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            For Lesley Thorne,

who pulled this one out of the fire

more times than I can count.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Whither shall I go from thy spirit? or whither shall I flee from thy presence?

               If I ascend up into heaven, thou art there: if I make my bed in hell, behold, thou art there.

            

            Psalm 139:7–8

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         It happens when she leans in to talk to her best friend. It is quick and practised and she doesn’t notice. Fifteen minutes later she starts to feel sick. The room wobbles. She almost falls off her stool. Her friend catches her just in time and wants to know what’s wrong. She tries to answer but discovers she no longer remembers how to use her mouth.

         Bowling balls collide against wooden pins, flinging them across the glossy floor and into the gutter. Players whoop and cuss and crane their necks to check the score on overhead monitors. The song changes, crashing chords shake the room, people scream into each other’s ears and gulp down beer. London. A Friday night. In a bar in a bowling alley in Bayswater, a young woman clutches her best friend’s arm and tries not to throw up as the klaxon announces another strike.

         She realises she’s drunk too much when she forgets her best friend’s name. She looks at the girl she’s known since they were seated together on the first day of school, the girl she’s confessed her darkest secrets and wildest fears to.

         She can’t remember her name.

         This scares her far more than the sudden churning in her stomach. She leans on the bar for support. Everything is too loud and too fast as if the room with all its noise and chatter is being poured into her skull. She turns and the room turns with her, people smearing into carousel horses, their faces thorny and beaked. Her friend is calling out her name but she doesn’t hear it. She shuffles off the stool, tries to regain her balance, sways forward and collapses to the floor.

         The sudden warmth of an outstretched hand snaps her back to the bowling alley bar. Her friend helps her up and wipes the hair from her forehead and she still can’t remember her name. She looks around and there’s a hundred eyes raking her body, people pointing at her, laughing and taking photos and she briefly sees a beach in another country and another girl fleeing the cruel mockery of drunks.

         She looks at her glass; the dark, sticky rum. She’s sure this is only her second but that can’t possibly be right. The phone in her pocket vibrates. She turns it on and plays the message, the receiver pressed tight against her ear, hoping it’s that Sicilian boy she met last weekend – but it’s not the boy, it’s a man’s voice, cool and careful. She assumes it’s a wrong number because he’s talking in a foreign language but, as she listens closer, she realises it’s not a foreign language – it’s English – only the man is speaking backwards. He makes a strange sibilant sound halfway between a hiss and a clearing of the throat and then she hears the beep and feels someone tugging at her arm.

         Her friend asks her who the caller was. She shrugs and points to the exit and her friend laughs and mimes sticking two fingers down her throat. She can’t explain so she simply walks away, leaving her handbag on the floor and her best friend staring in surprise.

         
             

         

         The door is only a few feet away but it takes an eternity to get there. She squeezes and staggers between men ordering drinks or checking the heft of bowling balls. They wink and snicker as she passes but she’s too far gone to notice, her only goal the door, the door with the bright green neon spelling EXIT as if it were a promise.

         She climbs the stairs and finally she’s out on the street, the rush of cabs and cars howling in her ears. She thinks about the message on her phone – a technical glitch of some kind or is it just this, the way she’s feeling, her brain mixing up the words and hearing them backwards?

         A man calls out to her from across the street. He smiles and points to his car and says Taxi? but she doesn’t like the look of his hands and quickly turns in the other direction.

         She walks these streets daily but they seem different tonight, as if every surface were alive, faintly throbbing. She hums songs to herself to stop her mind from dwelling on all the crap she doesn’t want to think about but the bad thoughts keep coming and she can’t make them stop.

         The streets all curve and twist and double back on themselves. There are several ways to get from the high street to her room and many more ways to get lost in between. The stiff-necked Georgian townhouses frown at her as she passes them, the trees sway and scratch the sky. Everything spins. She clutches a lamp post, bends over and vomits. The nausea lifts momentarily as she wipes her eyes. The curb looks so tempting, all she wants to do is curl into a ball and wait for this to be over, but instead she uses the curved tops of parking meters as support and slowly makes her way towards the junction.

         She sees the men before they see her but it’s too late to turn back.

         She reaches the corner and considers taking the long way round, through the gardens and across the playing fields, but that would mean another ten minutes and she’s not sure how much more of this she can stand.

         There’s no choice, she’ll have to walk past them.

         They’re squatting on the opposite curb, bare-chested and covered in plaster dust, passing around a bottle of vodka, their eyes glazed and starved. One of them lifts the bottle up in a gesture of hospitality. She can see the streetlight reflecting off his teeth and knows it won’t be long before he feels the need to approach and make conversation.

         She closes her eyes, forces her legs and arms to obey, and strides past them, deaf to their entreaties and blind to their stares. She feels the skin around her neck constrict at the very thought of their crude square hands and she holds her breath for the entire time she’s passing them, willing her feet to propel her safely out of their reach.

         She looks back once, but they’re not following, and she’s furious at herself for being thankful for something so basic as the right to walk down a street without being molested. She stops to catch her breath and that’s when she hears the baby crying.

