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			Part One

			

		

	
		
			One

			It came down to a choice between two directions, north or south. If only Alexandra Cupidi had turned south instead of north, it would have been her who discovered the dead woman.

			‘I’m sorry to call so late,’ the voice had said. ‘Only, someone’s reported a body on Dungeness. Drowned, by the sound of it.’

			‘Mum!’ Zoë had put down the phone and called up the stairs. ‘I think it’s for you.’

			 

			Just ten minutes later, Detective Sergeant Alexandra Cupidi was in her old green Saab, bumping down the narrow track that led past the lighthouses and the scattered wooden cabins, and Detective Inspector Toby McAdam was back on speakerphone. ‘I’m so embarrassed. Your daughter picked up. I thought it was you. She sounds so grown-­up now. That was so unprofessional of me. Is she OK?’

			‘You can ask her yourself. Zoë’s here with me in the car.’

			Alex’s daughter was there in the passenger seat. There was a pause before McAdam spoke again. ‘She’s in the car?’

			‘Say hello to my boss, Zoë.’

			‘Hello,’ said Zoë.

			‘You think that’s wise?’ McAdam asked.

			‘It’ll be a wild goose chase, Toby,’ said Alex.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘It happens about once a year. Somebody calls up, says they’ve found a body out by the old lookout station up at Pen Bars. And because it’s been reported, we have to go and check – so they always call me up because I’m local. Before me, the same used to happen to Bill South when he was the neighbourhood officer round here, regular as concrete.’

			‘You mean clockwork?’ Alex could hear hesitation in his voice. ‘I know I called you at home, and technically you’re not on duty, but . . . should you really be taking your daughter along to something like this, Alex? It’s a report of a dead person.’

			He was her senior officer and she liked him very much. She liked that she made him nervous. He was an inspector and she was only a sergeant, but she was older and more experienced than he was and he knew it.

			‘She’s not a child any more, Toby, she’s nineteen. And there won’t be a body, Toby. At least, not a human one. Me and Zoë will have a mooch around and I’ll send you a photograph.’ Alex ended the call and turned onto the main road, heading towards Lydd.

			At the back of the village was a pitted single track that led to Pen Bars, the south side of the shingle spit of Dungeness.

			The body of the concrete man was a ghoulish thing to come across by accident. Nobody knew who had made the sculpture of the dead person and left it on that lonely expanse of stones, out there on its own. There were more tourists coming here every year, but they only ever took in a small part of the vastness of Dungeness. They saw the beach with its rusty fishing boats and the crumbling wooden ribs of ones that had long been given up on; they visited Prospect Cottage, the famous artist’s home, its walls black, its window frames bright yellow; they saw the crooked iron rails the fishermen had once laid to haul their trawlers up the ever-­expanding banks of stones; they peered at the wooden huts, some inhabited, others locked shut, all in various states of repair; they trudged up the worn sandstone steps of the old lighthouse and gazed in awe at the bulk of the nuclear power station; but they never came here, to the huge flat expanse behind it all.

			The concrete man lay face down, far from the shoreline – as if he had expired after crawling out of the sea. From a distance he was just a dark shape that looked like another pile of rocks, but the closer you were, the more uncannily convincing he became.

			He was sprawled on the ground, legs curled, as if he had died in some desperate agony. People who came across him in recent years assumed he intended to represent the migrants who arrived here, risking their lives in small boats, but the concrete man was much older than these new arrivals.

			Some said he had been made by an artist twenty years ago, as some kind of protest about the vast nuclear power station that dominated the shingle landscape. In fact, it was an even older generation who had left it there. Ravers from the New Age travellers had held huge parties here back in the 1990s. Back in those innocent days you took drugs and danced all night until you collapsed onto the stones like this man had. Ravers had made him as a kind of symbol of their own excess. Alex remembered the drugs. A daughter of a policeman, she had tried to pretend her friends didn’t take them in the quantities they had.

			Like a lot of things around here, the concrete man was disturbing and only half explained. Alex Cupidi was not from these parts. When she first arrived on Dungeness, she had found everything about this place strange. She had been here a few years now and was beginning to like it.

			There won’t be a body, she had promised DI McAdam.

			 

			The concrete man was still there. Even though they’d both seen him several times before, it took a few minutes for them to find him in this flat landscape. The pylons that strode across the land all looked identical. One gorse bush looked much like the next. Alex took a couple of photographs and messaged McAdam. Body on beach, she wrote drily.

			‘That it?’ said Zoë.

			Alex looked around. ‘I should check the shoreline anyway. Just in case. It’d be stupid to come all this way only for there to be a real drowned person. Egg on face.’

			‘Mum,’ scolded Zoë.

			She was right. It was not wise to be flippant about the dead. Together, they walked down the track where she’d parked the car and from there made their way to the shoreline.

			 

			At the end of the track, she took her phone out of her jeans pocket and plugged in the earphones.

			Zoë looked on disapprovingly. Sometimes Alex wondered how she could have given birth to someone older and more judgemental than herself.

			She looked one way and then the other.

			‘I’ll head fifteen minutes this way, then come back.’

			‘Suit yourself.’

			She picked north. ‘What are you going to do? Look for long-­haired bees?’

			‘Short-­haired bees, Mum. And no, because they’re actually extinct in this country as a matter of fact.’

