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One





Elena Danya steps from the roll-top bath, her back straight and toes pointed down, as if she is doing dressage. She drips water all across her polished limestone floor. Foam sticks to her body and makes her modest. She rubs a porthole in the misted mirror and regards herself in the low, flickering candle glow. The bath, over her shoulder, looks the part and she recalls her expectations of England. When she left home, two long years ago, her mother had pinched her cheek, assured her she would make something of herself, for the family; find a prince. Elena smiles. It is coming to fruition.


What she sees now, in the mirror, is the way she likes herself: pink-skinned and with pale eyes; her hair straight in dripping tails, the palest outline of the flesh of her lips. Every last trace of her make-up is washed away. It is how God made her.


And she can be this self, again, for two whole days. She will read her novel this morning, doing a few jobs around the place between chapters, then catch the afternoon train up to the coast. It will be dark by the time she checks into the Signet Hotel and she will sit on the window seat of the bay window in her room, draw up her knees and watch the lights glimmer out at sea, then eat alone in the splendidly faded, panelled dining room – fond smiles from her fellow residents. They may think it strange that such a wholesome girl is eating alone. They may speculate at what she is running from, or towards. Some staff may recognise her, recalling her in the company of a man, or two.


Tomorrow, she will walk on the sands in a late winter dawn, way past the pier with its shiplap huts. Then Elena will take a full breakfast, and return to her seat to finish her book. She will take another, longer walk to the harbour at Warblingsea before the latest lunch she can muster because she knows that when she returns to her room and the sun sets, wintry early, she will ease herself between the sheets and she will look east across the North Sea and she will cry. Next day, on the very first train back to Liverpool Street, normal service will resume. But not for long. She is changing.


She thanks the stars that she gets such days to herself. She is lucky; other girls work seven days or seven nights and sometimes both.


Elena pads through to her bedroom and drags the sheets from the bed. Still naked, she carries the load to her kitchen and crams the linen into the washing machine and double-doses the fabric softener, sets the machine to a boil cycle.


The telephone rings, fracturing the normal, domestic ritual. She answers, sitting cross-legged on the chilled tiled floor. Rebeccah’s voice is warm. She sounds like a child, can look like a child if she wishes; if somebody else wishes. Rebeccah is not so lucky as Elena. She has a different appeal.


‘You’re still going up there?’ says Rebeccah.


‘You sound upset.’


‘I don’t want anything to happen to you.’


‘It is only the seaside,’ says Elena.


‘We don’t have to do anything, you know. I’ve got my Frank.’


‘It’s arranged, Rebeccah.’ She says it like Marlene Dietrich might. Re-Beck-Caah. ‘We trust ourselves, yes?’


‘Mitch is coming,’ whispers Rebeccah, suddenly afraid.


‘Is he …?’


But the phone cracks, dies, quick as a broken bone.


Elena takes a carton of apple juice back through to the bedroom. Apple juice is good for the stomach. She has problems with her stomach. She plumps up the bare pillows and leans back with Mansfield Park, draws up her knees. A part of her hates this room. The sounds and shapes she has made, right here, never quite fade to nothing.


By the end of the first paragraph on the downturned page, Elena has caught up with where she left off and she feels her mouth turn up at the edges, into a smile. Then the phone rings again. She considers ignoring it, but it might be her mother. She pictures her mother, wrapped in many coats and a thick woollen scarf around her head, in the phone box at the bottom of the block of flats, bitter winds whipping up off the snowy river.


‘Hello,’ says Elena.


‘My love,’ says the man. It is Markary. His voice is light, but guarded, suggesting someone is with him. This makes her heart heavy.


‘You call to wish me a happy trip? I don’t think so. You promised me two days.’


‘This will be good for us. Good for everybody!’ He laughs. But he is sad, really. She knows the real him. There is definitely somebody with him.


‘It could be good for another girl.’


‘There’s only you, Lena. You know that. You’re different.’


‘I won’t do it,’ she says, holding herself tight around the knees. Something in her stomach twists and she feels her voice crack.


‘Make yourself white, my love. Be gentle. He’s a shy one. You’re perfect for him.’ He lowers his voice and sounds absolutely sincere when he says, soft as powder, ‘I love you.’


Elena knows better than to tell Markary he couldn’t possibly love her; instead says, ‘You should love me more.’


‘It’s the Thamesbank. Room 601.’


‘I don’t like hotels, Marky.’


‘In an hour,’ he says, hanging up.


She picks up Mansfield Park and throws it at the wall. It could tell hundreds of variations of a single tale.




*





Staffe knows his limit and he watches, unmoving, as the bids for the Crimean shaving stand climb higher and higher. He won’t pay more than a month’s take-home for any lot, ever. He could, but it would be wrong.


‘Two thousand eight hundred,’ says the auctioneer. He looks towards Staffe, even though he hasn’t bid yet, because he knows him of old, and they talked about the stand on the phone only yesterday.


Staffe makes the faintest shake of the head, puts the catalogue behind his back and moves back through the crowd, checks his watch. He has seen an intaglio ring, from the Urals. It is of Russian gold and has an emerald, the colour of Sylvie’s eyes. It is most definitely not what he came for, but, as the gavel comes down on the shaving stand, he trusts the instinct that he must have it. His watch says a quarter to twelve and he should be with Sylvie, at the Eagle and Child, by noon. She’ll understand, he assures himself; especially when she sees what kept him.


An eager brace of couples push past him from the back of the room and the bidding for the Urals ring starts at £1,200. It’s worth £3,000, any day of the week, but as the battle reduces to the eager couples – at £2,000, and rising in measly fifties, Staffe raises his hand, says, loud and forceful, ‘Two and a half.’


A most English gasp whispers around the medieval hall and the auctioneer can’t help but smile. He pauses, for effect. ‘Does anybody care for this more than Mr Wagstaffe?’


