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In jail, inhuman,


coded up, lit up,


on safari and on ice …


… this book is dedicated to
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PROLOGUE


Twenty-four years ago


There were snippets, fragments too small to mean anything. A pause before her mother had answered that was a moment too long and a flash of a mismatch between expression and reply. And then her ever-warm hands, which had become cold and restless. They didn’t clasp properly. They didn’t wrap around in a comforting way. Instead, they gripped, claw-like, mechanical, as though the wiring had too much electricity flowing through it.


Her sentences grew shorter and more frequently ended with a question mark.


Ronnie supposed when she looked back on that morning and overlaid those little signs, that they had been enough to sharpen her wits. That together they had made the difference.


The memory of that day was pieced together. It had been fragments, little snippets of the picture that had been accumulated and assembled after countless hours of therapy.


Children’s minds could be open to suggestion. False memories could be implanted. But she was confident that none of these images were anything but the real thing.


October the fourteenth had been cold, dismal, wet. A dirty north London day and their mother had bundled them in coats and scarves, thick layers that made their arms sit wide of their sides. Ronnie remembered the scarf, close to her mouth, getting dewy with the dampness of her breath. And the urgency as they walked, one on either side of their mother who towed them along, at not quite a run, but faster than a walk. Every few yards, Ronnie remembered scuttling forward a little, working hard to keep up, and it must have been worse for her brother George. He was three and she was five and that much taller.


It was the route they went on when they occasionally visited their grandmother in central London. Ronnie hated visiting her grandmother. She was frail and angry and never remembered who either of them was. And the visit there was always preceded with false excitement. Lots of build-up, lots of reluctance on her part. There had been none of that on this particular day. But she had known they were headed somewhere.


As an adult Ronnie had gone back many times and had retraced the steps she’d taken in the few hundred yards up to Highgate Station. The road was straight, lined with a variety of shops. Busy pavement, busy road, grubby everything and perpetually noisy.


She’d never understood what she’d expected from those visits but once, maybe twice a year for years she’d felt compelled to walk along that pavement in the hope of non-existent answers.


Her brother had begun to cry, somewhere in the last hundred yards she guessed.


Half sob, half whine. She remembered being miserably silent and wanting him just to shut up. She’d said nothing, though, and when they reached the station, her mother had maintained her tight grip on each of them. And she’d still wanted her brother to be quiet but at the same time, she’d recognised that he’d been voicing the misery that she had felt, the drudge that the day was to become.


He wailed that he wanted to go home. She stood wondering where they were going but said nothing. Apparently, they weren’t long like that. The way she remembered it, they could have been standing there for hours, but apparently it was three minutes and twenty-six seconds.


Three minutes and twenty-six seconds between stepping onto the platform and their mum hauling them across it and trying to fling all three of them into the path of the 10.26 through-train.


And that final part she didn’t remember. Could never and would never remember, she was sure of that. She only knew the outcome. That in those seconds, her little brain pieced everything together, and that she’d squirmed and fought her way from her mother’s grasp.


A single sound stuck in her head.


A certain frequency that occasionally she would hear, even now, and it would send her cold. Whether it was the scream of the train, the scream of her mother, her brother, bystanders even. Or all of them rolled together. A dirty, heavy, deafening, all-encompassing squeal of something that marked the end of everything.


Her mum had called her Veronica that day. The name she used when she was angry or tense or brewing up to one of her tempers. She had never been Veronica since. Would never be. From that day onwards, she was Ronnie. And she was on her own.









CHAPTER 1


Ronnie hauled her oversized suitcase from the luggage bay of the coach. It had pulled to the kerb on a treelined road bordering a large green. She stepped back, out of the way of the other passengers as the driver reunited them with their luggage. She needed a minute to catch her breath.


Light was rapidly fading, and the pavement was damp and the grass glossy under the streetlamps. The smell of wet mud rose to meet her; fresh, natural and nothing like the air in London, which hung heavy with a cocktail of traffic and people, and their daily lives. Here the air seemed clear and empty as though she could take a deep breath and have time just to focus on her own life. The thought of it terrified her; she had never run her life that way.


Instead, she had kept her head down and worked her way through eight years of investigating serious crime with her personal life trailing behind like a tatty rag. She’d liked it like that, hadn’t wanted it any other way. She had never expected to be snatched up and thrown on a different path, landing in Cambridge to live with her half-brother and their sister’s child, Noah.


This was the first time she’d set foot in the place despite opportunities to visit her brother in the past. She knew no more about the city than the next person. Less in fact. Until this morning, she had thought it the home of the dreaming spires, only to discover that the title belonged to its closest rival.