			But Alex already had her earphones in and was tramping northwards towards Camber and the shooting ranges.

			The tide was high. Save for odd bits of green netting and the occasional plastic milk bottle, there was little to see on the waterline. There were no bodies at all.

			She walked for a while, turned and headed back.

			 

			She reached the old coastguard lookout post and looked around for her daughter but couldn’t see her anywhere. ‘Zoë?’ she called.

			She paused her music for a second and listened for a reply, but none came, so she pressed PLAY and set off south this time, barely listening, thinking about the week ahead.

			On Monday she was due to start back on the serious crimes unit. She had been on light duties for a year because of stress. There would be colleagues wondering if she was still up to it. The police were always changing. She would have a lot of catching up to do. There would be new systems to learn, new vocabularies and acronyms. The unit was short-­handed, overwhelmed by work. Her life was about to become chaos again.

			She stopped, looked around. Where was Zoë? Taking out an earphone, she shouted her name, but nothing came back and she plugged the music in again.

			When the next track finished, she thought she heard screaming. She snatched both earphones out.

			‘Mum!’ The voice, blown on the wind, came from somewhere ahead.

			‘Mum!’ Zoë wailed. ‘Help me!’

			Alex looked but could not see her. She set off running, but running on loose stones was hard and she could not run fast enough.

			‘Mum! Help me!’

			She sprinted towards the sound. The spring tides had built a high bank of shingle. She stumbled down it to where Zoë lay at the bottom, soaked in seawater, her arms around the dead woman.

			‘I shouted,’ Zoë bawled furiously, face streaked with tears. ‘I called. For ever. Where were you?’

			‘I’m sorry,’ said Alex.

			‘You didn’t come. I have been trying to save her.’

			The woman was dressed in a black swimming costume, her skin alabaster. A black rubber swimming hat pressed close to her skull.

			‘I thought if I could warm her up . . .’ Zoë’s eyes were red-­rimmed, Alex saw, the skin around her mouth red, too. She realised that her daughter had been trying to give the woman mouth-­to-­mouth resuscitation, though even a brief glance told Alex it was pointless because she had long been dead.

			Zoë lay alongside her, clutching the cold body.

			‘I’m so, so sorry,’ said Alex. ‘I thought it was just a hoax. I would have never brought you.’

			The phone in her trouser pocket buzzed. She ignored it.

			Alex waded into the water beside her. ‘You can let her go now,’ she said gently. ‘If you like.’

			‘I called and I called,’ her daughter wailed, still clutching the dead woman, ‘and you didn’t come.’

		

	
		
			Two

			‘You seen Alex?’ When Bill South opened the front door to his small cabin, Jill Ferriter was standing there, her voice loud in his face. ‘Only, I been to her house and she’s not there. You see her?’

			Bill had oil on his hands, his shirt and even in his hair. Jill Ferriter wore a pink shirt, coral pink lipstick, and carefully applied eyeshadow to emphasise her pretty bright-blue eyes.

			‘She’s not in. Neither’s Zoë. And I really really need to speak to her, urgent. I was going to tell her something important.’ A pause. The young woman sniffed, leaned in. ‘Bill? Can I smell petrol?’

			‘Yes,’ said Bill. ‘You can.’

			‘Everything OK in there, Bill?’

			Constable Jill Ferriter was Alex Cupidi’s friend and colleague. Alex always insisted to Bill that she was a good copper, too. Bill found her brash. Half an hour in her company left him drained.

			‘I saw her driving off about half an hour ago,’ said Bill. ‘Her and Zoë. They were in the Saab.’

			‘Oh,’ Jill said, disappointed. ‘I’d called to tell her I was on the way but she didn’t pick up. Mind if I wait?’

			Before he had the chance to answer that he was busy, she had pushed straight past him and made her way into his domain.

			‘Why would I mind?’

			Bill South lived on his own. It felt like he always had. His wooden cabin sat by the side of the small concrete track. Further up from the shore, Alex and Zoë lived in an older, much more solid house than his. Bill bristled when the tourists who crowded the place in the summer called his small home ‘sweet’. It was practical; red weatherproofed cedar with white-­painted windows. It had two symmetrical gables that faced the track and a front door between them. He kept it warm and well-­maintained.

			‘Oh.’ Jill stopped when she saw the outboard motor, fixed to a rusty metal stand in the middle of the room. A tin cup sat beneath the propellor, full to the brim with dirty oil.

			‘I wasn’t expecting company,’ he said. He looked down at his hands; they were filthy. Blackness had worked its way beneath his nails, into the crevices of his fingers. He had been replacing the spark plugs, preparing it for the coming summer. Screws were laid out in a tin lid in the exact order he’d removed them. He hated stopping a job like this when he was half way through. ‘I’ll put the kettle on, then.’

			‘Oat milk, if you got it,’ she said.

			‘I don’t,’ he answered.

			Bill picked up the nailbrush by his sink and started cleaning his hands of grease and dirt.

			 

			When he’d made the tea in a small brown teapot, he took it to the table by the back window. It was a good lookout post. From there he could see the road that passed by the lighthouses and spot Alex’s car when she came back, whenever that was. He knew already that he wouldn’t be able to get on with the job until then.

