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For Lesley Poole






He was a killer, a thing that preyed, living on the things that lived, unaided, alone, by virtue of his own strength and prowess, surviving triumphantly in a hostile environment where only the strong survive.

Jack London, The Call of the Wild
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In a real dark night of the soul it is always three o’clock in the morning. F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote that line almost sixty years before I was born but it’s true enough today. London is not asleep at this hour. Merely resting her eyes and humming impatiently, waiting for the sun to rise. She is like an aging toothless beast, chewing through years that she struggles to swallow.

I’m behind the wheel of a police car, driving along Prince Charles Road towards Hampstead in North London. The headlights sweep across the wet asphalt, reflecting from the polished surfaces of parked cars whose bonnets are beaded with raindrops. Beside me, PC Rowan Cooper has a mobile phone tucked against his ear taking down food orders.

We are on a breakfast run to a Jewish bakery in East Finchley that serves the best salt beef bagels in London outside of Brick Lane. Our colleagues at Kentish Town police station are hungry, or bored, or both, although boredom is not a word that is ever used. A quiet night is a good night. Good nights are rare.

‘What do you want?’ asks Coop.

‘Smoked salmon and cream cheese.’

‘You’re such a girl.’

‘I’m a pescatarian.’

‘Is that like being an Anglican?’

‘No, but I am going straight to Heaven.’

Coop is one of the few people who call me Philomena rather than Phil. My mother is another one. She insists upon it. She rang up my station sergeant on my first day at Kentish Town and told him that I should be addressed as PC Philomena McCarthy. The sergeant thought it was a wind-up and I was teased for weeks.

Coop is fresh out of training college, but with the self-confidence of someone much more experienced. Maybe it’s a male thing. When I graduated from Hendon and became a trainee, I was desperate to fit in rather than stand out, which is a female thing. That was four years ago and I’m more comfortable in the uniform now, but still wary of drawing attention. With a family like mine, it’s best to keep a low profile.

This is my last shift on a six-day roster that began with two early starts, followed by two afternoons and now two nights before a four-day break. Tomorrow, by which I mean today, I have a family event – a christening at a church in Greenwich – when I’m going to be a godmother to my cousin Rosie’s first baby.

After that, Henry is spiriting me away for a romantic weekend in Paris, which is supposed to be a secret, but I found a printed receipt for Eurostar tickets in his jacket pocket when I was looking for cash to pay our cleaner. I also saw clues on his Facebook feed – Airbnb apartments in the Latin Quarter. There are no secrets from Siri.

It will be our first trip abroad since our honeymoon – an extremely wet ten days in the Maldives, when a tropical storm called Bethany broke rainfall records. We spent the entire time in bed, binging Netflix and having sex, in between shoving towels against the balcony doors and dodging drips in the restaurant.

Sex is also high on the agenda this weekend, I suspect, because we’ve both been so busy of late; and Henry wants to sell me on the idea of starting a family. The seduction will be nice – the champagne, caviar, and a view of the Seine – but I’m not going to change my mind. Not yet.

We’ve only been married a year and I’m quite happy to keep practising. It’s not as though my biological clock is ticking loudly in my ears. I’m twenty-nine. Henry is thirty-one, and we have a mortgage that needs two incomes to manage. Don’t get me started on the spousal maintenance payments to his ex-wife, who treats Henry like her personal ATM.

When it comes to babies, my answer is ‘not yet’, but I do have a rough timetable in mind. Thirty-four for the first, another at thirty-six. One girl. One boy. If only I could order them on Uber Eats with a side order of garlic bread.

For now, I’m enjoying my career. I transferred from Southwark to Camden eight months ago, and nobody at Kentish Town police station has mentioned my family connections – although a few of them will know. Some children have to live up to parental expectations. I have to escape mine.

My father is Edward McCarthy and my uncles are the McCarthy brothers, whom the tabloids refer to as ‘colourful local identities’ or ‘ex-cons’ but never ‘gangsters’ because my father has a barrister on speed-dial.

I have never understood why people use the term ‘organised crime’. They never talk about ‘organised nursing’ or ‘organised teaching’ or ‘organised accountancy’. Why do criminals get this added descriptor? Maybe because most crimes are chaotic and impulsive and stupid, which is why the perpetrators get caught. Not Edward McCarthy. Accusations and insinuations slide off him like he’s John Gotti, the Teflon Don. Nothing ever sticks.

‘With extra mustard,’ says Coop, relaying the last of the order.

‘We’ll be there in fifteen.’

Satisfied, he puts his phone away and drums his hands on the dashboard. Eating is like a competitive sport for Coop, a reality that’s beginning to show around his midriff, although he keeps telling me he’s training for the London Marathon.

At this hour, the roads are mostly deserted, except for garbage trucks and street-sweeping vehicles and the occasional black cab, which come in all colours these days. The rain has stopped and misty yellow halos glow around the streetlights that reflect from puddles on the road.

We’re on Haverstock Hill, not far from Belsize Park station, when a cyclist hurtles out of a side street, running a red light. I see a flash of yellow and hit the brakes. Wheels lock. Rubber squeals. The cyclist swerves and turns his head at the last moment, his eyes full of fear. The car nudges his back wheel. The bike wobbles, but the cyclist stays upright and carries on riding down Haverstock Hill, pumping on the pedals, his Lycra-covered arse swaying.

‘Fuck!’ says Coop, bracing his hands against the dashboard. His notebook and phone have fallen into the footwell.

‘Maniac,’ I say, sucking in a breath.

‘You want to go after him?’

We both consider the question, while thinking the same thing. Paperwork. If we catch up with the cyclist, we’ll spend the rest of the night writing reports, preparing statements and filing formal charges. After twelve hours of work and half a day at court, we’ll watch him act like a choirboy in front of the magistrates, who will give him a rap over the knuckles and tell him to be more careful next time.

‘I think we scared him,’ I say.

‘Shat himself,’ says Coop.

The police car is idling in the middle of the intersection. I look in the mirrors before moving off.

‘Did you see that?’ I ask, turning my head.

‘What?’

‘On the road. Behind us. A child.’

‘You saw a kid?’

‘Yeah.’

He follows my gaze. The road is empty.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yeah.’

I pull over and park on the corner, before walking back to the intersection. Coop jogs to catch up.

‘When you say a kid, how old?’

‘Young. A boy, I think.’

‘Where was he?’

‘Standing on the corner.’

We’ve reached the place. Most of the houses are set back from the road with railing fences or brick walls or neatly trimmed hedges surrounding small front gardens. We look up and down Haverstock Hill.

‘Maybe it was a dog,’ says Coop.

‘No.’

Our shoulder radios crackle and buzz in unison.

‘All cars. All cars. Emergency attendance. Major incident in progress. Hatton Garden. Please proceed to Holborn Circus and establish a perimeter.’

Coop on the radio: ‘Kilo Quebec Three Zero, responding. Twelve minutes away. Over.’

‘You go,’ I say.

‘We should stick together.’

‘I’m not leaving a child out here.’

I talk into my radio. ‘Kilo Quebec Three Zero. This is PC McCarthy. I’ve spotted a missing child dressed in pyjamas. I’m searching on foot.’

