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			PROLOGUE

			1995

			WE ARE WATER.

			That summer afternoon, as dragonflies hovered above them, the boys played in the long grass while Mum painted the words in big letters on the side of Royale.

			‘There,’ she said, stepping back.

			‘We. Are. Water,’ the older boy read aloud.

			‘That’s right. We are.’

			‘No I’m not.’ He touched his own bare arm; it didn’t feel like water.

			The woman smiled at her young sons, green paint on her hands, and laid the paintbrush down on the can. ‘We are made of water,’ she said. ‘Like water we go everywhere. However much they hold us back, we still flow.’

			The boy nodded, though he didn’t really understand. His attention had already moved on; a big hairy caterpillar was crawling up his brother’s leg.

			‘Nothing can stop our flow,’ said the man called Deva, squatting near the boys on the grass and blowing a cloud of white smoke out through his nose. ‘We are water. We are elemental. We seep through the cracks.’

			‘Right,’ said the woman, smiling at Deva. ‘Elemental.’

			He grinned back. The boy watched them, wondering if Mum preferred Deva to them now. They had only met Deva for the first time two days ago when they had arrived on the site. Deva had looked at Mum, perched behind the wheel of their Land Rover, smiled and said, ‘You can park it next to me if you like.’ He had pointed at a big bus, windows covered in fading curtains; the sign on the front of it read: Heaven.

			At the back of the bus there was an enormous bed, big enough for loads and loads of people to sleep in. The boys had been allowed to sit on it while Deva and Mum had manoeuvred Royale back and forth into place, putting bricks under her to keep her steady.

			*

			Now Mum is in that bed with Deva, and the boys are alone in the caravan. But the wind comforts them, rocking Royale on its axle in the dark.

			‘Royale rocks, Royale rolls

			Royale carries the royal three.

			Royale rolls, Royale rocks

			Across the wide and empty sea.’

			The two boys chant the words in unison.

			It’s a caravan though, really, not a boat. They know that.

			It’s just a rhyme Mum made up, but for the two small boys, it has magical power. She got the name Royale from the badge on the front, fixed between the two grab handles. The royal three is the boys and Mum; not Deva. He’s not one of them. Never will be. Hope not, anyway.

			Royale. Mum loved the sound of it so much, she always calls their caravan that. Royale is my ark in which I am queen, and you are my princes. Together, we are Royalty, roaming Albion under the protection of the White Goddess.

			The two children are alone in bed in Royale, but their mother is just a few yards away even if she is with him, and the familiar buffeting reassures them that everything is OK. They are in the right place, in the top bunk, snuggled warm under heavy blankets and coats that smell of sheep and cigarettes, chanting the rhyme like it’s a spell to protect them. There is a stove, made from an old gas bottle, fed with wood pillaged from skips and copses, and it keeps them warm enough, even in winter.

			This is home. When they stay with their gran in her brick house with carpets, banisters and a bathtub, it seems too solid, too stable, too orderly. They can’t sleep there. The quiet of the place is sinister. It’s as if the silence there is full of monsters and demons, ready to pounce.

			It’s noisier here, but that’s what they’re used to. Noisier than most places they’ve stopped. Outside, they hear men shout and argue. On a windy night like this the dogs are restless, barking. The trees creak, still heavy with fluttering leaves.

			But wherever they park up, by the side of a road, like here, or off in some field or wood, they know that here within Royale it’s always safe and cosy, rocking in the breeze. They’re never anywhere for very long. People in suits and uniforms always come and move them along, but nothing bad can happen in Royale.

			So they are both lulled to sleep in the gentle rocking, arms around each other.

			They wake only briefly when the caravan is filled with unexpected light and warmth and the stink of hot petrol. And now the shouting around them is louder than it has ever been.

			‘Fire!’

			‘Fuck.’

			‘Fucking fire.’

			Royale is burning. Their castle is vanishing. And in the abrupt blare of brightness, the two boys cry out, holding on to one another, heads peeping above the blankets, suddenly afraid. But only for a little while.

			It is how the fireman finds them, arms still around each other; two pale bodies under burnt black bedding. It is a sight he will never recover from.

		

	
		
			ONE

			The day the woman who claimed to be his mother arrived at the door, Julian Keen was killing Nazis in the spare room. He didn’t even hear the bell.

			‘Can you get it, darling?’ Lulu called.

			He had no idea, as he thumbed his PlayStation controller, that the woman at the door would change his life for ever.

			At that moment, he was outside Castle Wolfenstein, climbing the wall by the lift shaft, and he knew from previous experience that if he didn’t kill the Nazi at the top within seconds, he’d be shot and have to go all the way back to the castle entrance again.

			‘Get what?’

			*

			He had spent the afternoon in the park pushing Teo on the swing, then spent the last half hour reading The Gruffalo to him, twice. She should know by now, this was his me-time. Tomorrow morning he would be back at work; why shouldn’t he spend just a couple of hours on a Sunday evening playing games?

			‘Julian? Didn’t you hear it? The doorbell.’

			‘Can’t you get it?’

			‘I’m making dinner.’

			He wasn’t sure how much of the story Teo actually understood, but Lulu was convinced that the more you read to them at this age, the smarter they’d be.

			‘Julian?’

			It would only be someone selling cleaning equipment. Those young men with bad tattoos and lean faces who came round every week, box full of dusters and brushes tucked under one arm, dubious-looking ID held up in the other.

			For God’s sake.

			The Nazi had shot him anyway, sending him plummeting back down the lift shaft; the screen dimmed. He hadn’t been fast enough. He sighed, stood, put down the controller.

			He heard it now, the doorbell ringing. ‘Coming,’ he shouted, irritated, pushing back his chair and setting off down the steep stairs.

			Their flat was a duplex; first and second floors. Three bedrooms. Two bathrooms. Magnificent views of canal from big glass windows. Use of swimming pool and gym. He squeezed past the buggy and his new bike. ‘Yes?’ he said, yanking open the door.

			He saw and smelt the old woman simultaneously.

			It was warm, late summer, yet she was cocooned in a dark men’s overcoat, greasy at the cuffs, frayed at the collar. Her face was filthy, the lines on her skin crusted black. The air around her was infected with the sharp scent of the unwashed.

			She moved her head to one side slightly, as if examining him.

			He returned her look, puzzled. ‘What?’

			Her mouth opened, but nothing emerged.

			She was scared, he realised; and, equally, he was too, because there was something frightening about homeless people. She was old and dirty and would want something from him.

			It was a crime that such poverty existed in this modern city, but it was also impossible to know what to do about it. Maybe that’s what was so disturbing; the sense of not knowing what was to be done.

			‘Look, I don’t know what you want. I’m sorry,’ he said, and firmly tried to close the door.

			‘Who is it?’ Lulu called from upstairs.