It is Staffe’s one and only bid. He knows it would have crept up towards and beyond his limit, but his bid asserts that he may well go far higher. That is a lie. He closes his eyes and wishes the round thud of the gavel. He holds his breath, pictures Sylvie’s face as he proffers the box.


The silence in the room deepens and Staffe can hear the hurried confidences of the two bidding couples. He opens his eyes and they each turn, look at him. The gavel thuds and Staffe goes straight to the cashier, unable to look the outbid lovers in the eye.


He drives on the limit all the way from Chipping Norton back to Oxford and shows his City of London warrant card to the man parading the pay and display at Martyrs Memorial, gets a nod of reverence in return.


They are here because Sylvie says it’s a part of him she doesn’t understand. She thinks it madder than a trunkful of frogs that he shies away from his alma mater, but to be safe, he brought her this side of town, staying at the Randolph rather than near his college, Merton – the other end of Cornmarket and beyond.


Sylvie has gone from the pub, according to the American twelve-year-old managing the place, so Staffe ambles down past the Memorial, where the Protestants Cranmer, Ridley and Latimer yielded their bodies to be burned, at the behest of Mary Tudor and the Church of Rome.


Opposite the Randolph, he sees her, in the window of the dining room, laughing with a floppy-haired, chisel-jawed man her own age. He looks a million pounds in a battered tweed jacket. It must be Ollie. They were at Goldsmiths together. Staffe waits on the corner, by the Ashmolean, hoping she will see him and come out.


Even though he is hopelessly late, she isn’t looking up; is too engrossed. He calls the station. Is he already missing the city’s fast beat?


‘You’re away for the weekend, sir,’ says his DS: Pulford. ‘Rimmer’s looking after things, sir.’


‘Rimmer my …’


‘Yes, sir?’ says Pulford, with feigned curiosity.


‘You just call me, right – if anything serious happens.’ Rimmer isn’t Staffe’s idea of a detective inspector. Poor bugger. Rimmer probably isn’t even Rimmer’s idea of a DI. But it’s in his blood.


‘But I’m out on a new surveillance, sir.’


‘Surveillance? Which one?’


‘A couple of new labour gangs, maybe illegal. And you said I wasn’t to disturb you. Under any circumstances. You said …’


Staffe turns off his phone, looks back up at the Randolph. He puts his hand in his pocket and takes out the intaglio ring, holds it up to the light. Tonight, he is taking Sylvie out to Great Milton, to Le Manoir for dinner, and he will play things by ear but, if all goes to plan – he will give her the ring.


Sylvie waves at him from the hotel entrance, laughing. Her hair billows in the wind and she holds it to one side as she kisses the handsome young man on the cheek; then the other. He holds her by the hips as they do it. When he walks away, he studiously avoids looking toward Staffe, as if it had been determined it would be better if he wasn’t introduced.


She holds her arms open as Staffe comes toward her.


‘What handsome friends you have,’ says Staffe.


‘Who, Ollie? Did you get the piece?’


He shakes his head. ‘Too rich for me. I’m not made of money.’


She gives him a look, tuts. ‘Liar.’



















Two





Elena Danya looks up at the Thamesbank Hotel. It could have been commissioned by Stalin, with its square bulk of grey render and its uniform steel windows. They spent £60 million refurbishing it a couple of years back and crowned it with two burnished domes. Now, to stay one night, without the pleasure of Elena, commands a month of her mother’s labour, back home. For an extra five hundred you could fuck lovely Elena, anywhere but the arse.


Today, in accordance with Markary’s specification, she is white, and she will be supremely gentle for her shy, mystery client. Her blonde hair is freshly washed and plumped and she pulls up her oyster fur collar against the riverside chill. She truly looks like somebody’s lovely sister cum sixties model. A young Saudi swaggers out of the revolving doors and stops dead, mid-step. He looks back at her, mouth open, as she goes into the lobby.


At the desk, she places her almost empty attaché case on the impeccable mahogany glaze of the counter and says, ‘Papers for 601.’


‘Madam,’ says the concierge, looking down at the register, where the booking has been made in pencil, paid in cash. These are charted waters.


Elena makes her way across the lobby which is the size of a tennis court. Her stilettos clip across the marble and she holds her head high, eyes upon her. A young man in a pillbox hat and high-waisted trousers leans against his luggage buggy. He looks her up and down, quite deliberately, with piercing, light eyes, almost white. Their eyes meet and she gets the impression they might know each other. His badge says ‘Gary’.


The top of her leg vibrates and Elena thrusts her hand into the special inside pocket she commissioned to the lining of her fur. She lifts the phone to her ear before it rings.


‘Where are you?’ says the voice from the phone.


‘Arra? Arra, is that you? Are you OK?’


‘Don’t sweat, Lena, honey. Are you there?’


Elena looks at Gary. He hasn’t taken his eyes off her. She moves towards the floor-to-ceiling windows that give on to the river. She can see the South Bank, way across to her right, up river. Above, the sky is heavy with snow. In a hushed voice, she says, ‘I’m at the Thamesbank.’


‘You don’t like hotels. Who are you meeting?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Is it one of his friends? You should watch yourself.’


‘Why did you call, Arra?’


The line falls silent.


‘Arra? Are you out of it?’


‘I’ve got a bad feeling is all. I’m worried about Becx.’


‘Rebeccah? It will be Christmas soon. Everything will be different,’ says Elena, but the phone is dead. She slips it back into the special pocket of her fur, the coat’s perfect form unspoiled.


She makes her way back across the lobby and Gary has beads of sweat on his temples, as if his desire has oozed. The lift doors close and something inside her dilates. She feels ready, quickly opens the attaché case and goes into her silver pillbox for a pre-taste of the finale powder. One pinch for the left nostril and one for the right, a quick dust down; doors open. She steps out, one foot in front of the other, all the time changing herself into something that she surely is not.