‘What is your location?’

‘Haverstock Hill at England’s Lane.’

‘Do you have a description?’

‘A little boy wearing long pyjamas.’

‘Approximate age?’

‘Hard to say. I only got a glimpse.’

‘Do you need assistance?’

‘I’ll let you know.’

‘Understood. Control out.’

Returning to the patrol car, I collect a torch and a thermal blanket before watching Coop drive away. My radio is broadcasting comms chatter about the Hatton Garden call-out. Some sort of robbery. So much for a quiet night.

Back in England’s Lane, I walk slowly along the footpath, searching under cars and peering over hedges. The roots of trees have pushed up under the paving stones, making it uneven in places. Red-brick mansion blocks line both sides of the road, broken by the occasional free-standing house or semi. Most are probably heritage listed. Expensive. Darkened. Asleep.

Coming to a partly open gate, I step inside and hear a rustling sound in the undergrowth, among the soggy leaves. It could be a cat or a fox. London is full of foxes, which have become experts at urban living, raiding rubbish bins and breeding in the parks and heathland.

Sweeping my torch back and forth, I crouch and look under the hedge. The beam of light picks up a pale white foot. A shin. An ankle. Five muddy toes. Pyjama bottoms.

‘Hello,’ I say.

The foot disappears.

I sit on the damp grass, feeling it soak through my trousers. The garden smells of compost and grass clippings.

‘My name is Phil. Do you have a name?’

Silence.

‘Let me guess. Perhaps you’re Peter like Peter Rabbit, or Stuart like Stuart Little. Are you a rabbit or a mouse?’

A small voice says, ‘No.’

‘You sound like a mouse. Mice make me jump. I’m always scared they’re going to run up my trouser leg. You wouldn’t do that, would you?’

‘No.’

‘I think I need some proof that you’re not a mouse. Maybe you could show me your fingers. Mice don’t have fingers.’

There is a pause and a rustle of leaves. A small hand appears from under the bushes.

‘Mmm,’ I say. ‘Maybe mice do have fingers. They definitely don’t have toes. Do you have toes?’

After another pause, two pyjama-clad legs appear from under the hedge.

‘I guess you’re not a mouse. But what else could you be?’

‘I’m a little girl.’

‘No. That’s not possible. Little girls don’t live in hedges. Little girls should be tucked up in bed.’ I slide a little closer. ‘I’ll have to start again and guess your name. You sound like a Jasmine, or an Ariel, or an Elsa. Definitely a princess?’

‘I don’t want to be a princess.’

‘I see. Then maybe your name is Ninty Minty or Cutie Patootie?’

‘I’m Daisy,’ says the voice.

‘That’s a pretty name. Like the flower. I love daisies. What are you doing out so late?’

‘I couldn’t wake Mummy.’

‘Oh, I see.’

‘And I’m not allowed to talk to strangers.’

‘That’s very good advice, but I’m not a stranger. I’m a police officer. And I want to take you home.’

Again, I wait, but nothing moves inside the hedge.

‘I tell you what I’m going to do, Daisy. I’m going to lie down and have a sleep. I’d rather it be somewhere warm and dry, but I can’t leave you out here.’

Unfurling the silver foil blanket, I lay it on the grass and curl up.

After a while, the leaves begin to move. I partially open my eyes and watch a small face appear. Daisy crawls out of the hedge and kneels next to me, gently shaking my shoulder. She has a pageboy haircut and a smudge of mud on her cheek.

‘I need to do a wee,’ she says.

‘OK, well let’s get you home.’

Daisy shakes her head. She is squeezing her thighs together, holding it in.

‘You could go just here,’ I suggest.

‘In the garden?’

‘I was always weeing in the garden when I was your age.’

Daisy looks at me dubiously.

‘You have to be careful not to splash your feet,’ I say. ‘Pull down your pyjama pants and squat down. I’ll hold your arms so you don’t fall over.’

Daisy does as she’s told. Her little bottom is sticking out towards the hedge.

‘Nothing is coming,’ she says.

‘Think of running water.’

‘Why?’

‘It helps.’

I begin singing a nursery rhyme from my childhood. ‘Rain is falling down. Rain is falling down. Pitter patter, pitter patter, rain is falling down.’

Soon I hear the tell-tale splash of urine on the grass.

‘What am I going to wipe with?’ asks Daisy.

‘With a tissue,’ I say, pulling one from my pocket.

She tugs up her pyjamas and I wrap her in the foil blanket.

‘When you said that you couldn’t wake Mummy, was she in bed?’

‘No.’

‘Where was she?’

‘In the kitchen.’

My heart sinks. ‘Where do you live?’

She points into the darkness.

‘Can you show me?’

Daisy takes my hand and leads me onto the pavement, limping slightly. Her hand is freezing.

‘How old are you?’ I ask.

‘Nearly six.’

‘What’s your last name?’

‘Kemp-Lowe.’

‘Is that two names or one?’

‘It’s my name.’

We turn into Antrim Road, walking past red-brick mansion blocks and Victorian mid-terraces, most of them converted into flats.

Daisy stops outside a large private house. The painted iron gate is open and stone paving leads to a door framed by wisteria.

‘Is this your house?’

She nods.

‘How did you get out?’

Daisy points to the front door, as though it should be obvious.

‘Does one of these cars belong to Mummy or Daddy?’ I ask.

She looks up and down the road and indicates a silver Mercedes, top of the range. Clearly, her family has money. I punch my call button. ‘Kilo Quebec Three Zero to control.’

‘Control, receiving.’

‘I’ve found the child. Her name is Daisy Kemp-Lowe. Aged five. She says she couldn’t wake her mother. I’m outside the house now. Can you run a plate for me?’

‘Control received.’

‘Silver Mercedes. Hotel Victor Six Three Golf Mike Charlie.’

We wait, sitting on the front steps. I wrap the foil blanket more closely around Daisy, before noticing blood on the sleeve of her pyjamas.

My radio squawks. ‘Control to Kilo Quebec Three Zero. That vehicle is registered to a Russell Kemp-Lowe. Seventy-five Antrim Road.’

‘Received.’

I look at Daisy. ‘Let’s get you back to bed.’
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Three miles away as the crow flies, Detective Chief Inspector Brendan Keegan steps through the door of a jeweller’s in Hatton Garden, crushing broken glass beneath his shoes. He is filming on his mobile phone.

‘Hi, how are you doing?’ he asks a man, who is sitting in a swivel chair above a puddle of urine.

The man cannot reply because packing tape covers his mouth and binds his wrists and ankles to the chair. He’s in his late forties and slightly overweight in a going-to-seed sort of way that suggests he exercises by running for the bus or reaching for the TV remote.

A fringe of hair is plastered to his forehead by perspiration that has run down his face to the corners of the packing tape. A bike chain is wrapped around the man’s waist and threaded through the sleeves of a bulky black vest that is fastened in the centre of his chest by three plastic clips. Wires are attached, leading to a small glass vial shaped like a cigar that is perched on the man’s right thigh. It has liquid metal inside. A tilt switch. If he moves, the mercury metal will slide down the tube, closing the circuit.

