cop car. And talk about balmy – despite the sundress and short-sleeved jacket, her antiperspirant was working overtime.

Two-eighty …

As for the exercise, it’d help shift the last half kilo or so of baby fat. Hannah, bless her, swore Lucy still looked more like Kate Moss than Kate Moss. Lucy needed a bit more convincing; she’d just caught sight of her reflection in the window of a people carrier.

Three-thir—

Frowning, she glanced over her shoulder. No. Still deserted. Maybe a pair of Cinders’ rodent chums getting pally in the bushes? Or an over-active imagination playing tricks again.

Where was she? Three-thirteen …


She was tempted to ditch the damn shoes, jog the rest of the way – the killer heels were living up to their name. More than that, it was her first evening off since becoming a mum. A few hours on a girls’ night was hardly up there with a Lady Gaga gig but even so she’d missed Daisy like crazy, was dying to see her tiny perfect face, watch those delicate lilac eyelids flutter as she dreamt of – who knew what? The next bottle, probably. Lucy’s lip twitched. She’d bet Nat had been necking a bottle or two, smart money would be on the Jack Daniels.

Three-twenty …

She stifled a yawn; bed couldn’t come soon enough. Shut-eye seemed in short supply these days. Hoisting her bag again, she set off up Tudor Rise’s slight incline. The private development comprised half a dozen half-timbered properties, mostly screened by mature hedges, high walls or both. Lucy sniffed. Round these parts, Neighbourhood Watch was easier said than done.

Shee-ite. A heel had caught in something. Pitched forward, she lost her balance, ended up on her knees. She knew she should’ve got rid of the sodding shoes. Cursing again, she paused to catch her breath, rub grit from her hands. The massive blow to the base of her skull sent her sprawling. The next took her breath away, left her spread-eagled, hugging the parched grass. Reeling with shock as much as pain, she was vaguely aware of being dragged by the ankles. Then acutely aware of crushing pressure on her spine, her head being savagely yanked back by the hair and a man’s upside-down gaze raking her face.

‘Scream, you die.’ A dark piercing stare confirmed the threat; the glint of a blade an inch from her eye reinforced it. In a blink, the knife pressed against her neck. ‘Savvy?’ Nodding wasn’t an option, not when swallowing could be fatal.

‘Guess what, darlin’?’ He smiled as he forced her head further back. ‘I lied.’

She felt cold steel, warm blood. He sliced the blade across her neck again. A gurgling noise died in her throat, cut off by a third, deeper incision. Voiceless, she begged with her eyes, pleaded with him, with any passing god: Don’t kill me, don’t let my life end here, please don’t let me die. He puckered his lips in a mock kiss then smashed her face into the dirt.

Lucy was on her back when she came round. Nothing worked any more. She couldn’t move, could barely make a sound. Drifting in and out of consciousness, she murmured her baby’s name. Scalding tears cooled as they trickled down her broken face, joined the pool of blood spreading like a red lake over the grass. Her eyelids flickered as she gazed at the vast canopy of stars twinkling against the night sky. So many stars. Countless stars. Fading to black through still-open eyes.
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‘Earth to earth, ashes to ashes …’

A scarlet-tinged rosebud landed with a muffled thud on the white coffin. The man who’d tenderly kissed the flower before letting the stem fall from his tapering fingers sank to both knees sobbing, rocking perilously close to the open grave.

‘… dust to … ahem—’ Vocal flow staunched by the emotional outburst, the youngish vicar cleared his throat and glanced down uncertainly at the top of the man’s head. He moved a step or so closer, placed a tentative hand on a heaving shoulder and dropped his voice. ‘Mr Rayne, if you’d like a—’

The hand was unceremoniously dislodged when Nathan Rayne staggered to his feet, flung his arms towards an azure sky and screamed his wife’s name. Rayne’s wailing and keening grew louder as tears streamed unchecked down his face. The grief was infectious: black-clad mourners cried openly, others dabbed hankies or tissues at leaking eyes; the younger contingent hugged each other, weeping. People with more restraint – or less theatrical bent – exchanged shifty looks before studying their own or neighbours’ shuffling footwear. Most managed to contrive an occasional peep at the distraught widower.

Decked out in black velvet frock coat, drainpipes and wing-collared white shirt, Rayne was all a bit Russell-Brand-meets-minor-royalty. The general fawning from some folk round him furthered the resemblance. Rayne made flesh the ‘local boy makes good’ cliché. He’d morphed effortlessly from singer in a boy band to sometime TV presenter. Though he’d never hit celebrity A-lists and telly appearances had dwindled of late, his shock-jock show on a Midlands radio station and the bi-weekly column on a regional tabloid ensured a big-fish-small-pond profile.