She didn’t have high expectations; as far as she could work out Cambridge was a bunch of medieval buildings sitting in a pancake of land, probably packed with rich and entitled students, little crime and a Neanderthal police force.


The passengers dispersed and the coach’s hydraulics hissed as its doors shut and it pulled into the traffic. It had been obscuring her view of the opposite side of the road, and it was only then that she realised she was facing Parkside Police Station. It was a coal-coloured lump of a building which looked as though it had been prefabricated and dumped as a single block. It managed to look both out of place among the other buildings and, at the same time, completely forgettable.


I’ll see you tomorrow, she thought and gave the building the smallest nod, also saying goodbye in that instant to everything she’d left in London; her hard-won career with the Met, her compact but well-ordered flat, her uncomplicated single life which allowed her to come and go as she pleased. She hoped it was all going to be worth it, not for her, but for her nephew Noah.


Noah was her half-sister Jodie’s son and Jodie was dead. It would have been far harder to let him down than to give up all those other things.


There was a short line of taxis further along the road. She wheeled her case towards the nearest, stooped to speak to the driver through his open window, ‘Victoria Park?’


He nodded and the journey began.









CHAPTER 2


Ronnie’s half-brother Alex had bought the property in Victoria Park about two years earlier. He’d moved from north London for a new job and a new relationship – only one had worked out and he’d been saddled with a succession of lodgers as he hung on to a house he could barely afford.


Ronnie knew she should have visited before and had felt a tug of guilt about it. Now she realised, it was coming back to bite her because it meant she was moving into a house she’d never seen, not in bricks and mortar anyway.


She’d looked on Google Earth.


The road was tear-shaped, splitting part way down to make room for trees on a small green. Or maybe it had been the other way round and the trees had been there all along, and the houses had been built around them.


Either way, the bay-fronted properties at that end of the road didn’t stare into each other’s windows but looked out on to the grass. The houses were similar to one another, brick built, Edwardian she guessed. A few were detached, most semi-detached and Alex had one of those, the left-hand one of a pair.


She recognised the house as the taxi drove up to it. She had seen it from the inside too, on Rightmove before Alex and his ex had bought it. It had looked airy, neutral, ‘modernised with original features’. Probably smelling of fresh bread and newly brewed coffee, just as the property shows recommended.


Alex opened the door before she reached it. Although neither of them took after their father with any physical characteristics, they had ended up with a similar, skinny frame and the same, easy-to-tan complexion. He leaned towards her, they briefly hugged, and she used the moment to look over his shoulder and down the hallway. It was cluttered with coats and shoes, and a couple of bikes. The only decor was a 1977 Star Wars poster facing the front door, with Luke Skywalker looking as though he was taking aim at her. She knew then that she might as well forget anything she’d seen on Rightmove.


‘Did my stuff arrive?’ she asked.


‘It’s all in your room.’


‘And Noah?’


‘Believe it or not, he went to bed.’


‘So early?’ It was only a few minutes past seven. Ronnie wasn’t sure what time eight-year-olds went to bed but had the impression that refusing to sleep was a major childhood skill.


‘Long day at school, I guess.’ Alex shrugged. ‘He does that sometimes. He asked if you would say goodnight to him when you arrived, but don’t worry, he’s already asleep.’


Alex led the way, weaving past the bikes and stepping round a couple of boxes and piles of papers that were stacked on the stairs. There were four bedrooms although the fourth was barely big enough to accommodate more than a cot. That one was going to be Ronnie’s office.


Her room contained a bed, a wardrobe, and a pile of uniformly sized removal boxes filled with anything she’d thought worth keeping from her flat. She stood in the centre of the floor, momentarily feeling adrift. ‘How many bathrooms?’


‘Just the one and a toilet downstairs.’


She frowned, too tired to muster even a weary smile.


He folded his arms, but not in a defensive way, more as though he needed a hug. ‘So, what’s up?’


She answered carefully; she knew he was apprehensive about the challenges of looking after Noah. ‘It’s a big adjustment, I guess, after living alone I mean. Is this going to work?’ she asked.


‘It’s a start.’ He sobered as he processed her question properly. ‘Beyond that, all we seem to have in common is that we’re two anti-social people, living with a kid who’s dumb enough to actually like us.’


Ronnie felt herself uncoil a little and managed that smile. ‘I’ll do my best.’