‘I’m DCI Keegan. You can call me Brendan.’

The man in the chair doesn’t move. If the eyes are a window to a person’s soul, then this one needs Windolene and a squeegee because his are clouded with torment and bereft of reason. He cannot move. He must not move.

Keegan continues filming the shattered display cases and open drawers. A single teardrop pendant, dropped in haste, lies amid the broken glass and splintered wood. The man is sitting at a desk in the rear office. Behind him, a large iron safe is bolted to the floor, open, empty. An intruder alarm is sounding constantly, rattling the calm, and a flashing yellow light is strobing across the wet footpath and the cars that are parked outside.

Two constables, responding to the alarm, had discovered the open door and the looted shop and the man in the chair. They called for back-up and mentioned the word ‘bomb’, which got everybody’s attention, including Keegan, who was the senior detective on duty at Kentish Town police station. Now there are ten officers outside and more coming, evacuating the surrounding buildings and diverting traffic away from Hatton Garden. Control will be cutting off gas lines and electricity, and jamming mobile phone signals to prevent anything triggering an explosion.

The jewellery store takes up the entire ground floor of a four-storey Regency-style building with flats on the upper levels. There are more jewellery shops on either side and opposite. Holborn is the centre of Britain’s diamond trade, with more than three hundred jewellers within five hundred square yards.

Keegan looks around his feet, checking for any tripwires or pressure plates that could detonate the vest. He can feel blood passing from his heart along his arteries, through smaller and smaller vessels, until it pulses directly beneath his skin. Moving carefully forwards, he examines the vest, which has multiple pockets, some with zips and others sealed by Velcro flaps. Circling the chair slowly, still filming on his phone, he gives a running commentary.

‘The vest has one, two, three, four, five, six pockets. Plastic clips at the front and the sides. There is a wire attached to a small glass tube resting on his right thigh.’

He also describes the showroom and the rear office. ‘One entrance to the street. Display cases along the walls and at counter height. The office has a desk, a chair, filing cabinets and a freestanding floor safe. Open. Empty.’

At that moment, the alarm stops ringing. The silence is so sudden it feels as if something is falling from a great height and everybody is waiting for it to land.

Keegan raises his gloved hands. ‘I need you to remain very still. Understand?’

The jeweller nods.

‘If that switch moves, we’re going to be seeing each other around … and I mean everywhere.’

His attempt at humour is lost on the jeweller.

‘Normally, I’d do this quickly, but I’m going to take it slowly.’

He reaches for the tape covering the jeweller’s mouth and begins picking at one corner with his fingernail. Pinching it between his thumb and forefinger, he slowly peels it away. The man groans and sucks in a breath. The tilt switch moves on his knee. Keegan thrusts out his hands, ready to catch it. They’re both staring at the glass tube.

‘My wife,’ croaks the man. ‘They’re holding her hostage. Help her.’

The words come out in a sob and the chair sways.

‘Don’t move!’ pleads Keegan. ‘Please. Relax. Now tell me your name.’

‘Russell Kemp-Lowe.’

‘Is this your shop?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where do you live, Russell?’

‘Belsize Park. Antrim Road. Number seventy-five.’

‘Is that where you last saw your wife?’

He nods. ‘And my little girl.’

‘What’s your wife’s name?’

‘Caitlin.’

‘And your daughter?’

‘Daisy.’

‘When did you last see them?’

He looks lost, as though unable to measure time. ‘They were at the house. The men had guns. They forced me to come here.’

A woman’s voice cuts through the radio chatter. ‘This is EXPO1, EXPO1. Are you receiving?’

‘That’s the bomb squad,’ says Keegan, trying to reassure the jeweller. He answers his radio and the woman introduces herself as Sergeant Christine Blainey and asks him about the device. Keegan gives her a description, gently lifting one of the pocket flaps of the vest. Inside is a small brick of what could be plastic explosive. He describes the tilt switch and the bicycle cable threaded through the arms of the vest and around the back of the chair. The cable is made of woven steel covered in vinyl. It has a combination lock with four numbered wheels.

Keegan studies the numbers and makes a mental note: 4, 8, 7, 2. Then he tries a few different combinations – the obvious ones like four zeroes, or four nines, and 1, 2, 3, 4.

‘Any possibility of other devices?’ asks Blainey.

‘I haven’t seen any.’

‘What about pressure pads or tripwires?’

‘Nothing obvious.’

A bubble of snot pops in the jeweller’s nose and his right knee begins to jiggle up and down. The tilt switch moves. Keegan reaches out and holds it against the jeweller’s leg, watching the mercury in the tube.

‘I’m sorry. I can’t help it,’ says Russell, choking on the words. ‘I can’t feel my legs.’

‘You’re doing great,’ says Keegan. ‘Wiggle your toes to get the blood flowing. Gently. That’s it.’

His radio gives him regular updates. Surrounding properties are being evacuated and an armed response unit has been sent to the address in Belsize Park.

Keegan tries to distract the jeweller, asking him about his daughter.

‘She’s almost six. Her birthday is in December. Christmas Eve. She thinks it’s cool to have a birthday so close to Christmas. One day she’ll realise the drawbacks.’

‘What does she want?’

‘She keeps changing her mind. I’ve promised to take her to the Shake Shack in Leicester Square. She loves the crinkle-cut fries and milkshakes.’

Keegan has a little boy, who just turned three, and a wife who walked out on him six months ago. She wants a divorce. He wants to try again. He knows the marriage is broken, but some things still work when they’re incomplete or incompatible. His OCD is the problem – his obsessive cleanliness and other compulsions. His ‘foibles’ once amused her, until they did the opposite.

Christine Blainey is back on the radio. She and her team are outside. ‘You can leave this to us,’ she says.

Keegan moves towards the door, but Russell reacts. ‘You’re not leaving me!’

His chair moves. His knee. The tilt switch. Keegan catches it as it falls, cradling it in his hands, watching the mercury move in the glass bulb, running towards the trigger and back again. Both men breathe again.

‘I’m sorry,’ says Russell.

‘That’s OK.’

‘Don’t leave me.’

‘I’m staying right here.’

Keegan relays the information to Blainey. Moments later, a black-clad figure appears in the doorway. Bulked up by cladding and body armour, she is carrying two enormous metal plates, strapped to her forearms.

‘Can I join the party?’ she asks, her voice muffled inside a full-face helmet.

Stepping into the store, moving like a stop-motion puppet, she pauses and scans the room. ‘OK, what do we have here?’ she asks in a West Country accent, rough and mellow at the same time. ‘Your name is Keegan, right? And you must be Russell.’

‘I can’t feel my legs,’ moans the jeweller, blinking at her helplessly.

‘You still have them. Let’s keep it that way.’

Blainey carefully arranges the blast shields around the seated jeweller and takes a small penlight torch from her pocket. Crouching next to Russell, she examines the tilt switch and gently lifts the pockets of the bomb vest, peering inside. With her gloved fingertips, she traces each of the wires, following them from the switch to the pockets and back again.

‘OK, here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to cut the bicycle lock and release your hands and feet, but you must remain perfectly still. Understand?’

Russell nods.

