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For Michael. Onwards and upwards …






It is my belief that the problems arising


from love – infatuation, jealousy,


heartbreak, trauma, inappropriate


attraction and addiction, to name but


a few – merit serious consideration and


that the line which separates normal


from abnormal love is frequently blurred.


The merest spark of sexual attraction


can cause a fire that has the potential to


consume us …


DR FRANK TALLIS,


THE INCURABLE ROMANTIC


I want you,


The truth can’t hurt you, it’s just like the dark,


It scares you witless,


But in time you see things clear and stark,


I want you,


Go on and hurt me, then we’ll let it drop,


I want you,


I’m afraid I won’t know where to stop …


ELVIS COSTELLO,


‘I WANT YOU’







PART ONE


The Bed and the Beach




ONE


Tom Thorne watched as the bag containing the woman’s body was lifted, as gently as was possible, from the tracks. He saw the telltale sag in the middle before it was laid down on the platform, where those pieces that were unattached had slid together. Where liquid had pooled inside the plastic.


What was left of the woman’s body …


He watched as DS Dipak Chall finished his conversation with an officer from the British Transport Police and walked back along the platform towards him. Now, Chall was carrying a plastic bag of his own; small and clear, stained by its contents. He held it up, somewhat gingerly, so that Thorne could see what was inside.


A brown leather handbag, some keys, a mobile phone.


‘We’ve got a name,’ Chall said.


It was Thorne’s turn on the Homicide Assessment Team, a mobile unit dispatched to the location of any sudden death to determine if circumstances were suspicious and further investigation warranted. Once the on-call HAT car had been alerted by uniform, it was down to Thorne and Chall to attend and report whenever a body was discovered; to examine those scenes where even an intellectually challenged cadet could see that a murder had taken place, but also to check the state of any premises where an apparently natural death had occurred. To look for signs of violence or forced entry. To take note of any drugs – prescription or otherwise – at the property, before passing the case on to the necessary team and waiting for the next one. Their first call that morning had been to a flat in Wood Green, where they had quickly been able to establish that the old man slumped in a chair in front of The Jeremy Kyle Show had died of natural causes. The request to attend an incident at Highgate underground station had promised, initially at least, to be every bit as straightforward.


‘They’ve looked at the CCTV,’ Chall had said after his first conversation with the officers already at the scene. ‘She was standing on her own at the near end of the platform.’ He’d pointed. ‘Where the train comes in. Started running towards it just before it came out of the tunnel.’


Thorne had said little, watching those still working on the tracks; gathering up what was left after flesh and bone had met a train travelling at forty miles per hour and then fallen beneath it.


‘Seems pretty cut and dried,’ Chall said now.


Thorne stared at the bag, the keys, the phone. A gobbet of something smeared against the plastic. ‘I suppose,’ he said.


‘Don’t know how people can do it.’


‘Kill themselves?’


‘Like that, I mean.’


‘It usually gets the job done,’ Thorne said. Not always, though, he knew that. The woman in the bag had been lucky, in that the outcome for her had presumably been the one intended. There were many, whose timing was not quite as good, who simply ended up losing multiple limbs.


‘It’s the driver I feel sorry for,’ Chall said. ‘He’s got to live with it, hasn’t he?’


‘Yeah, true enough.’ Thorne had glimpsed the train driver in the station office on the way in. Pale, shaven-headed and cradling a mug of something as he was spoken to by someone from the London Underground Emergency Response Team. Nodding as a tattooed arm was laid gently around his shoulder. Thorne knew that the man would be offered trauma counselling, had read somewhere that any driver unlucky enough to get ‘one under’ three times was immediately offered fully paid retirement.


It was probably an urban myth, Thorne decided. Like the secret station at Buckingham Palace or the community of cannibalistic savages haunting the tunnels.


He had seen some of the passengers as well, gathered in clusters outside the entrance to the station, having been ushered off the train. They too would be offered as much support as was needed. Thorne couldn’t help wondering if the woman whose actions had triggered all this activity was ever offered any kind of support. If they would be here if she had.


‘Don’t know how you get over something like that. You know, if you’re not used to it.’ Chall stepped to the edge of the platform. On the tracks below him, men and women in high-vis jackets were moving with rather more urgency now that the body had been removed, eager to get the power switched back on, the trains moving again.


The DS turned to look at Thorne. ‘You OK, boss?’


‘Just a bit warm down here, that’s all.’


Chall nodded, humming something. Without thinking, he began to gently swing the plastic bag, a rivulet of blood running back and forth along the bottom. He checked himself and stopped.