			But the door wouldn’t shut. He looked down and there was a threadbare shoe in the way. Dimly, Julian registered that it was a blue Converse, the kind of thing a teenager would wear, comical on a woman her age. Just before he had swung the door to, the old woman must have thrusted her foot into the gap. The thin shoe can’t have been much protection. It was a thick door, heavy with security features. The weight of it must have hurt her, he thought.

			When he opened it, she was standing there weeping dirty tears.

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘But you shouldn’t have . . .’

			She was mumbling something.

			Was this some attempt to extort him? Would she claim that he had assaulted her? It struck him that it might be some kind of scam. There might be more of them. They had heard stories of a barrister – or a journalist – being stabbed to death on his own doorstep. Hadn’t it been on the news? He looked past her into the darkness of Canada Street, more afraid now, but no one moved from behind the rows of cars. She was alone.

			‘What are you doing, Julian?’ Lulu was at the top of the stairs now, above the baby gate, a glass of Gewürztraminer in her hand.

			In spite of himself, Julian leaned towards the woman, trying to catch her words. And finally heard what she was saying.

			He was so shocked by the five words she spoke, he took a step backwards, recoiling.

			‘What’s wrong, darling? Has something happened. Shall I call the police? Julian?’

			But he just stood there, open-mouthed, looking at the old woman, who was weeping on his doorstop.

			*

			‘Why did you invite her in?’ demanded Lulu in whispers.

			‘Because she said . . .’

			I am your mother, Julian.

			‘You told me. But it doesn’t make any sense.’

			They were in the kitchen. The woman was sitting in the living room on the orange Eero Saarinen butterfly armchair, waiting for the cup of tea Julian had said he would make her.

			‘You don’t even have a mother,’ Lulu said. ‘Your mother is dead.’

			He was in weekend clothes – jeans and a sweatshirt. In a slate grey skirt, Lulu always looked like she was dressed for work.

			‘She is dead, isn’t she? Your mother?’

			Through the open door, Julian peered at the woman. She was perching uncomfortably on the edge of the designer chair, looking down so that he couldn’t see her face.

			‘I mean. I was told she died before I was adopted. But what if she wasn’t?’

			Lulu was behind him now on tiptoes, attempting to examine her. ‘I don’t think she even looks like you. Did you see the scab on her face? It’s revolting. She’s just trying it on. Or sick in the head or something.’

			‘Probably,’ said Julian.

			‘You’re upset, aren’t you?’

			‘Well, obviously. Yes.’

			‘Tell you what. Ask to see some proof.’

			‘What sort of proof?’

			Behind them, the kettle roared.

			‘I don’t even understand why you’re making her tea.’

			‘I couldn’t really offer her wine.’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

			He went to put a teabag into a cup. Lulu remained at the door. ‘She’s probably got lice. I’m going to call the police.’

			‘Don’t,’ said Julian. ‘Not yet.’

			‘But she can’t be your mother. It’s not possible. She’s obviously mental or something.’

			‘Keep your voice down. She’ll hear you.’

			Julian realised his hand was in front of his face. It took him a second to realise he had been chewing the skin on the side of his thumb, something he hadn’t done for years.

		

	
		
			TWO

			They were in the downstairs ladies’ washrooms, facing the row of sinks. ‘It’ll be fine,’ said Constable Ferriter. ‘You just have to read out what they’ve wrote on the card.’

			‘We had television in London, too, you know,’ answered Detective Sergeant Cupidi.

			‘Right. Obviously.’ Her junior officer pouted into the mirror. Cupidi was still new around here; the young constable was just trying to be helpful. ‘What is it then? Are you nervous?’

			Behind them, a toilet flushed. ‘Nervous? No.’

			‘I would love to give it a go, being on telly. So why don’t you want to do it, then?’

			Ten minutes ago the Kent Police press officer had announced it would be better if a woman did the piece to camera, so Inspector McAdam had suggested his newest officer do it, the woman who had joined them from the Met: Sergeant Cupidi of Serious Crime.

			‘In London nobody knows who you are,’ said Cupidi. ‘It’s different round here.’

			Ferriter ran a finger across her neat eyebrows. ‘What’s the point of going on telly if people don’t recognise you? Half the fun. Your daughter will be proud.’

			‘You don’t know my daughter. Besides. I’m supposed to be at home. She’ll be wondering where I am.’

			Ferriter smacked her lips together. ‘Want a lend of some of my concealer?’

			‘Concealer? Why?’

			‘I could have a go at your hair too, if you like.’

			‘Jesus. It’s an appeal to the public to identify the body of a dead woman.’

			‘I know. But there’s nothing wrong with trying to look nice.’

			Alex Cupidi frowned at herself in the mirror. What was wrong with her hair? ‘I do look nice.’

			‘Yeah,’ said the young constable. ‘Course you do. That’s the spirit. See?’

			A fist banged on the door. ‘Ready for you now, Sarge.’

			Cupidi paused, ran her fingers through her hair, and looked at herself again, conscious of the younger officer’s critical gaze. For a second, she imagined she saw not herself, but the dead woman looking back.

			‘What’s wrong?’ said Ferriter.

			As if the glass were water, and her face was floating below it, just as the corpse had been.

			She blinked. Opened her eyes again.

			The man from the Marine Unit, in long waterproof waders, hands beneath the pale body floating in the dark ditchwater, preparing to lift her out. The long greying hair swirling about her white-skinned face, as if it were her own. She shivered. She felt suddenly old.

			‘Sarge?’

			‘Coming.’

			*

			They had set a camera on a tripod facing the sign that said Kent Police. A man from the BBC was trying to clip a mic to her lapel as she mouthed the words, written on the board that someone was holding up next to the camera.

			‘You don’t look well,’ whispered Ferriter. ‘Want me to have a word with the DI?’

			‘I’m fine. Who even wrote that?’ She pointed at the board.

			‘It’s from the press office.’

			‘There’s only one “t” in requesting.’

			‘You don’t have to spell it out loud, just read it,’ muttered the BBC man, who had moved to stand behind the camera. ‘We’ll cut from you to the artist’s impression of the victim. Stand a little to your left . . . Do you mind crouching down a bit so you’re in line with the sign?’

			‘Won’t that look stupid?’ At 5' 11" she was tall for a woman.

			‘No one will see your legs.’

			‘Maybe you should get someone shorter to do it.’ But she dutifully bent her knees. ‘That better?’

			‘Magic. Hold it there. In five, four, three . . .’

			Cupidi took a breath and read from the card. ‘Kent Police are requesting . . .’ She stopped, seeing the dead woman’s face again, staring back at her from the mirror. ‘Sorry. Can I start again?’

			‘Is everything OK?’

			‘Sorry. Fine.’

			‘Come on.’ He clapped. ‘Let’s go. Try again.’

			‘Kent Police are . . .’ Again she faltered, straightened up.