Hence a sun-bathed Green Lodge cemetery was milling with mourners: family, friends, loved ones, fellow so-called meeja types and an array of mostly female fans were out in force.

So was the force.

‘Gawd help us.’ The tall blond detective, nattily dressed in a dark trench coat, leaned against the trunk of a sycamore tree and stifled a yawn. ‘Lady Di’s got a lot to answer for.’

His colleague cut him a glance to see if he was joking. He wasn’t. Her gawping mouth rivalled the Queensway tunnel. The woman bit back the barb that might’ve landed her with a disciplinary. Instead, after a slow count to five, she mouthed, ‘I cannot believe you just said that.’

‘Well, look at it.’ From their vantage point at the top of a grassy slope, the blond swept his seen-it-all-before gaze over the gathering. ‘Emotional diarrhoea or what?’ His loud sniff was presumably designed to underline the point. ‘It’s the Di factor all over again, isn’t it? Look at me, everyone.’ He tossed a diva head. ‘Feel my pain. No, feel mine. And as for the merry widow …’

Widower. Get it right, moron. ‘For God’s sake, the man’s entitled to grieve. His wife’s rotting in the ground and the baby’ll never know her mum. Give him a break, eh?’ Mouth tight, she looked back at Rayne who was now being comforted by an elegant expensively-groomed woman in a dove-grey coatdress. Stella Rayne’s gloved hand rubbed the small of her son’s back as she smoothed several dark strands from his cheek. Concern etched on her face, her mouth opened and closed in what looked like a comforting ‘there there’. After a barely perceptible nod from Nathan Rayne, the vicar picked up where he’d left off.


‘Give the guy a break, sir.’

The blond sniffed again. She hoped he had a cold coming on. With luck he’d need time off.

‘Or you could try Detective Chief Inspector. You know me, petal, I’m easy either way.’

DC Carol Pemberton knew Mike Powell could be a prime plonker. ‘Strictly speaking, it’s Acting Detective Chief Inspector … sir.’ The verbal italics were telling. Sometimes she wondered how the guy had made DI, let alone been promoted a rank, albeit temporarily. Actually that wasn’t strictly true. The knock-on effect of Detective Superintendent Bill Byford’s senseless killing had left Highgate short on two senior officer posts. Powell had even lobbied to step into Byford’s shoes, but the brass hadn’t been that desperate. Christ, Carol thought, Bev Morriss could do a better job than the blond, assuming she ever got her act together.

She turned half-circle to scan extensive grounds bordered by gold-tipped metal railings and mature trees in full leaf. Beyond, a flock of squawking seagulls squabbled over pickings in a scrubby field; on the horizon, a sprawling urban hotchpotch of high-rise flats and tower blocks, Birmingham’s version of the Manhattan skyline. Closer to home, a movement off to the left caught Carol’s eye. A stray dog sniffed one of the benches dotted round the site. Squinting against the glare from a Mercedes wing mirror, she registered row upon row of graves, stone crosses, simple headstones and the odd weather-beaten angel. The fact that Bill Byford’s had been the last funeral she’d attended preyed heavily on Carol’s mind. Little wonder, given his burial plot was just discernible in the distance. It had pissed down that day but even more people had showed up for that service. Was it only a month back? She suppressed a sigh. Seemed like a lifetime.

‘Yeah well, strictly speaking, Mrs Pedant, the great unwashed aren’t milling round to say cheerio to the dearly departed. They’re here for an ogle at her old man. ’Specially that lot.’ Yet another sniff. But then journos generally got up Powell’s nose.

‘Try telling that to her mum and dad, sir.’ Carol cocked her head towards a white-faced, hollow-eyed couple clinging to each other as they stared down into the final resting place of their only child. God alone knew what was going on in their minds. Bob and Marie Foster had initially asked for a blanket ban on the media but presumably Rayne had persuaded them otherwise. Newspeople were here on the understanding they kept a low profile. As if hacks and snappers weren’t easier to spot than a shark in a fish bowl.

The cops didn’t exactly meld either. Powell and Pemberton weren’t the only detectives keeping a watching brief; two squad members who’d been stationed in the church now did their best to blend in with the mourners. The theory behind the police presence was to spot anyone who shouldn’t be there. Carol reckoned the killer hanging round with a sandwich board would be a good start. Fat effing chance. Either way the law was here to show a bit of respect to the bereaved. Not that Powell seemed to have got the memo. Carol watched aghast as the guy studied something green he’d just extracted from his teeth.