         It’s the oddness of the sound that raises it above the cacophony of a Friday night, above the arguments and music and smack of hot stolen kisses seeping from high windows and idling cars.

         There it is again. A sharp, plaintive plea emerging from the darkness to her left. She tilts her head and traces it to a small alley – but she can’t understand what a baby would be doing there.

         She feels a tight little contraction in her stomach as the baby continues its lament, the tone increasingly urgent, a panic obvious even without words. She glances across the street towards the windows of her room and she can almost feel the pillowy embrace of her duvet, but when the baby cries again she turns in the opposite direction.

         It’s only once she’s halfway down the alley that she wonders what kind of person would leave a baby in a place like this but, by then, she’s already committed, swallowed by darkness and concealed from the cold comfort of cameras.

         She lets her eyes slowly adjust to the dark but all she sees is trash and gloom. She calls out – first, normal words, then baby talk – but the only reply is the distant complaint of cats. She is about to turn back, chalk this up to whatever’s running riot through her system, when the baby screams again and this time there’s something different about it, something metallic and clipped and wrong and she understands she needs to get out of here but, before she can make a move, a man emerges from the shadows, holding a phone. He pushes a button and the crying stops.
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            1

         

         We believe in the certainty of numbers the way we used to believe in God, Geneva thought as she watched the accountant point to a row of flickering digits on the monitor in front of him. He stopped halfway down and tapped the screen.

         ‘Could you please explain why a night in a four-star hotel was deemed necessary for the investigation?’

         Geneva squinted, squirmed and tried to remember. The numbers squiggled and slid across the spreadsheet. She turned and focused on the still space of the wall, trying to stop the room from spinning.

         ‘Detective Sergeant Miller?’

         ‘It was for an informant.’ She cleared her throat. The taste of last night’s tequila stung her lips. She was desperate for a cigarette and some hot tea. Her eyes kept drifting, lulled by the rows of columned numbers and less than four hours’ sleep. A little better than the night before, but still. It had been going on for two months. Lying in the dark, gazing at the ceiling, then waking up at two, three, four in the morning, sweat-soaked and riddled by dreams. She glanced over at the accountant. He had the face of a man who slept well, alert and conscious of his own good luck. At that moment, she couldn’t help but hate him a little bit. ‘We needed to put her up for the night. She hadn’t finished giving her testimony.’

         The accountant scrutinised Geneva from behind thick Coke-bottle lenses and double-clicked the mouse. ‘And she couldn’t have simply gone home and come back in the morning?’

         Geneva placed both hands on the table, leaning in towards the accountant, knowing it made him uncomfortable. ‘She wouldn’t have come back.’ She felt a momentary dizziness and pressed her fingertips hard against the wood. ‘You don’t understand the situation or the context. He would have got to her.’

         ‘£145 seems rather excessive?’ The accountant double-clicked the mouse again, a maddeningly precise rhythmic tick that poked at her hangover. She felt like shoving the device down his throat but instead took a deep breath and reached into her pocket.

         ‘What? To solve a murder? Which we did, incidentally. I’d say that’s a pretty good return.’ Geneva pressed down on the stress ball nestled in her pocket.

         The accountant’s lips twitched as he clicked the mouse. ‘That’s not your decision to make. You’re not the one paying the bills.’ He clicked several times and highlighted the figure in red. Half the screen was red. He clicked again. ‘What about this? £280 per month. That seems an awful lot to spend on coffee, don’t you think?’

         Geneva squeezed the stress ball until she felt the plastic rip. ‘You’ll have to ask my boss about that.’ Her phone vibrated against her leg. ‘I’m going out for a cigarette.’

         The accountant looked up from his screen and checked his watch. ‘You went for one only an hour ago.’

         ‘Exactly.’

         ‘You do know they’re bad for you?’

         ‘Really? Where did you hear that?’

         
            *

         

         She waited for the lift, a cup of tea in her hand, the Styrofoam burning her fingers. She was dizzy and tired and sick of answering questions from myopic accountants who wanted her to justify every investigative lead and expenditure. Each time she blinked, snaky black squiggles wobbled across her vision. It was as if the numbers themselves were swimming in her eye. If this was the future she wanted no part of it. The people upstairs thought they could control crime with flowcharts and spreadsheets but they didn’t understand that policing wasn’t about the financial viability of pursuing a particular lead – it was about that sudden bolt to your stomach, the sizzle in your teeth as patterns began to emerge out of the chaos.

         The lift shuddered, depositing Geneva on the ground floor. She checked her watch, wondering how long she could stretch the smoke break for. The longer she was down here, the fewer questions she would have to answer upstairs. Her iPod was fully charged, the tea was hot and exactly what she needed to get her through the rest of the day. The thought of later tonight sent a blush of heat through her chest as she headed for the back door. Seeing Jim again. Maybe later going for . . . Her phone buzzed, its sudden intrusion startling her wrist, the tea splashing across her shirt and down the front of her jeans. She quickly wiped her hands then answered.

         ‘I thought you said you’d call on Friday?’