The door to Room 601 is ajar and Elena presses it open, ready to smile, but the room is empty. Water gushes from beyond a closed door. She steps inside and places her attaché case on the desk by the window. Across the river, she can see the Oxo Tower. Markary took her there once. He spent a fortune on the meal and they had a wonderful evening. He made her laugh and she had lobster, then a crêpe Suzette. She felt like a film star and that night she kissed him by Westminster Bridge and he took her to the place in Cloth Fair and they made love. She thinks, how much easier it would be if she could love him properly, if he was enough.


She senses someone behind her and she dilates again, unbuttoning her fur, letting it slide to the floor, leaning forward, placing her hands on the window ledge. She hears him. Close, now.


Elena tenses her buttocks and waits for the viper zzzip behind her, waits for his hands to be on her, kneading and tugging at the angel-white silk of her whore’s finery. Markary said he was shy, so she doesn’t turn on him, plots ahead that she will make him quick but stop him, dead! in his tracks, and then she will do what she is famous for – taking both balls in her mouth as they six and nine and he snorts a line all the way down from her navel and up again. Then she will finish him and take the money.


Right now, she thinks she must be mad for wanting to go up to Suffolk, to read a book. Sometimes, she just doesn’t understand herself.


But there is so much more at stake than what she allows her willing flesh to imply.


However, this one is taking his time. She tenses her buttocks again: one; then the other; and in the window, in amongst the view of the Thames, she sees the moving watermark of her client coming towards her: lithe; or scrawny. She wonders if she should turn on him, slowly, but she waits, to feel his hands on her. She wonders if she might enjoy him. A one in twenty.


Then he takes her breath away. She feels a dull pain in her kidneys and her head whiplashes away from her, the South Bank warping, twisting out of sight as she catches her head on the corner of the radiator. She falls into the soft fur of her coat, thinks she may pass out, thinks, ‘This will hurt, in the morning.’ She wants to stand and fight him, but as he tugs at her, she feels all her strength seep onto the lush, white carpet. A seam of red. And with a last glance up, she sees a pale shadow over her and as the room goes dark, she sees a vision of her mother. She cannot move and the darkness deepens. She can’t breathe. Her face is hard up against the soft carpet and something inside her seems to die.




*





Staffe lies back on the vast, plumped bed and stares out of the low window, down at gloaming St Giles. It has rained lightly, threatening to snow, and the cobbles warp the college lights’ reflections.


The shower stops running and Sylvie emerges, dripping, holding a Mai Tai. He doesn’t know where it came from. She bends down, kisses him, and he pulls her on top of him. She rolls away, holding her Mai Tai high. She takes a long swallow, drinking it greedily, not like a lady, but because she loves the taste and looks up at the ceiling, kind of sad. He follows suit.


‘It would be nice to do nothing,’ she says.


‘If you like.’


‘But you’ve booked a table.’


‘I can cancel.’


‘You said it was your favourite place.’


‘Second favourite.’ He places a hand on the pod of fat at the top of her thigh.


Sylvie leans up on her elbow, facing Staffe and hooks a leg over his. ‘Sometimes, Will,’ she kisses him on the temple, her wet hair dripping on him, ‘you say exactly the right thing.’ She takes another sip.


‘Sometimes?’


‘We can go to the restaurant.’


‘I can compromise, you know.’


‘When it suits,’ she says, stroking his chest.


‘Let’s stay here.’ He wants to know if she and Ollie ever went out, and where and when did he watch her emerge from the shower. Was he ever bad to her? Did she acquire her taste for Mai Tai from him? Why did they stop seeing each other? He sighs.


‘What’s wrong?’ she says.


He would give her beautiful children. ‘You never say you want children.’


‘Will! What’s brought this on?’


He looks across the room to his jacket on the back of the chair by the window. The Ural ring is in the inside pocket and he wonders if this might be the right time.


‘Is this because you saw me with Ollie?’


‘You were with him?’


Sylvie stands up, strides across the room, puts her drink down, heavy.


‘People can see,’ he says. ‘It’s dark outside and the light’s on.’


‘Bugger them,’ she says, reaching into her bag and pulling out a fresh pair of pants. She steps into them and turns to Staffe, hands on hips. ‘Maybe we should go out for dinner.’


Staffe remembers from somewhere that Mai Tai reminds Sylvie of the sun and she drinks them when she is happy, not to get happy.


‘Why are you happy?’ says Staffe.


‘Who says I am?’


His mobile phone rings.


Sylvie looks at it and back to Staffe. ‘You’d better get that.’


He shakes his head. ‘I don’t want to. Come here.’


She smiles and pads across the floor, wonky and creaking. She bounces on the bed and straddles him, her hands splayed on his chest. ‘Babies, hey Staffe? What’s come over you?’


‘Most people at least discuss it.’


‘You’re not most people.’


‘We’re not most people.’


‘I like things the way they are.’ She leans down and kisses him.


A shrill telephone rings from the bedside table.


‘Nobody knows where we are,’ she says. ‘That’s what you said.’



















Three





Arabella shivers awake. Her head aches with a low, flatlining boom as she pushes herself off the mattress and draws the sheet around her. The orange teardrop shape of the streetlight through the threadbare fabric at the window signals the day is over.


She checks her phone to see if Rebeccah has called, more from hope than expectation and, right enough, the last call registering is the one she made to Elena. ‘Shit,’ she says.


‘What d’you say?’ calls a man from the next room.


Arabella clambers off the bed and goes to the window, drawing back the fabric which is nailed up to the old pelmet. She sees her own broken and pale reflection in the cracked pane and is disappointed, but she swallows deeply and tries to convince herself that this is the better life.


‘You call me?’ says Darius from the doorway.


‘I’m cold. Hold me.’


‘I’m worried, Arra.’ He is stick thin and wearing low jeans and a tracksuit top that don’t match the plums to his voice. He has a mop of bible-black, curling hair and fine, delicate bones, cherub lips.


‘What’s to worry about?’


‘I’m worried about you. Those friends of yours.’


‘What about you and one of those friends of mine?’


‘Don’t be stupid.’ He takes her into the crook of his neck and holds her tight, rubbing her back, running his hands up and down along her washboard ribs. ‘You’re fading away.’


