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London, 2004

––––––––
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Arrive before midnight, perhaps eleven-thirty. That’s a good time. It’s a weekday and most people will be tucked up in bed asleep. There won’t be any prying eyes; curtains will be closed, not twitching. Sure, there’ll be a few stragglers ambling home from the pubs and restaurants – there always are. But that too is good. There’s a safety in numbers. Leave it any later and you might be too conspicuous.

He wears a faded orange cap, dark sunglasses, and a nondescript jogging-suit with black trainers. It’s still very warm despite the late hour. Head down, posture slouched, he walks at an even pace – long, languid strides, avoiding eye-contact with passers-by. Fortunately, the London streets are mostly empty, and no one pays much attention to this tall man.

A song by The Libertines blasts through his headphones. It’s a favourite track, and the lyrics help to relax him. Can’t take me anywhere, I’ll take you anywhere. He joins in the chorus: You can’t stand me now. You can’t stand me now. When the song ends, he turns the Walkman off, removes the headphones and tucks them in a pocket. He’ll be there shortly and will need his wits about him. 

But his anxiety soon returns, so he tries to concentrate on the money. Thirty grand for an hour’s work is more than he could ever have imagined. He tells himself it’s just a job, that’s all – he mustn’t lose sight of that. It will soon be over, and he’ll return home, sprawl out on the settee, and probably watch a late-night film on the telly. What does one solitary hour matter in a life that should last seventy years or more? He wonders how many hours make up a year, and then how many a lifetime.

£30,000! It’s what a top footballer earns in a week, or so the papers claim, but he could live on that for at least a couple of years. He’ll spend the money bit by bit, make it last. It’ll be foolish to draw attention to himself or get too flash. Maybe he’ll find the odd job, do some private work, but there’ll be no more slaving on building sites and putting up with those shitty foremen. He’ll need some new wheels and the Highbury season ticket, otherwise he’ll try to be sensible.

He smiles at the thought of buying a season ticket. The Invincibles, eh! Who’d have believed it? To think nobody had ever heard of Arsène Wenger before — a bloody foreigner with his fancy ways. Now the man’s a hero. Arsenal will dominate the Premiership for the next twenty years, and he’ll be there to see it.

It’s remarkably quiet as he approaches the riverfront. He can hear waves lapping softly against the quay and a faint hum of distant traffic, but little else. A boat decorated with neon lights drifts by, and in its wake the muted beat of dance music.

The imposing tower-block comes into view. He lifts the sunglasses away from his eyes to look it up and down – it smacks of wealth and privilege. His stomach churns, his chest tightens – the next few minutes could change everything. Dropping the sunglasses back down, he puts on a pair of faux leather gloves and takes a deep breath.

He’d been told that Hathaway Heights is one of the new blocks of luxury apartments sitting on the edge of the Thames close to the Isle of Dogs; that these ostentatious buildings have sprung up everywhere, dwarfing the swathes of neighbouring council estates – the legacy of Thatcherism in a nutshell. He’d feigned an interest out of politeness, but it had sounded like a political speech and he’d started to tune out. It was the mention of the money that had caught his attention – £5,000 upfront and £25,000 once the job’s done. From there on, he’d listened intently to the details that followed. Tap in the code and the glass door will open with a buzz. The inner doors open automatically as you approach them. Turn immediately right and walk across the near-side of the lobby towards the fire-stairs entrance, out of sight of the CCTV. To your left, a fat old codger will sit in a windowed office wearing a garish purple and gold uniform. It gives credence to his fanciful title of ‘concierge’. He’s supposed to be policing access, but he’ll be watching the telly and he’s practically deaf. Don’t take the lift though – they’re covered by CCTV, and there’s a loud ping as the doors open which even that old sod might hear. Besides, you don’t want to hang around in the lobby as the ‘concierge’ could spot you. Whatever else, you mustn’t catch his eye. If he speaks to you, turn back towards the doors and walk out. That’s unlikely to happen if you head straight for the fire-escape stairs.

The man does a final sweep outside. There’s not a soul to be seen. Another deep breath. He tells himself he can do this. Approaching the entrance, he peers into the brightly lit lobby, sees it’s empty, then taps in the four-digit code – 9, 4, 2, 7 – and presses the enter button. Nothing happens. He presses enter again. Shit! There’s no buzz, and the door won’t budge. Is he going to fall at the very first hurdle?

Trying to stay calm, he turns to take in his surroundings. The pathway by the river is still deserted, as is the lobby – nobody has clocked him. He pulls his right glove tighter over his hand and, using his index finger, taps in the code in a slower, more methodical fashion, then enter. This time there’s a welcome buzz and with one push of the doorhandle he’s in. He approaches the lobby through the automatic sliding doors and hurries towards the fire-escape entrance to his right. As he does so, he can hear the TV and catches a quick glimpse of the concierge in silhouette watching the screen.

The stairs are covered in blue linoleum; the edges trimmed with metal grippers. The man counts eleven steps before turning and taking another flight that leads to the first floor – eight times twenty-two. Doing the maths helps to calm him, and he comes up with a total of 176. It will soon be over. If all goes well, he could be back on the street in twenty minutes.

He takes the steps two at a time, pleased that he’s wearing trainers – no one will hear him. As he climbs, there’s a vague memory of a holiday in Spain; he’s holding his father’s hand and they’re counting the steps to their hotel room, wondering whose guess will be closest.

Now he’s wondering how many hours there are in a year, a welcome distraction. It’s something he’s never thought about before. 365 x 24 is a bugger to calculate. He navigates two more flights before coming up with an estimate – it must be close to 9,000. There isn’t time to work it out exactly. But he knows there are hundreds of thousands of hours in a life, so why worry about the next few minutes? It will soon be over.

On reaching the eighth floor, he stops to catch his breath. It’s warm, very warm. He removes his sunglasses and slides them over his cap before using a sleeve to wipe the perspiration dripping from his forehead. He realises the unpleasant odour is his own and wishes now he’d used a deodorant. There’s a door with a small window looking out into a corridor. For the first time he’s hesitant. He’s known gang-violence and fought many battles, but he’s never killed someone before.

*
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Sandra cannot sleep, it’s too clammy in the flat. Having just finished reading a Maeve Binchy, she’s now enjoying a fag outside. It will soon be midnight. She leans over the concrete balustrade and looks down at the communal play area, its floodlights still on. Weeds are growing in the sandpit and one of the swings is broken. At least those surly youths haven’t congregated there this evening. 

Beyond the play area stands the other wing of the council estate, and beyond that are the towering new apartment blocks. There had been a time not so many years ago when she’d been able to see the river. Not any more, thanks to that bloody Jubilee Line and all the development that’s come with it. It’s a strange world now, with these new bright things living right on the doorstep of the hoi polloi. Of course, the separate territories are clearly defined by the tall metal railings, but, as the commuters gather at the station waiting for a train into the city, the disparate tribes are forced to mingle. It’s comical, really – the absence of conversation. Everyone’s very civil, and truth be told, a little in awe of each other. She often catches one of the young professionals stealing a sneaky glance in her direction, usually at her cleavage.

Hathaway Heights is the closest and one of the tallest of the new-builds. Sandra had witnessed its construction, watching it steadily rise above the council estate, slowly robbing her of a view and casting a long shadow over her life. She looks up at the large private balconies, which loop round the sides and front of the tower, where the lucky residents enjoy panoramic views of the river and the city beyond. It’s no surprise there aren’t any balconies at the back of the complex. It wouldn’t do for the yuppies to be reminded of the vulgar neighbours just a stone’s throw away.

Sandra finishes her cigarette and stubs it out. Sod it, she thinks, and lights another.

*
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The man has recovered his breath. He turns the corner on the eighth floor and takes a cautious peep – there’s no one around. The corridor is wide and fitted out with plush carpet. It has the feel of a luxurious hotel, only with fewer rooms. There’s a sign on the wall displaying the numbers 801-806, and beneath it, an unnecessary arrow pointing which way to find them.

The first has The Edgecombes printed on the doormat out front and a potted plant on either side of it. One of the pots has been moved from its original position, revealing part of an old indentation on the carpet. He resists the temptation to realign it. The second entrance isn’t personalised, nor the third, but its number, 803, confirms he’s arrived. He’s been told to ring the doorbell twice and wait – you can never be too careful. He listens to the Big Ben chime. As expected, there’s no sign of life and nobody comes to open the sturdy door. Following instructions, he reaches for the keys on the top of the door-frame and sighs with relief when he finds them. The mortice key won’t turn anti-clockwise, suggesting it’s already unlocked, so he tries the yale above it and, with one turn, he’s in.

The very first thing to do is close the door gently. Then hang the keys on the hook in the entrance hall. Do this straight away. Make sure you’re wearing gloves.