Blainey addresses Keegan. ‘I want you back behind the shields. They won’t provide much protection, but it might save your bollocks from coming out the top of your head.’

‘Good call,’ says Keegan, still holding the tilt switch against the jeweller’s thigh. ‘But maybe I should just stay here.’

‘Your choice, but I want you to imagine that glass tube is the most expensive tumbler of single-malt whisky in the entire world and it’s filled to the very brim. You can’t spill a single drop.’

‘I could do with a drink,’ says Keegan.

‘I’ll buy you one when this is over.’

‘Single malt.’

‘Not on my wage.’

She takes a set of bolt cutters from the satchel slung around her waist.

‘Now gently, gently, lift the tube away from his leg. Hold it steady. Good lad.’

Blainey lifts the bicycle chain and opens the cutters. She squeezes the cable between the jaws and presses the arms, snipping it easily. Then she slowly pulls the cable through the arms of the vest and unwraps it from around the chair.

‘OK, Russell, now it’s your turn. Carefully lift your arms. Slower. Slower.’

Russell complies, exposing the sweat stains under his armpits. Blainey gently undoes each plastic clip on the vest, starting at the top. The two sides separate and she begins to lift the vest from Russell’s shoulders and over his head. Keegan is holding the tilt switch. The wire lengthens. He moves his hands higher but keeps them steady.

Blainey lowers the vest onto the desk and asks the jeweller if he can stand. Russell tries, but his limbs have atrophied. His brain sends the message again and he lifts himself upright, swaying. He over-corrects and loses his balance, stumbling, falling towards Keegan.

Blainey reacts instinctively, slamming her forearm into the jeweller’s chest, changing his direction. He topples backwards, over the chair, away from the tilt switch. His head hits the corner of the safe with a sickening thud and he’s out cold before he crumples to the floor.

The two officers take a moment to exhale.

‘I almost spilled my drink,’ says Keegan.

‘I almost shat my pants,’ says Blainey, checking on the jeweller. Russell has a gash on his head that is bleeding profusely, but he’s breathing steadily.

‘What happens now?’ asks Keegan.

‘This is when I decide whether to cut the red wire or the blue wire.’

‘You don’t know?’

‘I normally choose blue.’

‘You a Tory voter?’

‘A Chelsea supporter.’

She is holding a small pair of pliers with rubber handles. She pulls off her heavy gloves. Her fingernails are painted red. The pliers squeeze the wires and Keegan closes his eyes.

When he opens them again, he sees that Blainey has taken off her helmet, and dark hair spills to her shoulders. She has a round face and freckles on her nose and a slightly crooked smile.

She hands him an evidence bag. ‘You do the honours,’ she says, indicating the tilt switch.

Meanwhile, she picks up the vest and begins opening the pocket, making a humming sound as she pulls out a brick-shaped square of putty.

‘Plastic explosives?’ asks Keegan.

‘Made to look like it.’

‘A fake bomb?’

‘A good one.’

‘Jesus. My whole life just flashed before my eyes.’

‘I hope it was a good one.’

‘The second half was going to be better.’

Keegan presses the button on his shoulder radio and tells the teams outside to stand down. He looks at Russell’s unconscious body. ‘I need a paramedic in here.’

Blainey is packing up her gear.

‘What do we know about his wife?’ she asks.

‘Still no word.’
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‘Wait here,’ I tell Daisy, leaving her on the lowest step.

I press the doorbell and wait. Nobody answers.

Daisy said her mother was in the kitchen. She could be unconscious. Bleeding. It could explain the blood on the girl’s pyjamas.

Stepping back from the door, I study the bay windows at the front of the house. They are double-glazed and stickered with a security company logo, stating that the premises are guarded by CCTV cameras. The interior wooden window shutters are angled downwards and I can’t see inside.

Can I justify breaking into the house? Forced entry is allowed when there’s an immediate threat or if a delay could be detrimental to the health of the occupant, or any other person.

I return to Daisy. ‘Do your mummy and daddy keep a key in a secret place in case one of them gets locked out?’ I ask. ‘Under a pot plant? In Daddy’s car?’

She shakes her head.

‘OK. Wait here a little longer.’

I climb the steps again.

Into the radio: ‘Kilo Quebec Three Zero to control. Officer on foot in Antrim Road. No answer at the house. Permission to enter.’

‘Granted. Do you need a locksmith?’

‘Eventually.’

I remove a rubberised claw hammer attachment from my vest pocket and screw it into my extended baton. Wedging the claw against the frame, I begin prising it back and forth, jamming it further into the gap. Stepping back, I aim a kick at a spot just below the lock. The sound echoes through the darkness and a neighbourhood dog begins to bark.

I have studied karate since I was nine and know how to channel my energy into a kick that can knock down a charging ice addict or open a door if necessary. This one is stubborn. I try again. Wood splinters and the door swings inwards, banging against the internal wall.

‘Police! Anybody home?’

The entrance hall has a high ceiling and chequerboard-patterned tiles, and a wide staircase leading to the upper floors. Everything about the decor is elegant and expensive like something out of an interior design magazine. My stepmother would approve because she knows the difference between glass and crystal, porcelain and fine bone china, hand-knotted and hand-woven, which is why my uncles call her ‘the duchess’.

Daisy’s shoes are lined up on a rack beneath a row of coat hooks. A bright pink schoolbag is hanging next to a red woollen coat with a fleecy collar, which is about her size. Why didn’t she think to put on something warm when she left the house? She was in a hurry. Frightened.

I look into the drawing room, which is clearly off-limits to children. Not a toy to be seen. There are family photographs on the mantelpiece, documenting Daisy’s life. Her birth, her first steps, riding a three-wheel scooter along a footpath. The next room is a playroom, with a toybox and painting easel and artworks pinned to a corkboard.

My shoulder radio squawks. An urgent voice. ‘Control to Kilo Quebec Three Zero, the officer on foot.’

‘Kilo Quebec Three Zero, receiving.’

‘Where are you?’

‘Inside the house.’

‘Get out! Armed response units are responding to that address.’

‘Why? What’s happened?’

‘A reported home invasion. Evacuate the premises. Wait for them. Do you copy?’

‘Kilo Quebec Three Zero. Copy that. Over.’

Ahead of me is the kitchen. I can almost reach out and touch the door. I look over my shoulder. Daisy is still sitting on the steps. I can see the top of her head, poking out of the thermal blanket.

I take out a pack of silicone gloves and pull them over my hands, stretching my fingers. Using my foot, I nudge open the kitchen door, watching as the light from the hallway spills across the tiled floor. It falls diagonally over the legs of a woman sitting in a chair facing me.

She is wearing a nightdress. Her legs are bare to mid-thigh. Knees open. Face in darkness.

I step fully into the kitchen and reach for the light switch. It blinks on. My eyes adjust. The woman is staring at me with wide, dull eyes. Her mouth is covered by plastic packing tape. Her feet are bound together and her hands are pulled back behind her and taped at her wrists.

Ripping the tape from her mouth, I press my cheek to her chest, listening for a heartbeat and feeling for a pulse in her neck. Nothing. Her body is cold. Her lips are blue. A soft toy is lying on the floor next to her. A squashed-looking hippo with googly eyes and sticky-out ears. It must belong to Daisy. She was here. She tried to wake her mother.