			‘Aren’t you going to ask me what’s so urgent?’ Jill demanded eventually. ‘Why I needed to speak to Alex?’

			‘No.’

			Jill was remarkably thick-­skinned. ‘Only, I’ve had the weirdest shitting few days imaginable. You’re never going to believe this. Starting at the beginning, Thursday I go out on a Hinge date with this bloke called Malcolm.’ She paused. ‘You know what Hinge is, don’t you? It’s a dating app.’ Like he was so old he wouldn’t know that. ‘We meet in a wine bar, drink a bit too much and then catch an Uber back to his place, which is in Hythe. Only, first thing that’s obvious when we get there is that he’s not bloody single. There’s women’s stuff everywhere. Like, bras drying on the radiator.’

			Bill tried not to listen.

			‘I said, “You’re not single.” He said, “Who said I was?” But you know, I’m a bit pissed, so I don’t pay attention. I know. I’m so ashamed.’

			‘You sure you want to tell me this?’ Bill was almost twice Jill’s age.

			‘No. Listen. This bit is funny; it’s the other thing that isn’t. Well. Not funny really. Tragic.’ She flopped down into his leather armchair. ‘I don’t know why I end up doing shit like this, time after time. I reckon there’s something wrong with me. Do you think there is?’

			‘There’s something wrong with most of us,’ said Bill.

			‘OK, so anyway. We’re in the bed about twenty minutes and he’s actually not that bad, but that’s beside the point because just when it’s getting somewhere . . .’

			Jesus Christ.

			‘. . . just when it’s getting somewhere, there’s a key in the bloody door.’

			‘His girlfriend?’ he said, in spite of himself.

			‘Yes. His bloody girlfriend. And she comes straight in and we’re both lying in her bed, bare asses and everything. I could have died.’

			‘She chucked you out?’

			‘Actually, that was the funny thing. She chucked him out, and then just gave me a bit of a talking-­to. Not in a bad way. It was, like, quite tender. It was as if she knew exactly who I was. She could see into my actual soul. She said I could do better than this if I tried. Suggested I go for counselling and advised me not to mix alcohol and internet dating. Asked me why I indulged in risky behaviour. Kind of humiliating. There I was, breaking up her relationship, and she had her arm around me and I was in bits, bawling her place down.’

			He put a strainer over a mug and poured.

			‘Wow. You use loose tea?’ She sounded surprised that people still bothered. ‘So anyway. His girlfriend was right. What the hell was I thinking, Bill? I’m a bloody mess. I mean. Getting drunk and having sex with someone else’s boyfriend. I do need counselling. It’s like some psychological defect.’

			‘That’s what you came to tell Alex about?’

			‘God, no,’ said Jill. ‘I told her all this already. It’s just, like, context.’

			‘Oh God. Context for what? You mean there’s more of this?’

			Jill took a breath. ‘You knew my mum, right?’

			‘Yes, Jill,’ Bill said, his voice softening. Anyone who had served in the police force around this area twenty years ago had known Jill’s mother. She had been a substance abuser and a sex worker. She had been a handful. ‘Of course I knew Sandra.’

			‘It’s no surprise, is it, I’m a fuck-­up? She was a fuck-­up too.’

			She was looking at him with those needy eyes. ‘She wasn’t a bad person, Jill. She just had the wrong people around her.’

			‘A million per cent. She was a fuck-­up and that’s why I ended up in care. You know that. The apple falling close to the tree.’ She stood and joined him, sitting either side of the small table at the rear window, looking out towards the lighthouses, watching out for Alex to return.

			‘So anyway. Big surprise. Context. Like the woman said, I do a lot of stupid stuff too, like get drunk and have inappropriate sex. I never grew up normal exactly, did I?’

			Bill sighed. ‘Maybe not. But you’re not like your mum, Jill. I knew her. She was damaged. She was sad all the time. You’re full of life, Jill.’

			‘Too full?’

			He smiled at her. ‘Maybe, Jill. I can’t judge.’

			‘I spent so long wishing I had a normal family. Mum and dad. You know.’

			‘Normal mums and dads can mess you up too,’ Bill said.

			‘I really wanted a dad, ’cause I never knew who he was. I always thought if I had a father – someone like you – I’ve have not been so bloody needy all the time.’

			‘I don’t think I’d have ever been much of a father, Jill.’

			‘Shut up and listen, Bill,’ she said. ‘I’m getting to the point. I always wanted to find out who my dad is, and now I think I know.’

			He had lifted his cooling tea to his lips. He put the cup down again. ‘Oh.’

			‘Mum never let on who my dad was. See? That’s what all this is about. And then she died, obviously, and I never got to ask her. It’s always bugged me. I mean. Wouldn’t it bug you?’

			Bill looked straight into her big, sad eyes.

			‘So yesterday,’ she continued blithely, ‘I got this email at work. You don’t know me but I think I’m your father.’

			‘Sorry?’

			‘That’s right. You don’t know me but I think I’m your father.’

			‘You’re serious?’

			‘I know. Spooky as shit, but kind of exciting too. That’s what I need to talk to Alex about. She’ll tell me what to do.’

			‘Was that it? Just an email from someone saying, I think I’m your father?’

			‘Pretty much. And where he was.’