Wow, what a pad! It’s even larger than he’d imagined. There’s a huge space-age kitchen of chrome and black granite, a dining area, and a massive lounge spanning the width of the glass doors and balcony. All open plan. The view is breath-taking. The furniture is white leather. Dark rugs rest on a polished wooden floor. There’s an open bottle of scotch on a silver coffee table, with an empty glass next to it.  

He’s been told the first door on his left is a bathroom, the other two are bedrooms. Now he’s really nervous. The pulses in his temples throb. His stomach feels like jelly, but there’s no turning back. He enters the main bedroom and sees his prey lying face down on the bed, dressed in shorts and tee-shirt, sound asleep. 

So, this is Colin Jarvis.

Turning Jarvis on to his back, the man checks for any sign of consciousness – there’s not even the blink of an eyelid. Jarvis has light brown hair and looks close to forty. He’s a little overweight. The man has no wish to study the face too closely. He pulls him up from under the armpits and begins dragging him out of the bedroom. The dead weight is punishing. Half way across the lounge he lowers Jarvis to the floor and takes a breather. He’s soaked in sweat but feels calmer now. With eyes drawn to the view outside, he wonders what it must be like to live in such a place.

At length, he goes to the sliding doors and opens them. The mild breeze is welcome. It’s eerily quiet up here. The balcony’s safety-rail is made of shiny metal poles and the reinforced glass beneath is a pastel shade of green. The man walks over to it and looks down. There’s no one lurking. On the balcony sits a small table tucked away on his left between two sun-loungers. He grabs the table and carries it closer to the safety-rail. It’s still deserted below. Now comes the hard part.

He returns to Jarvis, prostrate on the floor, still totally out of it. At least the poor sod won’t know what’s happening, thinks the man, as he picks him up by the armpits and drags him out to the balcony. He tries to rest him on the table but, on releasing his grip, Jarvis slips down on to the floor like a lifeless corpse. The man curses. The dead weight feels even more punishing, and it takes all his strength to lift Jarvis up again and leave him slouched over the table. This won’t be easy, he thinks, looking over the edge of the railing – not a soul to be seen. Some well positioned spotlights illuminate the trees and shrubs, helping to soften the meandering concrete paths. He decides to go inside and fetch a dining-chair. He carries it outside and places it next to the table.

It’s then that Jarvis stands, a little unsteady on his feet, a look of bewilderment across his face. He squints at the stranger before him and tries to take in his bearings. His bewilderment turns to terror as the man in the orange cap lunges at him.

*
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Sandra takes another drag of her cigarette and vows she’ll give up smoking tomorrow. The sky is a myriad of pink and black shades. You never see the stars anymore, not even in winter. There are too many neon lights, no matter what time of night. In the distance, she can see the pyramid tower at Canary Wharf with its flashing red light. Thousands of people work there now. She imagines most of them are posh white men who once went to posh schools and posh universities. They probably had a relative or friend who put in a good word for them.

Sandra knows she’s a little resentful – bitter even. It’s difficult being reminded every day of how the other half live, especially given her own limited opportunities. She’d come almost top in her Year at school – two A*s, three As and three Bs at GCSE – and should have gone on to study A-levels. She’d adored her English lessons in particular, and had always loved to read. At that time her school had been considered inadequate by Ofsted – a euphemism for fucking hopeless. Some of the teachers had been crap, but that hadn’t prevented her from smashing her exams. Yet it was the lure of money and some independence that had done for her. Those Sirens she’d learnt about in ‘Odysseus’ had come calling, only in her case the voices belonged to temptresses from department stores in Oxford Street promising a decent wage and staff discounts – 25% off all goods, including the latest fashions. What was a girl of sixteen supposed to do?

Staring up at Hathaway Heights, she wonders what goes through the minds of its inhabitants. She thinks how comical some of them are, especially the posh new neighbours who try to adopt estuary accents because they think it makes them sound tougher, more streetwise. She imagines a young guy negotiating some deal at work over the phone, wearing braces and pretending to be London’s version of Gordon Gekko. What was the phrase in the film? ‘Greed is Good’. Well, these guys earn a small fortune compared with the pittance she survives on. And they have generous expense accounts paying for their liquid lunches. She’s often watched them lurching onto the train, totally pissed, ready for a ten-minute commute back to their fancy pads.

Sandra thinks about her one-bedroom flat, her three-year-old daughter, and her Polish husband whom she hasn’t seen in months. She feels like weeping. If only she could turn the clock back.

She’s about to stub out her cigarette when something catches her eye, something falling from a balcony. She freezes in disbelief and wants to vomit. Has someone just fallen to their death? She looks up and spots movement, sees the colour orange. The silhouette of a man, perhaps? She cannot be sure.

*
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It’s done. The man tells himself not to panic. Things haven’t gone quite to plan, but he’s going to get away with it. Keep calm. He can make out the body below and no one has sounded the alarm. The fresh air must have brought Jarvis round, he thinks, cursing. The dining-room chair has toppled over during the struggle. He picks it up and carries it inside. There’s a small graze on a leg, but nothing that’s going to arouse suspicion. Moving quickly, he returns outside and moves the table back to its original position. There’s no blood or anything untoward on the balcony, just a few scuff marks. He hasn’t time to do anything about that.

He’s inside again, inspecting the flat and the rooms he’s been in, looking for any tell-tale sign of his presence. There is none. The bedroom looks much the same. He’s not ventured into the kitchen. The bottle of scotch and empty glass stand on the silver coffee table undisturbed.

He’s anxious to leave, but listens at the front door before opening it – all is quiet. He must stay calm; the worst of it is over, he tells himself. The corridor is deserted. He closes the door and strides towards the fire-escape. Racing down the stairs, he reaches the ground floor in no time at all. Without hesitation, he marches across the lobby, keeping his head down and resisting the temptation to look behind. Within seconds, he’s through the main doors and out in the fresh air. The Thames has never looked more welcoming.

He removes his gloves and stuffs them in his pockets before breaking into a gentle jog. Oddly, there’s a burst of exhilaration; adrenalin courses through his veins. He’s going to get away with it! Jarvis waking up had turned it into a kind of battle. Somehow that had made it easier, less premeditated – the fight for survival had been thrilling. He speeds up, high on endorphins, envisioning a sprint down the wing before crossing the ball in front of a packed Highbury. Now he’s on the Anfield pitch as Michael Thomas scores that late winner to snatch the title from Liverpool’s grasp. He could run forever with this adrenalin rush. 

A few late-night revellers cross his path, but they pay him no attention. It’s not unusual to see someone jogging by the river, whatever the hour.

Eventually, leaving the Thames behind, he slows down and decides to walk the rest of the way. He’s still full of energy, but now there are roads to navigate. The night traffic is comforting. It’s telling him he’s well away from the crime-scene and will soon be home. Salty beads of sweat sting his eyes, so he wipes his brow. That’s when he realises. Shit! Where are his sunglasses?
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THE SCHOOL SECRETARY gives Freja a warm smile and points at the Rektor’s office. ‘They’re waiting for you,’ she says offering a wink in support.

The Nybergs, a well-groomed couple in their fifties, stand as Freja enters. There are some awkward handshakes before the Rektor invites everyone to sit down.

‘Where’s Maja?’ Freja blurts out before they take their seats. ‘For the meeting to be productive, we need Maja here.’

The Rektor looks mortified and is about to speak, but Mr Nyberg raises a hand and smiles to signify everything is fine – Nyberg has already taken charge of proceedings. ‘She’s very sorry,’ he says, not expecting anyone to believe him. ‘It’s most unfortunate. She has a migraine and cannot join us this afternoon. We will, of course, talk to her at length and relay any pertinent information.’

Freja is adamant. ‘That’s not what we agreed. We’ll have to meet another day. There’s little point in analysing her work and looking at strategies to help her if Maja isn’t here.’

‘The Nybergs are busy people,’ says the Rektor. ‘We’re grateful they’ve found the time to visit us. We will proceed.’

Freja gives her boss a withering stare. He’s a small, thin man, always playing with his spectacles. She cannot imagine how he’d ever coped in the classroom as a science teacher.

Mr Nyberg continues. ‘Maja is keen to improve, and we’d welcome your advice. She’s doing reasonably well in most of her subjects. Her grades are very respectable. It’s only in history and maths that she seems to struggle.’ He pauses and looks at Freja, hoping for an explanation. She meets his eye, determined not to respond unless there’s a direct question. The silence bears down on them and he fiddles with the knot of his silk tie. His expensive shirt is too tight for that chubby neck. ‘We’ve employed a private tutor to assist with the maths,’ he eventually tells her. ‘Perhaps the time has come to consider private coaching in history as well, under your guidance of course. What’s your view on this?’