The weather outside was as unforgiving as one would expect in the last week of January, and the breath of the passengers outside had plumed in the air as they had stood chatting nervously or smoking. Nevertheless, Thorne felt clammy and uncomfortable, headachy. He unzipped his leather jacket, took a deep breath when Chall looked the other way.


Suicide had never agreed with him.


His first body had been a hanging and he had never forgotten it. For good or ill, Thorne remembered most of the bodies he had encountered over the course of his career. He certainly remembered all the murder victims and, try as he might, he could never forget those who had been responsible for them.


It had been a teenage girl, that first one. A slip of a thing dangling from the branch of an oak tree in Victoria Park. A ripped blue dress and legs like sticks and the muddy heels of her trainers kissing.


He remembered himself and a colleague and a rickety stepladder.


That skinny body so much heavier than it looked.


‘So, what do you reckon, then?’ Chall asked.


In many ways, he found murder simpler to process and deal with, because the questions were always the same. Who had done it, why and, most importantly of all, how was he going to find them? The questions thrown up by a suicide were often the ones that bothered Thorne the most, because, nine times out of ten, he was never going to find out the answers.


‘Sorry?’


‘Should we leave this lot to it?’ The DS nodded up towards the station entrance. ‘Move on …?’


‘Do we know anything else about her?’


Chall opened his mouth, closed it again. ‘No, but if you want to find out, it shouldn’t take too long.’ He raised the plastic bag again. ‘We know who she is.’


Now, Thorne could see a few credit cards scattered at the bottom of the bag. An Oyster and a driving licence spotted with blood. He leaned closer to look at the picture and thought he could see the hint of a smile on the face of the woman to whom it had belonged. ‘OK, well, it might be worth asking a few questions.’


‘Really?’ It was clear from the look on Chall’s face that he believed their job at the station was done. The death, though certainly sudden, was not suspicious, so surely there was no more reason to look any further into the life of the woman in the bag than there had been to follow up on the old man in the armchair in Wood Green. He stepped closer. ‘Any reason to think there’s an issue?’


Thorne shook his head.


‘Have I missed something?’


A few feet away, two men clambered up on to the platform, then reached down to help colleagues from the tracks. For the umpteenth time since they’d arrived, a woman’s voice, distorted by a tannoy, announced that the station would remain closed until further notice.


‘I mean, the CCTV was pretty clear cut.’ Chall looked towards the camera mounted high at the end of the platform. ‘There was nobody even close to her.’


‘I might just … poke around a bit later on, that’s all.’


‘Up to you, boss.’


Thorne walked away towards the station office to see if he could grab a few words with the train driver. While he was there he could try to scrounge a couple of aspirin. He stepped aside to let two men pushing a gurney go past, thinking about something Chall had just said.


Nobody close to her …




TWO


Sitting at the kitchen table she had waxed and polished an hour earlier, Sarah watches the woman opposite tucking into a slice of carrot cake as though she hasn’t eaten for a month. The woman – Karen, with the first syllable pronounced like car – hums with pleasure and dabs at her mouth with one of the napkins that Sarah had carefully ironed after the table had been polished.


‘Oh. My. God.’ The woman flaps her hands as if the sublime taste has temporarily robbed her of control of her limbs.


‘Glad you like it.’


The woman swallows. ‘Did you make this yourself?’


Some things are just not worth fibbing about. ‘Sainsbury’s, I’m afraid. I wish I had the time to cook.’


‘Tell me about it.’ The woman glances across at the pile of Lego bricks pushed into one corner, the scattering of DVD cases – Dino Man and Curious George – on the countertop above it. ‘Not enough hours in the day, right?’


Sarah smiles and shakes her head, but she had caught the flash of something like disapproval on the woman’s face. A grimace, barely held in check. The suggestion that, however busy things get, there is simply no excuse for being slovenly.


Especially when you have visitors.


‘It’s ridiculous, isn’t it?’ The woman pushes her hair back then begins to pick at the crumbs left on her plate. ‘You drop the kids off, then straight back to deal with the carnage at home, a bit of lunch if you’re lucky and, before you know what you’re doing, it’s time to pick the little sods up again.’


‘Hard enough when you’ve only got the one little sod.’


‘Well, of course it is.’ The woman licks her fingers. ‘Not to mention trying to find time to walk the dog, rain or shine …’


Sarah nods, sips at her coffee.


It’s how the two of them had met, a fortnight or so before, in the park at the end of the road. Sarah dragging her dim old mutt around the lake and Karen fussing over a yappy little Cockapoo. The dogs sniffing at each other’s backsides while the two women greeted one another in a rather more civilised fashion.