Arabella pushes him away and turns back to the window. All along the street, the windows are boarded up and the builders have packed away for the day – old toilets and doors packed high in the skip. The other night, they used hammers and chains to get the squatters from next door.


‘We can’t stay here, Arra.’


‘I know that,’ she says, making herself strong. She coughs, dry as dust.


‘You should call your father.’


‘Don’t talk to me about my father. You’re as bad as each other.’ She loses her balance, sits clumsily in the chair. ‘I sometimes think you are on his side.’


‘You’re sick, Arra. You should lay off the gear for a while.’ He sits on the floor, cross-legged, and jabs his fingers into his thick hair. ‘There’s a party up St John’s Wood.’ He looks up, forcing a smile.


She clouds over, fixes herself a line and a jug of sweet tea, says, ‘I need forty or so.’


Darius hands her three twenties.


‘You take care of me, Darry. I love that.’


‘Like I said, there’s a party. There’s more where that came from.’




*





The SOC lights are brilliant and flood the beautiful woman’s naked body. She seems blue as ocean in this light, her edges harsh as rocks. Her curves are long and bold. A pendant of dried blood sullies the cream carpet to the right of her head. Staffe wants to be alone with her, but the room is full of Forensics, and Josie, and Rimmer.


He can’t take his eyes from the beautiful woman. She has a thin smile and, somehow, an inquisitiveness in her dead expression; a serene willingness, it seems. Staffe asks Janine, ‘Is this a sexual assault?’


Janine, the City Police pathologist, crouches down beside the body and points at the confluence of Elena’s buttocks and thighs with the tip of her tweezers. ‘I wouldn’t like to say, for sure, until I’ve done the autopsy, but I don’t think they penetrated.’


‘They left her naked,’ says Rimmer, punching away at his Blackberry. He is wearing a chalkstripe suit and his shoes are brilliantly shined. You would never guess from the look of him that he hasn’t got the stomach for this.


‘What was the sequence of events? Can you hazard a guess?’


‘I don’t think it was the blow to the head. There is skin on the corner of the radiator but no bruising. I need to check her mouth and throat, but she may well have been smothered.’


‘That bastard on the desk won’t tell us anything,’ says Rimmer. ‘He says the room hadn’t even been registered, says a Finnish banker had reserved the room for tonight but he hadn’t shown up.’


‘Don’t go upsetting the applecart,’ says Staffe.


‘The applecart?’


‘We don’t want them closing ranks. I want statements off all staff who were in the building between midday and seven.’ He turns to Josie Chancellor, his young DC who was working with Rimmer whilst Staffe was up in Oxford. ‘Set up booths in the main conference room. I need eight uniforms here and …’ He looks at Rimmer, ‘we’ll have absolute silence. Nobody talks.’ Staffe turns to Janine, ‘I need a time of death.’ He looks across at Josie. ‘Do we have an ID on her?’


‘There was only her case, sir. All that was in it was a couple of grammes of coke in a pill box.’


‘Good stuff?’


‘I’d say so,’ says Janine.


‘And the case? I need to know every shop from Stansted to Gatwick that stocks the make.’


‘We’re on to that, sir,’ says Josie.


He runs his fingers through his hair and sighs. ‘What about her clothes?’


‘They left her completely naked. Must have taken the clothes.’


‘Who found her?’


‘A maid,’ says Josie. ‘She’s Portuguese. Heard a phone ringing and ringing. She waited quarter of an hour.’


‘Where’s the phone?’


Josie holds up a tiny gold Nokia in a plastic bag. ‘It was in an inside pocket of the coat.’ Josie nods down at the fur, still under the naked woman.


‘Have you checked to see what number was ringing?’


‘Yes, sir. Someone called Markary.’


‘Markary?’ says Staffe.


‘You know him?’


‘A few years ago, if it’s the same one. Check him out, and we’ll need to see every byte of data in that phone.’ He walks out of the room, pausing at the door. ‘Call me when this room is empty, I’ll be downstairs.’




*





Sylvie is talking to one of the waiters in the Thamesbank dining room. It is the end of service and Staffe pauses at the entrance to the grand room, a modern classic of high-glaze paint and suede upholstery. The waiter is leaning forward, hands clasped behind him, back perfectly straight, but he is making Sylvie laugh.


As Staffe approaches, the waiter sidles away. Sylvie straightens her face and pats the seat next to her, says, ‘They’re doing us some lemon sole and a cheese board.’


Staffe shakes his napkin loose, places it in his lap and resets his cutlery. ‘You don’t have to be here.’


‘I understand, Will.’ She squeezes his knee. ‘Somebody died and this is what you do.’


He wants to say, ‘That’s not what you’ve always said,’ but he knows better. He leans forward, confides, ‘I think she was a prostitute.’


‘Did she suffer? I mean, badly.’


He shakes his head, pours them each some sparkling water. ‘I don’t think so, not especially.’ He sips from his glass, says, ‘I could get us a room. You’ve got all your things in the car. I could be done in an hour or so.’


‘You could come to mine.’


It is a bone of contention that Sylvie always comes to Staffe’s place. There was a time, and still sometimes is, when Staffe thinks this is something sinister. He has a key to her place now, which he has never used.


‘Will! I said you could come to mine.’


‘Fine.’


‘Look, I know you need your space. And so do I.’


‘I didn’t say anything about space.’


Sylvie leans back and clasps her hands together behind her head. She blows her cheeks out, looks him in the eye and laughs. ‘You’re hard work, Will Wagstaffe, fuck me if you’re not.’


‘I’m not,’ he says.


‘Maybe we should stay here.’ She leans down, pats her handbag. ‘I’ve got a good book.’


‘And I’ll bring some cocoa.’




*





Staffe turns off the SOC lights in Room 601 and the dead woman seems to move. He thinks she has pulled up her knees, ever so slightly; tucked her chin, nestling down. But it is a trick of the gloom.