			‘Are you all right?’ asked the man, looking out from behind his camera. ‘Is she going to be OK? We’re short on time you know.’ Behind him she saw Constable Ferriter and DI McAdam watching her, concern on their faces. McAdam would be wondering if he had made the wrong decision, asking her to do it.

			‘I’m all right,’ she declared. ‘Just give me a second.’

			‘Only I’ve got a deadline. It’s going to go to edit any minute.’

			‘Go on then.’ She crouched down again.

			‘Go,’ said the man.

			She ignored the cue card this time, looking straight into the camera. ‘We found a body,’ she began.

			*

			A woman had called in three days ago. Her thirteen-year-old son had woken her in the night, crying. He and his mate had found a body when they were fishing for pike, but they didn’t say anything because they were scared they would get into trouble for not having a licence.

			‘He’s a good boy,’ his mother had said. ‘Normally.’ That doubt in her voice that Cupidi recognised. We reassure ourselves that we know our children, that they will turn out fine.

			A pair of local PCSOs had gone to take a look. With no tools to hand, they had borrowed a pair of old golf clubs from a nearby house and had spent forty minutes prodding the layer of weed and had almost given up, thinking it was a hoax, when one of the clubs hit something heavy, floating below the surface. Whatever it was sank further down for a few seconds, and then rose briefly to the surface again, pale and white.

			The corpse had been lying face-down in the water off Salt Lane; she had remained concealed by a layer of thick green that lay across the top of the water like a blanket.

			‘How we getting her out?’ Sergeant Moon demanded. The ditches round here were deep, the banks steep.

			‘Call the Marine Unit,’ said Cupidi.

			‘I don’t know. Cost a bit.’ These days everyone was so nervous about budgets.

			They stood looking down at the weed that covered her.

			‘In you go then,’ Cupidi had said, nodding down at the water.

			In the end, the men from the Marine Unit had lifted her gently, carefully, with such respect it had almost made Cupidi weep. The dead woman rose from the water, dripping, arms splayed, her corpse pale and shiny, dressed only in a pair of white underpants.

			*

			‘She would have been in her early forties,’ Cupidi was saying, straight to the camera. ‘Her eyes are blue and her hair was brown, going grey. There were no identifying marks on her body. We searched the area as thoroughly as we could, but we’ve found no possessions and no sign of her clothing. If you recognise this woman, call us now. We really, really need to find out who she was.’ Behind the camera, the man was making circular motions. Wind it up. ‘We think she had been in the water about ten days before we found her. That would make it around the second of July. Think back.’ The man’s arm movements were becoming more insistent. He was short on time; the longer the news item, the less time he’d have to edit it. ‘If you saw her or anyone you think might have been her in the area around Romney Marsh, in the area that’s roughly between Fairfield and Lydd, please let us know. There was no abandoned car or bicycle present at the scene. We don’t know how she got to the place she was found. Did you see her walking? Did she get a lift? If you think you can help us in any way, call 0800 555 . . .’

			‘A bit bloody long,’ said the cameraman afterwards. ‘They’ll probably try and cut it.’

			‘That’s why I didn’t pause for breath,’ answered Cupidi.

			‘But you don’t even know how she died.’ He was packing the camera into its case. ‘What if it was just a swim that went wrong?’

			‘What kind of weirdo swims in the ditches round here?’ interrupted Ferriter.

			The cameraman turned towards the constable, looked her up and down. ‘Just saying. Probably just an accident. How do you know she was actually killed?’ He stopped. ‘Hey. I’ve met you before, haven’t I? You do yoga, don’t you? Sundays, up at the Millennium Hall.’

			‘Yeah. I recognise you.’ They smiled at each other.

			‘You’re good.’ He zipped the camera case. ‘I’m almost done here. Fancy meeting up after, for a drink?’

			He’d lost interest in Cupidi. ‘Maybe later,’ Ferriter was saying. ‘I’m working a late in the incident room answering all the millions of calls that are going to come in once you’ve broadcast this.’

			‘Billions, probably.’

			DI McAdam approached, all smiles. ‘That was very good, Alex,’ he said. ‘Very good indeed. Very . . . passionate. Very real. I liked that.’

			‘Well, because it was real, obviously,’ she said.

			‘Yes. Indeed. I didn’t mean to say it wasn’t . . .’ He stood awkwardly. ‘I just wanted to say well done.’

			It was late. She needed to get home. Her shift should have ended twenty minutes ago. Her daughter would be wondering where she was.

			‘You moved to a house at Dungeness, I hear. Settling in OK?’

			‘Fine, sir.’ She looked down at her watch.

			‘Extraordinary place. Some people hate it. I love it. Oh. My wife tells me you’ve joined her book group.’

			‘Sir?’

			‘Colette. She said you’d gone to her book thing last week.’

			It was true she had joined a book group. It was part of her attempt to make new friends, to fit in around here. It wasn’t something she was good at, but here she was trying to make the effort. At the one meeting she had been to so far, she had drunk too much wine and been drawn into a pointless argument about sex offenders. She tried to think which one of the well-spoken women there could be McAdam’s wife.

			‘We must have you around for dinner some time. I’m sure you and my wife would get along.’ Cupidi wasn’t listening; instead, she was watching Ferriter. The cameraman had taken out a business card, grinning at her while writing his number on the back.

			‘Sorry, sir?’

			‘Just a thought,’ he said.

			Ferriter had given the man a little wave goodbye and was now walking away, back into the station.

			‘Excuse me, sir,’ Cupidi muttered.

			‘Right. Of course.’

			She pushed past her boss, up the ramp towards the doors of the station, catching up with Ferriter in the lobby.

			‘Are you going to call him?’

			‘Who?’

			‘That man. The one who gave you the card.’

			‘What card?’

			‘You know what card. I bloody saw you take it.’

			Ferriter shrugged, smiled. ‘Maybe. He was all right.’

			Other officers pushed past them. Cupidi lowered her voice. ‘He was trying to get information out of you, you know?’

			‘No. He was asking me out for a drink actually. He’s in my yoga class.’

			‘He also happened to be asking you to discuss forensic details of the case which we haven’t revealed yet.’

			‘It was just chat.’

			Cupidi looked at her; lips neatly glossed, blonde bob carefully combed. ‘Look. You’re young. All I’m doing is watching your back. If you meet up with him, be careful. That’s all.’

			Ferriter rolled her eyes. ‘Keep your hair on. I wouldn’t go out with him anyway. He’s old enough to be my dad.’

			Cupidi realised he probably was. ‘Right. I should go.’

			‘What? Aren’t you staying for the news? Goes out in twenty minutes. Then the phones will start. Hopefully, anyway.’

			‘I need to be home for my daughter. Call me, won’t you?’

			Ferriter’s smile was small and tight. ‘Oh yeah. Right. Forgot.’

			Cupidi drove home fast, in a bad mood, cursing the summer insects that splattered on the windscreen.