‘Extra tuition won’t do any harm, but the real issue is a lack of application. Maja daydreams in class and her homework is hurried and shoddy.’

Nyberg nods and smiles again, trying to give the impression he’s sympathetic. ‘She’s never been the easiest of daughters to raise and we all know what teenagers can be like, but she’s doing okay in other subjects. I’m sure it’s nobody’s fault, but I cannot help feeling there may be something of a personality clash. She gets on well with her other teachers.’

Freja’s ears are burning. Nyberg’s blue eyes are fixed on her as he awaits a reaction. Here is someone who is used to getting his own way. He’s probably the richest man in Älta and one of the wealthiest in Sweden. She averts his gaze, and notices this time he’s fiddling with a wedding ring – like his shirt collar, it’s looks too tight on him. ‘I clash with Maja because she does not apply herself. I’d be failing in my profession if I didn’t demand certain standards. She has ability, but she’s lazy. Look at this last essay.’ Freja produces an A4 sheet of lined paper from a folder. ‘It’s 300 words. The guideline is 800, which most of her classmates manage and more. Her grades will never improve until she writes the required word count.’

Mrs Nyberg sighs in frustration, making it clear it’s her turn to speak, her face a picture of venom. ‘Our daughter is a very perceptive young lady and should be a high-achiever. The brutal truth is, she’s disillusioned with your subject. She says you teach everything from a left-wing perspective and won’t allow other viewpoints.’

Freja snorts in disbelief. ‘The very purpose of my lessons is to encourage different viewpoints and to help the students realise the past can be looked at from many perspectives. Maja is telling you nonsense.’

‘With all due respect, Miss Jarvis, it is still a Miss, isn’t it?’ Freja nods, her face now seething with anger. ‘Our daughter’s perspective is that you put her down when she proffers a view. For example, Maja believes the fall of the Russian Tsar and his family’s subsequent butchering at the hands of the Bolsheviks was a tragedy.’

‘Of course it was a tragedy, but it wasn’t a surprise, given the...’

‘Come, come,’ says the Rektor. ‘Let’s not start moving into the realms of historical debate. We’re here to see how we can improve Maja’s grades so that she’ll earn a place at university.’

Mrs Nyberg scowls and suddenly looks her age, despite the expensively styled hair with blonde highlights. Her neck tightens and her protuberant eyes look as if they’re about to be pushed out of their sockets, like some grotesque cartoon character being strangled. Freja scowls back and wants to scream. The line of a song enters her mind – she’s got Betty Davis eyes. 

‘So, we’re agreed on the extra tuition,’ says Mr Nyberg, pretending to be blissfully unaware of any animosity. ‘I’ll talk to our daughter about her essays and encourage her to write more. Miss Jarvis, my wife and I would be so grateful if you could improve Maja’s grades – very grateful. Really, we do understand how taxing it can be teaching at the gymnasieskola.’

The meeting becomes more subdued after that. It lasts another twenty minutes or so. Freja goes through the motions, talking about essay techniques, paragraph construction and the importance of wider reading. Mr Nyberg grabs a gold pen from inside his expensive suit and makes assiduous notes in a small notebook. His wife doesn’t speak. Instead, she stares at a photograph of a triumphant sports team hanging on the wall opposite.

At the end of the meeting, the Rektor sees the Nybergs out before returning to make his displeasure known. ‘Freja, you could have, and should have, handled that better. Maja may be underperforming and isn’t the easiest student to teach, but you’ve got to learn to be more diplomatic when dealing with disgruntled parents. The Nybergs have been wonderful benefactors at this school and they deserve respect.’

‘Actually,’ says Freja, ‘I thought I deserved better from you. Where was your support when they challenged my integrity?’

The Rektor sighs. ‘Some parents are like that, especially the mothers. They believe everything their little darlings tell them – you know that. You have my support, and I don’t question your teaching methods, but I’d have been wasting my breath trying to put Mrs Nyberg right.’

‘It would have been nice to hear you try.’

‘The fact remains, Freja, you were confrontational. It’s obvious Maja is struggling more in history than other subjects, and the situation needs to improve. Perhaps when you assess her, you could err on the side of generosity as it might offer encouragement. After all, the Nybergs have eschewed a private school for their daughter. They’ve paid for the new ice-hockey goals and contributed to the refurbishment of the school hall. We need to keep such parents on board if we’re to resist the growing demand for private education.’

‘You mean cheat for them?’

‘No, I mean be positive, supportive, like other colleagues.’

‘You mean those colleagues who enjoy their lavish gifts from the Nybergs at the end of each term?’

‘I seem to remember you accepted a hamper from them last Christmas.’

‘Yes, because I thought they wanted to show their appreciation for my hard work. I didn’t realise then it was supposed to be a bribe.’

*
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Freja finds the November air refreshing as she begins the short walk home. There’s a sprinkling of snow and it’s already dark. She’s still fuming. The route along the cycle lane allows her to take in some deep breaths of cold air and clear her head, but she cannot distance herself from the meeting. Another year will be over soon and her life is falling apart. Even work has become unbearable.

The familiar surroundings of Älta cannot lighten her mood. The sprawling mixture of pretty detached houses, wooded areas and lakes has somehow lost its charm. In years past, it had been a good place to live, just a few kilometres south of Stockholm. There’d been a time when she could forgive the architects who designed the suburb centre, with its dour concrete mass of shops and high-rise flats that sit on the hill – but not now. As she gets older, Älta seems to be shrinking. Its intimacy has become claustrophobic and too many people know her business. 

Freja’s rented one-bedroom flat is part of the dour concrete mass. When she’d first moved in, it had been one of the happiest days of her life. There was so much joy to be found having her own little space, choosing the furniture and pictures, and decorating rooms with favourite colours. The sense of freedom had felt immense. Today, it still provides some semblance of independence and privacy – a welcome sanctuary from life’s demands. But now, even this little space is sometimes violated by her mother’s drunken visits, the last time at some ungodly hour – the ranting and shrieking providing much tittle-tattle for the nosy neighbours. 

However, on reaching home, it’s not her mother who Freja finds waiting outside the communal entrance – it’s Magnus. She notices he’s smartened himself up; the long hair is trimmed, the stubble less pronounced. He’s still wearing the obligatory leather jacket.

‘You’re late,’ he says. ‘They’re working you hard.’

‘There was a meeting. What are you doing here?’

Magnus gives his mischievous grin that Freja had found so appealing not so long ago. ‘I’m missing some CDs: Metallica, Slipknot, oh, and a Hawkwind. They must be here.’

Freja folds her arms defensively. It’s the second time in recent weeks Magnus has used an excuse to visit, and she wonders if her day could get any worse. ‘I don’t think you’ll find them in the flat. Anyway, who plays CDs this day and age?’

‘I’m thinking they may have slipped behind the books on your shelves. I sometimes popped them up there when I was feeling lazy.’

‘When you were feeling lazy.’

Magnus ignores the implied dig. ‘It’ll only take a few minutes to have a look.’

‘Oh, all right.’

The two of them eschew the lift and climb the flight of stairs up to the first floor. Once inside the flat, Freja feels distinctly awkward. She points to the bookcase and makes a show of turning her back on Magnus before heading for the kitchen area.

‘A cup of coffee would be nice,’ he says. ‘I’m still frozen, waiting for you.’

‘Just look for your fucking CDs.’

Magnus looks hurt. ‘I thought we’d promised, at least we’ll be civil to each other. I’ll go now if you wish, and perhaps you could search for them later. Ring me if you find them. You’ve obviously had a shitty day.’ 

Freja sighs. For once, he’s right. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I’ll make some instant while you look, and yes, it has been a shitty day.’

It’s no surprise when Magnus returns to the kitchen area empty handed. He accepts the coffee, cradling the cup in his hands to warm them. ‘Thanks.’ He takes a sip. ‘The CDs must be somewhere. Perhaps I’ve packed them away after all or they’re down the back of the car seat.’ Freja doesn’t respond. ‘So, what’s up with you? Is it work?’

‘Yes, among other things.’

‘I thought you loved teaching.’

‘I do... well, mostly. The kids are usually fine, but some of the parents, my God they are a pain.’

Magnus nods sympathetically and grins again. He knows only too well what parents can be like. ‘You’ll have the Christmas holiday soon. It’ll be a chance to recharge your batteries. Oh, by the way, I’ve got a job now.’ Freja raises her eyebrows. ‘I start in January. It’s only in retail, but it’s a beginning. I’m told there are management opportunities.’

‘That’s good. What do they sell?’

Magnus hesitates. ‘Kitchenware. Not very exciting, I know, and it will include Saturdays. It’s something I suppose.’