Yes, it is nice, isn’t it? I wish they’d do something about the litter, though, and the boys smoking weed by the benches. The smell of it, you know? Oh, bloody hell, Monty’s chasing the ducks again, better dash …


A bit more chat on the following day, a couple of walks together and here they were.


Coffee and cake, nice as you like.


‘I think my two are a bit older than yours, aren’t they?’


‘Yeah, he’s only six.’


‘Well, sorry to tell you that it just gets harder. Muddy football kit all over the place and homework and what have you. You’ve got all that to look forward to.’


Sarah laughs and rolls her eyes because it’s the appropriate thing to do. ‘So, where do yours go?’


‘St Mary’s. It’s very good, I think. You should get your boy’s name down nice and early.’


Karen’s children are not at the same school as Jamie. It might have been a little awkward had they been, but Sarah would have coped. She has found herself in a similar situation a few times before but has always managed. She has become very good at thinking on her feet.


The woman has picked up her phone and is busy scrolling. Without taking her eyes from the screen, she reaches down to pick up her bag and says, ‘God, it’ll be pick-up time in an hour, I need to shoot.’ She raises her head up and smiles. ‘This was so lovely, Sarah.’


‘I’m really pleased you could come.’


‘My place next time, yes?’


‘Fantastic.’ Sarah laughs. ‘And don’t worry, I won’t be expecting a freshly baked cake.’


The woman laughs in return, a grating bark. ‘Good, because you won’t be getting one.’ She stands up, looking pleased with herself as though she’s just had a truly wonderful idea. ‘Actually, why don’t you come over for dinner, instead? You know, you and your …?’


‘There isn’t a my anything,’ Sarah says.


‘Oh, right.’


‘Divorced.’ Sarah takes the woman’s empty plate and places it on top of her own. ‘Looking.’


‘Well, I hope you took your ex for every penny.’ The woman looks around. ‘I’m guessing that you did.’


‘I did my best,’ Sarah says.


‘Well, anyway.’ Karen picks up her coat and steps towards the doorway. ‘Just having coffee’s nice, too. Happy with that, if you are.’


Sarah smiles.


Of course, she thinks, you can’t possibly be inviting a lonely single woman for dinner, can you? That’s best avoided. It’s awkward and embarrassing for all concerned.


‘I’ll see you in the park, then.’


‘You certainly will,’ Sarah says.


‘I’ll be the one chasing an unruly Cockapoo and picking up dog-mess.’


Sarah moves towards her, but the woman waves a hand graciously, then leans to lay it on her hostess’s arm. ‘Don’t be silly, I can find my own way out. I’ll leave you to carry on clearing up.’


She could probably do the school run in her sleep. Left on to the main road, the cut-through down to the tube station, then straight on past the posh houses; the ‘village’ green and the overpriced gastropub, crawling through traffic which thickens with oversized 4 × 4s every half a mile or so.


It makes her feel slightly ashamed of her own little car.


Parking, when she gets to Brooklands Hill, is the usual circle of hell. The angry gestures and the leaning on horns as the battalion of shiny black Chelsea tractors jostle for a spot as near to the school as possible. Sarah isn’t bothered. Once in a while, someone with no idea what indicators are for will pull out of the ideal space just as she’s arriving, but she always drives past, letting the car behind her nab it. She much prefers somewhere on one of the roads a little further away.


She parks and walks the few minutes back, waving at one or two parents who have already collected, until she reaches the school gates. A woman called Savita immediately beckons her over.


‘Bloody nits again.’


‘Oh, God. Arjun?’ Sarah is very good at remembering the other children’s names.


‘Well, not yet, but it’s only a matter of time. Going around apparently. Be a good idea to check Jamie.’


‘Yeah, I will.’


‘Makes me feel scuzzy just thinking about it.’


‘It might just be in one class.’


‘No chance. Spreads like the bloody plague …’


Now, Heather – definitely one of the nicer mums – has arrived, and David, a single dad, is right behind her. They all greet one another. Air-kisses, like actors mingling outside a premiere.


‘I was just telling Sarah there’s nits going round,’ Savita says.


David barely has time to react before his daughter comes charging through the gates, followed quickly by Savita’s son, Arjun.


Sarah looks beyond them towards the school and shakes her head. ‘Jamie’s taking his time as usual,’ she says.


She and Heather say goodbye to David and Savita as they usher the children towards their cars, but no sooner have they gone than a woman named Caroline bowls up, dressed to the nines, as always. If there’s time, Sarah tries to make an effort on the school run, but she draws the line at full make-up and Ugg boots. Caroline begins talking before anyone has had so much as a chance to say hello.