			Bill lifted the teapot to top up his cup. ‘I don’t want to come over as insensitive, but you’re on Facebook and all that stuff. Hinge. Not that difficult to find out a few things about you. What makes you think this isn’t some kind of con?’

			‘My mum shagged around. I know that,’ said Jill. ‘She wasn’t a saint. Why would anyone want to pretend to be my father?’

			‘Why wouldn’t they? You’re down on yourself, but look at you. You’re a successful young woman. You’ve got a good job. You’ve got your own place. You’re something.’

			‘Successful,’ Jill snorted.

			‘Did your mum have any idea who your dad was?’

			‘I always thought she did, but she didn’t let on. Maybe she didn’t. She didn’t know very much at all half the time.’

			‘Sadly true.’ Bill had been a neighbourhood officer. In that role, only a handful of people were responsible for ninety per cent of your work, and Jill’s mother had been one of those. He rubbed his chin with a hand that still smelt of oil. ‘Best speak to Alex. She’ll know what to do.’

			‘Yeah. She’ll know what to do.’

			 

			It was a fresh day. After a long winter in which it felt the wind here would never stop, the sun was warm. Bill wanted to finish work on the engine and try his dinghy out on the water, but he couldn’t resist asking, ‘So, this person who says he’s your dad. Where is he living, then?’

			She stared out of the window and seemed to shiver, though the day was warm. ‘Yeah. Well. That’s a bit of a problem.’

			‘What?’

			‘He’s at Ford.’

			It took him a second. ‘Ford Prison?’

			She nodded.

			‘Oh. Right. He emailed you from prison?’

			‘It wasn’t him, obviously. He got a mate on the outside to do it.’

			‘What’s he in for?’

			She looked down at her mug of tea. ‘That’s the thing,’ she said. ‘It’s murder.’

		

	
		
			Three

			Alex could just make out the words Zoë was saying: ‘It’s OK,’ Zoë was telling the dead woman as she stroked her forehead. ‘My mum is here now. She’ll know what to do.’

			It was a rising tide and the dead woman lay at the waterline, limbs shifting in the waves.

			‘Where were you, Mum?’ Zoë cried.

			Alex had had her earphones in and had not heard a thing. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, and reached out to her, but Zoë flinched away. Alex’s daughter remained next to the body as the sea rose around them, slowly pushing the dead woman up the beach as the water crept up the stones. Zoë stayed holding the woman, refusing to move, until the place was alive with light and motion.

			 

			The young man taking notes wore white coveralls. ‘Your daughter moved the victim, you said?’ He sounded disapproving.

			‘She tried to give her mouth-­to-­mouth,’ she said. ‘Though there would have not been much point.’

			As soon as she had seen the body, the job had taken over. Joining her daughter in the water, she had felt for life signs, though she had known there would be none, and then called the emergency services. Only once she had known that blue lights were on their way had she gone back and put her arm around Zoë, lying beside the dead woman in the freezing water, refusing to leave her.

			Now the police and the paramedics were here. ‘Cause of death drowning, I suppose,’ said a police constable.

			‘That’s not our call, obviously,’ Alex said.

			‘Stands to reason though.’

			She looked down at her daughter sitting on the stones in soaking clothes, arms clutched around her knees. The foil blanket that a paramedic had put around her had not been intended as a criticism of Alex’s mothering skills, but right now it felt like it.

			Alex sat down beside her and said, ‘I’m sorry.’

			The paramedic said, ‘Your daughter’s in shock. She needs to get out of those wet clothes. You should take her home.’

			‘I can, but my car is blocked in by your ambulance.’

			‘Right,’ said the paramedic. ‘We’ll finish up here. Not a lot for us to do. We’ve called a HART team in.’ A Hazardous Area Response Team. They needed a specialist team to remove the body. It would be some time before they arrived, so in the meantime the paramedics had covered the woman in a damp blanket. Police officers stood on the beach to the north and south, warning walkers away.

			Eventually the ambulance began to move, taking an age to turn in the narrow track. When it had finally rumbled away towards Lydd, Alex called out, ‘Are we OK to go?’

			The constable lowered his phone and nodded.

			‘Come on,’ said Alex, ‘let’s get you warm.’ She lifted her daughter onto her feet and turned to go, but after a couple of steps she realised that Zoë was not following her.

			‘I should go and say goodbye,’ said Zoë.

			‘Right. OK. You should.’

			When Alex explained to the woman officer who had been stationed near the dead woman that her daughter wanted to have a moment with her, the PC seemed at a loss to know what to do.

			‘It’s fine,’ said Alex. ‘She won’t disturb the body and she was in contact with her anyway.’

			Reluctantly, the officer stepped aside.

			Alex took Zoë’s hand and led her forwards. Zoë stopped short of the body and knelt down beside her silently for a minute, then stood again, staring out to sea, silver blanket still wrapped around her, shining pink in the evening light.

			‘Zoë?’

			Her daughter didn’t move.

			‘Are you OK?’

			She stepped back and took her arm. Zoë shook her off, her eyes focused on the sea.

			‘What are you looking at?’

			‘Porpoises,’ she answered. Alex stared in the direction she was looking at, but could see nothing at all in the movement of the waves. Sometimes she wondered if her daughter just imagined these things.