‘Hunt in a pack. The press,’ he drawled. ‘Safety in numbers and all that crap.’

Carol moved a step away, mentally distanced herself, too. Her thinking wasn’t on the predators; the poor bloody victim took priority. Lucy could’ve done with a few friends around the night she ran into the killer. The ferocity of the attack had appalled seasoned detectives; one of the first attending uniforms had thrown up at the scene. The pool of vomit hadn’t exactly helped the investigation, but the squad’s singular lack of success in nailing the perpetrator couldn’t entirely be put down to contamination of evidence – not when there was a distinct dearth of evidence to contaminate. Without a suspect, a few fibres were neither here nor there. To make matters worse, when the police rolled up they found Rayne cradling his dead wife in his arms. A neighbour had spotted the touching tableau from an upstairs window and raised the alarm.

Not unnaturally, Powell and others had assumed there’d be an early collar round Rayne’s neck, and

Carol suspected the DI’s current show of laboured disdain was down to deep frustration and a shaming sense of failure. Despite appearances he wasn’t a total arse, but as senior investigating officer he was meant to be running the show, and they’d had as much luck as Lucy the night she bumped into a psycho a stone’s throw from safety.

As well as the squad working its metaphorical balls off, there’d been extensive media appeals and nigh on wall-to-wall press coverage, but so far diddly of import had emerged. Operation Swift was now sluggishly entering its fourth week and, though few at Highgate nick would admit it, the odds of catching the murderer lengthened every hour.

‘Besides,’ Powell said, ‘there’s grieving and there’s grandstanding.’ Christ, give it a rest, she thought. ‘Methinks the laddie doth prostrate too much, Pembers.’ She rolled her eyes, wondering why he looked so ridiculously chuffed with the piss-poor mangled pun. Rayne wasn’t even stretched out on the ground, let alone in the frame.

‘Not everyone’s emotionally stunted, you know.’

‘Meaning?’

‘The guy’s cut up. Get over it.’ And as for ‘laddie’, she reckoned that was pushing it. Boyish good looks notwithstanding, at a year off forty the guy was nearly twice his wife’s age. The disparity was one reason why Rayne had come under suspicion from the get-go. Not to mention the being-knee-deep-in-blood bit. Fact was, apart from the gore, Nathan Rayne appeared to be squeaky clean. An alibi from his mother had helped put him in the clear. Right now, Momma Rayne was shepherding his path towards a waiting line of limos. With solemn nods the crowd parted; even the press photographers held back, letting their long lenses do the stalking. Rayne paused briefly for the telly cameras, uttered a few words for his viewers.

‘Ask me, he’s enjoying it,’ Powell said.

‘I didn’t.’ Carol sounded distracted, her narrow gaze on the church in the distance. The ugly red-brick exterior was softened a touch by the vast mound of flowers, wreaths, soft toys left by Lucy’s mourners. Carol’s focus was on a woman dressed completely in blue who was backing out of the porch, hands clasped round the handle of a pram. She nodded towards the building. ‘Sir, is that who I think it is?’

Powell slipped a small pair of binoculars from his pocket, trained them on the woman who was now wheeling the pram down the path at the side of the church. ‘Well, well, well. What the hell’s she doing here?’

Bev Morriss hadn’t shown her face at the station since the night of Byford’s shooting. Some of the guys thought she’d never put in an appearance again. The big man had been more than Bev’s boss, more than her mentor, much more. Bev had watched him die in her arms and blamed herself for his cold-blooded murder.

‘And what’s with the pram?’ Carol mused almost to herself. Lucky really, because Powell had already taken off. Halfway down the slope, he called back, ‘Come on. What you waiting for, woman?’

‘For crying out loud, Bev, hang fire, will you?’

‘Naff off.’ Bev pushed the pram, didn’t even glance back. Frankie was right about the crying though: Daisy was squealing like a stuck pig. Pig. Nice one, Bev. ‘I’d never have come if I’d known I’d get landed with this.’

‘There’s no landed about it, Bev. I needed a pee.’ Frankie caught up and placed a hand on her friend’s

arm. ‘You could’ve waited for me inside, you know.’ Bev braked hard and stared at the hand until Frankie withdrew it, muttering an apology.

Stepping well back from the pram and its bawling occupant, a flinty-faced Bev folded her arms. ‘The noise was doing my head in.’

‘Doesn’t everything these days?’ Mutter, mutter. Mouthing words had been Frankie’s modus operandi around Bev this last month.