         Two more hours with the accountants suddenly didn’t seem like such a bad idea. ‘I’m so sorry. I totally forgot.’ She’d got home Friday evening after a mind-numbing day of number crunching and immediately headed for the sofa, a bottle of warm tequila and a schlocky slasher DVD.

         ‘I waited all night.’

         ‘Mum. You could have called me.’

         ‘You know I don’t like to disturb you.’ At these moments her mother’s voice always slid into its previous incarnation, heavy with middle-European vowels, lengthy pauses and oblique sighs; a hidden lexicon of intonations from a century that had gone up in flames.

         ‘Sorry. It’s this stupid audit. Feels like I left my brain back in the office, minute I walk through the door.’

         ‘You’re still on that? I thought you were going to talk to him?’ Her mother had a special way of saying him when she meant Carrigan, squeezing more syllables into that one word than Geneva would have thought possible.

         ‘I will. I just haven’t had the chance.’ She touched the cigarette packet in her pocket, reassured by its familiar shape.

         ‘You think he’s punishing you for something, don’t you?’ The slightest of pauses. ‘Don’t deny it, I can hear it in your voice. I always said you were wasting your talents and look what you’re—’

         ‘Jesus! Can we not have this conversation every single time?’ Geneva took the first right and continued down the central corridor, walking past areas thick with the shuffle of handcuffed bodies and clacking keyboards.

         ‘We have this conversation every time because I pray and hope maybe one day you’ll listen. I know you, Genny—’

         ‘Mum, I’m in the middle of something. I have to go.’

         ‘Will I see you tonight?’

         Another thing she’d forgotten. Christ. She took out her cigarettes. ‘I can’t. I’m meeting someone.’

         ‘A date?’ Her mother’s voice rose a half-note.

         ‘Mum, I really have to go.’

         She put the phone back in her pocket, wishing she could smash it against the wall instead, be able to go for a cigarette or walk in the park without its shrill alarm yanking her back into the world.

         She was halfway there when she heard it.

         She could see the back door, a slice of sunshine slanting across the glass, two constables smoking outside. The woman screamed again and Geneva cursed, put the cigarettes back in her pocket, and turned around, the noise becoming more distinct the closer she got – chairs crashing against the floor, raised male voices, a baby bawling.

         She turned the corner and didn’t know where to look. The entire reception hall was in motion. The duty sergeant emerging from the booth, sweat dripping down his forehead. A man sitting on the floor filming with his mobile phone. The young couple running with their pram towards the door. They were all watching the girl.

         She was on the floor, in the centre of the room, wrestling with one of the uniforms, a frantic blur of elbows and hands. The girl bit into the constable’s jacket and broke free of his grip. She scanned the room, her eyes stricken and cornered. She saw the uniform getting up, coming towards her, the desk sergeant following close behind – and ran.

         Before Geneva could react, the girl slammed into her. Geneva felt gravity briefly disappear then snap back as they crashed to the floor. Her spine cracked against the concrete, pain so bright it made her eyes roll back. The girl landed on top of her, her breath and hair hot in Geneva’s mouth. She grabbed Geneva by the shoulders.

         ‘Please. Help me.’

         Her accent was Australian or Kiwi and her eyes were like empty swimming pools. Geneva tried to extricate herself but the girl’s bony fingers were sunk deep into her flesh. The girl lowered her head until they were so close they could have been kissing.

         ‘He took Anna.’

         Before Geneva could reply, two uniforms pulled the girl off. Geneva got up, rubbed a sore spot on her knee and collected the scattered papers. The tea was all gone, she’d have to smoke the cigarette dry.

         ‘He claimed her.’

         Geneva looked up. The girl had managed to get one arm free from the desk sergeant’s grip and was reaching out as if trying to stop herself from falling. Her hair was stuck to her face, her clothes ravelling from her body, her eyes beseeching Geneva.

         ‘He said he was coming back to claim me.’

      

   


   
      
         
            2

         

         Carrigan could tell Branch was in a bad mood because the pipe was back in his mouth after two months of surly abstinence. The super was on the phone, arguing and apologising, his jaw tightening over the pipe stem, the words emerging through clenched teeth. He glanced up, acknowledged Carrigan, and went back to his call.

         Two pigeons were fighting on the window ledge outside. An explosion of noise and dust, the scuffle-fright of flying feathers and flapping wings. What did birds have to fight about? Carrigan wondered. The same things we did? Or did they fight over stuff we couldn’t even begin to imagine? He rubbed his head and checked his watch. He was running twenty minutes late. He’d been heading out for his appointment with the doctor when the super had called to say he needed to see him urgently.

         The cold Glaswegian accent of the newly appointed chief constable crackled through the earpiece. Carrigan heard her admonishing Branch, her voice clipped and broaching no disagreement. Branch mumbled another apology and ended the call. Carrigan waited for the super to say something but Branch ignored him, making notes in a small leather-bound diary.

         ‘If it’s about the audits . . .’

         ‘It’s not about the audits.’ Branch looked up. ‘The audits themselves I couldn’t give a fuck about. That’s not what I called you in for.’ He placed the pipe beside his laptop. ‘But, I’m curious, so humour me – why is it you think we’re facing an audit now? At this particular time?’ Branch peered over the frames of his glasses, his eyes neatly bisected.