Janine will return for the beautiful corpse soon, to butterfly her like a delicate spatchcock and glean from the blood and tissue of her and the liquids and substances in and on her, quite how she spent the last moments of her life. She will also determine when the woman died – that he can eliminate the innocent.


Staffe leans against the wall and slides down onto his haunches. He has her in his eyeline, her cold flesh between him and the river, which is like a silver ribbon in the moonlight. This is a room designed for love or seduction, with its floor-to-ceiling windows and its opulent furnishings. It is not a place for any Tom, Dick or Harry to come a-killing.


Outside, a boat moves slowly down river, its stern light dull in the estuary fret. He envies the skipper, making his way to sea; a whistling kettle down below and the sizzle of bacon at dawn’s first; the horizon getting no closer – all day long.


He closes the door behind him and locks it, hands the key to the uniformed constable in the corridor.


‘A long day, sir.’


‘It’ll be longer before we’re through.’ A new design is emerging for the night. All he has is the call from Markary and he takes the lift down, turns his thoughts to the man who was first to call this beautiful woman after she died.


Taki Markary crossed Staffe’s path some years ago when a gang of Chinamen were mass-burning DVDs in a building that was leased to a company which was owned by a company which was managed by a trust whose ultimate beneficiary was a charity run by Taki Markary’s wife, Sema. Markary emerged unscathed from that investigation, but during its course, Staffe became aware that the smooth Turk had made his money selling arms to Iraq in the 1990 war. That hadn’t quite tallied with what Staffe had seen. Markary hadn’t seemed cut out for such rough trading, seemed intent on a far finer life.


The traffic on Embankment is thin, tail lights like far-strung rubies. From the dash, his phone glows, emerald. It is Josie. ‘What have you got?’


‘Markary’s clean as a whistle. Still living in Mayfair. His wife’s got a couple of nightclubs in Istanbul. She’s old money.’


‘Kids?’


‘No.’


‘How old is she?’


‘Younger than him. Forty. He’s fifty, but he looks like a handsome fella. Like the one who plays cards, you know …’


‘It’s bridge. A bit more than a card game.’ Staffe cuts up through Whitehall, making his way towards the frosted halls of government. ‘You mean Omar Sharif.’


‘That’s all I’ve got, apart from a list of com panies. He’s got the Executive, off Berkeley Square.’


‘That’s practically a brothel.’


‘But he looks legit, sir. Sorry.’


‘Don’t be sorry. It’s supposed to be a good thing when people comply with the law.’ Staffe hangs up, watches St James’s clubland discharge a final few, born to rule.


The cars in this part of God’s London – all Italian and German – are beginning to frost, sparkling in the soft orange street light, like candied fruits. Staffe parks his battered Peugeot on Mount Street, and looks up at the stucco building. His breath trails in the wintry air and he presses 3, waits for the response. Eventually a weary voice comes crystal clear in the silver speaker grille. Markary sounds more refined than Staffe recalls. The voice is soft; the easternness light on the edges of his vowels.


‘What do you want this time of night. Who is that?’


Staffe looks up at the video camera and smiles. ‘Just a word.’ He holds his warrant card up to the lens. ‘Inspector Wagstaffe, Leadengate CID.’


‘What?’


‘You phoned a girl. Something happened to her.’


‘Which girl?’


‘Let me in.’


‘You best be quick. Second floor.’ The latch whirrs. Staffe pushes the door and a light comes on automatically. Staffe sinks into the lush pile underfoot. There is a smell of the Orient and the common parts are adorned with gilded oil paintings. Pre-Raphaelite copies. The lift is silent. He can’t imagine that anyone living here would ever be brought down.


When he gets to Markary’s floor the door to the apartment is open and his host is on the telephone. ‘They’re here now. Yes. I’m not an idiot.’


‘Your solicitor, Mr Markary? Odd behaviour for someone who’s done nothing wrong.’ Staffe fixes him, firm, in the eyes. The years have been kind. His grey-flecked black hair is cut dapper and even at this hour it is slicked back in tight waves from a matinee hairline that juts to the temples. He is no more than half a stone overweight in his polo shirt and linen trousers. ‘You called her at two forty-seven.’


‘Called who?’


Staffe scrutinises a painting of a woman, seemingly seated in a crowd of people but looking lost. She has fine features but her face is dirty, the clothes grubby. ‘Is it true what they say about how you pay for all this?’


‘Who are “they”?’


‘It’s what we call received wisdom.’


‘We? Do you not consider me to be one of you, Inspector …?’


‘Wagstaffe. They call me Staffe.’


‘They say racism is rife in the Metropolitan Police Force.’


‘I’m not with the Met. I am City. And I’m no racist. But that doesn’t mean I have to give houseroom to foreign criminals. We have met before.’


‘I don’t recall.’ Markary goes to a walnut secretaire and pulls down the front, pours himself a large measure of spirit from a cut-glass decanter.


‘Life continues to be kind, I take it, since your Chinamen let you down.’


Markary moves towards Staffe. ‘You have an interesting karma. You are unfulfilled.’


‘You’re wrong.’


‘Your mask slips, Inspector. But you can never see that.’ He regards the painting of the woman, alongside Staffe.


‘Perhaps Sickert could have shown me.’


‘You know your art.’ Markary squints. ‘You can read her, just from this moment in time. He is a genius, to see into her this way, to commit her so.’


Staffe thinks of the beautiful, fair corpse, her face and the shape of her locked in time. ‘They killed her, Taki. I’m going to find out who and why. I’d have thought you’d want the same for your girl.’


‘How do you mean, my girl?’


‘Why do you call prostitutes, Taki? Is your wife here?’


‘What did she look like?’ he whispers.


‘I can only tell you how she looked in that last moment.’ Staffe takes the glass from him, sips. It is Armagnac, of the highest quality. He holds on to it and as he takes a step back, he says, ‘She looked as if she was about to enjoy what she did. She was pale as snow. Her hair had long curls and she was lying on an oyster fur.’