‘Go swivel, Perlagio.’ Just to clarify, she flipped the bird. ‘If I’d known it’d be a baby-minding gig, you’d never have got me here in a million years.’ She’d only stepped outside the house a handful of times since the guv’s funeral and most of the forays had been to lay sunflowers on his grave. Her presence now was testament to her best mate’s powers of persuasion. Plus the massive guilt trip Frankie had chucked in, along the lines of I need you, Bev.

The women had known each other nearly thirty years, shared desks on their first day at school and – Bev often joked – would end up sharing bedpans in an old folks’ home. She hadn’t cracked the gag for a while, hadn’t cracked much in the way of a smile either.

‘Go swivel. How very mature, Beverley.’ It was more murmur than mutter, but Frankie’s arched eyebrow told a different story. Bev watched, impassive, as her friend leant into the pram and gently stroked the baby’s flushed cheek. Sometimes Bev wondered why she put up with the bloody woman. Chalk and cheese were identical by comparison – mozzarella, given her mate’s Italian heritage. Nigella-esque build with waves of raven pre-Raphaelite locks, Frankie Perlagio had a face that could stop traffic as well as launch ships. Bev’s heart-shaped face and Guinness-coloured bob weren’t in the same league; mind, as a cop she’d certainly stopped traffic in her time. Even with heels she only just came up to Frankie’s shoulder and these days struggled to keep the weight on. Her mobile features, which once showed every emotion, now rarely gave anything away. The only constant was a pair of exquisite eyes the deepest blue most people had ever seen.

Head down, Bev toed the gravel with a Doc Marten. ‘Rayne’s your affair, Frankie. He means nothing to me.’ A murder victim’s nearest and dearest should certainly set a cop’s antennae twitching, on or off duty. But Bev was in limbo, suspended in a black hole with a black dog hanging round her neck. The sick note called it chronic backache. It was one way of putting it.

She cut a covert glance at her mate. If she didn’t know better she’d reckon Frankie had lured her here under false pretences, hoping Lucy Rayne’s unsolved murder might be the trigger to get Bev back in the saddle. But no, that’d be Bev’s paranoia showing, given the history between the Perlagios and the Raynes.

Bev was well aware the families had been neighbours for years: holidays, barbies, bonfire parties, Easter egg hunts – when Frankie was a kid they’d shared the lot. Jonathan, as Nathan was known before he got too cool, was still like an elder brother to her. At a time like this natch Frankie would want to be there for him, but it didn’t stop Bev bellyaching.

‘I don’t know why the hell you had to drag me along. And as for a screaming kid?’ Her rising voice was too loud in the sudden silence from the pram. Daisy had either given it up as a bad job or cried herself to sleep.

In no hurry to fill the lull, Frankie ran her gaze over Bev’s face. Then: ‘I didn’t “drag you along”. I asked because I needed my oldest and best friend’s support. God knows, I’ve giv—’ The hand now clasped over her mouth failed to hide a blush that put the baby’s in the shade.

‘Given me enough?’ Bev’s eyes darkened. ‘That what you were about to say, mate?’


‘Look, I’m sorry.’ Frankie bit her lip. ‘No, sod it. It needs saying. It’s four weeks now, Bev. For your own sake you have to move on.’

‘Move on? You think I should move on?’ There was a telling pause before Bev nodded slowly, eyes brimming. ‘Yeah, you’re dead right, Frankie. I see that now.’ Head high and without a backward glance she did exactly what she’d been told.

‘For Christ’s sake, don’t …’ Be such a bloody pain. Waste of breath, Frankie sighed. She had a damn good idea where Bev was headed, anyway. Probably the main reason she’d agreed to put in an appearance in the first place.

Frankie’s motive was more overt: mourning for a young woman brutally murdered in the prime of life, plus being there for a man she loved and regarded as the brother she’d never had. She saw her role as doing whatever was needed to help Nat get through the day. Eyes welling, she looked into the pram. Daisy’s crying jag had left her bonnet at a jaunty angle that put Frankie in mind of a minuscule pirate. Smiling, she gently adjusted the hat. Frankie reckoned it would have made more sense looking after Daisy back at the house, but Nat had been adamant about not letting the baby out of his sight. Not that Frankie had been stupid enough to mention that to Bev beforehand.