         Carrigan had no idea what he was talking about.

         ‘You think it’s a coincidence we get picked for a random audit less than six months after you mess with the assistant chief constable?’

         Carrigan blinked, his mouth suddenly dry. It took him a moment to register what Branch was saying. ‘Are you talking about the nuns?’

         ‘Of course I’m talking about the nuns. You didn’t think Quinn would let you get away with it, did you? I didn’t take you to be that naive. Actions have consequences and now, because of you, this entire department is under scrutiny.’

         Carrigan flashed back to the burnt-out convent in Notting Hill and the eleven bodies they’d discovered inside. The nuns had taken the law into their own hands and Carrigan had been forced to go up against the diocese in his investigation. But ACC Quinn hadn’t seen it that way. Quinn was connected to the diocese and the church and he’d taken it as both a religious and personal affront.

         ‘He can’t touch us,’ Carrigan said. ‘Fuck his audit. The numbers add up. I put my best detective on it.’

         ‘It’s not the audit I’m worried about.’ Branch pointed to a slim blue folder on his desk. ‘It’s that.’

         Carrigan took the file and opened it. The first page was a memo from the DPS, the Met’s internal affairs directorate, to ACC Cooper and DSI Branch. Carrigan read it, his fingers gripping the paper, trying hard to focus as the words began to slip and slide off the page.

         Branch tapped his pipe against the keyboard. ‘Quinn means to crucify you and that there is the cross.’

         Carrigan flipped the memo over. Three subsequent pages of typed depositions and statements. He scanned names and saw people he’d shared a drink with, a hushed conversation in lulls between cases – people he knew, people he worked with every day. How had Quinn managed to get to them? He put the folder down. ‘Jesus Christ.’

         ‘Only going to save you if His second coming is as a shit-hot lawyer.’

         ‘That serious?’

         ‘Depends what they can prove and how far Quinn’s prepared to take it.’

         Carrigan looked at the file. He couldn’t tell if the super was secretly relishing this but suspected he was. ‘You haven’t asked me if I’m guilty of what it says?’

         ‘Don’t need to. I already know you are. Quinn wouldn’t have instigated this unless he was a hundred per cent sure.’ Branch took off his glasses and rubbed the pouched flesh beneath his eyes. ‘You only have yourself to blame. If you hadn’t done anything out of order, Quinn wouldn’t have been able to touch you and we wouldn’t be in this mess. Policework’s changed. The things we used to get away with – that’s ancient history. I may be able to turn a blind eye provided you get results but the computers won’t.’

         ‘You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?’

         Branch smiled lopsidedly. ‘Oh, believe me, I would if I could. But this shit flies right back at me. This happened on my watch. Certain people will come to the conclusion I was behind it.’

         There was something else beneath Branch’s words, another layer of meaning Carrigan sensed but couldn’t quite interpret. He looked at the blue file. He’d been a cop his entire adult life. It was all he knew and the only thing that had ever made sense to him, yet – for a very brief window of time – there’d been another life. A part of him had always known this day was coming, that eventually he’d be found out for what he was, a pretend cop, someone who would never fit in, and he’d assumed that when the moment came he’d react in a certain way, but now it was here he was surprised at how wrong he’d been.

         ‘You think Quinn’s really going to bother going all the way with this? Over a minor infraction?’

         ‘It’s not the infraction,’ Branch replied. ‘Your investigation put the diocese in an embarrassing position. You fucked with a man’s religion.’

         Carrigan was about to say something but quickly changed his mind. ‘How do you suggest we deal with this?’

         Branch shook his head. ‘There’s no we. I’ve done what I can but Quinn means to take you down. I’ve got the new chief constable wondering what the fuck’s going on and I can’t tell her without putting the blame on Quinn and, since the two of them are best fucking friends, I can’t do that without putting myself in the grinder. I’m sorry, Carrigan, but I need to do what’s best for the team.’

         ‘What’s the worst they can do to me?’

         A dry chuckle emerged from Branch’s lips. ‘You know as well as I do, no matter how bad things are, they can always get worse. You want my opinion? You could well be looking at several months.’

         ‘Prison?’

         ‘No, a fucking beach resort. Christ, Jack, you need to start taking this seriously.’

         Carrigan ran his fingers along the blue file. ‘Do you have any advice?’

         ‘Retire.’

         ‘You’re joking?’

         ‘Hand in your resignation. If you’re no longer in the job, they can’t touch you.’

         ‘That’s exactly what Quinn wants me to do.’

         ‘You prefer risking jail time?’

         ‘This is bullshit. Stupid personal bullshit.’

         ‘That’s as may be, but both you and I know that facts and truth have nothing to do with the real world. Your naive and innocent act won’t wash.’ Branch picked up a smartphone and pecked out a text message. ‘What have you got on at the moment?’

         Carrigan rubbed his head and tried to remember. He’d taken the pills an hour ago thinking he was on his way out. The first tingle ran down the back of his knees and made it feel as if he were floating a few inches above the chair. ‘A couple of things coming up in court but those are all assigned. Several minor arrests happening today but nothing I have to be there for.’