‘Me too.’ He left her without saying more. The door closed behind him, and she stood for several minutes, adjusting to the room and the silence of the house, then she slipped across the landing and into Noah’s room. He was, as Alex had said, asleep. She stopped short of the bed. ‘Goodnight, Noah,’ she whispered, ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’


She returned to her room and sat heavily on her unmade bed. More than anything she needed a few hours of restful sleep before she had to report for work. Sleep was the cure-all that settled her thoughts and added perspective but too often it eluded her. She stripped down to her T-shirt and didn’t bother looking for her pyjamas, toothbrush or even clean bedding.


She lay flat on her back and stared up at the ceiling. Closing her eyes wouldn’t make any difference; some kind of sleep would come in the end. But first, just like on every other night, memories flooded over her. Through her. She had tried sleeping tablets. Alcohol. Staying busy until she dropped.


It was inescapable.


She had to replay the words. See the reaction. Ride the sick feeling in her gut.


And all over again, night after night, she watched Jodie die.









CHAPTER 3


Ronnie was on edge when she woke; bad sleep often had that effect. When she’d lived alone, it hadn’t mattered, she could stumble around half awake until her mood settled. But now she had other people to consider.


She was up and dressed before either Alex or Noah had come down for breakfast and was waiting for the toast to pop up when Alex walked into the kitchen.


‘Is Noah still asleep?’ she asked.


‘Yes,’ Alex checked his watch; ‘I’ll give him a first call in half an hour.’


‘I was hoping to see him before school. Later then.’


‘You could hang around for a bit or I could wake him up?’


‘No, I’ll see him when I’m back.’ She grabbed her single slice of toast as it popped up. She left it plain and gestured towards the door, ‘I want to get there early.’


‘Keeping first-day nerves at bay?’


‘Something like that.’ She pressed her lips into a smile, ‘I’m sure it will be fine.’


‘But you’re not looking forward to it?’ he added.


She gave him a maybe-yes, maybe-no nod. ‘Does anything interesting ever happen on a first day?’ She folded the toast and promised to let him know how it went. She hadn’t felt hungry but going to work on an empty stomach would turn the tension to irritability or a migraine by mid-morning, so it was not worth the risk.


The morning was dry and bright, the sky vast, not seen in little strips the way it was in London, glimpsed between high-rise blocks or tightly packed streets. It looked as though the weather might manage a full day without changing its mind.


She typed ‘Parkside Police Station’ into the maps app on her phone and listened to the walking directions through headphones. The route was a zigzag, crossing busy roads, walking the length of the quiet ones. The houses she passed were mostly bay-fronted with red and black chequerboard tiled pathways leading a few steps up to traditional panelled front doors and tiny front gardens just large enough to accommodate a small tree or leafy shrub. Not a single property looked in need of attention, and many seemed to have been extended upwards into their uniformly tiled roofs. No doubt most had been modernised but in that low-key moneyed way that didn’t show. It was all so tranquil and … She fished for a word for the kind of people who probably lived there and realised that any description would be based on the crimes she’d dealt with where the victims lived in these kinds of homes. And in her part of London, neighbourhoods like this had been few and far between.


She turned a corner on to a busier road. Guest houses faced out across the Cam, brightly painted canal boats were moored by the towpath. She crossed the river using a narrow metal footbridge and turned along an avenue of large, evenly spaced trees. Tourist territory. Somewhere to come for a day out or even a weekend.


Feeling irritable suddenly made sense; it wasn’t just the result of poor sleep. Yes, Cambridge was picturesque, but if transferring here was going to drive her career into a backwater she’d probably know by the end of the day.


It was a police officer’s default position to hate the idea of change, to resist it when it arrived. She had to give it a chance, she reminded herself.


She lowered her head and increased her pace. She’d planned to arrive at Parkside station with twenty minutes to spare. In the end, she’d left the house early and walked faster than the satnav had predicted, making her a full forty-five minutes early.


There was a single officer on duty at the front desk, dealing with a student’s stolen bicycle. She took the nearest seat, closed her eyes, and listened to the requests for almost endless detail.


‘What was the frame size?’


‘How was it locked?’


‘How long have you owned it?’


‘Where did you leave it?’


‘What time was that?’


‘Give it a chance Ronnie,’ she muttered under her breath.









CHAPTER 4


Ronnie’s father, who was about as empathetic as he was patient, had told her the meaning of life on many occasions. ‘Life,’ he would say, ‘is nothing but a series of goodbyes.’ The wording changed over time, and he hadn’t used those words when she’d first been thrust upon him and his other family. She clearly remembered feeling tiny and miserable and broken. And the closest to empathy he had been able to muster had been to deliver a simpler version of the same message, ‘Nothing lasts forever, Ronnie. Everyone loses people.’


She had been five years old, and the weight of the words had crushed her.