She’d only half-expected Bev to turn up, so spotting her sitting at the back of the church had come as a bit of a shock. Not so great a shock as watching her ballsy kick-ass best friend disintegrate with an all-consuming grief. Some days Bev barely got out of bed, let alone into the shower. Frankie, Powell, Bev’s partner Mac, her mum and gran had tried just about everything to help her get back on track. What’s more, the bloody woman could be pricklier than a porcupine in a needle factory. Nothing had worked – including Bev. And if she refused to go back much longer …

When Frankie wheeled the pram round, she clocked Mike Powell weaving through the crowd like a man on a mission. A none-too-happy-looking Carol Pemberton was bringing up the rear. It was a bit too late to play now. He and Frankie had cooked up the idea together: an ostensibly casual encounter between Bev and her on-the-job cop buddies. She turned her mouth down. It couldn’t have gone better.

‘Where’d she bugger off to, then?’ Powell gave Frankie the eye as he smoothed a hand over his flawless hair. He’d fancied his chances with the Italian for years. Only stopped hitting on her when Bev broke it to him he stood more chance getting into Frankie Boyle’s knickers. Mind, Morriss never went in for word-mincing. Powell had seen a fair bit of this Frankie recently, though. He’d popped round several times to the house in Moseley where she lodged with Bev. Someone had to make Morriss see sense, not that she always granted him an audience.

‘I’ll give you one guess.’ Frankie turned, shielded her eyes from the sun.

The detectives followed her gaze to the horizon where a tiny hunched figure knelt beside the big man’s grave.

‘What if she’s just had enough of being a cop?’ Carol swallowed a lump in her throat. ‘Maybe we should just leave her be.’
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‘Move on. Let it go. Time heals. Blah-de-bloody-blah-blah. Why the hell doesn’t everyone mind their own sodding business.’ Bev spat on a crumpled tissue, used it to wipe some sort of gunge off the wooden cross. The grave marker was only temporary but there was nothing wrong with starting as you mean to go on.

‘Ask me, they haven’t got the first sodding clue. ’Specially Inspector Sore Thumb bloody Clouseau back there.’ Squatting at the graveside, she admired the result of her handiwork before balling the tissue and lobbing it into the nearest mesh bin. Next time she’d bring sunflowers again; the current lot were well past it. ‘What you reckon, then, guv? Am I right or am I right?’

Generally, she’d hear his voice in her head. Nah. That was all a bit woo-woo. In reality, it was because they’d been so close she always had a damn good idea what he’d come out with. What’s more, apart from Byford being the only person she wanted to talk to, he was about the only one who spoke any sense these days. In the main.

Isn’t it about time you went back to work, Bev? ‘I know, I know. Thought I told you?’ She straightened her shoulders, tapped her forehead. ‘Reporting for duty, sir. First thing Monday, sir.’ Her lip curved as she pictured his face: the ‘sirs’ would have prompted one of his George Clooney smiles. She’d rarely called him anything but guv. ‘Bill’ was hard to say, even after they’d made love the second – and last – time. It was the name she’d cried over and over and over again as he died in her arms. She’d never use it again. Not that she’d come to get all maudlin.

‘Anyways.’ Still squatting, she fumbled in her bag, pulled out a pack of Silk Cut from under a fat sheath of news cuttings. ‘As it happens, I’ve had this idea.’

Glad to see you’ve given up. ‘Yeah, yeah, I know. Bad for the health. Sorry, guv.’ She sparked up, took a deep drag, then furiously waved the baccy to waft away the smoke. ‘Still, whatever gets you through, eh?’ Apart from the booze and fags, a couple of thoughts had kept Bev going through the maelstrom. In the last few days, her thinking had crystallized. First, she wanted to see the bastard who’d shot Byford suffer; second, she wanted to nail the child killer who’d escaped justice and for thirty years haunted the big man’s thoughts and dreams. Surely if she could track down baby Fay’s killer, the guv would rest easier in peace? And let’s face it, he wouldn’t be six feet under if she’d kept her bloody mouth shut that night. Finishing the job he started was the least she could do.

What’s this idea you’ve had, then? She took another puff. Needing access to police records, archives and evidence meant getting back behind the desk, working the case on the QT alongside whatever Powell threw at her. No prizes for guessing what that would be. And thinking on, nor would there be many Brownie points for guessing the guv’s reaction to her intended extra-curricular activities. Still, not even the big man needed to know everything. Not ’til it was all over, anyway.

‘No rush.’ She used her next puff as a smoke screen. ‘I’ll tell you later.’

‘Tell him what?’

Shooting round, she lost balance, the fag went flying, she landed on a buttock. ‘Fuck’s sake, man.’

Unsmiling, Powell offered her a helping hand. ‘They reckon it’s the first sign, you know.’