         ‘Good.’ Branch scratched the bridge of his nose. ‘Not that I need to say it, but obviously I do because you’re not fucking listening, you need to focus all your attention on this.’ Branch pointed to the blue file. ‘That said, there’s fuck all you can do about it today except stress and fret, so go home tonight and relax. Eat something nice, take Karen out for a stroll . . .’ Branch stopped. ‘I surmise by your expression and lack of response that things are not well?’

         ‘It’s just so bloody hard,’ Carrigan replied before he had a chance to think, unaware, as the words came rushing out, how much he’d needed to say them. They’d broken up eight days ago and he hadn’t told anyone yet. They’d been seeing each other for six months and, at first, everything was great, and then it wasn’t. ‘We gave up too easily. I think we both saw the way it was heading and fell into this awful, predictable pattern. Coming home from work so tightly wound up from the day’s hassles that the smallest thing – a dish in the wrong place, a stray comment or neglected chore – and we’d explode at each other and end up sitting at opposite ends of the room, watching TV shows neither of us had the slightest interest in.’ Carrigan looked away. The pigeons who’d been fighting were now standing side by side. ‘I’m sorry. I should keep my mouth shut. Talking about stuff only makes it worse.’

         ‘Don’t be silly.’ Branch took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. ‘It’s all hard. What the fuck, right? That’s the world we live in – but relationships, shit, that’s like having to carry twice the load. Your problems become their problems and vice versa, all the daily frustrations and slights double up. It’s why I live alone and why I’ll die alone. Life’s complicated enough. You’re better off by yourself.’

         ‘Thanks,’ Carrigan said as he picked up the blue file.

         ‘What for?’

         ‘The inspiring pep talk.’

      

   


   
      
         
            3

         

         ‘Sit down, please.’

         They were in one of the smaller interview rooms. A cup of tea and a double espresso on the table. Geneva was sitting, her fingertips drumming against the plastic cup. The girl who’d collided with her was pacing up and down, muttering to herself and pulling at her own hair.

         ‘I can’t.’ The girl’s eyes swept the room and fixed on Geneva. ‘He’ll get me.’

         ‘Not here, he won’t.’ Geneva sighed, already regretting her decision. ‘You’re safe here, but if you don’t sit down you’ll drive me nuts, so please?’

         The girl stopped and stared at the chair. Her hair and clothes were dishevelled and torn as if she’d run through brambles. Two of the fingernails on her left hand were broken. She wore a pair of ill-fitting horn-rimmed glasses that kept sliding down her nose. She pulled out the chair, looked underneath it then checked below the table. When she was satisfied she sat down, shifting and fidgeting as if the seat was too hot.

         Geneva took out her notebook and pen and wrote down the time and date. There was no point in activating the digital recorder yet, the girl – these days Geneva thought of anyone under twenty-five as girl or boy – would probably thank her for it later.

         Geneva cleared her throat but the girl was transfixed by the hatchwork of scratches and gouges inscribed upon the table. Generations of criminals had sat and whiled away the uncertain hours by using their nails, buttons, or anything else they could find, to mark their passage through this room. The tables were never changed. Suspects often avoided looking down. It reminded them they were nothing special, only one of many to pass through here.

         But not this girl. Her entire body was focused on this one task, her fingers tracing arabesques of signature, curse and football chant, a faint hum dribbling from her lips.

         ‘Fascinating, isn’t it?’

         ‘What is?’ The girl’s head shot up. She looked at the ceiling then back down to the table. ‘What do they mean, these words?’

         ‘Nothing. Forget it. What’s your name?’

         The girl blinked twice. ‘My name? Why do you want my name?’

         ‘You said you had something to report. We usually begin by taking your name so we know whom to contact.’

         The girl stared at the door. ‘Madison. Madison Carter.’

         ‘Good. Now, Madison, you need to tell me what drugs you’ve been taking.’

         ‘What? I didn’t take anything.’ She crossed her arms, her fingers twitching to a silent beat.

         ‘I see girls like you come in every weekend,’ Geneva said. ‘Girls who’ve taken too much and need something to bring them back down.’ As she spoke she could hear a low rasping sound in the room, as if a fly had got itself trapped behind one of the walls. ‘I know what it feels like too, you know. I wasn’t always a policewoman.’ Geneva smiled and tried to impart a sense of trust or friendship, anything but the unease she was feeling, her clothes sticking to her skin in this humid room, the tickle of sweat running down her cheek, the cold lost eyes of the girl in front of her. The rasping sound resumed. Geneva scanned the room, the door, the video equipment. She thought maybe it was the camera but it wasn’t. The sound was coming from somewhere close. It stopped. It started again. Geneva caught a flicker of movement and her eyes settled back on the girl.

         Madison’s hands were crossed at the chest, the palms facing inwards, and she was scratching the inside of her elbows – small, efficient strokes that left bright blushes of cherry-coloured flesh.

         Geneva reached for the stress ball in her pocket and gave it one hard squeeze. ‘Please, don’t do that.’