Maybe life really was just a series of goodbyes. Goodbye to childhood. Goodbye to innocence. Goodbye to youth, to friends who drift away and every iteration of daily life that is overwritten by the next. But she hadn’t needed to know that then. And by telling her, her father proved that he shouldn’t have had his first child, never mind four; his ability to nurture was close to zero.


His vacillation in choosing between his first wife and family, and his eventual second wife and their two children, had been about nothing but satisfying his own inconsistent needs. Apart from endowing all the children with the last name of Blake, he had done little to encourage any closeness between her and her half-siblings.


Because of him, she had developed her own theory about life. She had no plans to share it with Noah, but she was reminded of it as she faced Superintendent Cooper.


She’d been met in reception and wordlessly taken to his office by a police constable so young that her uniform looked more like dress-up day than a career move.


Cooper’s office was small, crammed with an oversized desk, one bulbous swivel chair and two steel-framed visitor chairs, circa 1990. ‘Take a seat.’ He gestured at the chair in front of his desk, not the one next to it. A shaft of sunlight fell directly into her eyes, so she shifted her chair by about twenty degrees so that the rays hit her cheek instead. The adjustment took no time at all, but she sensed his impatience.


He was around the fifty mark. Neat featured with his beard fresh from the barber’s trim. She’d seen officers maintain that look day in and day out, as though they had a micro-trim every night. She pegged Cooper as someone who would take pleasure in patrolling the corridors and checking that junior officers met his exacting standards. She wasn’t prejudging anything; perhaps she would like the man, perhaps she wouldn’t and perhaps it was irrelevant to the job she had to do, but everything in this first meeting from the formal seating to his flat smile and half-hearted handshake told her it was not going to be the first day she had hoped for.


‘So, it’s Ronnie, not Veronica. Is that correct?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Welcome to Cambridge. You come highly recommended. New resource is always a plus, especially when they are both experienced and competent.’ He tilted his head back and jutted his chin as he spoke, meaning that he was looking at her through partially closed eyes. He paused for a few seconds before adding anything further. ‘But.’ The word came out like a sharp jab on the brakes, the kind that makes eyes snap open and all attention fully refocus on the road. ‘Occupational health doesn’t say no, but they say not yet.’


It took a second for her to register what he was saying. ‘I have been back at work for the last two weeks.’


‘Completing paperwork, as I understand?’


‘I was handing over some cases because I was leaving, but there was no question about my fitness to work.’


‘Well, we are not the Met, and you will find we have a different set of standards here.’


She bristled; it was too soon for her loyalty to the Met to fade.


His expression had switched from cool politeness to immovability. ‘I spoke to our occupational health, and we agreed that without a full assessment, you are not returning to work.’ There were times when negotiation with senior officers was possible, and others when any attempt would only piss them off and lead to moving one step backwards. ‘They have your contact details and will be in touch to arrange an appointment. Once you have been assessed as fit to work, we can meet and start over. Right now, though, I suggest you take the opportunity to familiarise yourself with our lovely city.’ He made a point of turning his gaze towards the window, although she was sure from where he was sitting that the view was of nothing but sky. ‘There are twenty-five museums and galleries around Cambridge, you could start there.’


Ronnie gave a small nod but didn’t reply. She didn’t trust herself to open her mouth and be able to come out with anything that didn’t sound either heavily sarcastic or downright rude.


He waited a few beats to see whether there was anything she did want to add and she thought the conversation was over. Without explanation he turned to his laptop, he flicked through a couple of screens and took a few seconds to read. He looked back at her. ‘Have you been contacted by DI John Fenton yet?’


‘I don’t recognise the name. Who is he?’


‘He leads the Special Investigations Team for the Eastern Region – SITfER. They’re based here, they cover this region and, at times, beyond. They’d like to interview you as a witness.’


‘To what?’


He ignored the question. ‘Asked me to send you over as soon as we had spoken. I wasn’t sure that would be appropriate, but you seem as though you would be up to it.’


‘With respect, sir, I believe I am fit to work so would certainly be fit to make a statement.’ She glared; she couldn’t help it. She tried again, ‘What does it relate to?’


‘I don’t have that information, but you can go up there right away. The DEAD team’s on the third.’


‘The DEAD team?’


‘Sorry, local nickname. We all enjoy a good acronym, don’t we?’ A smile flashed on and off again. ‘Shall I find someone to take you up there?’


Ronnie shook her head and stood as she spoke. ‘Don’t worry, I will find my way, thank you.’


She stepped into the corridor where the air was slightly fresher.