			*

			In the light of a summer evening, there was something lunar about Dungeness. It lay on the tip of a vast, flat stony landscape that jutted into the Straits of Dover; banks of shingle built over centuries by the churn of tides. The wooden shacks and ­chalets that dotted the promontory cast long shadows across the scrubland.

			She drove along the pitted track, past the old black lighthouse, towards the huge industrial bulk of the Dungeness nuclear power station, its orange lights already glowing against the red sky. Her mood lifted a little as she approached.

			At the security fence, the narrow road turned northwards towards lines of pylons that marched away across the flatland, past the empty Arum Cottage to the row of houses that sat, defiantly suburban, in this wild landscape.

			Zoë was sitting on the front door step of their house.

			‘I don’t know why I even bother to pay for your phone,’ said Cupidi.

			‘I forgot it, as it happens.’

			‘And your keys?’

			‘Obviously, yes. Else I wouldn’t be sitting here.’ Spindly-limbed, bleached hair tinted purple, she wore khaki camouflage trousers and a shabby military jacket. Around her neck she hung a pair of binoculars. ‘Hi, Mum,’ she said, standing. ‘Nice to see you too.’

			‘Sorry.’ She folded her arms around the girl.

			The summer holidays; a nightmare for any working parent.

			*

			The house in the country. Cupidi and her daughter. A fresh start.

			Though much of their stuff was still in boxes, she was doing her best to make it home on time, most days at least; cooking meals from scratch instead of heating them in the microwave. And while she had meant to start eating supper at the table, it was easy to slip into the habit of sitting on the sofa with the plates, watching telly with a big glass of white.

			‘Seriously, though,’ said Cupidi. ‘I worry.’

			‘Round here? I’m perfectly safe, Mum. I just forgot it.’

			‘What if one day you’re not?’

			‘But I am.’

			On the television, a chef was tossing a huge salad in a glass bowl. She shouldn’t be watching TV. She should be reading her book for the book group.

			‘See anything good?’ she asked.

			‘Birds? Not really.’

			‘Trying to make conversation.’

			‘I just mean, nothing you’d understand.’

			‘Indulge me,’ she said.

			‘Lesser whitethroat.’

			‘Not a greater one?’

			‘You’re taking the piss.’ Her daughter glared at her.

			‘Sorry. Is it pretty?’

			‘It’s not about being pretty, Mum,’ said Zoë, anger in her voice. Cupidi remembered standing in front of the mirror with the perky young Constable Ferriter. ‘It would have been getting ready to go to the Middle East. Sudan. Even further south than that,’ her daughter said. ‘Three and a half thousand miles. Just think. Travelling all that way.’

			‘Just to come here, of all places.’

			‘Amazing, though, isn’t it? Titchy little thing.’

			This obsession with birds. She wondered about this need to know every last detail, to record every species. Her daughter was a strange girl, which was almost certainly her fault. She was not the easiest woman to get along with either; on more than one occasion men had told her that. Or maybe Cupidi’s own mother’s fault; she was no better.

			She was topping up her wine in the kitchen when Zoë called from the living room, ‘Mum. You’re on the telly.’

			It was half past ten. They would be showing the segment again.

			She arrived back in the living room, glass in hand, to see the artist’s drawing of the dead woman on the screen.

			‘What do you think happened to her?’

			‘I don’t know,’ said Cupidi. ‘I really don’t.’

			‘Was she raped?’

			‘No.’

			‘Strangled?’

			‘It’s not really the kind of thing we should be talking about, you know.’

			‘But was she?’

			‘There are no signs of violence at all.’

			‘Spooky.’

			‘Yes.’

			The phone rang. ‘I’ll get it,’ said Zoë, standing.

			‘It’ll be for me. Probably somebody’s called something in.’

			The screen cut back to her, standing in front of the station. Detective Sergeant Cupidi: Serious Crime Directorate. And then they were talking about the weather. Hot all week, they said, smiling, and getting hotter.

			Zoë came back with the phone in her hand. Cupidi held out her hand for it, but Zoë said, ‘It wasn’t anyone.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I just said hello and they rang off. Must have been a wrong number.’

			‘Right,’ she said. Nobody had called; it looked like the TV appeal had not worked, which was frustrating. A woman with no name; no identity. Any murder was disturbing, but this one had spooked Cupidi. No one knew who the dead woman was; nobody had missed her, or come forward to weep over her.

			When they’d both finished picking at their meals, Cupidi coll­ected the dirty plates, and, as she straightened, caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror above the fireplace. ‘Do you think my hair needs attention?’ she asked.

			‘Thought you didn’t care about stuff like that.’

			Cupidi frowned at her reflection, offended. ‘What makes you think I don’t care about that?’

			And she would have said more, but for a second time, looking in the mirror, she saw the victim in the mirror looking back at her.

			When they had cut her open, they had found no sign that she had drowned; but the pathologist could find no other obvious cause of death. Everything about the dead woman was an enigma.

		

	
		
			THREE

			‘I’ve made up the bed in the spare room,’ Lulu said, standing above the stranger with a towel in her arms and talking as if she was deaf. ‘Can I suggest you wash before you get into the bed? I’ll show you the bathroom.’

			‘Sorry if I put you to any trouble,’ said the woman quietly. How thin she was, thought Julian.

			‘You turn up unannounced on a Sunday evening. No trouble at all.’

			‘Lulu,’ protested Julian.

			Lulu held out the towel. ‘Please use this one.’ It was a cheap one they had brought back from a holiday in Ibiza before Teo was born. Amnesia Espuma: I was there. ‘The other towels are for family.’

			The woman sat on the orange chair looking down at the polished wood floor, saying nothing, doing nothing. Lulu dropped the towel into her lap.

			‘I’ll just go and check on Teo.’

			When she’d gone, the woman looked up. ‘She doesn’t like me.’

			‘She’s very protective, that’s all.’

			‘Who’s Teo?’

			Our son,’ said Julian.

			The woman’s smile showed a few teeth that were mostly brown. ‘How old is he?’

			‘Nineteen months.’

			‘Can I see him?’

			‘No,’ he said, too abruptly. Teo would be terrified of this strange woman, jaw lopsided, skin wrinkled and dark from spending too much time outside in all weathers, eyes pale with untreated cataracts.

			‘I understand,’ she said.

			‘Maybe in the morning.’ He was normally good in tricky situ­ations. It was why he was so well paid by the design agency. He could analyse a problem and know where to allocate resources in order to solve it. But he felt lost now. ‘The thing is, you can’t just walk in here . . .’

			‘Sorry,’ she muttered.

			It was all she seemed to say. ‘I mean. What kind of mother does that?’

			‘It’s difficult to explain.’

			‘Maybe you should prove it. Yes. Prove it.’

			The woman was still holding the mug of tea Julian had made her. It must be cold by now. She said nothing.