Markary blinks quickly, three, four times and reaches for the glass, snatches it away. ‘I have nothing to tell you.’ He downs the Armagnac in one and sits on the sofa, flicking through the Estates Gazette. Not reading it at all.


‘Shame to drag your lawyer out of bed for nothing.’


‘Nothing?’


‘I’ve got what I want.’ Staffe looks down on Markary and raises his voice half a notch. ‘I shan’t fuck about. I’ll talk to your wife, if I need to, just in case she used your phone by mistake and it was actually her calling this poor murdered girl you don’t give two bloody hoots for.’ He feels his blood quicken and he breathes in, long.


Markary looks up, says in a tender, cracking voice. ‘What did they do to her?’


Staffe looks at the painting again. ‘They say Sickert knew the Ripper.’


Markary nods. ‘Some say he was the Ripper.’


As Staffe goes into the hall, Markary’s wife emerges from a bedroom. She is older than the whore, and she is beautiful.


Staffe lets himself out, murmurs, ‘I’ll rip your bloody mask off.’



















Four





Janine stands back from the pale victim, livor mortis yet to manifest itself. The woman had been decomposing for approximately seven hours – until she was moved to this controlled environment. The skin will not blister or slip, for now, and she remains purest white. Janine puts the back of her hand to the woman’s hip. The skin is cold as slate but the flesh yields, untethered. Janine has cut her open from collarbones to breast plate and down to the pubis. Her insides are bare to this windowless, photoflood corner of the world.


She flicks off the operating lights and an electric hum disappears into the early morning in a strange reversal of nature. But you don’t get birdsong this time of year.


Janine sits in the corner, hands on her knees and back straight, drinking in the scene. Some colleagues are immune to the objects of their craft – the lives left in the wake. Janine takes counsel each month, for the loss of her subjects, and this beautiful woman with her frozen look has haunted her since she first shone a torch into her mouth and nose and elsewhere.


A knock at the opening door makes her flinch and she begins to stand, but when she sees it is Staffe, she slumps back down in her seat. He forces a smile but she can tell he is practically out on his feet. For the first few seconds, each time they meet, she can’t help remembering when they were together. It was a brief affair – if you could flatter it so – and it ended quickly, amicably. She considers him a friend; fears for him, sometimes.


‘You want some coffee?’ She asks.


‘I’ll make the coffee.’ He takes a jar of instant coffee and powdered milk from the cupboard beneath the high, barred window which is kerb-level. ‘Talk me through it.’


‘There was no sperm inside her, just a trace secretion of her own fluids in the gusset of her pants. The pants are Rigby and Peller.’ Staffe turns round, raises his eyebrows and they each decide not to share a private joke. ‘There is no bruising or laceration. The vagina had not been penetrated. The head and the blood on the carpet were juxtaposed. She didn’t move once she hit the ground.’


‘Not your typical sexual act,’ he says.


‘There were only six strands of fur fibre, and no carpet fibres in her nose, and none in the mouth or throat, and no trace of inhalation of the fibres from the pillowcase.’


‘She was unconscious when they finished her off – with the pillow,’ says Staffe. ‘No struggle?’


‘Look at her face; the expression.’


‘I have.’ The kettle boils.


‘No damage to the nose or cheeks, no bruising to the lips. The skin and blood on the radiator are a perfect match. She has a bruise to her lower neck which may have been caused by a knee during a suffocation but there’s a defined epicentre to the bruise. I think it was a rapid blow.’


‘And the fall against the radiator an accident?’


‘I don’t think “accident” covers anything that happened to this girl.’


‘The pillow could be part of a sexual design.’


Janine shakes her head, goes across to fix her coffee the way she likes it. Staffe has left it black, for her to finish. He remembered.


She glimpses the woman’s fur, hanging in the corner. It is a vintage natural oyster mink with a wing collar. The real thing. ‘Was that your girlfriend at the Thamesbank?’


‘We’d been away for the weekend.’


Janine wonders why people put themselves through that. Why not fast-forward to the heartache and tears and save yourself the pain. ‘Getting serious, hey Staffe?’


He smiles, thin-lipped. ‘What happened in that hotel room?’


‘Over to you, lover boy.’ Janine takes off her gloves and washes down. When she is done, she catches Staffe standing over the body, staring deep into the woman’s face.


‘It gets worse,’ she says.


‘How?’ he says, not looking away.


‘Some might say there’s another victim.’


‘What?’ He looks up.


Janine suddenly feels cold as he follows her look to a small table on the far side of the room. There, barely larger than a grape, is a dead foetus. ‘She was pregnant, Will.’ 




*





Darius is out, scoring coke and MDMA for the party. He’ll be out all night so Arabella has walked across to Becx’s place on a litre bottle of super-strong cider and her last line. Becx had some crack when she last saw her and with a bit of luck, they might be able to suck on the pipe before they go out. Her feet are rubbed raw in her sharp-toed, take-me boots and she is so cold that she can’t feel the metal against her finger when she presses the buzzer. Her nose is running and she stands back, hoping to see the curtains shift. They do, but it isn’t Becx. The lock whirrs anyway and she pushes the door open, makes her way up the stairs.


Mitch is leaning against the frame of the door. He’s wearing a porkpie hat and has tats on his neck and arms, piercings in his nose and eyebrows. He looks her up and down. He’s gorgeous and knows it and exactly the type Becx always gets snarled up with, but Arabella has his measure.


‘You want to …’


‘Fuck off,’ says Arabella, placing an open palm on his T-shirt chest. ‘I’ve got Darius.’


He looks her all the way down to her heels and sneers. ‘Looks like it.’


He goes into the flat and Arabella follows him in. The place is done up nice with soft lighting and ethnic knick-knacks. It is warm and a red glow comes off the electric fire pulled up to the sofa. Both bars are on.


Arra wouldn’t need much to get her and Darius a place like this. It is time to have that chat with her father. Time, too, to work on her music; for Darius to go back to his art.