‘Stupid meeting overran again. It makes me so angry, because they know I need to get away.’


‘Don’t panic,’ Sarah says. ‘Jacob hasn’t come out yet.’


‘Plus, I’ve got a mountain of paperwork to do when I get home.’


The woman is a little full of herself, forever banging on about her high-powered job as a PA to someone or other and how she just manages to juggle career and motherhood. From the little Sarah has seen of her son, Jacob – who is only marginally less fond of trumpeting his achievements than his mother – the apple hasn’t fallen too far from the tree.


Heather catches Sarah’s eye and winks. ‘That’s what comes with having it all, Caroline,’ she says.


Sarah smiles at Heather. ‘Living the dream,’ she says.


For a few minutes, she listens to Heather and Caroline talk about some school quiz-night they’ve let themselves get roped into. There’s a microphone to organise, and catering, and a raffle. Sarah’s happy enough to stand back, because she’s never really been the type to get involved with fetes and fund-raising, committees and what have you.


It’s fair enough, because some people aren’t, are they?


Though she’s rarely the one driving the conversations, Sarah’s content to spend this time here every day, hanging out at the gates and chewing the fat with an interesting bunch of fellow parents. She’s grown fond of Heather and Savita. There’s a dishy dad called Alex who she flirts with a bit sometimes, and a woman called Sue with whom she’s been having a fascinating debate about the stringency of DBS checks.


There’s all sorts.


Most are pleasant and made her welcome when Jamie first started, and even if one or two – she glances at Caroline – can sometimes be a little … poisonous, she always enjoys the banter, the intrigue and the silly chit-chat, while she waits for her son.


Eventually, once quiz-night duties have been allocated, Sarah steps forward and, after another hopeful look towards the exit, says, ‘I suppose I’m going to have to go in and look for him. Again!’


‘Don’t worry, mine’s the same,’ Heather says.


‘Send Jacob out if you see him,’ Caroline says, busy with her phone.


They continue to make sympathetic noises behind her as she moves through the gates and heads across the playground. She smiles at the children, bundled up in hats and coats on their way out, exchanges nods with several of the teachers, then pushes open the doors to the school and steps inside.


Sarah closes her eyes for a few moments.


The warmth and the smell.


It’s where she feels safest, where she feels as though she’s part of something.




THREE


Mary Fulton lived in a small house in a side-street off Shoot-Up Hill, close to Kilburn station. Waiting on a freezing doorstep for his knock to be answered, Thorne was thankful that the death message had already been delivered; that the woman he had come to see had been told about her sister’s suicide the previous afternoon by two of the officers who had been first on the scene.


The shitty end of the stick for uniform, same as usual.


When the door was finally answered, Thorne presented his warrant card and introduced himself. He said, ‘I’m very sorry for your loss,’ hoping that his surprise at seeing a woman so much older than he had been expecting was not obvious. As usual, his face had failed miserably to disguise what he was thinking.


‘Pip was twenty years younger than me,’ Mary said. She shook her head and manufactured a thin, sad smile. ‘She always called herself “The Accident”.’ The woman was probably in her late sixties, her grey hair cut fashionably short. She wore a long tartan skirt and dark cardigan and, as the smile evaporated, she reached to toy with a silver chain that hung at the neck of a white blouse. ‘Sounds horrible now, doesn’t it?’


‘Well …’


‘Not that it was an accident, of course.’


‘No.’


‘The exact opposite, if anything.’


Looking over her shoulder into the house, Thorne caught sight of a younger woman emerging from a side room. She glanced towards him before turning away down the hall. ‘I’m quite keen to take a look inside your sister’s flat,’ he said.


‘Oh.’ The older woman looked nonplussed. ‘Do you need my permission?’


‘To be honest, I’m not really sure,’ Thorne said. Had Philippa Goodwin been the victim of a murder, then by now her home would have been swarming with police and Crime Scene Investigators, but there was no clear protocol when it came to those who had taken their own lives. ‘I’d like it, though.’


‘Well, yes, I suppose so.’


‘Thank you.’


‘I’ll have to go over myself at some point, of course.’ She turned briefly away, as though distracted by something. ‘Sort things out.’


Thorne reached into his pocket for the bunch of keys that had, as per health and safety requirements regarding personal effects contaminated by blood, been thoroughly disinfected. ‘I’ve got these.’


‘Oh.’ Mary tentatively reached out a hand and Thorne laid down the keys on her palm. The woman’s fist closed slowly around them.