Life, from her experience, was a pocket full of razor blades. There were times when you dipped your hand in and pulled out the right tool to do the job, but it was just as easy to draw blood.









CHAPTER 5


‘We have some questions concerning your half-sister’s death.’


Ronnie blinked slow enough to see the inside of her eyelids and hope that when her eyes reopened, the scene would have reset. DI John Fenton still stared back and was waiting for an answer.


Finding the third floor had been easy enough, finding the office of the Special Investigations Team for the Eastern Region took a few seconds longer.


She had checked the signs on the first couple of doors before glancing along the corridor and spotting two that didn’t match the rest. Logic told her that any department with the word special in the title might make a point of standing out at every opportunity. She skipped the rooms in between and went straight to the first with the dark grey frame and the paler, smoke-grey door. A recent makeover, she guessed, because grey seemed to be every decorator and car owner’s favourite colour right now. The newness extended into the office, a good-sized room with four panels of tinted windows along the opposite wall and an inner office at the far end.


The space was dominated by a large circular table. There were three pairs of desks butted up to the exterior wall. Two people occupied the room. Both had their backs to her and neither turned. Ronnie walked towards them, planning to speak, when one of them made the effort to drag their attention away from their laptop. She’d only taken a couple of steps when the inner office door opened and the man she guessed to be DI John Fenton took a couple of steps across the threshold. The other two looked up then, and then straight back to their screens when they saw he wasn’t looking at them.


‘Ronnie Blake?’ He jerked his head for her to follow and turned.


There was no preamble, no niceties about moving to Cambridge or welcoming her to Parkside. He smiled, seemed to think that was all that was needed. Ronnie guessed it had been enough for many years with many people; he had clearly once been handsome and athletic. But now he was in his forties, prematurely ageing and on the slide towards thickset and balding. A career cop for sure.


Ronnie adopted an impassive expression and followed. She had no idea what he wanted from her, but she could already feel that he was the kind of man who crushed any desire she might have to cooperate. She took the nearest chair and waited while he scanned a document on his computer screen. Then when he opened his mouth and asked about her sister, she felt something in her head slam shut. ‘Jodie Blake,’ he added, as though it was only lack of clarification that was preventing her from answering.


‘I know who my sister is,’ she replied flatly.


‘Of course, and I am sorry for your loss.’


‘I hope your sympathy extends to respecting my privacy?’ She knew that if it did, she wouldn’t be here. The details that kept her awake weren’t thoughts she revisited in her fully conscious hours. Even in just her own company. She didn’t plan to go there with this man.


He tilted his head as though listening, then frowned before he spoke. Perhaps it was his thinking face. ‘I know your background, Ronnie. Serious crime, major and critical incidents. At what point do you afford the victims or their families the opportunity to avoid making a statement?’


‘I have never avoided it. I made a full one at the time and I’m sure you have it right in front of you. I have answered every question up to now. There is nothing else I can tell you.’


She folded her hands in her lap, attempting to project composure.


‘And I haven’t moved to Cambridge to start going through any of it all over again. I am here to work.’


‘I have further questions about your sister, events surrounding her death, and I’d like more details of those who knew her.’


She was torn between the urge to walk out and the desire to add sarcasm to the conversation, or better still, something caustic enough to make him back off.


She checked herself; the real problem she realised was being asked about Jodie. This meeting and being asked about her sister had blindsided her; being confrontational was not going to serve any useful purpose. It wasn’t uncommon for people to rub her up the wrong way either; a proportion were idiots, and more were just rude. John Fenton was probably a bit of both, but neither on the scale she regularly encountered as a part of her daily work. She drew a slow breath, determined to sound more cooperative even if she had no intention of compromise. ‘I can’t explain any more than I already have. Sorry.’


He let her words settle and then moderated his tone to sound more reasonable, just as she had just done. ‘Ronnie, we do need to go over the details of your witness statement.’ He shifted to mirror her pose as though he had suddenly remembered that it wasn’t bullishness that secured the results. The tactic should have irritated her too, but she let it slide.


‘Why?’ she frowned.


‘We’re looking for anything you might have missed. Anything that could shed more light on what happened.’


‘I didn’t miss anything.’ But without warning it seemed as though the world tilted a fraction. Warped very slightly. ‘You’re a special investigations team, why are you asking?’ What did they think she’d missed? Her stomach knotted. A wave of queasiness hit; so much for calm and in control. ‘What interest is my sister to you?’


Fenton hadn’t taken his eyes off her. God only knew the range of emotions that had just flashed across her failed poker face. ‘Her name has come up as part of an ongoing investigation.’