			‘Tell me one thing about myself that only you would know.’

			The woman frowned. ‘What kind of thing?’

			‘I don’t know. I have a freckle on my left shoulder blade or something.’

			‘Do you?’

			‘No. That was just a hypothetical.’

			‘You cried a lot.’

			‘Oh for Christ’s sake.’

			The woman looked up, startled at his sudden anger. Julian was wishing he had never let her in. It was like hard old scar tissue breaking, letting blood seep through.

			‘If you were my mother, and for all I know you’re just some madwoman who’s walked in off the street . . .’

			The woman seemed to shrink into the round chair as he raised his voice.

			‘I mean. If you were. And I’m not saying you are . . .’

			‘I’m sorry.’

			‘Did you ever even bloody once think about me, wherever you were hiding? Did you?’

			And then Lulu was at the door. ‘Are you OK, darling?’ And when the woman had finally gone upstairs clutching her towel, she opened the window and lit Jo Malone basil-and-mandarin scented candles.

			*

			That night, lying beneath white linen, they lay listening for any movement from her room. ‘This is ridiculous,’ he said.

			‘You go to sleep. I’ll stay awake.’

			‘She’s not going to do anything.’

			‘How do you know that? You said she was asking about Teo. If she so much as looks at him . . .’

			His wife was lying with her back to him. He ran her hand slowly down the line of lumps of her spine. ‘What if he’s her grandson?’

			‘Just because you want it to be true doesn’t mean that it is. People pretend to be other people. Did she say anything that even slightly proves that she’s your mother?’

			‘No.’

			‘There.’

			‘But think about it. What if she actually is?’

			The digital clock glowed red in the darkness: 2:07.

			‘Did you know,’ she said, ‘there are teams of people in Israel who go through everything you’ve ever said on social media, every electronic record they can hack, and build up a file that knows everything about you. They know your date of birth, place of birth, your National Insurance number. They know where you buy your underpants. Anything. They put all this information together, and so anyone who buys it can pretend to be someone you should know, then they sell it on to gangs.’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he said.

			‘I’m not being ridiculous.’ She wriggled away from him. ‘You’re the one who thinks . . . Your mother is almost certainly dead.’

			‘Yes. Probably dead.’

			‘And even if she was your mother, I for one wouldn’t want a woman like that to be Teo’s grandmother. But she’s not anyway.’

			They lay apart from each other, in silence and the hours passed with neither of them sleeping, listening for the sound of movement from the spare room.

			From somewhere far off came the beep-beep of a reversing lorry making deliveries.

			‘Do you remember her at all?’ she asked.

			‘I don’t know. I was too young.’

			‘You never talk about her.’

			He tried to think. His mother must have held him, nursed him, but there was nothing there. A void. He had been too little. ‘Thing was, nobody talked about her. It’s not just me.’

			But she was asleep next to him now.

			*

			He was awake when Radio 4 came on with the seven o’clock pips.

			Lulu sat up and exclaimed, ‘Jesus.’

			‘What?’

			‘Teo. He’s usually up by now.’ She was out of bed, pulling on her gown. ‘Jesus bloody Christ, Julian.’

			Julian followed her out of the door and watched her knock at the spare room door. No answer.

			She flung it open and gasped: ‘She’s bloody gone.’

			The bed was empty; the crumpled duvet lying on the floor.

			‘Teo,’ Lulu cried, and ran down the corridor. Teo’s door had a picture of a giraffe on it, drawn by an artist friend of theirs; it was always open a crack so they could hear if he woke in the night. Lulu flung it wide.

			‘Julian!’ she screamed and turned to him.

			He pushed past her. With horror he saw the cot was empty.

			*

			‘Oh Christ Christ Christ.’

			How could it happen? He had heard nothing all night. He hadn’t even thought he had fallen asleep, but he must have.

			Lulu almost knocked him over shoving past him as she ran back down the corridor. She put her head round the bathroom door; it too was empty.

			‘Call the police,’ she screamed.

			As Julian ran back to the bedroom to unplug his iPhone from the charger on the bedside table, Lulu clattered downstairs.

			The phone seemed to take for ever to wake up; his whole body shaking, he dialled 999.

			‘Julian,’ came a voice from downstairs.

			‘Hello? Emergency service operator. Which service do you require? Fire, police or ambulance?’

			‘Julian!’

			‘Hold on,’ said Julian to the woman on the phone. He followed his wife down the stairs.

			She was standing at the living-room door. Raa Raa the Noisy Lion was on TV. Sitting on the floor, surrounded by cushions, sat Teo, eyes fixed on the screen. There was no one else in the room.

			Julian dropped the phone, picked up the boy, warm and soft, feeling him squirming in his grip.

			‘She’s gone,’ said Lulu.

			‘Hello?’ said the phone. ‘Caller. Which service do you require?’

			As he squeezed his son tight, the child began to cry, upset by the suddenness of his father’s arrival, the desperation of his hug.

			‘I didn’t hear her,’ said Julian.

			‘She must have got up . . . gone and taken Teo out of his cot. Then let herself out. She’s not anywhere in the house, I’ve looked everywhere.’

			Teo’s grizzling turned into a full-voiced cry. The boy would be hungry.

			‘Caller?’ said the phone.

			Lulu bent and picked it up. ‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘Just a stupid mistake.’ She rang off.

			The boy’s Pull-Up nappy was heavy and damp. Julian went to fetch the changing mat, suddenly exhausted. He was supposed to be finishing an urgent job today. The agency designed high-end retail spaces. A major client had been unhappy with his latest work, demanding changes.

			His world had been disturbed. The woman had taken the child out of his cot. Lulu had been right. Anything could have happened.

			His wife watched him pulling the pyjama top off their son.

			‘Good riddance,’ she said. ‘Don’t ever, ever, ever let her in here again.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘It was just . . .’

			She looked at her phone; there was a text message. ‘Oh Jesus. The bloody childminder,’ she said. ‘She’s got tonsillitis.’

			‘Just . . . what if she was? That’s all. What if she was?’

			‘Bloody, bloody hell.’

			As her husband dealt with their child, she went into the kitchen to put the kettle on for coffee. An analyst at a Middle Eastern-owned bank, she didn’t have time for this kind of nonsense. She would have the locks changed, she thought. Maybe install a security camera outside the door.

			It was only when she turned to open the fridge for the milk that she saw the note, written on the whiteboard in green marker.

			The handwriting was surprisingly neat and straight, the letters evenly rounded.

			I am sorry sorry I shouldn’t have come.

			It was a mistake.

			Goodbye.

			PS You asked did I think about you I promise I thought about you every single day.

			Staring at it, Lulu jumped when the kettle clicked off.

			‘Lulu?’ he was calling from the other room. ‘Have you seen my bike helmet?’