‘Of course it is. It’s great news.’ 

There’s an awkward silence as they sip their coffee. Freja hopes he’ll leave soon. She intends to have a hot shower and then open a bottle of wine. Perhaps there’s a decent film on the telly tonight. If not, there’s always Netflix. She’ll have the leftover pasta from the fridge.

‘How’s your mother?’ Magnus asks, showing no inclination to hurry his coffee. ‘Any signs of improvement?’

She tries to hide her irritation. ‘Much the same.’ She doesn’t want Magnus here and has no wish to talk about her mother. 

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ he says. ‘It’s been a while since I’ve seen her. Perhaps I should visit, rekindle happier times.’

Freja shrugs her shoulders, hoping Magnus will take a hint. She’s not going to talk about her mother or give him any encouragement to pay a visit. She wants him out of her life.

He’s still sipping his coffee slowly, very slowly. Surely he can sense her discomfort.

‘I’ll have my first salary in January,’ he continues. ‘It’ll be good to have some kronor to spend at last. Maybe I could even start saving as I’m back with my parents at the moment. Perhaps I could rent a flat soon. Get my own space again.’

‘I don’t see why not. Now, I’ve some marking to do. Have you finished your coffee?’

He gives another boyish grin. ‘Almost. Now I’m ready for a beer.’

‘You know where Systembolaget is.’

‘Maybe I could take you for dinner one evening, for old times’ sake? It would make a change, me paying.’

‘Magnus, that’s not going to happen.’

‘At least we’ll still be friends, won’t we?’

‘No, never. I want you to leave. As I said, I’ve marking to do.’

He looks perplexed. ‘You can be very hurtful sometimes. We cannot even be friends?’

‘It’s over, our time together, our friendship. Surely you must understand the reasons why. It’s completely over.’

‘But I still have feelings for you.’

‘They’re not returned. Not only could I never trust you again, but I’ve outgrown your superficial ways and casual approach to life.’

His boyish charm disappears in an instance. A nasty grimace appears across his face. She knows what’s coming.

‘Do you realise you’re a cold-blooded bitch? It’s not surprising you’re losing your friends.’ He drops the coffee cup onto the kitchen surface, spilling its contents, and marches towards the hallway. ‘You’ll be an old spinster one day soon,’ he calls out before slamming the front door closed.

*
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Freja wants to revel in the silence. Her feet are up on the settee. She has a glass of wine in one hand and a novel in the other, but the words aren’t registering. What a God-awful day, she thinks, putting the book down. Magnus is an arse. To think she’d spent almost two years of her life with that lazy shit. From now on there won’t be a wasted day, not even a wasted hour, in his company. She’s decided, she’ll never speak to him again.

And what did he mean about losing her friends? So what, if some of them have moved on and others are married? They’re not lost – she’s still in touch. Then there’s the Stockholm crowd: the boat trips, the nightclubs, the restaurants. The crayfish party had been the best ever last August. She’d stayed over at Lisa’s and they’d joined the gang at Skansen the next morning for a picnic. It had turned out to be the perfect day... 

But now it’s November. The realisation that her perfect day had been three months ago hits Freja hard. She’s not ventured into Stockholm since the Skansen picnic. Three months! How is that possible? It’s an unwelcome reminder of just how dull her life has become. Perhaps Magnus was right all along. Here she is this evening, slumped on the settee, drinking alone. Is she turning into her mother? And, as usual, there are no plans for the weekend. She’s a twenty-seven-year-old spinster and the future’s looking grim. She’s tired of Älta and its people, and tired of teaching. And there’s nothing to be done about it. 

Another large swig of wine, then another – at least the day cannot get any worse. Then her phone rings and it does.
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Chapter 2
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IT’S A FRIDAY MORNING, a time when Michael Connaughton tries very hard to avoid the office unless there’s urgent business to attend to. He finds a four-day week very agreeable and, given his age, he believes it’s a perk well earned. In his fledgling days as a solicitor, and when the children had been very young, he’d been only too happy to commit to twelve-hour days and six-day weeks, but not anymore. He’s quite content delegating and leaving his capable team to handle matters. Besides, Friday’s a good time to read the sports pages. So, this morning, he’s having a leisurely breakfast with his wife, Ellie. She’s munching her peanut butter on toast and scrolling on her phone; he’s enjoying a coffee and reading the newspaper.

‘Barbara’s girl is expecting again,’ says Ellie. ‘That will make three grandchildren.’ Michael grunts. ‘We’ve been asked to bring a pudding next Saturday.’

‘There’s another underground strike starting on Tuesday. It could cause problems getting to the game.’

‘There’re some nice photos from Gran Canaria which Jon and Ann have posted. I can show you later.’

‘Talks are ongoing, it claims. I’ve heard that one before.’

‘Oh my God! Karin has died!’

‘What?’

‘Karin!’ Ellie says even more loudly. ‘She’s dead.’

Michael looks up from the paper, now fully attentive. ‘Swedish Karin? You’re kidding. She’s only our age.’

‘Actually, she was a few years younger.’

‘Does it say what happened?’

‘No, only that it was sudden.’ She stares at the message in disbelief. ‘Poor Freja, first her dad all those years ago and now her mother. I cannot believe it. God, I hope it wasn’t another suicide.’ Ellie is looking tearful, and Michael reaches out to hold her hand. ‘I knew things were bad. I sensed it,’ she says, shaking her head and blinking rapidly. ‘We should have done more.’

‘I wasn’t aware you’d kept in touch.’

‘Of course I have. Even more so with Freja these past few years. Some of us find time, you know. One day I’ll introduce you to Facebook.’ There are proper tears now. ‘That poor girl. I feel dreadful. We never did visit, not once, and now it’s too late.’

Michael isn’t sure what to say. He feels uneasy with his wife so distressed – she so rarely cries. ‘People drift away from one another,’ he proffers, ‘especially when they live in different countries. It’s inevitable.’

‘Yet they came to see us twice after Colin died. Do you remember? We should have made more of an effort and visited them in Sweden.’

‘That’s true’ says Michael, sighing. ‘This news is hard to take in, but we can’t start blaming ourselves.’

But now Ellie isn’t listening. She’s in a state of reverie, recalling those happier times. Colin and Karin, that striking couple who were their special friends. The barbecues, the trips away, the family holidays camping in the Vendée. What fun they’d shared. How fortunate to have known their kindness and their wonderful daughter. How could it have come to this?

Eventually, she recovers her poise to speak. ‘Freja was a precocious, feisty little thing. Do you remember? There was that clash when one of the boys threw mud at her. I think it was Josh. My word, he learnt his lesson quickly.’

‘She picked up on the sports too, even mastered the cricket I seem to remember. Josh probably had a crush on her by the time they moved back to Sweden.’

‘We’ll have to attend the funeral. It’s the very least we can do for her.’

Michael looks incredulous. ‘Are you serious? Would she want us there? We haven’t seen her in years.’

‘All the more reason to make amends and pay our respects, at least for Freja’s sake.’

‘But there’s my work; the practice won’t run itself. And the flights will be astronomical this time of year just before Christmas.’

‘For heaven’s sake, Michael, Colin was your best friend once. This is his daughter we’re speaking about.’

‘I suppose. But think about it. We won’t know anyone, nor speak the language.’

‘We know Freja,’ says Ellie, clearly irritated. ‘And they all speak English anyway, you know that. What is wrong with you? You sound so callous. That’s not like you.’

Michael, his cheeks burning, instantly regrets his words. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be. I cannot imagine Karin dead, that’s all, and I suppose I’m thinking it through aloud.’ An awkward silence pervades the room. Michael knows he has little choice. ‘Of course we’ll go if your heart’s set on it. The more I think about it, we really ought to visit.’

‘Well, that’s good to hear, at last,’ says Ellie, reproachfully. ‘And shall we make a trip of it? Three days in Stockholm. I’m told it’s beautiful.’

He grins. He’s never been able to say no to his wife. ‘That’s a great idea. As usual, you’re absolutely right. We shall go to Stockholm and celebrate Karin’s life and the friendship we once had.’

‘And give our support to Freja.’

*
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There’s perhaps twenty people sitting in the meeting room waiting for the presentation. Brian takes his time. He fiddles with the laptop, paying no attention to the murmurings out front. Everything is in place. He’s done this a hundred times before. Let the anticipation build, then start slowly. Wheel them in bit by bit. 

Gideon stands at the back of the room, wearing his customary pinstriped suit and garish tie. A sunbeam momentarily creeps in from a gap in the window blind, shining on his frizzy mop of grey hair. Gideon gives a gentle nod of encouragement as Brian begins.

‘CBG Manifold is not the cheapest; we never have been. CBG is not the largest and we have no ambition to be so. I suspect some of you sitting here have already made up your minds to opt for the lowest tender. I wouldn’t blame you.’ 