‘I’m not mad.’ She swatted at the hand, struggled to her feet, brushed grass off the back of her skirt.

‘I’m frigging furious. Creeping up like a perv. What’s your problem?’

‘My problem?’

She didn’t care for the raised eyebrow. ‘I don’t want you here. Why don’t you just sod off?’

Powell could shout even louder. ‘Because I care, goddammit.’ The racket set off a raucous response from eight or nine crows perched on the railings like a panel of jurors. Bev glared daggers at the buggers – she’d lay bets it was bird shit she’d wiped off the cross. Next time she’d bring a shotgun or a catapult or a … a sledgehammer. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Powell take a step closer.

‘How often do you need telling, Bev?’ He lowered the voice even further. ‘We want you back.’

She’d seen ads for fake scary cats. People put them in their gardens. Maybe one of those would scare the bejesus out the bloody things.

Powell rubbed a hand over his face. ‘You’re not even listening, are you?’

‘You still here?’ She couldn’t be doing with soft words and sympathy. Bawl her out and she’d bite, show tenderness and she’d buckle. Powell, more than most, knew this – so why didn’t he just shut the fuck up?

‘OK, Bev, here’s the thing: the Rayne inquiry’s going nowhere. The squad’s as motivated as a fox at a hunt ball. It feels like I’m pissing in the wind.’ He held out empty palms. ‘I need your input, your insight, your loony … sorry … lateral thinking.’ His wary smile wasn’t returned.

‘Fox? Hunt ball? You might want to work on that.’

‘It’s you I want.’

‘Didn’t know you cared, mate.’ She bent to retrieve the burned-out stub, flicked it in the bin.

‘Come on, Bev, you know what I mean. I need you back at work.’

For the first time she held his gaze. ‘You need results pretty damn fast, that’s what I know.’ Even a quick skim of the local rags had made that clear.

‘Spot on, Miss Marple.’

It wasn’t even worth an eye-roll. ‘OK.’ She sniffed, hiked her bag, turned on her heel. ‘I’ll think about it, let you know.’

Shaking his head, he watched her walk away.

‘One thing, Hercule,’ she called over her shoulder. ‘When I get back – quit calling me Bev.’
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Detective Sergeant Morriss had been beavering away at her desk before most of the squad realized she was in the building. Her family doctor had signed her back, the paperwork now parked in HR’s in-tray. Bev had convinced herself citing chronic back pain hadn’t really constituted throwing a sickie: her spine might have been in good nick, but the rest of her had been crushed. Still was, when the black dog reared its ugly head.

Her coping strategy now was to adopt bland expressions and be so far in denial, Powell et al. would think she was Egyptian. She groaned out loud. Crack a gag like that in front of her DC partner and he’d soon be hassling for a transfer. But then Mac Tyler did stand-up in his spare time: he had comedy standards. Yeah, right. Actually the budding Peter Kay hadn’t long popped his head round the door, welcomed her home. She’d tipped him the wink in a text last night, issued a couple of orders at the same time.

Clicking on to yet another police report, Bev’s sigh lifted her fringe. She clocked the gesture on-screen, dismissed the gaunt face beneath. No time now for reflection, her list of questions was already an arm and a half long. An hour’s catch-up had barely scratched the Lucy Rayne inquiry backlog and, from what Bev had gathered so far, wheat was at a premium in a mountain of chaff. And if, as seemed likely, it turned out to be a random attack, the squad had been sifting with all its hands – and legs – tied behind its back.

Laying down the pen, Bev stared at the photograph she’d Blu-tacked to the nearest wall. In every ongoing murder investigation she kept a pic of the victim within visual reach, preferably a shot showing him or her full of life. Life, hopes and dreams the killer had dashed in the blink of an eye. Without the image, it was easy to lose sight of the person she’d only known post mortem; it focused Bev too, reminded her why she’d become a cop.

Leaning back in the chair, she crossed hands on top of her head, ran an assessing gaze over the photo. No doubt about it, Lucy had been quite the stunner. Not classic features, but definitely something in the way her full mouth lifted at one corner, the sparkle in those pale blue eyes. The long, dead-straight hair was a bit sixth-form, but she’d grow— No, she won’t.

Bev sighed, rolled back the chair, fast-pedalled it towards a shaft of sunlight falling across the grey carpet, then, feet in the air, she performed a couple of spins in an impromptu floorshow. And pretty quickly decided it was a bad move. She closed her eyes, waited for the dizzy feeling to subside.

‘Sleeping on the job already, Morriss?’ Powell had a distinctive drawl, but she detected a smile in it too.