         Madison shrugged, stopped, then couldn’t resist one more scratch.

         ‘If you tell me what you’re on, I can get a nurse to give you something to calm you down.’

         ‘I don’t want to calm down.’ Madison thumbed her glasses. ‘I want my friend back.’

         Geneva took a sip of cold tea and sighed. They’d been seeing this more and more. It was like the sixties all over again, except that instead of frying their brains on LSD, kids today took whatever was going – bland white pills that could contain anything and often did, a mixture of who knows what as long as it got you high. Geneva had seen teenagers bleeding from the eyes after taking a pill called Boost, a girl who’d clawed the skin off her own legs while high on Meow Meow and, once, a group of boys on a stag night who’d snorted Bath Salts and promptly thrown themselves into the Thames.

         ‘I think he put it in our drinks.’

         Geneva snapped out of her thoughts. ‘Who?’

         ‘The man who took Anna. He did something to our drinks.’ Madison pointed to the wall. ‘She’s out there right now. What’s he doing to her? Please. You need to do something.’

         ‘I need you to calm down. Drink some of that coffee. It’s good. My boss’s special blend. It’ll sober you up, I guarantee it.’

         The girl’s arm shot across the table. She grabbed Geneva by the wrist, her grip surprisingly strong. ‘Every time I close my eyes I hear Anna scream. No one else will listen to me. She’s out there somewhere and I can’t stop thinking about what he’s doing to her.’

         Geneva gently pulled her hand away and checked her watch. She should have detailed a uniform to do this but the accountants were waiting for her upstairs with a long list of petty queries and snide remarks. She texted the desk to send over a nurse then switched on the interview room’s embedded recorder and stated her name and the date.

         ‘Your friend? What’s her full name?’

         Madison scanned the room, floor to ceiling, then scratched her elbow. ‘Anna Becker. The man came and Anna . . . Anna she couldn’t . . .’

         ‘Please. Start from the beginning. When did Anna go missing?’

         Madison moved her lips silently, her forehead scrunched tight. She looked as if she were trying to work out a particularly complicated maths equation. ‘What day is it?’

         ‘Monday.’

         Madison shook her head. ‘It can’t be. How can the drugs still be in my system if it’s been three days?’ She started scratching again. She caught Geneva looking and stopped. ‘What did he give me? Why won’t it wear off?’

         ‘Someone’s on their way to look at you. Whatever you took, it’ll soon leave your system and you’ll be back to normal. I promise.’ Geneva glanced down at her notebook. She had to keep the girl anchored in facts – as long as Madison was trying to recall details she seemed fairly lucid but the moment she stopped talking her eyes started to drift and the sound of scratching filled the room. ‘Did you know Anna from back home?’

         ‘Uh-uh. She was from some tiny village in Germany. Somewhere with mountains, I can’t remember the name.’

         ‘That’s okay,’ Geneva said. ‘She was here on holiday?’

         ‘Nah, she’d come back from travelling. She wanted to settle down and get work as an actress. She’d auditioned for a place at RADA.’

         ‘Did she get it?’

         Madison looked down at the ingrained squiggles, her fingers sinking deep into the grooves, rubbing up and down the channelled depressions, and shook her head. There was an intensity to her that unnerved Geneva. She wanted to open a window but there were none in the room.

         ‘Is that how the two of you met?’

         Madison pushed her glasses back up and sipped her coffee, grimacing at the taste. ‘We share a dorm. She was the first person I knew in London.’

         ‘What was she like?’

         A faint smile momentarily transformed Madison’s face. ‘She was great, you know? You don’t meet many, well, you meet so many people travelling but most of them are gone before you get to know them or are assholes from the start. Anna was so great. That first day, I just knew we were going to be good friends – which is funny, because she was everything I wasn’t. So sure of herself, confident, bursting with all these big dreams. But she was also kind. Not spoiled like most kids who can afford to travel these days. She always stood up for me.’ Madison pulled something from her pocket. Geneva braced herself but the girl was only retrieving her wallet. She opened it and carefully removed a small photo and passed it to Geneva.

         The two girls couldn’t have looked any more different. Anna was pale and ethereal while Madison was all curves and smiles, a sly suggestion of sex and electricity in her dark eyes. Geneva looked up. The girl sitting opposite her looked ten years older than the one in the photo, though it had obviously been taken recently. Geneva promised she’d return the original once she’d made copies and clipped it to the file.

         ‘Do you remember what happened on Friday night?’

         ‘Everything.’ Madison laughed softly. ‘I can remember everything so clearly. That’s the worst part. Details I’d never normally notice – the stairs, the sound of cars braking, the way Anna . . .’ Madison looked down. ‘Aren’t these drugs supposed to make you forget?’

         ‘I think he may have given you something a little different – but it’s good you remember. It’ll help us.’ Without being aware of it, Geneva had taken the stress ball out of her pocket and was pumping it with her free hand. ‘Where did this happen?’

         ‘The Last Good Kiss.’

         Geneva recalled passing the subterranean nightclub several times on the way to Carrigan’s favourite Chinese restaurant. ‘The two of you go there regularly?’