‘Kilo Quebec Three Zero. The officer on foot at Antrim Road. SCD1 required. Deceased female. Located in the kitchen. Ground floor. Rear of the address.’

‘You were told to wait for the armed response unit.’

‘I had reasonable cause. The little girl couldn’t wake her mother.’

‘Stand down. Wait for back-up.’

‘Received.’

I release the button of the radio and look again at Daisy’s mother. I don’t even know her name. I wish I could close her knees and her eyes and give her some dignity in death, but I’ve already risked contaminating a crime scene.

‘You have a lovely house,’ I whisper. ‘And a lovely daughter. We’ll find out who did this and make them pay.’
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‘So, you’re the famous “officer on foot”,’ says Brendan Keegan, who hands me a takeaway coffee.

I stand a little straighter and introduce myself. ‘PC Philomena McCarthy.’

‘At ease,’ he says, but not in a mocking way.

I study the detective out of the corner of my eye. He’s in his early forties, of average height with dark hair and a wide mouth and slightly crooked lower teeth. His brown eyes are inquisitive and strangely melancholic and make me think of Patch, a dog I once owned that ‘went to live on a farm’ according to my father.

Keegan is young to be in charge of a murder investigation, but he’s confident, maybe even cocksure, which could be a front to hide his insecurities. He’s dressed business casual, in a blazer and black jeans, which seems rather progressive when most of his peers are wearing rumpled suits that have grown shiny on the elbows and backside.

Keegan motions me to a low stone wall. We sit side by side, sipping lukewarm coffee and watching SOCO officers in white chemical coveralls enter and leave the house.

The sky is growing brighter in the east, etching out the skyline and giving definition to the clouds. Daisy is asleep on the back seat of a nearby police car, curled up under a blanket with her hippo tucked under her arm. The soft toy is the only thing I took from the house.

‘You broke in,’ says Keegan, without sounding judgemental.

‘I suspected the occupant might be hurt.’

‘What made you think that?’

‘Daisy said that she couldn’t wake her mother.’

‘Did you see any sign of forced entry?’

‘No.’

‘How did the girl get out of the house?’

‘She’s tall enough to reach the latch on the front door.’

DCI Keegan nods, as though satisfied with my answers.

‘What was her name?’ I ask, meaning the victim.

‘Caitlin Kemp-Lowe. Her family owns a jewellery store in Hatton Garden.’

‘This was a robbery.’

‘A home invasion. They forced her husband to drive to the store and open the safe.’

I study the house, which is being touched by sunlight. Keegan seems to read my mind. ‘They took precautions. There are motion sensors on the windows. Panic buttons. CCTV cameras.’

‘The alarm wasn’t sounding,’ I say.

‘The system was disabled and the cameras were spraypainted. It was the same at the jewellery store.’

He tips out the dregs of his coffee into a garden. ‘Did you go upstairs?’

‘I was asked to leave the house.’

‘That wasn’t my question.’

‘I wanted to make sure nobody else was inside.’

‘Touch anything?’

‘I wore gloves.’

‘What do you remember?’

Why is he asking me this? He could go into the house himself and see the rooms.

I tell him about climbing the stairs to the first landing and entering the master bedroom. One side of the bed was turned down. There were make-up wipes crumpled on the vanity, next to jars of night cream and cleanser. A single earring, a lotus cluster, was sitting inside the lid of a jewellery box.

‘A lotus what?’

‘The diamonds were arranged to look like the petals of a flower.’

‘One earring?’

‘Yes.’

‘You have an eye for detail.’

Again, I don’t know if he’s teasing me. A scene of crime officer emerges from the house, pushing back the hood over her coveralls and removing her safety goggles. She signals to Keegan.

‘We’re still working in the kitchen, but the rest of the house is yours.’

He turns back to me. ‘Come on.’

‘Where?’

‘You’re going to show me through the house.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you’ve been here before.’

He pulls a pair of latex gloves from his pocket and offers them to me, but I have my own. We climb the front steps and navigate the hallway using duckboards arranged like stepping stones. Ahead of us, the kitchen door is open. I catch a glimpse of Caitlin Kemp-Lowe’s body. She is now lying on a plastic sheet in the middle of the floor. A camera flashgun lights up her face. Moments later, the corners of the sheet are pulled across the body.

‘This way,’ says Keegan, taking me up the stairs.

The main bedroom is as I remember. One side of the bed has been turned down. A woman’s reading glasses are resting on a novel by Ann Patchett.

‘They had been out that evening,’ I say. ‘Somewhere fancy.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘She removed her make-up and took off her jewellery. She also hung up her cocktail gown, but not in the wardrobe. She wanted to get it dry-cleaned.’

‘You’re good at this,’ says Keegan.

‘She had a shower and changed into a nightdress, but I don’t think she’d gone to bed because there’s no depression in the pillow.’

‘What about her husband?’

‘Not many signs of him in the room. Maybe they were sleeping separately.’

Keegan is standing in the walk-in wardrobe, examining the couple’s clothes. Hers to the left. His to the right. He seems to admire the sense of order. Laundered business shirts are hanging next to suits and casual jackets. Jeans and jumpers have their own drawer.

‘Why does anyone need seven cashmere sweaters?’ he asks.

‘One for each day of the week.’

Pushing shirts aside, he reveals a square safe embedded into the wall. A combination lock and handle. Unopened.

‘A missed opportunity or they didn’t know it was here,’ I say.

‘They knew about everything else – the security cameras, the alarms.’

Leaving the main bedroom, we visit the other rooms on the first floor. One of them shows evidence of occupancy – male pyjamas beneath a pillow. Sleeping tablets, a TV remote. Keegan turns it on. A sports channel appears on screen.

‘Maybe he’s a snorer,’ I say.

‘You have experience of that?’

‘Periodically.’

The last bedroom is closest to the rear of the house. There is a picture of a unicorn on the door and a painted sign saying, ‘Daisy’s Room.’

‘I checked. It was locked from the outside,’ I say, pointing to the key.

‘Which begs the question – how did she get out?’

We enter the little girl’s room, which is decorated in pastel colours and populated by a rocking horse, a doll’s house and soft toys covering a large single bed. Daisy’s slippers are on the rug, and a robe is lying across the duvet.

‘Why lock the bedroom door?’ asks Keegan.

‘They wanted to keep her here.’

I pull back the curtains and examine the sash window, which can only be opened only a few inches. The garden is twenty feet below.

‘Maybe Daisy locked the door as she left,’ he says.

‘Why would she do that?’

I keep scouring the room, considering the possibilities. It is like one of those locked room mysteries that Hercule Poirot or Miss Marple is always solving.

‘Something made Daisy wake,’ I say, thinking out loud. ‘Maybe she had a nightmare or needed the bathroom. If the door was locked, she would have called out.’

‘Her mother couldn’t answer.’

I picture Daisy, trying the door and calling for help.

‘What does she do then?’ asks Keegan.