‘Do the job with me eyes closed, me.’ Slowly she lifted just the one lid. He was leaning against the doorframe, arms folded across his chest.

‘Is that right? And can Wonder Woman watch movies with her eyes closed, too?’

‘Yeah, OK.’ She sniffed. Viewing the crime-scene footage needed both eyes wide; x-ray vision wouldn’t go amiss either. The task topped her to-do list once the brief was done and dusted. Second-hand images were nowhere near as good as the real thing, but as being there on the night was no longer an option, needs must.

She scooted the chair back to the desk, plucked a hair off her boot-cut denims – navy, natch. ‘How about CCTV, then? What’s the state of play?’

Squad members had trawled through masses of the stuff, he told her. If she wanted a butcher’s at the

edited highlights, there were copies in his office. She added CC to the list under read interview transcripts. The print-outs were already on her desk and Powell had a beady eye on the top one, Nathan Rayne’s.

‘You’d best look at the tape too.’ Her frown raised a question. As far as she was aware Rayne hadn’t been cautioned, let alone pulled in. He’d asked for a recorded interview at the nick, Powell explained. The guy had turned up two weeks back with a brief in tow and told Powell it was, quote: ‘“So you get off my back and concentrate on catching the bastard who’s ruined my life.” Cocky git.’

Ruined his life? Interesting slant. One for the Morriss back burner, that. All innocent, Bev held Powell’s gaze. ‘Frankie hasn’t got a bad word to say about the guy.’

He peeled himself off the frame. ‘No accounting for taste, is there?’ Her grin faded when he called from down the corridor, ‘Brief’s in ten, Morriss. Don’t be late.’

‘Pass me an egg, grandma,’ she muttered.

‘Egg? No way.’

Still scowling, she glanced up to see Mac heading her way, paper plate in each palm. With the rumpled denims and loud check shirt, he looked like a lumberjack moonlighting in a greasy spoon. He’d revived the logger wardrobe when he got the old heave-ho from his last squeeze. She’d got him into chinos and plain cotton but the look, like the woman, hadn’t gone the distance.

‘Get that down you, boss.’

Bev’s eyes widened as he placed one of the plates in front of her. Even for the canteen, the bacon butty was a whopper. It looked like the best part of a pig was struggling to get out.

‘Trust me, sarge. That’ll put hairs on your chest.’

Chest hair. Just what I’ve always wanted. Lip curled, she lifted a chunk of white bread oozing ketchup. ‘What part of “Could you get me a banana?” didn’t you grasp, Tyler?’ It couldn’t have been any clearer in last night’s text.

‘Come on, boss. Look at you. You’re wasting away. Talk about a bag a—’

Bones. ‘Say it, mate. There’s no—’ Need to tread on eggshells. Not Mac, anyway.

‘More sauce?’ Smiling, he stretched out a palm full of sachets.

She shook her head, shoved the plate to one side, tried to ignore her stomach’s growling disbelief.

Mac helped himself to a seat. He sure wasn’t about to fade away any time soon. Not shovelling a sausage bap down his neck like there was no tomorrow. Mind, Bev had to admit she’d kinda missed the old boy. His junior rank bore no relation to his age, experience or avoirdupois. Fifty-plus and pushing fifteen stone, her sidekick had felt more collars than Dot Cotton in the Walford launderette. Bev was pretty damn sure his use of the term ‘Boss’ held more than a hint of irony, and was absolutely sure there wasn’t much he wouldn’t do for her.

‘So, Tyler, what about the rest of my little missive?’ She drummed the desk with her fingers, watched as he wiped the grease from his mouth.

‘Done my best, boss.’ Shoving the hankie in his pocket. Failing to make eye contact. Bev pursed her lips. She’d asked him to spread the word. The last thing she wanted was the squad coming over all Oprah

Winfrey. As long as no one mentioned Byford or asked how she was feeling, she’d probably get through the day. Just.

‘Appreciate it, mate.’ She hoped his best was good enough. He’d certainly flunked the banana test.

‘Well, sarge, I reckon it’s about time we earned a crust.’ He ditched the plate, ambled over to the door, offered her a warm smile. ‘Ready?’

‘Give us a minute, eh?’ Just until her stomach stopped churning. ‘I’ll see you there.’