			With the sleeve of her dressing gown, she carefully wiped the board clean.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			Alex Cupidi ran, screaming at the sea and the sea screamed back.

			It felt so good.

			‘Yaaaaah!’ She kicked stones.

			Living here on the edge of the world, she found she rose early. While the teenage girl still slept, she cycled round the flat lanes or walked up the pebble beach beyond the power station. How long had it been since she had felt this wide awake? Out here, by the firing ranges, there was no one to listen. She could scream and shout until her throat turned raw.

			She shouted to nobody, for no reason at all. Seagulls drifted over, unconcerned.

			She was about to open her lungs again when she felt the phone, tucked into the pocket of her tracksuit, start to vibrate. A number she didn’t recognise.

			‘Damn,’ she said to the gulls.

			‘Bingo,’ the voice at her ear said. ‘We found out who she was. Thought you would want to know.’

			‘Ferriter?’ Cupidi’s voice cracked from shouting.

			‘Yes, skip. Are you all right? You sound funny. Have I just woke you up? Where are you?’

			‘Are you at work already?’ She checked her watch, panting. It was just gone seven in the morning.

			A high, girlish giggle. ‘No. Just about to go.’

			‘What is it you’re saying?’

			‘Local chemist in Lydd phoned us last night. After you’d gone. Victim’s name is Hilary Keen.’

			Cupidi stopped. ‘Last night? And you didn’t think to call me?’

			The constable went quiet; she had been expecting congratulations. ‘That’s why I’m calling you now.’

			‘You didn’t think I’d want to know last night? I’m supposed to be running Outside Enquiries.’

			‘Only you’d left work. Gone home. I stayed on, if you recall.’

			New and eager; young, single. And she was right, of course. Cupidi had gone home to look after her daughter. She had no right to expect her to phone.

			‘I just thought I should leave it till morning.’

			Cupidi frowned. ‘OK. Go ahead.’

			Ferriter took a breath. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘At 18.38 we received a phone call from a woman who said she was a local chemist. Said she thought she knew the woman.’ On the phone the chemist had explained that the victim came in regularly to pick up a prescription for ordinary blood pressure drugs. ‘Sergeant Moon and me, we jumped in a car and showed her the photo again. She had name, date of birth, everything.’

			Cupidi tried to remember which one Sergeant Moon was. The tall, dark-eyed, handsome one who lived with his mother. The one women made lustful jokes about in the locker room. ‘And then, after we’d confirmed the name, we went back and checked online records. She has a son, apparently,’ said Ferriter. ‘Had, rather. Only next-of-kin on record. Nobody else I could find. I have found an address in London for him. And a number. I can phone him if you like.’

			‘Whoever this man is, the one thing we know is his mother’s dead. It would be on the heartless side not to tell him in person.’

			‘Oh. Right,’ said Ferriter, stung.

			‘Which part of London is he in?’

			A gust of wind blew off the sea.

			‘Sorry. Say again?’

			‘Something with an E,’ said Ferriter. ‘London, E something.’

			‘Because we will need to go there and tell him.’ She spelled it out for the young constable. ‘Besides, he might have some idea of what she was doing on our patch. And obviously he might even be a suspect.’

			Patronising again, and all because of that ‘I was working late’ thing.

			‘Obviously, yes,’ Ferriter said.

			She kicked at the debris at her feet; a cracked red fishing crate with a crab shell in it.

			‘Want me to pick you up in the car?’ said Ferriter. ‘I can be there in half an hour.’

			‘Call DI McAdam first, let him know what we’re doing.’

			‘Hold on. I got it. Postcode’s E1.’

			Aldgate, Whitechapel, she thought. The old ground she was so familiar with. Cupidi looked at her watch. ‘No point leaving till half eight. We’ll only be caught up in traffic.’

			She ended the call knowing she should have congratulated Ferriter, because it was good solid police work. The mystery woman was no longer a mystery. Cupidi should be feeling that surge of excitement; things were starting to fall into place. Instead she felt angry at herself. She picked up her pace, heading home.

			Out at sea, white birds were diving into the grey water. Were they gannets? Zoë would know.

			There was an entire medieval town out there somewhere, under the waves. Once, it had been one of the biggest towns in the south of England but the waves had sucked it away some time in the thirteenth century. Another town had grown up inland with the same name; but the old one was dead beneath the water. This was a shifting land, built by the sea and then washed away again. That was something; an entire town destroyed.

			In London she had been drowning. She had ended a go-nowhere affair with a married man to come here, to start again. It would be different here.

			She was about fifty metres from the nuclear station when she saw a grey shape the length of a man at the top of the bank of shingle about a hundred metres away.

			She stopped and stared at it. The longer she looked, the more sure she was about what she was seeing lying along the ridge and silhouetted against the morning sky. There was a herring gull pecking methodically at what looked like the head.

			She broke into a trot.

			Walking on a beach these mornings had made her wonder if she would come across a body. Police work made you morbid, but it wouldn’t be a surprise. This huge triangle of shingle reaching out into the Channel must catch that kind of flotsam from time to time. But why would a body be at the top of the rise, so far away from the waves?

			The steepness of the bank forced her to slow. The stones moved under her feet as she climbed, making each step an effort. Panting, she crossed the high line of sea debris – old green netting, old coloured lighters, white bleached yoghurt pots – made it to the top of the slope and stopped. Resentfully, the herring gull flapped away into the air.

			It was just a boat; a medium-size inflatable rib. What had looked like a head was just the round end of a buoyancy float. Somebody had taken a knife to the rest of it, ripping the grey rubber. She looked around. This had been happening all along the coast, these last few months. As they tightened controls at the ports and airports, people found other ways across the water. They would have beached the boat here and run off into the marshes.

			She would report it, of course, but the occupants would be long gone. They had been organised. The boat alone would have cost a few hundred pounds. The migrants it had contained would have paid the smugglers much more, or would be held somewhere until they had. Both, probably.

			*

			When Cupidi let herself in the back door, Zoë was standing at the fridge with a bowl of Cheerios in her hand, dressed in a long T-shirt that had once been white. Her legs were so skinny, thought Cupidi; she got that from her grandmother.

			Cupidi put the kettle on. ‘I’ll be in London today,’ she said. ‘I may be late back. There’s some Brie; you can have it for lunch. You like that, don’t you? Fish fingers in the freezer. A bit of pie from last night. Some chicken in the fridge, but cook it properly. Vegetables if you want to make anything. Sorry, love.’

			‘It’s OK, honest.’

			‘For God’s sake if you go out, please remember your phone, love.’

			‘What are you doing in London?’

			‘That dead woman. It turns out we may have found a relative of hers.’

			Zoë looked at her. ‘I’ve been thinking. What if she was electrocuted? Would that have shown up?’

			Cupidi turned down Radio 1. ‘Listen. We’re not supposed to talk about this kind of stuff. It’s not a great idea. You know that.’