‘I don’t believe you. Your team covers the Eastern Region, which doesn’t include London. Jodie never left the place.’


‘What difference would that make?’ He picked up a ballpoint pen just to tap it on the desktop. Her irritation rose again, and she wanted to slap it out of his hand. ‘We have local cases,’ he continued, ‘where the suspects are sitting in another country. You know that.’


‘Yeah, well, Jodie wasn’t a suspect in anything, so I smell bullshit.’


‘So do I, Ronnie. You can block all you like; this conversation needs to happen.’


‘Why are you called the DEAD team?’


‘Where did you hear that?’


‘Superintendent Cooper.’


‘People should stick to our correct name.’ He dropped his gaze to his laptop, typed for a few seconds, then pressed the return key with a sharp jab of his index finger. ‘And I never said your sister was a suspect.’


The result of his typing appeared a couple of seconds later when the door was opened by an angular woman with hair not much longer than a buzzcut. It was hard to determine her age. If it hadn’t been for her eyes she could have been anywhere between late twenties and early forties. They aged her. If she turned out to be at the younger end of the age range, then she’d seen way too much.


‘Ronnie.’ Fenton raised his hand, palm upwards in the direction of the door, ‘Meet DC Tess Larson, she will look after you now.’









CHAPTER 6


DC Tess Larson had led them further along the third-floor corridor, to the second door with the grey-on-grey livery. Larson had punched a code into the security pad, then pressed a pass card against the sensor. Ronnie had already worked out that the team wasn’t underfunded, but this room backed it up, it was plush, with state-of-the-art video-conferencing screens. Larson had pressed a remote and a projector screen slid down from the ceiling. It was the width of the narrowest wall. Another detective had been waiting for them and he’d introduced himself as DC Will Green and offered drinks. Ronnie hadn’t wanted drinks; she’d wanted to go home.


Now she sat at a large table with Larson alongside her and Green diagonally opposite. The two detectives had matching laptops, high end and looking as though they’d only just been unboxed.


Larson spoke first. She seemed to have no discernible regional dialect and her tone was calm and warm. ‘I’m sorry that today has taken you by surprise. I was under the impression that you’d already been contacted.’


‘Who by?’


Larson glanced at the open notebook on her lap, ‘I’m not sure actually. No matter.’ The corners of her mouth twitched, more of an apology than a smile. ‘It could have been my misunderstanding, so let me go from the start. We are the Special Investigations Team for the Eastern Region. Have you heard of us?’


‘Not until today.’


‘That’s fine. Most people haven’t.’


Picking up on some kind of invisible cue, Green took over. ‘We were originally brought together for one high-profile investigation. It took us two years, and during that time this team developed a set of skills which were considered too valuable for us to disband. Since then, we have worked on any special investigation which requires a response covering multiple police forces and an advanced level of data analysis, planning and intelligence gathering.’


Ronnie had no desire to discuss her sister, but even so, she felt some of her reluctance slip away and leaned closer. ‘And that’s what you’re working on now? A case that’s bigger and more complex than a typical investigation.’


‘What is a typical investigation, Ronnie?’ Green shrugged.


‘Too big to be handled by a single force? And connected to my sister?’


‘Yes, to the first and potentially, possibly, yes to the second.’ It was Larson who replied, taking over, again seamlessly. ‘And that’s why it’s important to have the opportunity to go over what happened on the night of your sister’s death, and for us to learn more about her background.’


Green had stirred Ronnie’s curiosity, and it had cooled her hostility by a few degrees. Fenton had been right to hand her over to Larson and Green. ‘I don’t think there’s anything I can add to my statement,’ she told them.


‘We have been over it,’ Larson agreed, ‘and it probably is about as comprehensive as it could be, but it reads as though it was written by a police officer, and I’d like to hear it from you, as her sister.’


Ronnie hesitated. But she understood the last comment only too well. She remembered when she’d made the statement, and she knew she’d fallen back on her police training. She’d built it on facts and chronology and making sure that her wording shut the door on any ambiguity or omission. She hadn’t cried when she’d written it either; a combination of shock and training had kept her detached. And then for night after night, she’d woken in the small hours with her pillow wet from tears. Eventually replaced by the battle to get to sleep and the nightmares when she did. ‘Where do you want me to start?’









CHAPTER 7


‘Jodie was eleven months younger than me. She was my half-sister, and I have a half-brother Alex who is a couple of years older.’


Ronnie was certain that Larson and Green had all the answers in front of them, but Larson still asked the next, obvious question, ‘And you all had the same father?’