There’s a positive vibe. Brian has caught their attention. The audience is curious if nothing else.

‘Much depends on what your ethos is here at Gallagher Incorporated. Are you in for the long term or short term? Is reputation more important than a quick profit? The apartments you’re planning to build are in a prime location. Your customers are going to be at the top end of the market and they’ll be very discerning. People will only spend a million quid or more on a place of genuine quality.’

They both know what’s coming. Brian will go through all the safeguards that cheaper options don’t provide: the number of shut-off valves; the back-up pressure systems and production valves, ensuring there’s the constant flow of water even during servicing; the state-of-the art sprinkler system. He’ll talk about the bespoke maintenance service and the nightmare scenario if shortcuts are taken. There’ll be the usual spiel about the pipework being the lifeblood of a building, its essential arteries and veins. Most importantly, he’ll finish with his Victorian hero. There’s nothing as good as a bit of Baz.

‘This great city of London lives on its reputation,’ Brian continues. ‘People invest here because they’re buying into something few other countries can offer, and that’s stability. Our institutions, our democracy, are the envy of the world.’ 

It’s going well. They’re listening. Brian keeps it simple, selling a concept, a principle. There’s no point getting involved in the technical intricacies and confusing people. Stress the quality and the long-term security that cheaper options won’t provide. He catches his partner’s eye and receives a nod of approval.

Brian loves this part of the job; he could do this in his sleep. He imagines it’s akin to some pop star or famous actor performing in front of a captivated audience. Sometimes there’s a problem getting a foot in the door, but once he’s over that hurdle, everything seems to fall into place. It’s spontaneous. The words just roll off the tongue.

As he continues, he catches Gideon on the phone, but doesn’t mind. It’s a good sign. It shows Gid is relaxed, that things are going well. Brian has the audience right where he wants them. It’s time for a bit of Baz. 

‘My hero was a Victorian gentleman named Joseph Bazalgette. If you ever wonder where all London’s rain disappears to on a wet day – and we have plenty of those...’ There’s a smattering of laughter. ‘...well, we can find the answer in his great work, for it was he who designed and oversaw the building of London’s drains and sewers over one hundred and seventy years ago. And here we are today, still using his system. So why is he my hero?’ Brian pauses for dramatic effect. He loves this moment. ‘Bazalgette, before embarking upon his monumental engineering feat, asked his team of experts to calculate the required diameter of the pipes they should use to ensure London’s waste could be effectively disposed of. When they came up with an answer, he told his team to double the diameter. But why, they asked. We’re only going to do this once, he told them, so we’re going to do it properly. I want future generations to marvel at our work. That shall be our legacy.’ There are smiles of approval in the audience. ‘Gentlemen, CBG Manifold will only work on your building once, so we’re going to do it properly. Future generations will marvel at our work. That will be our legacy.’

There’s a spontaneous round of applause, which is always a good sign. Brian looks up, surprised to see Gideon still on his mobile, frowning.

The question-and-answer session is fairly brief. Afterwards there’s coffee and canapes and lots of smiling. Brian tries to catch Gideon’s eye, but he’s busy fraternizing with some of the bigwigs, his six-foot five frame towering above the smartly attired executives. He’s centre-stage and in full flow. A ripple of laughter greets one of his anecdotes.

Later, when the two of them are alone in the lift, Brian asks, ‘So what did you think?’

‘It went really well, great presentation. But you know what it’s like. Once they sit down with their accountants and have all the numbers before them, their minds can be turned. I’m told Bloomleys have made a bid and they’re bound to undercut us.’

‘I hope we hear soon. I hate the waiting.’

‘We’ve given it our best shot. That’s all we can do. Just concentrate on the next project mate – it is what it is. Let’s enjoy the weekend.’

They arrive on the ground floor, hand in their lanyards at the reception and exit through the revolving door. The cold air hits them hard, so they hurry towards the underground. On the way, Gideon breaks the news. ‘Karin died last night.’

‘You’re kidding me,’ says Brian, raising his eyebrows.

‘No, Michael texted during your presentation.’

‘What she die of?’ 

Gideon shrugs. ‘Not sure. Bit of a shock, really. She was a few years younger than us.’ 

Brian shakes his head. ‘It’s never nice to be reminded of one’s own mortality.’

‘That’s true, but in one sense, it’s good news. That’s finally the end of the matter.’

‘I suppose so. For a time, she was a bloody nuisance.’

Before they reach the subway, Gideon asks, ‘Fancy a drink to celebrate?’ 

Brian nods, assuming they’ll be celebrating the successful presentation and not Karin’s demise. However, with Gideon, you can never be sure.

*
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Penny browses through the catalogue. She’s already opened a bottle of chilled wine as it’s Friday afternoon – the start of the weekend in her mind. Brian has promised to be home early, so perhaps they can make a decision on the bathroom suite. She hopes his presentation went well as it might make him more malleable. The marble is expensive, but surely he’ll realise that it’s so classy and it’ll last a lifetime. It will add value to the house. He can get his team in to do the plumbing and most of the bits and bobs.

She’ll pour him a drink when he arrives home, and maybe offer to run him a bath. She’ll ring the Thai takeaway as soon as they open and have his favourite dishes delivered. Perhaps she’ll wait until they’re eating before raising the subject of the bathroom. If he says no, she’ll have one of her extended sulks, it usually does the trick.

Her phone on the coffee table beeps. Penny hopes it’s Benjamin getting back to her. The little sod hasn’t been in touch for days, despite her texts and unanswered calls. He must be aware how much she misses him since he started university. Picking up the phone, she’s disappointed to see there’s only a text reminding her to attend a dental appointment on Monday.

God, the house feels empty! 

Penny takes a large gulp of wine and walks over to the cabinet. She stares at the huge photo of the three of them – it’s her favourite. Their arms are linked over each other’s shoulders as they pose in front of a sand dune. Brian was still a little taller than Benjamin then. She’s standing in between them in her lilac bikini; a proud woman with the two men in her life. She remembers they’d all got a fit of giggles because the grizzled Portuguese man didn’t have a clue how to work the camera on the phone. Yet somehow, he’d managed to take the perfect picture – a shared family joy captured in an instant. 

Her phone rings. It’s Brian, not her son. ‘How’d it go darling?’ she asks.

‘Brilliant, really brilliant. Gideon and I have a good vibe about this one. If we get this Gallagher contract, we’re sitting pretty for the next three years.’

‘That’s wonderful news. I’m going to make a real fuss of you when you get home.’ Penny can hear background noise. ‘Where are you now?’

‘In a bar. I’m having a celebratory drink and a bite to eat. Gid insisted, says he’s paying.’

‘Don’t spend too long there and don’t drink too much. I want my clever hubby home.’

‘There’s a train at ten past two. Hope to be with you soon after three.’

‘Perfect. I’ll have the wine chilled and later we’ll order your favourite Thai food.’

‘That sounds great but listen, Penny, I’ve some other news.’

‘Go on.’

‘Apparently Karin died yesterday.’

‘Oh dear,’ says Penny, her heart racing. She chooses her words carefully. ‘Who was Karen? Did she work for you?’

‘No, I mean Karin, as in Swedish Karin. You know Colin’s wife.’

‘Oh, I see. Crumbs, I’d almost forgotten about her, it’s been so many years. That’s very sad, not that we were ever close friends.’

‘What do you mean by that? I realise it was a long time ago, but we’re talking about Karin. You must remember the times we had together.’

‘You probably knew her better than me Brian, that’s all I meant. Had she been ill?’

‘I don’t have the details. We got a text from Michael. Anyway, I’d better go, Gid’s signalling. I think he’s found a table. We’ll talk later. See you soon, darling.’

‘Okay, bye, and don’t be late.’

Penny finishes her glass of wine and allows the news to sink in. She knows it’s wrong to feel pleasure at someone else’s misfortune, but that’s the way it is. The once beautiful, exotic Karin is dead and this makes her smile. There’s something very satisfying about it all.

She remembers all those years ago how the men had drooled over Karin. Brian had flirted shamelessly. He’d spend hours practising his Swedish phrases in order to impress her. What were those bloody lines he kept repeating like an imbecile? Hello, how are you? Hej, hur mår du? This morning I was treated to breakfast. I morse fick jag frukost. God, even she still remembers them. Then, when the baby arrived, Karin had still hogged their attention, the men running around like skivvies. The perfect couple, Colin and Karin, had become the perfect family. Well, that didn’t last long, did it?