         Madison scanned the wall as if she expected to pluck the answer from its surface. ‘We hadn’t been for a while but yeah, we used to. There’s a long happy hour. Best thing about it. The plan was to have a few drinks, dance a bit, then go into town for the night. We were on our second drink . . .’ Madison stopped and used both hands to grip the edge of the table. ‘I started to feel sick, like one moment I was okay and the next the lights and music were way too much. Anna was looking at me all funny, her mouth hanging loose. She said she was feeling terrible. I suggested we go outside for some fresh air and silence – the club was rammed, lights strobing, music so loud you could feel it rattling your ribs, this song . . . oh God, if only they hadn’t played that song—’

         ‘How did you feel out on the street?’ Geneva interrupted.

         Madison shook her head. ‘It wasn’t the street. After a certain hour you can only leave through the back. There’s a little alley where everyone goes to smoke.’ Madison closed her eyes. ‘We had to hold each other steady to make it up the stairs.’

         Geneva flashed back to all those times she’d had one too many in a bar, the bright lights and spinning ceiling – it could take you by surprise – one minute you’re feeling as if this is the best night of your life and a sip or two later everything turns into a funfair ride. ‘Did the fresh air help?’

         ‘No. God, no. I felt worse. The entire alley started to spin. Anna dropped to her knees and puked. I tried to help her but my heel snapped and my leg buckled and I fell over. Bright white light flashed across my eyes. Everything was extremely fast and extremely slow at the same time. I saw Anna on her knees being sick and then I heard the van door slide open.’

         ‘Did you see him?’

         Madison scraped her chair back and shook her head. ‘He was wearing a cap of some sort. It was dark. I’m sorry.’ Hot tears splashed down her face. She did nothing to wipe them away. ‘I could hear the sound his shoes made, slapping on the pavement as he got out of the van. It was like someone had turned up the volume on the world. Anna was still on her knees, saying Something isn’t right, over and over again. The footsteps were so loud they hurt my ears. He passed in front of me and there was nothing I could do. He crouched down and I saw him take out a syringe and plunge it into something. I remember it flashing in the light and, as he slid the needle into Anna’s shoulder, I thought for a moment that someone had sent for an ambulance, that he was a paramedic here to help us, but then he gently took Anna’s hand and helped her up and led her towards the van. As he walked past me, he stopped and said: Don’t feel bad. I’ll be back to claim you. I heard the door slide shut and, for a split second, I saw Anna on her knees in the back of the van, being sick again, and then the engine started and the van was gone. Anna was gone.’
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         Carrigan sat at his desk and stared at the blue file. He’d forgotten about his appointment with the doctor, the calls he had to make and bills to pay, the slow accretion of the day’s chores. There was always too much to do and too little time and every day the debt increased as more hours were subtracted from your life. He straightened the stack of incoming files and squared the keyboard and mouse. He put the pens away and tidied the cable cords. He was becoming less tolerant of clutter as he got older, or perhaps just less tolerant.

         ‘Look, I know what you’re going to think and I know what you’re going to say but—’

         Carrigan glanced up. He hadn’t heard her come in. ‘Then why bother asking?’

         ‘You might surprise me yet.’

         There was almost a smile on Geneva’s face, though he could tell she was doing her best to hide it. Her morning hair swirled around her shoulders, unruly and with a mind of its own, deep black pouches sinking her eyes. He gestured for her to sit down but she was too hyped up for a chair or any piece of furniture to contain her. She paced and fidgeted as she recounted Madison’s story – the drinks, the dizziness, the alley, the van.

         Carrigan put the blue file to one side and reached inside his desk drawer. He took out a strip of pills and snapped two from the blister pack. The foil rasped as he dry-swallowed them. ‘What exactly do you think we can do for her?’

         Geneva stopped pacing and sat down. ‘I don’t know. Maybe nothing. Probably nothing. Maybe none of this even happened and it’s just another case of taking the wrong drugs, or too much of the right ones – but there’s a terrified young woman in the room downstairs and that is real.’

         ‘Is she high now?’

         ‘Yes. But she says she was spiked. Three days ago. Says they both were.’

         ‘A lot of people say that because they don’t want to admit they’ve been taking drugs or because they’re embarrassed they got so blotto on booze and need to blame it on something else. Besides, any drug would have worn off by now.’

         Geneva pressed herself up against the table. ‘I know all that, but her account of the abduction is far too detailed, it’s not like something you’d make up.’

         Carrigan frowned. ‘That’s the nature of drug hallucinations. People construct incredibly detailed realities. And what’s more, it doesn’t make any sense. Someone this slick at performing an abduction wouldn’t leave an eyewitness. And that stuff about coming back to claim her? Who says that kind of crap? If he was going to take her, he would have done it there and then.’ Carrigan glanced out the window, the sky grey and misted with drizzle. ‘Have you considered the possibility she saw her friend go off with some guy and the drugs warped it into this?’

         ‘Of course I have,’ Geneva replied. ‘But her fear’s real. That’s not an hallucination. She witnessed something. Something which scared her badly.’