‘Actually, I was hoping you might come with me,’ he said.


‘Really?’


‘Only if you feel up to it, obviously.’ He watched as the woman uncurled her fist and stared down at her dead sister’s keys. She rubbed the worn leather fob between her fingers. ‘I’d quite like to talk to you about Philippa on the way. Again, only if you want to.’


‘Can my daughter come too?’ She turned as the younger woman appeared in the hallway behind her once again. ‘She’s been here ever since we got the news.’


‘Of course.’ Thorne waited as the two women looked at one another. The younger one seemed a trifle reluctant, but eventually shrugged her assent.


Mary Fulton said, ‘Just give us five minutes.’


The older woman said little, hunched in the front seat of Thorne’s BMW as they drove east towards Tufnell Park. The younger woman in the back seat was considerably more talkative, though she spoke as if for the sake of it, her tone colourless. Looking at the woman in his rear-view, her eyes puffy and red-rimmed as she stared out of the window, Thorne guessed that talking was preferable to weeping.


‘This is a nice car,’ she said.


‘I used to have a vintage one. Much nicer.’


‘Policemen must get paid a lot more than I thought.’


‘This was second-hand.’ Thorne slowed for lights, took another glance at her. ‘Very second-hand.’


‘Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying they shouldn’t be well paid. I mean, it’s a horrible job, isn’t it? Horrible. Seeing people at their very worst, seeing terrible things, dealing with the … fallout, whatever. It’s hard to imagine all that wouldn’t change someone, day in day out, do something strange to them … and I really can’t imagine anyone actually enjoying it.’ She lengthened the seat-belt and leaned forward. ‘Do you enjoy it?’


Thorne eased away from the lights as Mary Fulton turned to look at her daughter.


‘I’m not really sure that’s—’


‘I’m only asking.’


‘It’s fine,’ Thorne said.


‘Ella’s got no filter at the best of times,’ Mary said.


‘That’s not fair.’


‘So, now …’ Mary tightened her grip on the black handbag clutched in her lap. ‘You know, being so upset.’


Thorne made eye contact with Ella in the rear-view. ‘Were you close to your aunt?’


Ella sat back hard and shook her head. ‘What kind of question is that?’


‘Sorry,’ Thorne said.


‘Jesus …’


‘It was a stupid question.’


‘They were very close,’ Mary said.


Half a minute crawled past, somewhat awkwardly, then Ella sighed and spoke as if she were talking to herself. ‘She was more like my best friend than my aunt. She was only a few years older than me …’


They drove on in silence to Chalk Farm, then Thorne took a series of cut-throughs he knew well and turned on to Kentish Town Road, no more than two minutes from where his own flat was. It had begun to rain, which did little to improve their progress in traffic heavy enough to grace rush-hour almost anywhere else in the country.


Thorne said, ‘I hope you don’t mind me asking, but do you have any idea what might have made Philippa want to take her own life?’


The silence returned with a vengeance and Thorne sensed the tension immediately. He looked in the mirror and saw Ella Fulton turn her blank gaze back towards the shops crawling past her and the grim-faced pedestrians scuttling through the rain. Next to him, Mary Fulton flinched when a driver ahead leaned on his horn.


‘Are you going to tell him?’ Mary asked her daughter. ‘Or shall I?’


Ella said nothing.


‘What?’ Thorne waited.


Behind him, the younger woman shook her head. ‘I’m not sure—’


‘Oh, come on.’ Mary turned to look at Ella. ‘We’ve been tiptoeing around the subject ever since we found out what happened. You know what Pip had been going through as well as I do.’ She smacked her hand against the top of her seat. ‘Ella …?’


Ella puffed out her cheeks and leaned towards Thorne. ‘There was a man she’d been seeing.’


‘I can think of a few other words for him,’ Mary snapped.


‘It didn’t end well.’


‘Was she dumped?’ Thorne asked.


Mary grunted. ‘That’s one way of putting it.’


‘Pip was extremely unhappy,’ Ella said. ‘The whole thing obviously hit her very hard.’


Mary Fulton turned in her seat until she was staring at Thorne. She said, ‘So, not only can I tell you why my sister jumped in front of that train, I can tell you the name of the man who was responsible for it.’




FOUR


Mary Fulton muttered, ‘Right then,’ and used the keys Thorne had given her to open the front door to Philippa Goodwin’s flat. The rain had petered out. Ella moved forward to slip her arm through her mother’s and the two of them stepped inside.