Penny can still picture their beast of a child, Freja. What a tomboy she became: kicking a football around, arguing with the boys, and sometimes even scrapping with them. Penny was sure the little brat had been bad-mouthing everyone when she spoke to her mother in Swedish. Thank God Benjamin was only a baby then, as Freja would have scared the life out of him. That girl certainly had the devil in her.

Penny replenishes her glass and wonders if she should ring Roselyn with the news. It would be interesting to hear her friend’s reaction and see whether she tries to play it cool and feign indifference. But Penny realises Gideon has probably beaten her to it and imparted the sad news. A shame, really, for the phone call could have been fun. Roselyn had been so jealous of Karin in those days. Everyone knew that Gideon used to have the hots for the Swedish bimbo, that it had been far worse than Brian’s pathetic flirting. Of course, Gideon was always playing the field back then, chasing anything in a skirt and stockings. Poor sweet Roselyn, always trying to see the good in people.

Penny thinks back to Colin’s death and realises she’s not thought about it in ages. It’s true what they say, that time is a great healer. She can barely picture him now, and is grateful for that. Nor can she imagine what Freja must look like today; she must be well into her twenties by now.

After taking another swig of wine, Penny picks up her phone and searches for Roselyn’s number.
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Chapter 3
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DETECTIVE INSPECTOR Dawson looks closely at the corpse lying in the bath, trying hard to suppress a feeling of nausea rising from his gut – he’s never felt comfortable in the presence of death. She’s probably in her late forties, but may have turned fifty. Her face is a little pale, but otherwise she could be someone sleeping. There’s no visible bruising or scratch-marks. Her long nails are intact. There’s an empty bottle of pills on the vinyl floor, suggesting an overdose, with the likely cause of death, drowning. The water in the bath isn’t that deep though; it barely covers her face. Perhaps she’s been here a while and there’s been some seepage down the plug-hole. Everything points to suicide.

The house is a typical three-bedroom semi, probably built in the 1930s. It looks a little neglected. Dawson has travelled through Worcester Park by train on many occasions, and he knows that most of these houses have huge kitchen extensions with breakfast-rooms looking out onto their back gardens – not this one. In the old fashion style, there’s a small galley kitchen, and a separate lounge and dining room. Instead of uPVC double-glazed windows, there are wooden frames, perhaps the originals. The narrow French windows at the back of the house certainly look the worse for wear. 

Upstairs there’s a queen-size bed in the main bedroom. A dingy net-curtain hangs between the dusty velvet curtains of a bay window. The fitted wardrobes have sliding doors. Dawson is wearing latex gloves, but because it’s a suspicious death, and just to be safe, he threads a pen in the handle loop and slides open a door. There are dozens of dresses and jackets, and above these on a shelf are several boxes and plastic bags with department store names – Debenhams, Selfridges, Bentalls. It’s much the same in the other wardrobes. So, there doesn’t appear to be a husband or partner living with her.

Two further bedrooms reveal very little. One is piled high with junk: a flimsy Bar-Football table, various board games, an old computer, and piles of bed linen. The other has a single bed and a narrow wardrobe where yet more outfits hang.

The photographs scattered around the house help Dawson to develop a theory. There are two sons who have been snapped at different stages of their lives: ugly babies, cute toddlers, proud schoolboys, sullen teenagers. They could be in their twenties now and have moved out; maybe to university, but the more likely scenario is they’ve flown the nest for good. The deceased is the mother. There’s barely a trace of the father who certainly isn’t living here now. He must be the young man in some of the older photos. Judging by the tired state of the house, he probably walked out many years ago or was kicked out. Dawson thinks it will be interesting to see if the neighbours can confirm his deductions.

Everything still points to suicide. 

He develops his hypothesis. A once proud wife and mother living a purposeful life has a husband walk out on her, or she kicks him out for having an affair with a younger woman. Her two sons finish university and never return. The house is empty. Her life is empty. There’s no one to do the repairs or general maintenance. Money could be tight, but this doesn’t prevent her from shopping for clothes – it’s a form of therapy. She tries dating, but it’s not easy. A middle-aged divorcee finds it hard to compete with the thirty-somethings, especially on the internet sites. In the end she has to face up to a life alone. Or perhaps there’s another way: a warm bath, some sleeping tablets and oblivion.

PC Patel is standing guard at the front door. She looks a little shaken so Dawson offers some encouragement. ‘You’ve done well. I assume it’s your first body.’ She nods, her lips trembling – a sweet young thing trying to hold it together. ‘Who called it in?’

‘The neighbour opposite.’ She studies her log. ‘Mrs Wennell. They were supposed to go to the cinema last night. There was no answer when she came round, although the lights were on. When there was no reply in the morning, she rang us. The victim’s name is Miss Christine Jaeger.’

‘Definitely a Miss?’

‘Yes.’

‘And there was no sign of a forced entry?’

‘None, but Mrs Wennell told me the garage door is always unlocked and there’s a key hidden in the drawer of an old cabinet in there. I found the key this morning and let myself in.’

‘Why didn’t the neighbour let herself in if she was so worried?’

Patel shrugs. ‘She looks the nervous type to me. Maybe she didn’t want to intrude or be accused of breaking in.’

‘Who’s with her now?’

‘The Duty Officer, Phillips.’

‘Right. And the doc’s on his way?’

‘Yes, and an ambulance.’

‘Okay. Don’t let the ambulance staff in. DC Mullins is chatting to the immediate neighbours. If he returns, tell him to find me before entering the house. If I’m over the road talking to Mrs Wennell and the doctor arrives, make sure he’s the only person that enters for now, and I don’t want him fiddling around. Have him confirm the death, then get him out of the bathroom. This will have to go to the coroner. Tell him there’ll be no need for a MCCD.’

‘You suspect something?’

Dawson smiles. ‘Come on Jiera, have you forgotten your ABCs?’

‘Assume nothing, believe nobody, challenge everything.’

‘Pleased to hear it.’

When finished with Patel, Dawson enters the garage. There’s the usual pile of crap: discarded furniture, a couple of rugs, some planks of wood precariously lodged in the roof’s gable. He’s yet to see a garage with space for a car. At the far end is a tumble drier and a humming fridge on either side of a door. He tries the handle and the door opens.

‘TIME FOR DINNER! TIME FOR DINNER!’

Dawson jumps and steps back, his heart racing. Fuck’s sake! What in God’s name was that? He takes a moment to recover his poise, glad there isn’t some carnivorous monster ready to devour him. Terror and bewilderment give way to curiosity. Somewhat tentatively, he peers through the doorway, before entering a tasteful conservatory tucked away at the rear of the house.

‘Hello,’ says the parrot. It sits on a perch in a huge cage, eyeing this new intruder suspiciously.

‘Hello matey,’ says Dawson, feeling oddly self-conscious as he speaks to the colourful creature before him. ‘I wonder who’ll be looking after you from here on.’ The parrot doesn’t reply. It’s already lost interest in the visitor and starts pecking away at a cuttlefish bone. 

Dawson surveys the room. It’s a little oasis and in sharp contrast to the drab rooms elsewhere. There’s white wicker furniture with cerise cushions, a glass coffee table, and a collection of books and magazines. There’s also a superb view of the secluded garden, which is in much better nick than the house. Shrubs and flower beds provide a hue of late autumn colours. Stepping-stone paving splits the lawn, leading to a bird-fountain of Melmar Stone. He can imagine Miss Christine Jaeger spending many hours here, enjoying the fruits of her labour, sipping coffee, sometimes reading – it’s so light and airy you could be out in the elements. And doubtless her feathered friend would have kept her company.

There’s drizzle in the air when Dawson returns to Patel. ‘I’m going to call a SOCO team in, and the photographer,’ he tells her. ‘Fifty quid says it’s murder. Someone’s taken a dislike to our Miss Jaeger up there.’

Poor Patel swallows hard.

*
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Freja isn’t quite sure what to do or how to react. Everything is so surreal. One minute she feels guilty, the next she’s tempted to giggle. People have been kind and said the right things, but she thinks they’re mostly platitudes. It’s no secret that her mother had been drinking herself to an early grave, but no one actually said so. Perhaps the sudden stroke had been a blessing. Perhaps it was better than having to witness her mother’s slow deterioration, and be haunted by those rheumy yellow eyes and that gaunt face which had started to look like some ghastly Halloween mask. Perhaps it’s better than enduring the nonsensical outbursts of rage and rants over the phone, or worse still, the histrionics on her doorstep. But there again, perhaps not.

The chapel is situated in Storkällan in a wooded area that’s hidden away from the sprawl of tasteful new-builds. The funeral is sparsely attended. There are a few neighbours and several of Freja’s friends, bless them. Lisa is by her side. Magnus has turned up wearing a suit rather than his signature leather jacket. He’s probably grateful to escape his parents’ house and Freja is determined to ignore him. Ellie and Michael are sitting three pews back. It’s still hard to believe they’ve come all the way from England after so many years. Whilst her heart goes out to them, she wishes they’d stop trying to sing the hymns in Swedish. The feeble effort of the congregation to raise their voices is painful enough, without having to listen to Michael’s dreadful pronunciation of Swedish words a split second after everyone else.