		

	
		
			Four

			‘Where are they anyway?’ Jill looked at the screen on her phone. ‘You had no idea where Alex was going? Was it some kind of emergency? She’s not picking up. I really, really, really badly need to talk to her.’

			Bill stood, crossed the room and picked up the pair of binoculars that hung by the front door, then returned with them to his seat by the back window and scanned the scrubland to the north. He spent hours looking out of this window sometimes. He was a birdwatcher. He loved to wait quietly, simply observing the world. ‘This man who says he’s your father. What makes you think he’s a murderer?’ he asked, raising the glasses to his eyes.

			‘He signed his actual name. I googled him.’

			‘Ah. And he was definitely convicted of murder?’

			She nodded. ‘You’re not going to like this.’

			‘Why?’

			‘He said his name is Stephen Dowles,’ she said quietly.

			The name was a jolt of electricity. He lowered the binoculars. Jill had known he would recognise it. Any officer who had served around here in the 1990s would have. He looked at her, appalled. ‘Jesus. Stevie Dowles says he is your dad?’

			Jill jutted her chin out a little. ‘Yep.’

			‘The Stephen Dowles,’ he said.

			‘How many are there?’

			Most criminals were, by and large, victims of circumstance. Putting most of them away never felt like much of a victory. But every now and again you came across a double murderer like Stephen Dowles and putting someone like that behind bars felt like you were making the world a better place.

			‘I looked him up. I seen what he did,’ Jill said, not meeting Bill’s eye.

			‘And this man says he’s your dad?’

			‘He said, I knew your mum. We slept together in 1994,’ Jill Ferriter said. ‘I mean, that would be possible. That’s the year I was born.’

			They still sat in the window, looking out at the big blue sky and the sun that was starting to paint the pale shacks to the east pink.

			He raised his binoculars back to his eyes, but he couldn’t find the small brown bird he had noticed on the gorse outside. His hands weren’t as steady as they should be. It was probably a willow warbler, thought Bill.

			‘You have your birthday on Facebook, don’t you?’ Bill considered. ‘He could have worked that out.’

			‘I know you think I’m daft, but I’m not,’ said Jill. ‘I think it’s legit.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said. Bill had met Dowles. Now that he recalled his face, he knew that what she was saying was true. She looked the spit of him.

			‘Why?’

			‘A man like that . . . Ford Prison, you said?’

			Jill nodded.

			Ford was a Cat D prison, the least strict category. Some prisoners were allowed out at weekends. It was where they sometimes put prisoners who were on the journey back into the community. If he was in a Cat D prison, it meant that Stephen Dowles would probably be out soon.

			‘So you know what he did, then?’ asked Bill.

			‘I looked it all up,’ Jill said. ‘Looked at all the newspapers. Yeah. I read it all. I spent my whole life wanting a dad and he turns out to be this monster.’

			 

			Jill stayed there, watching the road that ran past the lighthouses, waiting for Alex’s car to drive down it, all nerves.

			He returned to his engine, cleaning the plugs, replacing them, refilling the driveshaft with lubricant, then putting the cowling back in place.

			He took a cloth and wiped an oily fingermark off the cowling. ‘Looking forward to Alex being back at work, I suppose?’

			‘God, yeah,’ said Jill.

			Bill busied himself, unclamping the engine, hoisting it from its metal stand and lugging it to the front door. He propped it against the wainscotting for a second to open the front door and felt the chill evening air in his face. He stood there a while, then turned, picked up the engine again and hefted it outside.

			‘Look. She’s coming!’ Jill’s voice called.

			She joined him at the door, waiting for the car to round the bend by the nuclear power station fence.

			There were two people in the car, Alex at the wheel, and Zoë, much smaller, beside her.

			The car pulled up, the passenger door opened and Zoë, covered in shiny silver, jumped out and ran towards Bill.

			Next thing she was on him, her spindly arms around his neck, sobbing. ‘Bill,’ she was crying. ‘Oh Bill.’

			Her clothes were damp and he could smell the salt on her.

			‘What’s on earth’s wrong, skinny one?’ Bill asked, hugging the girl back.

			‘There was a dead woman,’ said Zoë, talking through her sobs.

			Bill looked up at Alex, alarmed.

			Alex said, ‘There was a body up at Pen Bars. Zoë came across her. She’s in shock. It was my fault. I left her alone for a while . . .’

			‘Washed up on the beach? A drowning?’

			‘Looks like it.’

			Jill threw her arms round Alex. ‘I’ve been trying to get in touch. I got something real important I got to talk to you about.’

			Alex untangled herself from Jill’s grip and said brusquely, ‘God’s sake, Jill. I’m sorry. Not now. I don’t have time to listen to another of your dating catastrophes. Can’t you see Zoë’s upset?’

			‘Oh.’ Jill stepped back, mortified. ‘Sorry.’

			Alex pulled Zoë away and led her back into the car. Jill stood in the middle of the track, watching her. She saw Alex glance back at her in the rear-­view mirror before the car turned.

			‘I’m such a selfish idiot,’ wailed Jill.

			‘You best come back inside,’ said Bill. ‘She has a lot on her mind, what with work starting tomorrow and now this. I’ll make more tea. Maybe you can talk to me about it all instead?’ And he took her gently by the arm and led her back inside the cabin.