‘Where’s the guitar?’ says Arabella, looking around the living room.


‘In our bedroom.’ Mitch smiles at her, pulling on a leather biker’s jacket. ‘I’m popping out.’


‘When’s Becx coming back?’


He pauses by the door, ‘No point having a rummage.’ He taps his pocket. ‘It’s all here. Stay out the bedroom, girl, I’m warning you.’ His smile goes off like power, cut. He suddenly looks capable of the terrible. ‘Slag,’ he says, closing the door.


Arabella heaves off her boots and flops onto the sofa. The sheet of heat from the electric fire hits her shins straight away, works its way down to her toes and up along her long, thin thighs. She closes her eyes, the mind slowing right down, memories drifting, to that sad house across town. She misses her mother, who was Imogen and beautiful; making the men smile but sometimes crying when she drank wine, which her father didn’t like. They would argue and her brother, Roddy, would run to his room, but Arabella would clutch on to Imogen’s skirts, sobbing, looking up at her father and wondering how she could love such a man. After, he would hold Arabella tight and they would cry together and she loved him again.


From the bedroom, music pipes through. It is house but with a Latin flavour and the swooning trumpet loop ushers her to a deeper rest. She dreams that she cannot hear the sound of her own name in her mother’s mouth.


The warmth of the fire seeps deeper into her flesh. She dreams, too, that she is standing at the gate, looking up, a small case in hand. Her father calls her a whore. ‘Nothing but a whore like your mother.’


When she falters from sleep, Arabella has been crying and the music from the bedroom seems to get louder but Arabella keeps her eyes closed. She thinks, ‘If I open my eyes, all the changes will begin to happen.’ She hopes that Becx will come. The music goes up another notch and this puzzles Arabella. Moments later, she feels a shadow scroll across her.


A tall figure looks down at her. He is tall and fair, with a straight nose – just like her – like Imogen, too. She scrunches her eyes tight shut and rolls away onto the floor.


She waits for him to come at her, but he doesn’t. He just stands there. ‘What the hell are you playing at, Bella?’


‘Roddy?’ She sits up, peers up at him. ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ She scoots back on her bottom, away from him, her back against the sofa. Even though he is her brother, whom she bullied when she was young, now she is afraid. He is one of them and a different kettle of fish when their father is not around.


‘I can come see my big sis if I want.’


‘I don’t want. So fuck off.’


‘He wants to see you, Bella.’


‘Father? Is it me, or my friend he wants?’


‘You have to settle this nonsense.’


‘I’m not afraid of you.’


‘But you can be.’


Roddy seems altered tonight, wearing twisted jeans and a white T under a combat jacket. He’s put wax in his hair. ‘How did you get in here?’


‘He needs to know you won’t do anything stupid.’


She looks her brother up and down and wishes she could feel different, says, ‘Don’t tell him you know I’m here.’


‘Where’s Darry?’ says Roddy, trying hard to sound casual.


‘He’s providing for me.’


‘He’s using you, is what you mean.’


‘I use him.’


‘You really don’t know anything.’ Roddy turns his back, doesn’t give her so much as a glance, says, ‘You do the right thing, Bella.’


‘Have a heart, Roddy. Have a fucking heart.’


He closes the door and the electricity clunks down. The place goes instantly dark. The bars on the electric fire fade from red to pink to a low, diminishing amber. Like a fast-setting sun. The elements click as they cool and Arabella says, ‘God help me.’



















Five





Staffe double-parks the Peugeot, puts the POLICE AWARE card on the dash and strides up to his flat, in a fine row of Georgian town houses in South Ken. The lightest dusting of snow has fallen during the night. Above, the dark sky seems set to yield more.


As soon as he puts the key to the door, he knows Pulford is in, but doesn’t expect anything like the scene that is laid out before him.


He tries to school himself not to react, but he can feel his pulse accelerate away from him. His breath is short. His fingers have wound into fists.


‘What in God’s name …’


‘Staffe! You said …’ Pulford stands up, knocks a pile of poker chips to the floor and one of his friends clumsily tries to catch them. There is a thick pall of spirits in the air and bad rock thuds from a boom box. They have been smoking and pizza boxes scatter the living-room floor. ‘… You said you were away for the whole weekend.’


‘You said you were knocking this on the head.’ Staffe steps towards his sergeant – only twenty-six, but with his stubble and unkempt hair and gravelly voice, seeming far older. He knows he must look as if he is going to lose it because Pulford’s mates drain their glasses. One of them picks up the deck of cards and another scoops the Jack Daniels.


‘See you, Dave.’


‘Thanks for the game, mate.’


‘Mate?’ shouts Staffe. ‘You’re no mates. You know he’s got a fucking problem. If you were mates you’d stay away, not come fleecing him!’ Staffe turns to Pulford, levels him with a stare, holds it, says slowly, ‘You prick.’


‘I’m sorry, Staffe.’


‘I take you in, and this is what you do?’


‘I was winning. I …’


Pulford is wide-eyed and bleary and Staffe sees the cluelessness that most of his colleagues choose to focus on in the young graduate recruit. He quickly loses the heart to tear a strip off him. ‘Did Chancellor call you?’


‘I’ve been working that trafficking case.’ Pulford takes a step back, shaking his head. ‘On surveillance for three nights straight.’


When Staffe offered Pulford a place to stay, somewhere safe to fight his gambling demons, there had been ground rules. ‘Get yourself cleaned up, and a bellyful of coffee. You’re on duty as of now.’


‘What’s happened?’


He looks his sergeant up and down, wants to feel sorry for him. Rimmer and the rest of the team should have been in touch with Pulford. The fact that they haven’t speaks volumes. Staffe stabs a finger into the chest of the young DS. ‘You are going to get some therapy.’


Pulford looks down, shamefaced. ‘What’s happened?’


Staffe looks out through the fog at the iced houses with their black railings and shuttered windows. ‘Why didn’t you answer my calls?’