The female priest is kind and circumspect. She focuses on Karin’s earlier life and happier times. Then Freja reads out a brief eulogy to her mother, knowing how wooden and insincere she must sound. Her words are based on distant memories: the years living in England; her parents together and in love; returning to Sweden and the long summers swimming and playing crazy golf at Flatenbadet.

After the cremation, they’re served light refreshments in the chapel’s adjoining room. The coffee is weak and the sandwiches are dry. There’s a subdued atmosphere. Conversation is stilted and polite. People offer their condolences and, after a dutiful period, find their excuses to depart. Freja doesn’t blame them.

There’s an overwhelming sense of relief on returning to her flat. She’s invited Michael and Ellie, and Lisa is staying over. The cold beers she hands out from the fridge are readily accepted.

‘We won’t outstay our welcome,’ says Ellie. ‘I can imagine it’s been a long and stressful day for you.’

‘No, I’m fine now I have this,’ Freja replies, holding up her beer and smiling. ‘It was so good of you both to travel all this way. I still cannot believe it.’

‘It’s the least we could do,’ says Michael. ‘We were very close to your mother once.’ 

‘Do you remember much about England?’ asks Ellie. ‘The boys often speak of you. I realise you were only a young girl when you returned to Sweden, but those few years before were wonderful times.’

‘Yes, there are some memories. Playing in your back garden and... what was it? You had us cooking marshmallows on the barbecue. They were delicious. That’s one thing that has always stood out in my mind.’

‘And do you remember the football and the cricket?’ asks Michael.

‘I remember the arguing, especially over that stupid rule. What was it? Leg before wicket.’

They laugh. Ellie’s bottom lip quivers with emotion. ‘Oh my, where did time go?’ she sighs. ‘It seems like only yesterday. And here you are now, a young woman, almost the spitting image of your mother all those years ago. They were truly happy times. How come your English is still so fluent?’

‘We all speak English,’ says Lisa, joining in the conversation. ‘Though usually it’s an American version these days. Freja insists upon the Queen’s English and none of us is quite as fluent as she.’ 

Ellie turns to Freja and gives her a hug. ‘Your father would be proud of you. He wanted you to keep some English heritage.’

Freja blushes. She’s thinking about a father she can scarcely remember, who abandoned her by throwing himself off a balcony when she was just ten years old – the accident, her mother had euphemistically called it. She wants to scream, but it will serve no purpose – Ellie is kind and well intentioned.

‘You’ve been in our thoughts and I’m truly sorry for everything,’ Ellie continues. ‘We should have visited earlier, when Karin was still alive. I know things haven’t been easy for you lately, but I remember her as a lovely lady, and a wonderful mother – you must understand that. Don’t judge her over these past few years. She was never the same after your father’s death. I knew she’d not been coping in recent years. We all struggled for a time.’

Freja nods and bites her lip. She sips her beer, wishing she’d bought a stronger brew. Ellie senses the awkwardness between them and worries whether she has caused offence.

‘What are your plans now you’re here?’ asks Lisa, tactfully changing the subject. ‘Are you staying long?’

‘Two more days,’ Michael replies. ‘Tonight, we’re going to dine in the old town and celebrate Karin’s life. And tomorrow it’s sightseeing, and maybe we’ll take a boat trip out into the archipelago.’

‘You’d both be very welcome to join us this evening,’ says Ellie. ‘Our treat.’

‘That’s so kind,’ Freja replies, ‘but it’s been a long day and I’m exhausted. Perhaps we could meet for lunch tomorrow.’

‘Of course, of course,’ says Ellie. ‘That would be wonderful.’

They arrange to meet by the fountain in Kungsträdgården at one in the afternoon, and squabble over who will pay for lunch. Lisa agrees to join them too. Soon after that, Ellie senses it’s time to leave and Freja explains where to catch the bus to Slussen.

With just Lisa for company, Freja puts a bottle of white wine in the freezer and fetches two more beers from the fridge. ‘God, what a day,’ she says, handing a can to her friend. ‘Thank you for being here.’

Lisa nods, accepting the beer and pouring it into her glass. ‘They seemed a nice couple. Shame about Michael’s singing.’ Freja smiles. ‘You obviously share some fond memories with them.’

‘I don’t remember that much, but I know they were Mum and Dad’s closest friends. After Dad died we still went over to see them, but it was never the same, there only being the two of us. I was about to become a stroppy teenager, I suppose, and then Mum slowly got worse with the drinking and that was it really – we never saw them again. Ellie tried to keep in touch through emails, then Facebook. They always sent Christmas and birthday cards.’

‘And how are you feeling now? I saw there were no tears today.’

Freja shrugs. ‘I’m not sure, to be honest. Perhaps I should be grieving more, but I’m not. I know it sounds awful, but a part of me thinks it’s all for the best.’

‘It could be a delayed reaction. You’ll grieve eventually.’

‘Will I? I don’t know. My mother still had me after Dad’s death, but clearly I wasn’t enough for her.’

‘I’m sure she tried her best. Grief can sometimes be overwhelming.’

‘That’s not always the case. In fact, the first years weren’t so bad, at least Mum made an effort. But later something changed in her and the drinking got worse. Perhaps it was loneliness as I became less dependent. We drifted apart as I got older.’

‘You and me. I argued with my mum all the time in my teens.’

‘I could have handled arguments, but have you any idea what it’s like to be a teenager and try to keep up with your studies, as well as fetch the shopping, do the housework and babysit a drunken mother? It wasn’t easy keeping the social services off our back, and putting up with her pathetic sobbing one day and the manic rages the next.’

‘I know it was tough for you, but she was distraught. The loss of a husband never goes away.’

‘But I’d lost my dad, and I tried to carry on as normal. I’ll never forgive her for not turning up to the school plays or Parents’ Evenings. She was even late for my graduation.’ Freja lowers her voice. ‘I’m sorry, Lisa, but that’s the way it is.’

‘I understand that. It was dreadful for you, but you need to put this behind you, at some stage. There’s a whole life to live.’
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Chapter 4
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BRIAN LOOKS AT THE bank statement – it’s not pretty reading. They’ve overspent again. This month it’s nearly £2,000. He’s going to have to rein Penny in somehow or ask her to find a job. He should never have agreed to the new bathroom, but he’d been in such a good mood that evening, especially after his presentation at Gallagher Incorporated had gone so well, and he hadn’t wanted to disappoint her. It’s been a week now and they still haven’t heard about the contract. Brian cannot believe he’d agreed to a marble wall and floor, when they already have a second ensuite and a family bathroom – it’s an unnecessary expense, especially with just the two of them living here at present.

Ben, too, seems to have inherited his mother’s rather blasé attitude towards money. He still hasn’t got a part-time job, and the only time they ever seem to hear from him is when he’s after money. Brian tries to make Penny understand that, if they said no to him occasionally, their son might actually look for a way to subsidise his upkeep at university rather than beg for handouts, but this always seems to fall on deaf ears.

The weather is doing nothing to lighten Brian’s mood. It’s been dry and sunny all week, and now it’s the weekend there’s a drizzle that could well turn into rain. Penny is still in bed complaining of a headache, so he thinks it’s best to raise these matters with her tomorrow. Instead, he tries to concentrate on the positives. They do have a lovely house close to Wimbledon Common. It’s been valued at two million, so that does put their £800,000 mortgage into perspective. True, he’d hoped to clear the mortgage by now, but if this Gallagher deal goes through, they’ll be okay.

After a light breakfast of beans on toast, Brian loads his golf clubs into the boot of the Audi and sets off. Normally it would be a short journey to Royal Wimbledon Golf Club, but today he’s headed for Tyrrells Wood near Leatherhead – it’s a course he’s never played before. For some reason, George Norris, the Bloomleys boss, has handed out an invitation. Gid will be there too. Brian’s not sure why a business rival should wish to invite them. It could be to show off, but there’s probably an ulterior motive, such as fishing for information on the Gallagher contract. Anyway, Gid had been all for it.

As he heads south down the A3, Brian can see the grey clouds looming ahead. By the time he reaches the Ace of Spades turnoff at Hook, the floodgates have opened. He curses – the day looks like being a washout. Even with the windscreen wipers at full speed, the deluge is making visibility almost impossible. He slows down to twenty-miles-an-hour.