‘Why did she walk all the way to Highgate?’ Mary seemed unduly bothered by the question. She turned and pointed. ‘There’s a station just round the corner.’


‘I don’t suppose we’ll ever know,’ Thorne said.


Giving herself enough time to change her mind, he thought. Or to pluck up the courage. Once mother and daughter had gathered up the mail from the tiled floor, he followed them into the hallway.


A selection of brightly coloured hats and scarves had been hung in a row above a large mirror. Beneath it, a shiny black bicycle was leaning against the wall, its lock neatly coiled inside the basket. Thorne watched Mary touch the saddle as she walked past.


It was warm inside and what sounded like folk music drifted down from the property upstairs. Thorne thought he could smell caramel, or vanilla. He looked and saw one of those glass infuser things with sticks sitting on a low table.


‘It’s all junk,’ Ella said, dropping the mail on to the table next to it.


Thorne was no expert on London house prices, beyond knowing that they were stupid, but he could not help but wonder how a university lecturer had been able to afford a flat which took up the entire ground floor of a large terraced house in Tufnell Park. Mary Fulton clocked his expression as they walked into the sitting room and, once again, it became apparent that the question had registered on his face.


‘Our parents were pretty well off,’ she said. ‘Big house in Hampstead, all that. When they died there was enough for me to pay off the mortgage and for Pip to get this place.’ She nodded towards her daughter. ‘For Ella to get somewhere, too.’


‘Must have been a hell of a big house,’ Thorne said.


‘Not really.’ Ella crossed to one of the windows and raised a blind, revealing a decent-sized rear garden.


‘Actually, there was still plenty left over,’ Mary said. ‘Enough for all of us to have something tucked away for a rainy day.’


Thorne nodded. It sounded as if the Goodwin family money could buy any number of gold-plated umbrellas.


Ella sank, sighing, into an old-fashioned armchair; one of several items of artfully mismatched furniture. Talk of her inheritance had changed her grief-stricken expression into one that seemed rather more sullen. ‘My place isn’t quite as nice as this, by the way. I mean it’s a bit bigger, but it’s not in a very nice area.’


Thorne said nothing, asking himself why it was that so many people with money – especially those into whose laps it had conveniently fallen – seemed embarrassed by it, or even ashamed, taking time to let you know it actually meant nothing; that material worth did not define them.


That it hadn’t spoiled them as human beings.


He began to mooch around, casting an eye towards Ella Fulton every so often and wondering if he should perhaps volunteer to make things a little easier for her. He was here to help, after all. He could ask if she fancied bunging the odd ten grand his way, seeing as having a few quid in the bank was clearly such a burden to her.


‘What is it you’re looking for?’ Mary asked.


‘I honestly don’t know,’ Thorne said.


The stripped wooden floor had been all but covered with a selection of faded rugs and the walls were randomly decorated with framed prints: pencil sketches; Mediterranean landscapes; posters for exhibitions and film festivals. There were magazines strewn across almost every available surface, textbooks lying open on a desk next to a dusty computer and many more stacked in a floor-to-ceiling bookcase near the window. He stepped closer to take a look. There were a few authors whose names he recognised, but none he had ever read. There seemed no apparent method to the way the titles had been arranged – fiction next to non-fiction, hardback next to paperback – and he could not help but think how outraged at least one person he knew would be by such haphazard filing; by the chaos.


‘He’s looking for a note,’ Ella said.


Mary said, ‘Oh,’ and sat down on an old leather sofa, opposite her daughter. ‘Yes, I suppose she’ll have left a note. They usually do, don’t they?’


Thorne would have been very happy to have discovered that Philippa Goodwin had left a note – something which might provide some of those answers he did not usually get – but he wasn’t holding out much hope. He said, ‘No, actually they don’t.’ The truth was that most people who took their own lives did so without leaving written notification of intent or convenient explanation. That they did was one of the many myths. Thorne knew very well that most suicides did not, in fact, take place around Christmas or between three and four o’clock in the morning and that even though more men than women killed themselves annually, women made more attempts.


He knew, he thought, rather too much.


Thorne walked into the next room and saw that the somewhat disordered state of the sitting room was in direct proportion to the neatness of the small kitchen. Either Philippa hadn’t eaten at home in the days before her death or simply believed that order and cleanliness mattered in some places more than others. A quick look in the bathroom confirmed the latter theory.


Standing in the doorway to the sitting room, he said, ‘Tell me a bit more about Patrick Jennings.’


The man Mary and Ella had mentioned in the car.


‘She met him about three months ago, I think,’ Ella said.