I notice a tall cupboard beside the bricked-up fireplace. The door is unlatched. I expected to find a wardrobe with more toys, but the interior is a dark shaft that runs vertically from the lower floor. Two ropes are visible, running down the sides of the shaft.

‘A dumb waiter,’ I say. ‘The kitchen must be directly below us.’

‘This must have been a dining room,’ says Keegan, looking past me. ‘Is she strong enough?’

‘Her weight would have helped,’ I say. ‘A counterweight kicks into gear when you pull on the ropes.’

‘How do you know?’

‘My father has one of these.’

‘You come from money.’

‘Not when I was growing up.’

Keegan pulls on the rope, triggering the counterweight, and a small wooden box appears.

‘OK, let’s say you’re right – and Daisy lowers herself to the kitchen. What does she see?’

‘She said she couldn’t wake her mother.’

‘Which suggests that Caitlin Kemp-Lowe was already dead.’

We retrace our steps to the lower floor, pausing on the stairs to watch as Caitlin’s body is carried outside in a zipped body bag.

‘Where is the husband?’ I ask.

‘At the hospital.’

‘Does he know about his wife?’

‘Not yet.’

We’re outside again, standing on the front steps. Daisy is still asleep in a police car, drooling onto Hippo’s head.

‘What’s she like?’ asks Keegan.

‘Bright and brave.’ I feel my throat closing.

‘She could be our only witness.’

‘What happens to her now?’

‘Child services are sending someone. If you could stay with her until then.’

‘I’m going to Paris today,’ I say. ‘With my husband,’ I add, as though it has to be explained. Why am I telling Keegan that I’m married? What difference does it make?

‘You’ll have to postpone that trip,’ he says.

‘Henry won’t be happy.’

‘What does Henry do?’

‘He’s a firefighter.’

‘He’ll understand.’

Keegan is called away by the crime scene manager. I sit next to Daisy, resting her head on my lap. She murmurs something in her sleep but doesn’t wake. Around us, the street has slowly woken up. Neighbours are gathering at roadblocks, gossiping and speculating about what might have happened.

Already, detectives are going door-to-door, collecting statements and security footage from video doorbells and cameras, confirming what people saw and heard in the hours after midnight. Alarms. Screams. Arguments. Unfamiliar cars. Faces. Deliveries.

I phone Henry. He’s half asleep. ‘Hey, Wombat,’ he says – today’s pet name. ‘What time is it?’

‘Almost eight.’

‘Are you on your way home?’

‘No. I’m caught up. There’s been a murder. I found the body.’

‘Shit! Are you OK?’

‘I’m fine, but we can’t go away today. They want me here.’

‘But it’s all planned.’

‘We can postpone.’

‘We won’t get our money back if I cancel, not this late.’

‘We can go to Paris another time.’

‘How did you know we were going to Paris?’

‘Lucky guess.’

‘Did your father tell you?’

‘No. And why would he know?’

‘He gave me the names of some restaurants.’

‘I’m not sure I like the idea of my father helping plan our romantic weekends.’

‘He didn’t plan all of it,’ says Henry, sounding disappointed.

‘I’ll make it up to you,’ I say. ‘I’ll wear my French maid’s outfit.’

‘You don’t have a French maid’s outfit.’

‘That might be my surprise.’

Keegan clears his throat and I hang up quickly, feeling my cheeks glow. Blushing has been the bane of my life since adolescence when I lit up like a human traffic light every time a good-looking boy spoke to me. I just hung up on Henry. I’ll have to apologise later. More guilt.

Keegan is with a matronly woman whose dyed black hair is pulled back from her face so severely that her eyebrows are clefs on her forehead.

‘This is Mrs Manifold from child services. She’s come to collect Daisy.’

I shake Daisy’s shoulder. She doesn’t want to wake. I lift her chin. ‘Hey! Sleepyhead. Time to go.’

She blinks and rubs her eyes.

‘This nice lady is going to take you somewhere and put you in a proper bed.’

‘I don’t want to go,’ says Daisy. ‘I want Mummy.’

‘Your mummy isn’t here.’

‘Where has she gone?’

My heart flips. During my police training we were taught about bereavement counselling. Children should be told as soon as possible. The longer you leave it, the greater the likelihood they will overhear a conversation or find out in some other inappropriate way. At the same time, I realise that the news should come from somebody that Daisy loves and trusts, like her father or her grandparents.

‘Is she dead?’ asks Daisy, her big eyes demanding the truth. ‘Fleabag died. We buried her in the garden beside the goldfish pond because she was always trying to catch those goldfish. Mummy said she’d gone to Heaven.’

‘Your mummy is in Heaven too,’ I say.

‘With Fleabag?’

‘Yes.’

Daisy’s bottom lip quivers. ‘I want Daddy.’

‘He’s at the hospital, but you’ll get to see him very soon. Right now, you have to go with the nice lady, just until your daddy comes to get you.’

‘Why can’t I stay with you?’

‘I’m a police officer and I’m very busy.’

‘You look after people?’

‘Yes, but Mrs Manifold will find you a nice family.’

Daisy looks at the woman and is clearly unimpressed.

Growing impatient, Mrs Manifold takes matters into her own hands. She leans into the car. ‘Hello, young lady, aren’t you a pretty thing?’

‘Fuck off!’ says Daisy.

The look of shock on Mrs Manifold’s face makes me giggle.

‘That’s not very polite,’ I say, trying to recover. ‘You should apologise.’

‘I want to stay with you.’ Daisy flings her arms around my neck and tightens her grip until it hurts. I slide out of the police car, carrying her with me, and try to hand her over, but Daisy clings even more tightly. Three people are trying to prise her loose, unpeeling her fingers and limbs. Meanwhile, Daisy is screaming and bystanders are watching.

‘Maybe we should do this somewhere else,’ I say.

Mrs Manifold has one arm wrapped around the little girl’s waist and manages to unlock her legs. Daisy is screaming and kicking. Tears stream down her cheeks.

Suddenly, she’s pulled free and Mrs Manifold makes a triumphant sound. At that same moment, Daisy locks her teeth onto the woman’s hand between the thumb and forefinger.

‘Get her off! Get her off!’ screams the social worker.

Mrs Manifold raises her hand, ready to lash out, but stops herself. Instead, she shoves Daisy, who falls backwards, bouncing off the car and crumpling into the gutter. The child blinks in shock and then leaps back into my arms, pressing her face into my chest and wrapping her legs around my waist.

‘The little bitch!’ mutters Mrs Manifold.

‘You pushed her,’ I say, incredulously.

‘She bit me.’

‘I don’t care. I could arrest you for assault.’

‘Oh, don’t be so melodramatic.’ She turns to DCI Keegan.

‘You saw what happened.’

‘I did, and the constable is correct. I suggest you apologise to Daisy and change your attitude.’

Mrs Manifold glares at the child, muttering under her breath. It could be an apology or it could be a death threat.

I pull Keegan to one side. ‘You can’t let her take Daisy.’

‘What else can I do?’

‘I can take her home with me.’

‘You’re part of the investigation.’

‘I found her, that’s all. She trusts me.’

Daisy still has her face buried into my neck but has stopped crying.

‘Will you come home with me?’ I ask.