However, the rain eases a little as he drives through Chessington. On reaching the Leatherhead by-pass, he adjusts the wipers to normal speed. The satnav guides him through a private road of ostentatious houses to Tyrrells Wood Golf Club. Gid has already arrived. He’s tall, bulky frame, sheltering under a striped golf umbrella in the visitors’ car park. He’s wearing his customary golf trousers – an outlandish mishmash of yellow and pink squares.

Brian lowers the driver’s window. ‘What do you think?’

‘The satellite says it will pass any minute now and there’ll be bright, sunny intervals for the rest of the day. I’m told it’s on chalk and drains well.’

Unconvinced, Brian reluctantly gets out of the car and looks up at the sky. As he does so, the rain peters out and a wintry sun threatens to break through the clouds.

‘Marvellous things these satellites,’ says Gideon, smiling.

George Norris is waiting for them on the practice putting green; a barrel-chested man with pock-marked skin and grey curly hair. He raises his eyebrows when he sees Gideon’s trousers. ‘Thought you two weren’t going to make it. This is Graham Wilkins, one of my executives.’ A tall, spindly man with glasses and putter in hand approaches to greet them and say how pleased he is to make their acquaintance. They shake hands. ‘Gideon and Brian, our great rivals,’ Norris continues. ‘They’re both a pain in the arse and have cost me a small fortune over the years.’

‘That’s music to my ears,’ says Gideon, a wide grin on his face.

‘But we won’t allow that to get in the way of a good round of golf, will we gentlemen? I’ve signed you in at the Pro Shop. This is my treat. The changing rooms are through that door. The code is 7267. Trolleys are allowed, and I’d use them on a track like this if I were you.’

As Brian and Gideon change into their golf shoes, they take the opportunity to confide.

‘George is after something,’ says Gideon. ‘Cocky bastard, isn’t he?’

‘It’s got to be about the Gallagher bids, don’t you think? He might be fishing for information. For heaven’s sake, don’t let anything slip.’

‘Did you get a degree in that, Brian?’

‘What’s that?’

‘Stating the bleeding obvious,’ answers Gideon, irritably. ‘George won’t get a word from me. We’ll play it cool and see what he has to say for himself. As far as I’m concerned, it’s a game of golf. If anything interesting crops up, we listen and we discuss later, just the two of us.’

‘All right, as long as that’s understood. And watch out for this Graham fellow as well. George wouldn’t have chosen him to be here unless there was a reason.’

‘In all probability he’s here to make up the four ball.’

‘Or be another set of eyes and ears.’

The sun is peeping through white clouds by the time the four men practise their swings on the first tee. Brian is impressed by the imposing redbrick clubhouse and cannot help but admire the magnificent view.

‘It’s a hilly bugger, isn’t it,’ says Gideon.

‘You don’t get a flat lie here,’ Norris replies, swishing his driver. ‘Now, what are we going to play for?’

Brian’s heart sinks. He knows how impulsive Gideon can be and doesn’t want to get involved in some high stakes game. ‘What about five, five and five?’ he suggests.

Norris laughs loudly. ‘I take it that’s five pounds you’re talking about and not five hundred?’

‘We want to keep it friendly, George,’ Brian replies.

‘I don’t really care what we play for,’ says Gideon. 

‘We should get extra shots to allow for home advantage,’ Brian adds hastily. ‘Neither of us has ever played here before.’

‘Nice try, but you’ll get that anyway with this new slope system.’ Norris points to a board on the half-way hut showing the handicap index. ‘Our rating is 137. That’s one of the highest in Surrey, so it’s very generous for you two. We’re playing four ball better ball at 90%.’

‘Bloody complicated these days,’ says Gideon.

‘And let’s make it £100, front nine and back, and £100 the match with £25 bits thrown in. It will keep the interest going.’

‘Sounds good to me,’ replies Gideon, blasé as ever.

‘I’m in,’ says Graham.

This is bad news for Brian. Penny has already cost him a fortune this month, and the last thing he needs is to risk their diminishing funds on a sizeable gamble. Not only will there be at least £300 at stake, but those £25 bits have a nasty habit of totting up – birdies, sandy pars and shots nearest the pin on the par threes.

Norris looks far too confident and smug. Brian is resigned to the inevitable. ‘So, what’s the shot situation?’ he asks.

‘We both play off twelve,’ says Norris. ‘It’s winter rules, so you can pick and place on mowed grass.’

‘Okay,’ says Gideon, looking at an app on his phone. ‘According to this, you both get one shot off me and Brian gets five.’

With the intricacies of the handicap system sorted, Brian is invited to tee-off first. It’s a short, downhill par four. ‘Left side of the fairway is your line,’ he’s told. The bet has made him nervous and, as he sets up to the ball, he’s beginning to wish the heavens will open up again so the match can be abandoned.

*
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Detective Inspector Dawson is enjoying a coffee and bacon sandwich in the staff canteen when PC Patel, with a bottle of water in hand, asks to join him. Dawson cannot reply with his mouth full, but gestures for her to sit opposite.

‘You’ve heard then, sir,’ says Patel. 

Dawson nods, still chewing – there’s more gristle than meat. Eventually he finishes swallowing and dabs his lips with a serviette to remove the brown sauce that’s missed his mouth. ‘Yes, I’ve heard.’

‘There were contusions under the armpits and toxicology has confirmed the use of Rohypnol and melatonin. What would a fifty-year-old woman be doing with Rohypnol?’

‘Good question.’ Dawson wants to take another bite of his sandwich while the bacon is still hot, but Patel is clearly eager for an answer. ‘I cannot imagine why she’d have Rohypnol – her doctor certainly didn’t prescribe it. It’s nicknamed ‘the rape drug’. I doubt it belonged to her. Not unless she’d taken a fancy to the postman, and planned to drop him a Mickey Finn before ripping his clothes off and having her wicked way with him.’

‘It seems you were right to be suspicious, it could have been a murder.’

‘We’re beyond the stage of could be. There’s no doubt in my mind.’ Dawson sips his coffee – even that’s tepid now. ‘I suspect the victim knew her murderer. He slipped some Rohypnol in her drink and, when unconscious, he dragged her up the stairs by the armpits, stripped her, carried her into the bath and drowned her.’

Patel visibly shudders. ‘In that case, we’re definitely talking about a man?’

‘Probably. The empty bottle of melatonin left on the bathroom floor was a ruse. The murderer hoped we’d come to the conclusion that Miss Jaeger had taken her own life by running a bath and swallowing a bottle of melatonin tablets. Hence, she fell asleep and drowned.’

‘So why give her Rohypnol?’

‘The murderer had to ensure Jaeger was unconscious. Melatonin isn’t necessarily strong enough. It would take huge amounts. If popped into a drink, the victim would taste the drug immediately. The only other way would be to force someone to take an overdose, but that’s nigh on impossible without inflicting physical harm on them.’

‘Oh my word, this is amazing.’ Patel is positively beaming now. ‘And to think I’ve applied to be a detective constable. It’s perfect timing.’ She glugs at her water and Dawson thinks about taking another bite of his sandwich. ‘So how did you know? You must tell me. When you were at the house, how could you be so sure?’

He lowers the sandwich, so agonisingly close to his lips. ‘Initially, I thought it was suicide, but I quickly changed my mind. There were so many things which didn’t add up.’

‘God, this is so, so, so exciting. I love being a part of this!’

‘Okay then, you want to be a detective. Think about it. First of all, what was missing? Take your time.’ Dawson has a quick bite – the fat’s congealed.

Patel’s pretty little face scrunches up like one of those contestants struggling for an answer on Who wants to be a millionaire? ‘Of course, how stupid of me; there was no suicide note.’

Dawson nods, washing the food down with coffee, before asking, ‘And if you wanted to commit suicide, how would you go about it?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t jump from a bridge or a building or anything like that. It would be too scary. Surely an overdose is best, or poison that acts quickly.’

‘And would you take your clothes off first, so everyone could see you naked?’

‘No, of course not.’

‘Well, there you go. It struck me as odd that a fifty-year-old woman would allow herself to be discovered naked, her skin shrivelled in the bath.’

‘She’s dead, so surely it doesn’t matter.’

‘Could you imagine your father discovering you that way?’

‘Yuck.’ Patel pulls another of her funny faces. ‘I think I see where you’re coming from. But surely none of that was conclusive. You were only guessing.’

‘Well, let’s just say I was suspicious. But then I entered the garage, if you remember.’ Patel nods. ‘At the back was a door leading to a conservatory, and, inside there was the parrot.’ Dawson decides not to mention how he nearly wet himself when the parrot greeted him.

Patel’s eyes widen. ‘Who will care for the parrot?’ she exclaims excitedly.

‘Precisely. If Miss Jaeger had intended to commit suicide, I’m sure there’d have been a contingency plan for someone to look after our feathered friend.’
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