			‘What? In case I tell my friends?’ she said sarkily. ‘In case you hadn’t noticed, I don’t have any.’

			‘That’s not true. Twice you’ve been invited for sleepovers—’

			‘I’m not seven anymore, Mum.’

			‘They want to be your friends.’

			‘I don’t like them. Girls round here, they’re so immature. So, what if she was electrocuted, Mum?’

			‘Firstly, it’s hard to tell anything after a body has been that long in the water in summer.’

			Zoë mimed vomiting into her breakfast bowl.

			‘You asked. Secondly . . . I’m not talking about this anymore. Will you be OK? On your own.’

			‘I won’t be on my own.’

			Other teenagers her age would be hanging out at H&M in County Square in town on these long summer days. Zoë wasn’t like other teenagers. She wanted to spend her time with the birds. And birdwatchers. A teenage girl spending all her time like that.

			On the plus side, Zoë showed no interest at all in boys yet. At her age, Cupidi had been wild. Also, birds saved Cupidi a fortune on paying for childcare. The birders here all seemed to love her; to look after her. It was as if her daughter had become their mascot.

			Strange child. Sometimes she didn’t feel like she knew her at all. When had they grown so far apart?

			‘So how do you actually, really, truly think she was killed, then? The woman. You must have a theory.’ Zoë dumped her bowl in the sink, still half full of uneaten cereal. ‘If she wasn’t drowned, that’s pretty weird, isn’t it? To be lying in the water. Very Ophelia.’

			‘Not very Ophelia at all, if you saw her. Rinse it properly and put it in the dishwasher. Repeat. I’m not talking about the dead woman. I just want to know you’ll be all right spending the day on your own.’

			‘I’ve told you. I’m not on my own.’

			‘And don’t leave your keys behind either. Please, Zoë.’

			The teenager took a carton of orange juice out of the fridge and poured a glass. ‘Are you going to visit Nan while you’re up there?’

			‘No time. Police business.’

			‘You never go and see her.’

			‘I do.’

			Zoë made a face. ‘When was the last time then? Not since Christmas.’

			‘I’ve been busy. Moving house. And a new job.’

			‘London’s only up the road.’

			‘She and I don’t always get on.’

			‘Understatement,’ said Zoë.

			‘It’s not my fault. She’s difficult. Always has been.’

			Zoë snorted.

			Cupidi took the carton which Zoë had left by the sink and opened the fridge to return it. ‘What if . . . ?’ she said. She closed the door again and turned to look at her daughter. ‘What if I asked her to come stay here for a few weeks. It might be nice for her.’

			Zoë laughed, spitting orange juice back into her glass. ‘You don’t like her. You’d hate her being here.’

			‘No I wouldn’t,’ said Cupidi, hearing a car pull up at the back of the row of cottages. Through the window she saw Constable Ferriter, stepping out of an unmarked car. ‘Besides. She could look after you.’

			‘I told you, Mum. I don’t need looking after.’

			Cupidi pulled the back door open. ‘Time for a tea . . . If we set out too early, we’ll get stuck in traffic.’

			‘Go on then,’ said Ferriter, a waft of floral perfume coming through the doorway with her. Too pretty, too well-turned-out for a copper, thought Cupidi.

			‘So, what if she was suffocated, then put in the water, to disguise it?’ said Zoë. ‘You know, like waterboarding.’

			‘Stop it, Zoë.’

			‘Why leave her in the water anyway?’

			‘Quick way to dispose of a body,’ said Ferriter, pulling out a chair and grinning at Zoë. ‘Plus, the killer might want to hide the time of death.’

			‘The killer,’ said Cupidi. ‘We don’t know anything for sure yet.’

			Ferriter addressed Zoë. ‘The post-mortem interval is harder to determine if a body is left in water. It might be to keep the body clean. It’s trickier to find the offender’s DNA if it’s been in the water long. The evidence becomes degraded. In which case it’s someone who knows what they’re doing.’

			‘You are aware my daughter isn’t actually part of Serious Crime?’ said Cupidi, though what the constable had said was perfectly true.

			‘Sorry, guv.’

			Cupidi was aware she was not popular in Serious Crime; she was conscious she wasn’t doing much to improve her reputation. It hadn’t done her any favours that she had arrived here from the Met. Here in the provinces, nobody had much time for the London police. Nor had it helped that in her very first few weeks she had investigated and arrested a colleague for his part in a killing that had taken place forty years earlier, when he had been just a child. He had been a local neighbourhood policeman; a good man, well regarded around here. Now he was on remand, awaiting trial. Colleagues understood that arresting people for whatever crimes they had committed was the job they did, and she did it well, but it didn’t mean that they liked her for it.

			‘Milk? Sugar?’

			‘Just black please. No dairy.’

			‘If someone took her there and dumped her, you’d think someone would have noticed,’ said Zoë.

			‘You sure she’s not part of Serious Crime?’ The constable smiled at Cupidi’s daughter.

			‘Someone must have seen her.’

			‘Round there?’ said Ferriter. ‘Christ, no. Walland Marsh is dead quiet. The place is deserted these days. Didn’t used to be. Walland Marsh is newer than Romney Marsh proper, see, which is the north bit. When I say newer, that’s meaning, like, after about 1400, so not that new. My dad’s got books on it all. I’ll bring ’em round, if you like.’

			Cupidi said, ‘Well . . .’

			‘My family’s lived here for generations. Dad was in the bloody history society. They have meetings if you’re interested. Lots of people your age.’

			‘My age?’

			‘I go there,’ said Zoë. ‘To Walland Marsh.’

			‘You got friends who live round there?’ said Ferriter.

			‘Go round there sometimes on Mum’s bike.’

			‘Do you?’ said Cupidi.

			‘Yeah. Sometimes. It’s quiet.’

			‘There’s nothing bloody there,’ said Ferriter. ‘Used to drive me nuts there when I was your age.’

			‘My daughter is an ornithologist. She goes birdwatching.’

			‘Why?’ said Ferriter.

			The toaster popped up. Cupidi interrupted Ferriter’s quizzing of her daughter. ‘Toast?’ she asked.

			‘No, thanks,’ said Ferriter.

			‘What about the dead woman’s address? Has someone gone to check it?’

			‘I went past on my way home last night. Just south of Hamstreet. Place looked derelict to me. Didn’t look like there was no one living there.’

			‘You think she’d given a false address to the chemist?’

			‘Don’t know.’

			Cupidi buttered her toast. ‘Strange. Worth taking a proper look. Her son, what was the name again?’

			‘Julian Keen.’

			‘Have you got his date of birth?’

			‘Somewhere.’

			‘Make sure you have. We’ll need it. We don’t want to go telling the wrong person that their mother is dead.’

			‘God, no. It’s not the wrong person. I checked. Hilary Janice Keen. Gave birth to Julian Shakti Keen. 1982. Stroud Maternity Hospital. There’s not going to be two Julian Shakti Keens, are there? That’s not a proper name, is it?’