‘He had two families at the same time. He was married to my mother, and I remember him visiting, but he didn’t live with our family.’ Ronnie shifted in her chair and jumped the timeline forward, ‘Jodie and I were small when we started living together; I don’t remember a time when she wasn’t in my life, but I do know we clashed at first.’


‘Did you blame your father for your mother’s death?’ It was Green who had spoken, and the question jarred. Larson shot him a frustrated look.


‘What does that have to do with Jodie?’ Ronnie snapped, then added, ‘Or Alex?’


‘It’s background information.’


‘I think it’s prying. Just stick to Jodie.’ Ronnie flashed her dark gaze back first at Green, then Larson.


A detective should have control of an interview. It should be planned and managed with contingencies and options at hand to reroute and send it back on course. Ronnie guessed this was supposed to be Larson’s show, but Green had thrown her off track. Larson frowned down at her paperwork and reordered some of the sheets before recovering her composure. ‘I think it’s important that we understand as much as possible about Jodie. Please, can we continue?’


‘Sure.’ Ronnie shot a warning glance at Green, but he looked as though he had no intention of interrupting again. ‘Jodie and I were pretty close growing up. We had quite different personalities, but Alex bridged the gap. He was the glue for us three kids but after a while Jodie and I became close. Inseparable for a couple of years.’


‘Until when?’


Ronnie considered and her gaze drifted across the room, falling on the opposite corner. The walls were the same shade of grey-tinted white, but the shadows changed that.


‘Fourteen or fifteen. We all saw less of each other through secondary school; different friends, different interests, and that continued into adulthood. For a while, perhaps a year or two, Jodie and I saw each other just occasionally, but then she had Noah and wanted more support.’


‘Did you see her during her pregnancy?’


‘Once or twice.’


‘And the father?’


‘She never told me who he was.’ Which was a half-truth, but a well-practised one. It sounded natural.


‘I see.’ Larson didn’t look convinced. ‘What about after Noah’s birth?’


‘Like I say, she never told me,’


‘Perhaps she didn’t know?’


‘It’s possible,’ Ronnie conceded. ‘The point is, she wanted support and I wanted to give it. And Noah brought us together again.’ A natural softness had come to her voice when she spoke his name, and a smile that she couldn’t help. ‘When Noah arrived, Jodie and I became as close as we had ever been.’


Babies felt alien to Ronnie but the first time she’d looked at Noah, she’d seen an unmistakable resemblance to her own baby brother. It had both taken her breath away and created an unbreakable bond between her and her new nephew.


‘Ronnie?’ Larson’s head was tilted, and her expression said she’d spoken but not been heard.


‘Sorry, can you repeat the question?’


‘What kind of mother was Jodie?’


‘Emotionally, she gave him absolutely everything he needed. Organisationally? She probably wasn’t the best. She would have spells of tidiness and spells of working, and others with no money. Just no consistency I suppose …’


‘And spells of depression?’


Ronnie wasn’t sure. She knew Jodie struggled, had low moods and sometimes anxiety. It was only after Jodie’s death that Ronnie had realised that her sister must have struggled more than she had known. And then began the infinite and pointless loop of what-ifs and if-onlys that still kept her awake at night or followed her into sleep. ‘I would have said “no”, but obviously, now I’m not sure.’


‘Did she talk to you about her mental health at all?’


‘No. Nothing more than I’ve already said. And she could have talked to me.’


‘So, no indication that your sister might take her own life?’


‘No.’ Ronnie’s reply snapped back as a reflex. ‘Do you think I would have known and not mentioned it in my statement? It’s offensive that you’ve even asked.’


‘Ronnie?’


‘No.’ Of course Ronnie understood that asking questions was Larson’s job, but her own patience had hit its threshold. ‘This is why I didn’t want this conversation. Don’t you think I’ve been over it time and again? Wondering if there was even the smallest window of opportunity when I could have said or done something – anything – where the outcome would have been different …’ Ronnie broke off as her voice wavered. She took a second to regroup, to push everything from her voice apart from anger. ‘I replay every second of that night. Over and over. And there’s nothing. I think of the last time I saw her. Or the last time I saw Noah. Or the last time we spoke on the phone. Or the last time I was near her flat but didn’t drop in …’ She glanced across to Green and back again. They both had the same trained-to-be-empathetic expression. ‘In this job we see too much at times, and perhaps it desensitises us. Maybe we’re not as switched on to other people’s emotions as we should be, or could be, but I cannot find one moment before that night when I could have done anything to prevent what happened …’ Again, she broke off, wondering why she didn’t just leave, just as she had every right to do.