			That evening they talked until it was dark and he told her everything he remembered about Stephen Dowles and the two people Dowles had murdered in 1994, one a small-­time drug dealer, the other a woman who had run a local post office in Brenzett. He told her about what it had been like around here then. How the drugs had arrived, first in the massive raves that had gone on all night pumping out music, full of joyful dancing, and then as something much darker that lurked on stairwells and in children’s playgrounds, and how from that point on, many of the things that had been good around here had started to go downhill. And they were still talking early next morning, when the sun started to creep back into the sky.

		

	
		
			Five

			Ashford was more building project than police station. The grey 1960s block had been declared unsafe. Instead, Serious Crime had use of three Portakabins while they were waiting for the refurbishment work to finish. Despite the chaos, it felt good to be back here. Alex Cupidi had missed it.

			‘OK. First things first,’ said Toby McAdam. ‘Most of you will know Alexandra Cupidi who’s back with us after . . . a short break. She’ll have a lot of catching up to do, so let her know what you’re up to.’ McAdam went around the room naming everyone, just in case she had forgotten.

			First day back and she was exhausted already, though. Last night, Zoë had cried for hours.

			‘Where’s Jill?’ demanded McAdam, realising that she was not in the room.

			‘I’m sure she’ll be here any second,’ Alex said. She had not heard from her since seeing her outside Bill’s house. She wished she had not been so abrupt with her yesterday evening. She wished too she had not been so irritated that it was Bill her daughter had run to and thrown her arms around. She tried to concentrate. McAdam had moved on to discussing the preliminary autopsy report on the unidentified dead woman who had been found yesterday evening at Dungeness.

			‘We have serious cause for concern. Cause of death is drowning. However, there is pre-­mortem bruising on the face, breasts and shoulders of the victim,’ said McAdam. ‘They are not caused by sharp objects like being hit by a boat, or rock. The pathologist suggests they are more likely to have been caused in a struggle.’

			‘She was killed?’ someone asked.

			‘We’re going to have to proceed on that assumption,’ said McAdam, pinning a photograph of the dead woman’s face onto the board.

			‘Bruising on her face, breasts and shoulders?’ Alex said. ‘Like someone had been punching her?’

			‘Very possibly.’

			‘Anything on the lower body?’

			McAdam pulled out another sheet of paper and pinned it to the board. An outline of a body, with pen marks circled on the face, the shoulders and the chest. ‘Just a preliminary report, but no. All on her upper body.’

			‘And nothing from Missing Persons?’ asked Alex.

			In the photo, the dead woman’s eyes were closed. Apart from the brown bruise on her cheek, her skin was pale yellow, like the inside of a cockle shell. ‘No reports of a white woman, aged between thirty and forty, being reported missing.’ McAdam turned back to Alex. ‘The body was discovered by Alex’s daughter yesterday at around six p.m.’ His voice became less official. ‘Is your daughter OK?’

			‘Yes, thank you,’ said Alex, though she didn’t know whether that was true at all.

			McAdam eyed her for a second. ‘OK.’ He nodded, continued. ‘We’re treating this death as suspicious, obviously, given the bruising. Our first priority is to simply discover who she is and to understand the circumstances surrounding her death. I’ve asked the Press Office to circulate her description to see if we can get an ID.’

			‘What about the person who called it in?’ Alex asked.

			‘A juvenile, the dispatcher believes. Didn’t give a name or any other details,’ answered McAdam.

			‘Kids go down there to smoke weed and drink,’ suggested Alex. ‘Probably one of them.’

			‘OK. Still no sign of Jill?’ asked McAdam, looking at his watch.

			Just as he said that, the door banged open. ‘Sorry, sir,’ mumbled Jill Ferriter, closing it with her behind, bag in one hand, cup of coffee in the other. ‘Something came up.’

			‘Happy you could join us,’ McAdam said – and if it was meant as sarcasm, it didn’t work. McAdam’s voice was always too positive, too chirpy. The first thing Alex noticed was that Jill was wearing the same shirt as she had been yesterday, a little more crumpled.

			Jill pulled up a chair next to Alex’s and lowered her voice. ‘Well? First day back. How are you feeling?’

			‘Tired.’

			‘Have it.’ Jill caught the envious glance and thrust the coffee cup towards her.

			‘You sure?’

			‘Go on. I want you to have it.’ Jill insisted. ‘So, come on then. What’s it like being back?’

			‘I’m fine, obviously.’ Alex took the coffee gratefully.

			‘And Zoë?’

			‘Still upset. I wasn’t sure I should even leave her this morning, but you know – first day. I think part of it was that she’s nervous about me coming back. Not surprising, I suppose. We’re used to things like that, she’s not. Is that the same shirt you were wearing yesterday?’ Jill never wore the same shirt two days in a row unless she’d hooked up. ‘Were you out on the tiles again last night?’

			‘God, no! The opposite. I was with Bill. Seriously. Listen, Alex. I’m sorry I ambushed you yesterday when Zoë was upset. That thing I needed to talk to you about, it’s kind of sensitive . . .’ Her voice trailed off.

			Alex waited for Jill to finish the sentence. She had stopped halfway through a thought, staring at the board on which McAdam had pinned the two pictures of the dead woman.

			‘What was it you wanted to talk to me about, Jill?’

			Jill was standing now, walking over towards the wall. She reached up and touched one of the photographs.