‘Because you said, sir, that you were away with Sylvie and if you even tried to talk about work, I had your permission to shoot you.’




*





Josie Chancellor puts a tray of bagged evidence on her DI’s desk. ‘Janine’s just told me about the foetus.’


‘It was eight weeks.’ He rests his chin on the flat of his palm. ‘Markary? How do we play this?’


‘How old does it have to be – before you can run DNA on it – the baby I mean,’ says Josie.


‘It’s old enough. Have you got that data from the victim’s mobile phone?’


‘Aaah,’ says Josie. ‘DI Rimmer is applying for a warrant, he says …’


‘Jesus! How long will it take?’


‘The papers are with DCI Pennington,’ says Josie.


‘And where’s the phone?’


Josie opens her drawer, picks up a sealed plastic bag with the gold Nokia inside.


Staffe looks around the room and hisses to Josie, ‘You keep it with you. All the time. And I mean all the time. If anybody calls, you answer it, pretending to be her. You find out who’s calling and where they live.’


‘You’re sure, sir?’


‘And here.’ He tosses her a field recorder. ‘Record some interference off the radio and play it when you answer.’


‘What did she sound like?’


‘She’s foreign, is my guess. Break your English when you answer. Say as little as you can.’


Josie leaves and Staffe has the place to himself. Soon, he is lost in thoughts: this case isn’t about him or Rimmer, but the beautiful girl, lying butter-flied for autopsy.


‘Staffe!’ DCI Pennington is standing in the doorway, immaculately suited, pencil thin. He says, through pursed lips, ‘Christ, man. Looks like you’ve seen a ghost.’


‘I was thinking, sir.’


‘Well think on this, Staffe. I’ve heard about you barging in on Taki Markary last night.’


‘How do you know that?’


‘You give this man absolutely no cause for complaint. You’re only just off the hook, remember.’


Staffe looks at the floor and swallows words. Pennington suckered him into the Jadus Golding conviction because the DCI extracted a ‘revised’ statement from a key witness, back in the summer. Staffe shouldn’t have covered up for his chief. But he did. ‘I remember everything about Golding.’


‘If you go after Markary, he’d better be the right man, and you’d better have the evidence. I suggest you reappraise. Think of him as living in a castle.’


‘A castle?’


‘Surrounded by a moat full of eggshells.’


‘I’ll have the evidence, sir.’ He thinks of the DNA Janine can summon from a being the size of a grape.


Pennington shoots him a warning look. ‘What exactly have you got on Markary?’


‘He called the victim.’


‘After she was killed.’


‘He’s withholding evidence.’


Pennington gives Staffe a withering look.


‘The victim was pregnant. There was a foetus.’


‘You’d better hear me, Staffe.’ Pennington turns on his heel, walks out, head high and back straight. ‘Loud and clear.’ He doesn’t shut the door behind him.




*





‘You sure we should be going to see Markary, sir?’ says Pulford, sitting alongside Staffe in the Peugeot, the list of names and numbers from the gold Nokia in his lap.


‘Keep reading the names, Sergeant.’


‘Mobile number. Name Crystal.’


‘No,’ says Staffe.


‘Landline, inner London. Name Bobo.’


‘Mark it.’ Staffe knows that, in time, all these numbers will be traced, but he’s picking the men who have called the dead woman in the past week, prioritising landlines – for speed. You find your killer in seventy-two hours. After that, the tide turns against.


‘Darius A’Court. Mobile number.’


‘Contract?’


‘I’ll check.’ Pulford carries on to the end of the list.


Staffe says, ‘Get Josie to come up with the addresses and full names.’


He parks up four doors down, opposite Markary’s place on Mount Street. It is midday, but the lights are on in the house. With such fog in Mayfair’s Georgian preserve, you wouldn’t blink if a horse and carriage drew up, if a gent in tails swanned out with a cane. You couldn’t call Markary a gent. Not in Staffe’s book, but he had clearly got into the right club. Somehow.


‘Here we are, sir,’ says Pulford, reading from his Blackberry.


Staffe is sad at the thought of bookies getting rich on Pulford’s misery and wonders what is so lacking in the young man’s life as to send him down that road. ‘Go on. Let’s have it.’


‘Bobo is a Boris Bogdanovich, lives in the Atlee, Bethnal Green.’


‘Russian? Find out how long he has been in the country.’


‘Darius A’Court is pay as you go, but one of the landlines is the Colonial Bankers’ Club.’


‘Is that it?’


‘The gold Nokia was bought in Dubai. It’s pay as you go and chipped. And there’s no correlation of the corpse with missing persons.’


‘Colonial Bankers. How pukka can you get?’ Staffe looks up at Markary’s apartment. He has had it five years, since he came over from Istanbul. He paid £1.5 million for it but that’s nothing compared to his house on the Bosporus and the nightclubs his wife still owns over there. She makes the Mayfair gang look nouveau riche. Some might think Markary a spiv, but his wife’s family has been lording it since the Ottoman empire came home to roost.


Staffe starts the engine – the wise thing. The next time he fronts up to Markary, he’ll have evidence. ‘Let’s visit this Bobo.’


Pulford’s Blackberry beeps with another message. ‘It’s Janine.’ He ruffles his hair and says, ‘The forensic archaeologist says your woman was East European – the cranium, the eyes. And the contents of her upper intestine.’


‘Lovely.’


‘Beetroot and herring bones. She had one of her teeth capped. A classy piece of dentistry, apparently. But no match so far.’


‘Tell Josie the victim was East European.’ He sees a woman at a window on the first floor. She has full lips and olive skin, the darkest eyes which appear to have smudged their mascara.




*





Josie hears the vibration before the ringtone. She looks at the gold Nokia. ‘The Carnival Is Over’ chimes up and she wishes Staffe was here.


Bobo calling.


Trying to calm herself, Josie turns on the interference track on the field recorder and places a tissue over the mouthpiece, clicks green.


‘Lena,’ says a man’s voice. He is foreign.


Josie says nothing.
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