‘More like four.’ Mary sat forward. ‘In the pub after some university thing.’


‘You thought he was nice,’ Ella said.


Mary shook her head.


‘To begin with, at any rate.’


‘So, you met him a few times?’ Thorne asked.


‘Yes, Pip was keen to show him off,’ Mary said. ‘She’d been on her own for quite a long time.’


‘He was certainly charming.’ Ella looked at her mother. ‘You have to admit that much. I mean, I can see what Pip saw in him. A bit of a silver fox, she said.’


Mary curled her lip. ‘Yes, he was … elegantly greying.’ She spoke the words with evident distaste, as if she was actually saying morbidly obese with the breath of a syphilitic dog.


‘I don’t suppose either of you have got a picture?’


Ella said that she didn’t.


‘I don’t think Patrick was very fond of having his picture taken,’ Mary said. ‘I was going to take one when he and Pip came over for dinner and I remember that he wasn’t keen.’


Ella nodded. ‘Well, some people aren’t, are they?’


Thorne felt a prickle on the back of his neck; something disturbing the fine hairs at the nape, just for a moment or two.


‘I’m sure there are some pictures of him on Pip’s phone, though. Do you still have it?’


Thorne nodded, remembering the mobile in Chall’s plastic bag, the smear of blood on the screen. He wasn’t sure if it was even working, but if it was, it was almost certainly locked. He thought that he might ask one of the team in the phone-tech unit to sort that out for him, just to satisfy his curiosity.


‘So, why do you think he dumped her?’


‘He didn’t dump her,’ Ella said. ‘He ghosted her.’


Thorne had heard the term before, but Mary looked confused.


‘He just disappeared one day and cut her off.’ Ella leaned towards her mother. ‘Not returning calls or messages, like he’d never existed. Like a ghost, Mum.’


The older woman nodded. ‘Oh, I see. Well, whatever the right word is, it was certainly a shock. One minute he and Pip are all lovey-dovey and talking about setting up some sort of business and the next thing she’s crying down the phone.’


Thorne felt that tickle again. ‘What sort of business?’


‘Some computer thing, I think.’ Ella looked at her mother. ‘Videos?’


‘An educational resource,’ Mary said. ‘Putting lectures online so students could access them. Pip thought it was a great idea.’


‘Well, it is a great idea,’ Ella said. ‘Just a shame they split up before they could get it going.’


‘Yes, a shame.’ Mary waited until Ella had turned away, then looked at Thorne and widened her eyes. As though silently articulating a suspicion her daughter was refusing to entertain. ‘I suppose we should start thinking about what to do with everything.’ Mary was looking around, a film of tears appearing suddenly as she clutched at her handbag. ‘Pip had such a lot of stuff …’


Thorne told them that he was, of course, happy to drive them home, that he would wait in the car and give them a few minutes alone.


‘That’s very kind,’ Mary said.


He closed the front door behind him and walked quickly towards the car, sensing that the rain was ready to return, dialling Nicola Tanner’s number as he went.


‘Can you do me a favour?’


‘Tell me what it is first,’ Tanner said.


‘Can you take a quick look at Philippa Goodwin’s finances for me? Bank statements, building society, whatever.’


‘The suicide?’ Tanner’s tone was much the same as Chall’s had been the day before. An enquiry as to why Thorne was following up on a death that was not, strictly speaking, his to investigate.


‘It won’t take you five minutes,’ Thorne said.


‘I know how long it’ll take me,’ Tanner said. ‘But that’s not really the point, is it?’


‘I’m at her house, that’s all, and—’


‘Is there a problem, Tom?’


‘Well, only with the way she arranged her bookshelves.’ Thorne keyed the fob to unlock the BMW. ‘You’d have a breakdown …’




FIVE


It’s not as if there’s any shortage of coffee shops within spitting distance of Brooklands Hill, but it had been clear – from the moment Sarah had become one of their number – which establishment had been chosen by the movers and shakers of the morning drop-off brigade. There are two of the well-known chains represented, the same as on almost any major high street, as well as a bakery that does a decent latte, but HazBeanz was always going to be the preferred option. The coffee’s good, obviously, the food gets rave reviews, and the décor is predictably … quirky. Mismatched metal tables and exposed brickwork. It’s friendly, with a nice, funky vibe, but most important of all, it’s an independent, which can’t help but reflect well on its customers.


It tells the world that they are independent, that they look beyond brands and are eager to do their bit in supporting local businesses. It says that they make informed choices. Above all, it trumpets the simple fact that they can afford to pay a little bit more, each morning, for their hand-ground espressos and fancy pastries.