‘Ronnie.’ Larson’s tone was firm, and she established eye contact before she continued, ‘From everything we have seen, your sister’s behaviour appears out of character. The coroner used the phrase “impossible to predict”, and she was correct. We can’t spend our lives second guessing how other people are doing, however much we care about them.’


Ronnie knew it was true, and that there would always be life-shattering events in the wings that sat beyond her control. There was nothing she could have changed about her mother’s and brother’s deaths, despite the ridiculous but oh-so real recurring childhood dream that she had grabbed George’s hand, pulled him free and outrun that train.


‘About that night, will you talk me through it?’ Larson’s expression was patient, her tone even.


Larson must have known how much she was asking and all Ronnie wanted was to refuse. But a sense of duty tugged at her. Larson was a fellow officer. There had to be a reason for the request. Doing as she asked might reveal it.


Finally, Ronnie nodded. ‘Yes,’ she replied. She closed her eyes and let the memory back in.









CHAPTER 8


The police cordon had been set up correctly. The rain formed a light mist but despite both these factors, it was still possible for Ronnie to see the woman on the parapet. Both her face and her bare legs appeared moon-white and featureless from that distance. Ronnie stared up for a few seconds, searching for something she could identify, but from where she stood it was all too abstract. She realised then that the cordon had been positioned to shield the public from having a view of the pavement rather than preventing them from seeing the top of the car park.


She recognised the officer on the cordon. PC Khan, a probationer with just a few months of independent patrol experience. He looked apprehensive and spoke quickly so that she didn’t have to even slow on her way past him.


‘Ma’am,’ he said. ‘When you turn the corner, you’ll see an officer. He’ll show you the stairs up.’


‘Who’s on the roof?’ she asked.


‘Galloway is with her.’


‘Thank you,’ she said and kept walking, and for some reason imagined that Khan had stared after her and wished her luck.


She crossed a stretch of grey flagstones that led to the entrance of the multi-storey car park. A second officer stood in the doorway, out of the weather and out of the drop zone. She made herself look up again. All that was visible from this angle were the soles of her feet. Ronnie glanced back at the officer. She didn’t recognise her, and she said nothing, just held the door open.


And what could she say really?


Ronnie took the lift, and the buttons told her that the roof was the sixth floor. Dashing up the stairs would have been the slower and incorrect option, but the journey up with the lift’s slow-turning gears felt endless. She occupied herself by running through some of the fundamentals of negotiation, conscious that she was trying to use logic to block a mass of jumbled thoughts and questions. She needed to keep her head clear and remember the theory. Some threatening suicide seemed single-minded, but the negotiator’s job was to find a shred of uncertainty, to build rapport and explore this ambivalence. But she feared the right words would become elusive and wondered whether this time she should do it her own way.


A knot formed in her stomach. This wasn’t her speciality, not at all.


The lift creaked and then shuddered to a stop. The stainless-steel doors opened out on to a landing at the top of a stairwell. It was deserted but had the standard smell of exhaust fumes and piss.


A door with a porthole window stood between her and the roof of the car park.


‘Right,’ she mumbled. The word sounded orphaned, her voice unfamiliar, but she pushed firmly on the stainless-steel finger plate and the door swung wide.


She saw the two figures at once, PC Galloway in the foreground and her sister Jodie about twelve feet further beyond him. Her gaze pinned on Jodie, and she was sure she never looked away, but despite that and the rain and the lights flashing up from below, she could still read Galloway’s expression – 50 per cent fear, 50 per cent relief. Relief, she guessed, because he thought that she was coming along to fix it all, or maybe because the baton of guilt and responsibility had left his hands.


Ronnie wasn’t superstitious, she didn’t dwell on unlucky numbers, or black cats or umbrellas open in the house. She wasn’t taken in by stupid traditions, but she quickly crossed and then uncrossed her fingers in any case. Beyond that, she wasn’t sure where to start, but knew she needed to act quickly. Be decisive.


There had once been punched metal panels around the top deck of the car park, installed to deter jumpers. Someone determined enough would still have found a way, but vandals had spray-painted some and torn down others, leaving wide gaps at several points around the top floor. Jodie sat in one of these gaps, her legs dangling over the edge. She was facing away, staring straight out. Not down, but straight out across the north London skyline. She seemed to be muttering to herself. Her head made tiny bobbing movements, almost as though she was asking herself questions and then agreeing with them.


For a split-second Ronnie wondered whether she could cross the gap between the two of them before Jodie even knew she was there, and grab hold of her and just hang on. But the thought barely had time to solidify before Jodie turned to look over her shoulder, just far enough to catch sight of Ronnie in her periphery.
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