			‘Ah, right. Jill,’ McAdam was saying. ‘Now you’re finally here, I want you to liaise with the Press Office. They’re putting her picture out online as we speak. We may also need to find someone who can tell us about the tidal—’

			‘Mimi Greene,’ said Jill quietly.

			McAdam stopped what he was saying. ‘What?’

			‘Mimi Greene,’ said Jill. She yanked the paper off the wall and looked at it. ‘What happened to her?’ She looked around the room.

			The Portakabin went quiet.

			‘How do you know she was called Mimi Greene?’ asked McAdam. And everyone was looking at Jill Ferriter, waiting for her to answer.

		

	
		
			Six

			‘How do I know Mimi Greene? I just do.’ Jill Ferriter smoothed her eyebrows. ‘Hinge, actually.’ Jill looked around. ‘What happened?’

			Nobody spoke.

			‘Oh God. Somebody going to tell me?’

			Alex stood and reached out a hand towards her.

			‘I’m afraid she drowned, Jill,’ said McAdam. ‘You knew her?’

			Jill shook her head. ‘I can’t believe it. That’s so awful.’ She looked down at the paper in her hand.

			‘I’m sorry,’ said McAdam gently. ‘Was she a good friend of yours?’

			‘No, no. Not at all. That was the thing. I hooked up with an ex of hers. Just last week.’

			The room was quiet, everyone listening to her.

			‘It was a date,’ she said, still staring at the image of the dead woman. ‘Catastrophe. A guy. It turned out that despite what he’d said to me online, he wasn’t actually ex at the time, this woman Mimi was still his girlfriend, and that was a bit of an issue. Guy called Malcolm,’ she said bluntly.

			‘Oh my God!’ interrupted Alex. ‘That story you told me about that date where you . . . That was her?’ She looked back at the photograph of the dead woman.

			‘Bit awkward,’ said Jill. ‘Claimed he was single at the time, which was a total lie. I don’t like them coming to mine so we had gone back to his place in Hythe. Studio flat, you know? Right on West Parade. Quite nice. Sea view. As far as Malcolm knew, this woman was supposed to be away at her mum’s, only she come back early.’

			‘God,’ said Alex. ‘This was the woman who let herself in halfway through you and him—’

			‘I wasn’t going to tell everyone that,’ said Jill.

			‘Sorry.’

			‘Yeah, but you’re right. Literally halfway through,’ said Jill. Again, that nervous finger on her eyebrows.

			McAdam’s mouth was wide.

			‘Anyway, Mimi – that was her name – she was nice about it. To me, anyway, not to Malcolm. She was just . . . nice to me. Concerned, you know? Actually told me I should be aiming higher.’ Jill stared at the picture. ‘I can’t believe that. She’s dead?’

			‘Definitely her?’ asked McAdam.

			Jill nodded. ‘Shit. Yeah.’ She raised her arm up to her eyes and wiped them with her bare forearm.

			There was silence in the Portakabin as she cried.

			‘It’s OK,’ she said, turning. ‘Go on. Ask me stuff. It’s the job, isn’t it? Just a bit fucking weird.’

			‘We’ll need her full address,’ said McAdam quietly.

			‘Sorry. Yes.’

			‘Take your time,’ he said gently. ‘This must be a shock.’ McAdam pulled his phone out of his pocket and called the Press Office. ‘Hold that call-­out on the dead woman,’ he said. ‘We’ve just ID’d her.’

			Alex looked around the room. ‘Anyone else wondering why this Malcolm hasn’t reported her as missing?’

			‘Exactly,’ said McAdam, nodding.

			‘That’s the thing,’ said Jill. ‘She kicked him out. There and then. She told me she’d deleted his contacts and everything. He probably doesn’t even know. Jesus fuck. I’m sorry. It’s just a bit of a shock because she seemed like a really cool woman. You know you get that feeling about someone? I really liked her.’

			‘And what was Malcolm’s last name?’

			‘I never asked,’ said Jill miserably.

			McAdam, married with kids, ironed shirts and family photos on his desk, seemed flummoxed. ‘You went to bed with him?’

			‘I was drunk.’ Her voice was quiet.

			‘Description?’

			‘Tall. Thirty-­ish. Fair hair. Good-­looking. Really nice teeth. A bit like Charlie over there, to be honest.’ She pointed to a young constable whom Alex hadn’t seen before who was standing in the corner. Alex looked round at the new constable. Right now he looked like he wanted to disappear into the earth beneath him.

			‘What about phone numbers? You must have his number?’ Alex asked.

			‘We never got that far. We just used the app. I think I probably sent him my number but he never called me on it. He seemed to prefer it that way.’

			Alex suddenly felt a lot older than her friend. ‘And you never got a clue about where he lived?’

			‘I thought he lived in that apartment in Hythe.’

			‘Tattoos? Scars?’

			‘Be honest, I wasn’t paying attention to that.’

			Someone tittered and McAdam turned and glared and there was silence again. Then McAdam turned back to Jill. ‘Right. Our friend and colleague Jill Ferriter is now a witness in this investigation, OK?’ He looked around. ‘You understand what that means?’

			Alex did. She dug in her huge shoulder bag for a tissue to pass to her colleague, but Jill had already found one herself.