She sniffles and nods.

‘OK, take her for now,’ says Keegan. ‘But we still need to find her a placement.’
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Edward McCarthy is standing at the edge of a muddy, water-filled pit where an earth-moving machine is half submerged, looking like a fossilised dinosaur exposed during an archaeological dig.

He’s dressed in an oilskin jacket with a fur collar and a trilby that looks too small for his head, and his Wellingtons, recently purchased, are caked in mud.

‘How do we get it out?’ he asks.

‘A crane,’ says his brother Clifton, who is peering into the same hole.

‘Can it be repaired?’

‘Too soon to say.’

Clifton is taller by a foot and has a scar that curls from his mouth across the middle of his left cheek, which he calls his ‘Glasgow smile’. He’s dressed in a brown trench coat and has a shock of dark hair that spikes up whether he uses gel or not.

McCarthy turns away and splashes through puddles as he walks to a torn and twisted metal fence that has collapsed under the tracks of the excavator. The path of destruction continues across the construction site where iron formwork has been ripped up and pylons knocked over. A chemical toilet is lying on one side, leaving the smell of shit in the air.

‘What else did we lose?’ he asks.

‘A pile driver, a skid loader and a trencher.’

‘How much?’

‘If they’re unsalvageable – two hundred thousand.’

‘Insurance?’

‘Doesn’t cover vandalism.’

‘This isn’t vandalism – it’s sabotage.’ McCarthy kicks aside an empty Coca-Cola can, which rattles against the fallen fence.

Nearby, the site office has one wall torn away, exposing the inside like a gutted whale. Sodden papers and broken computer equipment are strewn across the floor.

‘Where were the security guards?’

‘A car was set alight opposite the old ironworks,’ says Clifton. ‘It was a diversion. When the guards went to investigate, this happened.’

‘We must have CCTV?’

‘Three men in black, wearing balaclavas and gloves.’

If it isn’t one thing, it’s another, thinks McCarthy. Rain. Supply-chain issues. Cost overruns. Environmental regulations. Heritage orders. Now vandalism. Not the first attack. Three in the past month. Each more serious than the last. Escalation.

The unknown saboteur has yet to make any demands. Clearly, a sub-species, someone lower down the food chain, trying to knock him off his perch. Envy is a terrible thing – a cancer on the soul.

On days like today, McCarthy wishes he’d done something simpler with his life, like becoming a postman or a bookkeeper or a train driver. His grandfather had spent forty years driving the sleeper service from Euston to Edinburgh. Maybe not an easy life, but one less complicated. One track. A timetable. A beginning and an end.

Instead, McCarthy became a property developer, a euphemism for various activities, before leveraging everything on the Hope Island development – a mix of commercial and residential towers within spitting distance of London City Airport. This all-or-nothing play should have been a licence to print money but had become a recurring nightmare, what with Brexit, then Covid and soaring interest rates and no end of fuckery. Balls have to be kept in the air – employees, unions, creditors, bankers and suppliers – all while somebody is trying to cut off his arms with a chainsaw. The million-quid question: Who?

Up until now, anyone stupid enough to challenge the McCarthy family had been quickly re-educated. A visit from Daragh, brother number two, had sorted out the problem. A word in his shell-like and the sub-species would duly shit themselves, or spend the next ten years in hiding, hoping Daragh would never visit them again.

For the most part, McCarthy had avoided creating rivalries. He didn’t flaunt his success by flashing his money around or rubbing the law’s noses in his new-found prosperity. Yes, he had a nice gaffe and a few showy motors – but he was still a barrow boy at heart, who preferred fish and chips to foie gras.

When he married Constance, a minor blue blood, it wasn’t because of status anxiety or to raise his social standing. He preferred to avoid the limelight, and to hire the best lawyers to keep people from asking uncomfortable questions about his business interests.

To this end, he cultivated powerful friendships with politicians, councillors and senior police officers. Wheels were oiled, of course, but unlike the old days, favours didn’t require brown paper bags bulging with cash. His largesse might be a platinum membership to Chelsea or Arsenal FC or tickets to the Royal Opera House or racing tips straight from the horse’s mouth. McCarthy had done the same for several national newspaper editors, but they change more often than engine oil and are usually oily little cunts.

Having his only daughter join the Metropolitan Police had been problematic, but McCarthy had tried to respect Philomena’s choices without compromising his own ambitions. And although he hated her chosen career, he was proud of her and loved her and he hoped that one day she’d see the error of her ways.

Clifton has been waiting for instructions.

‘This fuckery has to stop,’ says McCarthy, breaking his silence. ‘Double the security teams. Round the clock. Head-kickers.’

‘And if they catch anyone?’

McCarthy motions to the water-filled pit. ‘Bury ’em.’

A Range Rover navigates through the fallen fence and splashes through puddles, pulling up next to McCarthy’s own Range Rover. Out of the car now, Daragh tiptoes through the mud, trying not to dirty his Oxford brogues. He looks like Bob Hoskins on steroids, with a short square body, balding head and the lumbering swagger of a sumo wrestler.

‘You ’eard the news?’ he asks.

‘We’re lookin’ at it,’ says Clifton.

‘Nah, not that,’ says Daragh, ignoring the sunken excavator. ‘Kemp-Lowe got turned over early ’ours. Cleaned out. One white male taken to ’ospital.’

Daragh has never bothered sounding out the letter ‘h’ and certain other consonants. In his lexicon ‘fings ’appen’ for a reason and situations have to be ’andled or people get ’urt.

McCarthy is no longer interested in the vandalism. ‘What happened?’

‘Dunno all the details. The filth is crawling over ’Atton Garden. I picked up scanner chatter about a bomb. The whatnots ’ad to be called.’

Clifton: ‘The bomb squad?’

‘Yeah, that’s what I said.’

‘What was taken?’ asks McCarthy, an edge to his voice.

‘Too soon to tell, but there was some sort of ’ome invasion in Belsize Park. A woman is dead.’

‘That’s where Russell lives,’ says Clifton.

‘His wife?’ speculates McCarthy. ‘They must have held her hostage.’ He turns to Clifton. ‘When did Russell get back from Antwerp?’

‘Thursday. I transferred the cash Tuesday.’

‘How much did we give him?’

‘Eleven million.’

They look at each other grimly. No words necessary.

McCarthy to Daragh. ‘Go to the hospital. Find out what you can.’

‘But I got the christening and the whatnot.’

‘Tell Finbar he’s up.’
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I should call Henry but I don’t want Daisy overhearing the conversation. She hasn’t let go of my hand since the incident with Mrs Manifold. We catch a lift in a patrol car, riding in the back seat. Daisy is wearing a pair of jeans, a unicorn sweatshirt and her red woollen overcoat. I collected some spare clothes from her room, along with an overnight bag. Her bloodstained pyjamas were taken for testing after they swabbed her fingernails and her mouth for DNA.

At the terrace house in Clapham, Daisy follows me through the front door and immediately takes off her boots as though she’s been here a hundred times before. I put them on the shoe rack that Henry built. When he’s not fighting fires, my husband doubles as a handyman.

‘You should have been a carpenter,’ I once told him.