         Carrigan could tell Geneva wasn’t about to give up. He wanted to go back to the blue file. He needed to call the doctor, write up several reports, an endless list of chores running like a ticker-tape at the back of his head. ‘What exactly do you want me to do?’

         ‘I want to take her statement formally.’

         ‘The last thing we need right now is a new case. We don’t have either the time or the remit to look into every missing person. Let the uniforms deal with it. If it turns out to be anything more than a bad trip they’ll pass it back on up to us.’

         ‘They’ll miss something, you know that – and if what Madison says is true, it’ll be too late for Anna.’

         ‘If you hadn’t been downstairs at that particular moment this wouldn’t have even reached us.’

         ‘But I was.’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ Carrigan replied. ‘But we’re halfway through an audit. People are watching us and I can’t allocate resources to something this flimsy.’

         ‘That stupid bloody audit.’

         Carrigan sat up. ‘The audit is bullshit, yes, you’ll have no argument with me on that, but if we don’t complete it we’re going to miss out on some of next year’s allocations. There’ve been enough cuts as it is.’

         ‘That’s not a reason to neglect a potential murder.’

         Carrigan sighed. There was nothing he could say to change her mind. She was right and she was wrong but it was too early in the day to disentangle one from the other. ‘Okay, fine. Go ahead and look into this girl’s story – send her back to the hostel and reinterview her when the drugs have worn off but I don’t want this distracting you from the audit.’

         ‘Someone else can do that. I don’t see why I had to be pulled off rotation.’

         Carrigan noted the downslope of jaw and clenched muscle, the resolute simmer behind her eyes. ‘You think I put you on this as some kind of punishment?’

         Geneva nodded.

         ‘Really? Jesus. You know that’s not . . . shit, I put you on this because I don’t trust anyone else to do it right and because, like it or not, this is crucial to how we go about our job in the next twelve months.’

         Geneva looked down at the floor. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know.’

         ‘It’s okay. I’m sorry too. It’s been a crap day all round.’

         
            *

         

         Carrigan took off his jacket and draped it on the back of the grey plastic chair. For a few minutes he did nothing but watch her breathe. The mounded sheets swelled and ebbed and he was surprised that such a frail body could create even this small disturbance.

         His mother’s condition hadn’t changed. A stroke had crackled through her brain five days ago. Her heart stopped and was restarted but by then she’d slipped into a deep coma. He’d talked to two different specialists and they’d both explained that due to her advanced-stage dementia and the severity of the stroke, the chances of regaining consciousness were almost zero. They began to talk about options and he’d zoned out.

         He’d had a brief conversation with her consultant in the alarm-shriek and body spill of the A & E ward an hour ago, but there were no new developments. The consultant told him there was little point being in the room. Carrigan bought a coffee and a stale croissant from the hospital cafe, a stilled silent place of permanent suspension, each customer lost in their own private anxieties and newly cancelled futures, then took the lift to the seventh floor.

         In the room it was different. In the room there was just him and his mother and the circling array of machines that did what once only God and prayers could. No one could reach him here. The grey chair was hard and cold and focused his thoughts. The file in his hand honed and sharpened them. He reread the statements, depositions and accusations. Quinn had done his homework. Everything in the file was true.

         Carrigan drained the sludge of undissolved sugar at the bottom of his cup and got up. He approached the bed and stood over his mother and pressed his lips to her forehead, shocked by how cold and dry her skin felt, like kissing a stone.

         ‘Please wake up,’ he whispered into her ear, its delicate labyrinth so familiar from childhood confidences in dimly lit rooms. The machine beeped, her constant companion in the land of suspended time. Soon, he knew, she would be only memory and a gap that could never be filled. It had been five years since he’d stood graveside and watched Louise plunge into the earth. He’d never imagined he’d be back here so soon nor that the decision, this time, would be his to make. Life was the process of learning to live with less and less. You lost everyone close to you or they lost you. There were no other alternatives. Death had been his career but he’d never been this close to it since Africa, unshielded by the job, here in the raw daily panic and prayer.

         His knees ached against the cold floor but this was an important part of it, he knew, and as he looked up at the bed he began to recite a jumble of prayers and entreaties, half-remembered words and mangled verses. He bowed his head and shut his eyes tight. He pressed his palms together and made desperate bargains. He waited, but no light came. He stilled his breathing but there were no thunderbolts or ecstatic visions – perhaps he wasn’t trying hard enough, or maybe once you gave up on God, God gave up on you?

         And then he felt a change, a slight shift in the room’s current. His body tensed. A breeze rippled against the back of his neck. Something creaked.

         Carrigan turned just in time to see the door closing, a flicker of black hair disappearing into the hallway. He was immediately up and running. He rounded the bed and crossed the room and opened the door and looked both ways down the corridor, but it was empty all the way down to the gaping mouth of the lift.
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         She’d been looking forward to this all day but now the rain was ruining her hair. Geneva tried standing under the awning but had to keep stepping aside to let people by. Couples with arms wrapped around each other broke out of love’s delirium to look at her, small and drizzled, then rushed inside for popcorn and beer. She ignored their stares, the feeling in her gut, and checked her watch again.
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