			McAdam looked around the room. ‘Once this meeting is finished and she has been formally interviewed, Jill is going to be excluded from being part of this investigation.’

			‘Christ,’ muttered Jill. ‘Jesus bloody Christ.’

			‘I’ll ask for her to be reassigned to work elsewhere. I don’t want any members of our investigating team to be in contact with her now, for obvious reasons.’

			‘Jesus.’ Jill was shaking her head. ‘I don’t actually believe this.’

			‘It’s vital to protect the integrity of the investigation. Given the bruising on the victim’s body, we are proceeding on the assumption that this is an unlawful killing. Right now, the main person of interest is her boyfriend . . .’ He looked over at Jill.

			‘Malcolm,’ Jill said again.

			‘A man who Jill has had –’ McAdam paused and looked down at his shoes – ‘close relations with.’

			‘I’m the fucking idiot, aren’t I?’ Jill whispered.

			‘So we are going to have to exercise extreme caution. Under no circumstances do I want anyone in this team contacting Constable Ferriter. Do you understand? If for any reason you do meet her, socially or at work, there must be no discussion at all of this case.’ He reached out and took the photo from Jill. ‘We have to treat this as murder. Obviously we need to find this person, Malcolm. However, a word of caution. At this stage we keep our suspicions strictly to ourselves. We don’t want the public and the press jumping to conclusions that will prejudice this enquiry. Understood?’

			‘OK.’ There were nods. ‘Yes, boss,’ said one officer.

			Last year, somewhere in Lancashire, a woman had drowned accidentally in a river. Her body had not been found for weeks. Fuelled by contradictory statements from the local force, the true crime social media world had speculated that the woman had been murdered by her husband. The press had gone crazy. Events had spun out of control. Officers had ended up losing their jobs as a result. DI McAdam was a cautious man. He would not want a repeat of that scenario.

			McAdam turned to Jill, still sitting at her desk, tissue in one hand. ‘Do you have any reason to think why this man, Malcolm, might wish this woman . . .’

			‘Mimi Greene,’ Jill supplied the name.

			‘. . . Ms Greene any harm?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Jill said, still whispering. ‘I barely know him.’

			‘Do you have a photograph of him?’ McAdam asked.

			‘Just a screenshot of his profile picture. It’s not bad though.’

			‘Mail it to Alex.’

			Jill nodded.

			‘Thanks, Jill,’ he said. He paused. ‘That will be all.’

			She looked around, puzzled. ‘So? You want me to go? Now?’

			‘We need to recuse you from the investigation,’ said McAdam. ‘Go home. Someone will be in touch with you to arrange a formal interview and to assign you to other duties.’

			Jill stood, awkwardly, knowing all eyes were on her. ‘Fuck this,’ she said.

			The room was oddly silent, so Alex stepped forward and gave her a hug. ‘Are you OK?’ she asked.

			McAdam stepped forward and said, ‘Look. I know you two in particular are friends, but maybe it would be better if you didn’t speak to each other for a few days.’

			Jill looked shocked. ‘But . . .’

			‘I need Alex to lead on this one, Jill. If Mimi Greene was killed by Malcolm, a man who you had a sexual relationship with, there can be no suggestion at all that you have had any part in the investigation. If he is our man, his defence would be able to argue that you were trying to get your own back on him by putting him in the frame. You do understand that, don’t you? Hopefully, it’s just for a few days. But don’t phone each other. No messages. We need total radio silence.’

			Alex watched her friend silently pack up her bag, unplug her phone charger.

			Outside on the concrete step, Alex held Jill’s hand and said, ‘Are you going to be OK?’

			Jill’s eye make-­up was smudged. ‘I feel like I’m being punished for shagging around. Everybody thinks I’m a liability. I’m such a bloody loser.’

			‘It’s not that. It’s just procedure.’

			Jill nodded. ‘Yeah. Right. Do you think I had sex with a murderer, Alex? Right now, that would be absolutely bloody rosy.’

			‘We don’t know anything yet.’

			‘Maybe I’ll take some leave. I got some owed. I don’t think I can bear being around while everyone laughs behind my back.’

			‘They won’t be laughing behind your back, I promise.’ They stood there on the step together for a few seconds. Jill didn’t make a move. ‘Right then. I better go. Lots to do,’ said Alex.

			‘Course you bloody have.’ Jill nodded and pulled her hand away. ‘I get it.’

			‘By the way, what was it you wanted to talk to me about?’

			Jill paused, then seemed to make up her mind about something. ‘Nothing, actually,’ she said. ‘Nothing at all.’

		

	
		
			Seven

			Alex sat behind the wheel, with the constable she had never worked with before at her side. Charlie Reed was the good-­looking young PC Jill had said looked like Malcolm. It was a dull half-­hour drive from the station to Hythe, to the address Jill had given them. She would have preferred to have gone out with Jill but as McAdam had underlined, Jill was now a witness. She couldn’t be part of the investigation.

			Charlie took silence as something to be filled. On the short drive, he had already told her how he liked hang-­gliding, running and tennis, and that he had recently bought a new gas grill for the garden of the house in Folkestone that he shared with his brother and how he was looking forward to using it if the weather kept improving. ‘That Jill Ferriter,’ he said now. ‘She’s a bit . . .’
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