‘Like Joseph,’ he added.

‘That would make me Mary.’

‘And pregnant.’

‘But still a virgin.’

‘OK, let’s stop the analogy there.’

Today’s post is still waiting to be opened on the doormat. Energy bills, bank statements and flyers for local restaurants and tradespeople.

Henry looks over the banister. ‘Hey, stranger. I thought you were at a crime scene.’

Daisy appears from behind me. She blinks at Henry with her impossibly long eyelashes.

‘This is Daisy,’ I say. ‘She’s come to spend the day with us.’

Henry looks puzzled and quickly checks that he’s wearing more than just his boxer shorts.

‘He might look scary, but he’s a big teddy bear,’ I tell Daisy.

‘Is he your boyfriend?’

‘No, I married him.’

She holds up her stuffed toy. ‘This is Hippo.’

‘Is Hippo a boy or a girl?’ he asks.

‘A boy, of course.’

‘Well, Hippo looks hungry. What would he like to eat? Porridge? Scrambled eggs? Baked beans?’

‘Daddy says baked beans make you fart.’

‘That’s very true,’ says Henry. ‘Unless you’re Philomena. She never farts.’

‘Very funny,’ I say.

The two of them laugh because they clearly share the same childish sense of humour.

‘OK, what would you like to eat?’ he asks.

Daisy frowns in concentration and then announces, ‘Pasta with dusty cheese.’

‘What’s dusty cheese?’ I ask.

‘I think she means Parmesan,’ says Henry.

A perfect description.

Henry fills the kettle and lifts Daisy onto a stool. He’s barefoot in faded jeans and a cotton shirt rolled to his elbows. It takes me by surprise sometimes – how handsome he is. Normally, it’s only when I catch women staring at him or one of my friends makes some comment about my ‘hot husband’. Henry doesn’t seem to notice, which is another reason I love him.

He and Daisy are negotiating about what sort of pasta he should make. She chooses fusilli, calling it ‘spirals’. They chat while he cooks. Henry is comfortable around children, having more experience than me. He has Archie from his first marriage, a sweet little boy, who sleeps over two nights a week and treats me like a big sister rather than his stepmother, which I don’t mind, although he does call me his ‘daddy’s girlfriend’ rather than his new wife. That’s Roxanne’s doing. Henry’s ex. She doesn’t seem to regard their divorce as being final, either financially or emotionally. As a result, she treats me like I’ve borrowed one of her sweaters and will give it back eventually.

Daisy notices a crayon drawing is pinned beneath magnets on the fridge.

‘Who did that?’

‘My little boy,’ says Henry.

‘Where is he?’

‘He doesn’t live here. Not all the time.’

‘Henry has been married before,’ I explain.

‘Do you have any children?’ asks Daisy.

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

Henry leans forward, elbows on the bench. ‘Yes, why not?’

‘Because I’m not ready,’ I say, glaring at him.

‘I need to do a wee,’ says Daisy, sliding off the stool.

‘It’s two doors down. Past the stairs. Do you need my help?’

‘No, but don’t leave me.’

‘I’ll be right here.’

When she’s gone, Henry whispers, ‘Who is she?’

‘Her mother was murdered. Her father is in hospital.’

Shocked: ‘Does she know?’

‘She found the body, but I’m not sure she fully understands.’

Can a five-year-old comprehend the finality of it?

Henry glances along the hallway. ‘Why bring her here?’

‘She refused to go with child services and it’s only for a few hours.’

‘What about the christening?’

I hadn’t thought about that. ‘She’ll have to come with us.’

‘Where?’ asks Daisy. ‘You whisper very loudly.’

‘And you have very big ears.’

‘Yes, but they’re very clean.’ She lifts her hair and shows me her ears.

‘Do you take everything so literally?’ I ask.

‘What does that mean?’

Where do I start?

‘Josie says I’m a pedant,’ says Daisy. ‘What’s a pedant?’

‘Who is Josie?’

‘My babysitter, but I’m not a baby any more.’

Henry laughs and serves Daisy a plate of pasta, with grated Parmesan on the side.

‘Where are we going?’ she asks again.

‘To church. A baby is being baptised today.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Holy water gets poured on them.’

‘Why?’

‘To wash away their sins.’

‘What sins?’

I’m lost. I look at Henry, hoping he might explain.

‘It’s more of a welcome ceremony,’ he says. ‘God says hello to the new baby.’

‘And I get to become a godmother,’ I add.

Daisy’s eyes light up. ‘I have a godmother. Her name is Amber. She has a moggy called Marmalade who gets in trouble for scratching her sofa.’

‘Where does Amber live?’ I ask.

‘At her place.’

‘Do you know her last name?’

‘She doesn’t have a last name,’ says Daisy.

I make a mental note to call Keegan and tell him about the godmother. In the meantime, Henry has gone to get changed. I wait for Daisy to finish her pasta spirals.

‘Do you go to preschool?’ I ask.

‘Two days a week.’

‘Who normally takes you?’

‘Mummy or Josie.’

‘Does Josie live with you?’

‘Sometimes she sleeps over.’

My heart skips a beat. ‘Did she look after you last night?’

Daisy nods. ‘We watched Frozen and had a hot chocolate. She let me have two marshmallows.’

‘What is Josie’s last name?’

Daisy shrugs.

‘What about her phone number?’

‘I have it in my schoolbag in case of an emerging-sea.’

‘Emergency,’ I say, remembering the schoolbag on the coat hook in the entrance hall.

I call Keegan. He answers on the third ring.

‘Sorry to bother you, sir. There was someone else at the house last night – a babysitter called Josie. I don’t have a last name, but her phone number is written in Daisy’s schoolbag, which is hanging in the hallway. Daisy also mentioned a godmother, Amber. She can’t tell me any more.’

‘I told you not to question her,’ says Keegan.

‘It came up in conversation.’

He accepts the explanation but cautions me to be careful about tainting her memories or adding to her trauma.

Daisy has spied a cup of crayons on a shelf and asks if she can draw. I find her some paper. Kneeling on the stool, she leans over the bench, drawing with the intensity of a portraitist. While she’s occupied, I quickly shower and get changed for the christening, wearing a floral knee-length dress and boots. Henry is using a lint brush on his jacket.

‘Did Daisy see the killers?’ he whispers.

‘I don’t know. I’m not supposed to ask her. She has to be properly interviewed.’

‘When does that happen?’

‘Tomorrow, maybe.’

‘Where will she stay?’

‘They’re looking for a family member or close friend who can take her.’

Daisy has finished one drawing and begun another. She takes a black crayon and begins scrubbing it over the image, as though angry at what she’s drawn. I step closer.

The image shocks me. It shows a stick figure with a round face, a gaping red mouth and large black eyes. A second smaller figure has long hair and is sitting on a chair.

‘Who is that?’ I ask.

‘Mummy.’

‘And that?’

‘The bad man.’

‘Did you meet the bad man?’

‘He tucked me into bed.’

‘Can I keep this drawing?’ I ask.

‘Do you want me to sign it?’

I laugh. ‘Absolutely.’

She slowly spells out her name in wobbly capital letters in the lower right-hand corner.
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