			‘It’s a big thing to tell someone their mother is dead, that’s all.’ Cupidi bit into her toast; crumbs flew everywhere. ‘Let’s go,’ she said.

			‘She going to be all right on her own?’ asked Ferriter, as Cupidi drove the unmarked car Ferriter had arrived in.

			Cupidi held the half-eaten toast in her right hand as she drove. ‘Of course she is.’

			‘Just saying. Didn’t mean anything.’

			‘She’s fifteen. Almost sixteen. Why wouldn’t she be?’

			At the railway crossing, Cupidi took another bite. The toast broke, leaving her with what was already in her mouth, and a tiny triangle between finger and thumb. A car was coming the other way, so she didn’t have time to look where the rest had gone.

			Beyond the small town of Lydd, she accelerated. At speed, the marshland they passed through looked flat and unremarkable. The thing about a landscape like this, she thought, is that you could pass through it without even noticing the half of it.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			As Julian walked in the front door, pushing the bike, Lulu was at the top of their stairs, holding Teo on one hip.

			‘She’s probably accused you of molesting her,’ hissed Lulu.

			The thought shocked Julian.

			‘My Christ. Is that what they said?’

			The two women police officers had arrived at the flat late that morning and asked for him by name. Abandoning his work, he had rushed back home.

			‘They won’t say anything. It’s you they want. I told you it was a scam. I bloody warned you. Jesus, Julian. You are such an idiot. This could get ugly.’

			He looked at himself in the mirror at the bottom of the stairs. He looked sweaty and out of breath. Cycling home in the midday heat had made him look pink-faced; as if he were already guilty of something. A taxi driver had sworn at him for signalling right in front of him; he had sworn back. He couldn’t go upstairs looking like this.

			‘What did they say about her?’ he whispered.

			‘Well, that’s the point. They wouldn’t tell me anything. I’m only your bloody wife.’

			He walked up the stairs, squeezing past her.

			There were two policewomen sitting on the couch in his living room. A strikingly tall woman with straw-coloured hair, dressed in a crumpled pale linen jacket, and a younger one in a neat white blouse and black skirt, who to Julian looked more like the sort of woman he’d expect to see behind a counter at Boots. Despite his anxiety, he found himself staring at the younger woman’s crossed legs. And, as he glanced back up at his wife, he saw her looking at him, unsmiling.

			‘Julian Keen?’ said the taller woman, standing.

			He looked at her nervously. He was unused to dealing with the police. There had been burglaries of course, and the time someone had run keys down the side of his Saab, but he had never been in trouble himself. He noticed a stain on the older officer’s pale trousers; as if she had dropped her breakfast on it. ‘What exactly is this all about? I have a lot to do today.’

			‘Thanks for coming back from your office. We appreciate it. I’m Detective Sergeant Alexandra Cupidi from the Kent Serious Crime Directorate. This is Constable Jill Ferriter.’

			The younger woman was standing too, a sympathetic smile on her face. Why? He thought. What had happened?

			‘So?’

			‘Before I say anything, I need to just confirm that you are Julian Keen, date of birth . . .’

			‘Seventeenth of May, 1982,’ said Ferriter, reading from her notebook.

			Nervously he said, ‘That’s me. Why?’

			There was a flicker in the younger woman’s gaze. ‘In that case, I’m afraid I have some very bad news,’ Cupidi said.

			‘Has she said something?’ interrupted Lulu. ‘Has she accused us of something? I think you should know that that woman, who we put up here out of the goodness of our hearts, interfered with our child.’

			‘She didn’t interfere with him, Lulu,’ said Julian. ‘The worst she did was take him downstairs and stick him in front of CBBC.’

			‘Don’t say anything, Julian.’

			The senior officer looked at them, first Julian, then Lulu, and back again, as if trying to figure out what had been happening here.

			‘I think there must have been some misunderstanding,’ the policewoman said. She turned to Lulu. ‘A woman interfered with your child?’

			‘No,’ said Julian. ‘It’s nothing. She didn’t interfere with our child. What were you going to say?’

			The woman’s face softened. ‘I’m very sorry, Mr Keen, but your mother is dead.’

			The tears came instantly to his eyes, rolling down towards his chin. Lulu looked at her husband, open-mouthed. The constable, too, stood awkwardly, not certain what to do.

			Julian himself was as shocked as his wife. He hadn’t even known the woman really, had he? It had just been a single night that she was here. And he hadn’t cried since he was a boy. So why was he dripping tears now, lip trembling?

			Somehow picking up on the disturbance in the room, the child on Lulu’s hip began to wail. Only the older of the two policewomen seemed to know what to do; she was standing with a tissue she had found somewhere, holding it out for him. 

			‘Here. Give yourself a minute.’

			Julian took it.

			‘I apologise,’ she said as he dropped into a chair, shoulders heaving. ‘It must be terrible news. Take your time.’

			‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what got into me.’

			‘It’s perfectly natural,’ she said.

			For a few seconds, aside from the sound of crying – man and child – there was quiet, until the sergeant looked up and said to Lulu, ‘Well, what about that cup of tea, now?’

			Lulu hadn’t actually offered to make her one in the first place, but as she moved to the kitchen to put the kettle on, Julian could see the obvious irritation on her face at the way this policewoman had asserted her authority over her in her own home.

			‘Would you like a hand with that?’ suggested Ferriter.

			‘I can manage perfectly well.’ But Julian watched as the younger officer followed her anyway.

			‘How did she die?’ Julian answered, when his wife and child were out of the room.

			‘I’m afraid it’s possible that she may have been the victim of some kind of assault,’ said the woman.

			‘My God. What kind of assault?’

			‘Her body was recovered recently from a drainage ditch in Kent. We’re still waiting for more detail. Obviously if it turns out to be an assault, we want to catch whoever did this to her.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And there is the matter of identifying the body.’

			‘Kent?’ It struck Julian that the woman had said they were Kent police, which was odd. ‘What was she doing there?’

			‘We’re hoping you could help us answer that.’

			The constable returned with a tray with four black mugs on it.

			‘Perhaps I can start by asking when you last saw your mother?’ said the sergeant.

			‘Last night,’ said Julian. ‘She stayed here, actually.’

			He wondered why the calm-looking sergeant who had been so in control of the situation up until now was looking so shocked.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said, flustered. ‘Did you say last night?’

			‘Not possible,’ said the constable.

			‘There must be some kind of mistake.’

			And beside the sergeant, the constable was digging in a folder for pieces of paper. ‘You did say seventeenth of May 1982, right? Mother’s name Hilary Janice Keen?’ she said, anxiously.

			‘Janice?’ said Julian, bewildered. ‘Is that her middle name?’

			The two police officers looked at each other, not understanding what had just happened.
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