At least he shut the door this time. She waited a few seconds before sliding open the top drawer. Under her newly-opened “Baby Fay” file, she’d placed another victim’s smiling picture. ‘Wotcha, guv. Wish me luck, eh?’As she closed the drawer, her gut was still doing its thing. Only one thing for it. She made a grab for the sandwich and demolished half of it in two minutes flat. Shame to see it go to waste.
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You’re wasting everyone’s valuable time, officer. A man, centre frame, ran both hands through glossy blue-black hair that fell just below his shoulders. The classy bone structure was nature’s gift, but the shiny white veneers had probably cost an arm and a leg. Seated in a viewing booth at Highgate, Bev paused the tape then shuffled forward. The longest lashes she’d ever seen on a bloke framed baby-blue eyes, the lightly tanned complexion looked equally smooth close-up. As for attitude? Confident nonchalance with more than a touch of effortless charisma. Yep, she sure could see why Nathan Rayne had lodged in Powell’s nostrils. The guy’s wise-ass comebacks had wormed their way under the DI’s skin too. Not so much what Rayne said as the making-allowances-for-a-thicko delivery. Match made in heaven, then. Bev retrieved the pen from behind her ear, hit Play and reran one of the loving exchanges.

So to recap, Mr Rayne, as I understand it you left the house at around four a.m., concerned your wife hadn’t returned home.

You understand correctly.

Was that a usual occurrence?

Cack-handed wording or what? Even second time round, Bev winced. She knew what Powell was driving at but there were more direct ways to get there. His body language didn’t help, either. He’d gone for the anal-retentive look whereas Rayne could’ve been mainlining muscle relaxants.

His sigh was audible, then: Was what a usual occurrence, officer?

Your wife—?

I assure you my wife wasn’t in the habit of staying out late.

I’m not sugg—

It might help everyone if you can express yourself more clearly, officer.

She almost felt sorry for Powell; he’d walked straight into that one. Clearly the subtext had been whether Lucy Rayne might have had a bit of rough on the side, a reason for not coming home until the early hours. Not the easiest poser to put to a grieving widower whose wife had bled to death virtually on her doorstep. Recalling the crime-scene footage, Bev shuddered. Lucy Rayne laid out like an extra from a vampire movie, fractured skull to boot. As to a murder weapon or two, there’d still been no sight. The pathologist’s report cited a blunt instrument and a serrated blade. Thank God for that, or the squad would really be stumbling in the dark.

Eyes creased, she studied Rayne again. The guy was certainly no idiot. He’d known precisely where Powell was going, and after a bit more fancy verbal footwork had fully answered the question and follow-ups. He’d even overridden his brief’s advice from time to time. He had of course vehemently rebutted the suggestion Lucy was playing away, and without a scrap of evidence the line of inquiry was on hold.

She reached for the Evian bottle, sank the last tepid sips. Her temples throbbed. No surprise, given she’d spent most of the day closeted away on catch-up. At least she was au fait with other inquiry lines the squad was still following. She ran her gaze down the bullet points on her pad: the stalker route – had Lucy been the target of an obsessive? The deranged fan – had Rayne’s recent marriage seriously unhinged one of his groupies? The robber scenario – someone had certainly lifted Lucy’s rings and bag, but why the heavy-handed

violence? Muggers rarely went in for overkill. Random attack by a crazy appeared to be hot favourite among the squad. Bev tapped a finger on her lips. It didn’t ring true, somehow. Seemed to her there was something personal in the assault’s ferocity and close-to-home location.

‘Never trust a bloke wearing mascara.’ Mouth down, Mac nodded a sage head towards the screen.

‘Chrissakes, Tyler.’ Scowling, she glanced over her shoulder. God, she hated people creeping up on her. ‘And what’s with the mascara crack?’

‘Not mine, boss.’ He slurped something from a polystyrene cup. ‘It’s from the Chairman Powell book of wit and wisdom.’

‘That’d be a slim volume,’ she murmured, rolling back the chair. Mac had to take evasive action. Smartish. Shame about the coffee and the shirtfront. ‘What’s your take on Rayne then, clever dick?’

‘Intelligent, articulate, sharp.’

‘How sharp?’ Too sharp? Is that what Mac wasn’t saying?

‘As a filed tack.’

‘How about guilty?

‘Can’t see it myself.’ He slung the cup towards the bin. Couldn’t see that either. Unsmiling, she wagged a finger until he bent to do the decent thing. Given the flash of bum crack, she’d probably let the littering go next time. ‘I was on the call-out that night, boss. Can’t say I’ve ever seen anyone so overcome with grief.’

He had a bloody short memory then. ‘That right?’ Mouth tight, she reached for her bag; she’d put in twelve hours. ‘Laters.’

‘I meant … murder suspect … boss.
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