None of it makes any real difference to Sarah, who would be perfectly content to get her coffee from the local garage or, better yet, free from the supermarket, because she’s got a loyalty card. She prefers builders’ tea anyway and is far happier with a bacon sandwich than a cranberry and macadamia muffin. It’s all a lot of flummery and fuss, she reckons. It’s style over content, same as with a lot of things, but that’s not really the point.


She needs to be where they are.


Sometimes, she has to kill a few minutes mooching around the shops, because she doesn’t like to be the first one there, but today she’s pleased to see that Savita, Heather and Caroline are already inside.


Their usual table in the window.


Coffees and cakes.


Chit-chat …


She waves as she passes the steamy window, then summons up the correct expression before she pushes open the door and steps inside. Happy to see them, but suitably harassed, as they all are, of course. Because the drop-off really is a nightmare, isn’t it? It’s no wonder they all need their overpriced coffees afterwards, a sugary treat and the chance to kick back and relax a little.


‘The truth is, I’m completely exhausted after getting Jacob ready every day,’ Caroline had told her once. ‘Absolutely wiped out. I need that jolt of bloody caffeine after I’ve got him to school, because I’ve still got a full day’s work ahead of me.’


‘Yeah, I know what you mean.’ Sarah had nodded sympathetically, then exchanged a knowing look with Heather. ‘Sometimes I go home and get straight back into bed.’


Caroline had looked as if she wanted to punch her.


As soon as Sarah has ordered – a skinny latte and a cinnamon bagel – she sits down at a table for one just across from the others. Sometimes she joins them if she’s feeling brave, but most of the time she prefers a bit of space and some time alone. Heather beckons her over, because she’s nice and she probably needs a break from Caroline, but Sarah shakes her head and holds up the laptop case she’s brought with her. Heather nods her understanding and Sarah mouths a sorry. There’s work she needs to be pushing on with, they always understand that, and if any one of them walks past or comes across for a chat, she’ll close the laptop before they can get a look at what she’s actually doing.


It doesn’t matter very much if they see her close it, because they all know why she keeps what she’s doing private.


‘So, what is it you do?’ Heather had asked her a couple of weeks earlier.


‘I’m a … writer.’


‘Really? That’s amazing.’


‘Not a very successful one or anything. Just a few short stories, you know.’


‘I’d love to read one. I’m in a book group actually, so maybe—’


‘No chance.’ Sarah had laughed. ‘I never let anyone I know read my stuff. It’s hard enough showing it to the people who pay me for it, to be honest. Not that there’s many of them. And I write under a pseudonym, so there’s no point looking for anything.’


‘I’ve always thought maybe I could write something,’ Heather had said.


‘So, why don’t you?’


‘Well, I’m sure it’s a lot harder than people think.’


‘It’s just making things up, really.’ Sarah had stepped away, keen to bring an end to it. ‘I’ve always been good at that.’


Now, she opens her laptop and stares at the familiar screensaver, then looks up from the screen as single father David comes through the door. He smiles automatically as he crosses to the counter to order. She smiles back, but actually she’s a little disappointed that Alex hasn’t shown up. He’s not a regular, but he comes in a couple of mornings a week and, had he done so today, she would certainly have been happy to join the larger group towards which he usually gravitates. There’s no future in it, she knows that. He’s a happily married stay-at-home dad, but still, she reckons there’s definitely a spark and a little flirting doesn’t hurt.


A little … imagining.


She watches David go to join the three women by the window, and it’s only then that she sees the man sitting at the table next to her. Or at least, becomes aware that he’s looking at her.


Was he there when she came in? She can’t be sure.


He leans towards her and says, ‘Now, you’re either writing a hard-hitting literary novel, or …’


‘Sorry?’


‘I mean, definitely not chick-lit.’


She looks at him.


‘Or you’re just messing about on Twitter or something.’


She shrugs, trying to keep the panic in check.


He smiles and takes a sip of coffee. ‘I’m trying to decide, that’s all.’


He’s definitely not a Brooklands Hill parent, she’s sure of that because she knows them all by sight. Always makes a point of it. So, he can’t possibly know the things she’s told them about herself. But she’s equally certain that she doesn’t know him from anywhere else, so how could he know anything at all?


She feels the blood rising to her face.


She doesn’t like the feeling, never has.


‘Let me know when you’ve reached a decision,’ she says, turning back to her screen.


‘OK, I’ll do that,’ he says.


He’s somewhere in his mid-forties, she decides, a few years older than she is. He’s got a suit on, a thick pinstripe, but he has an open-neck floral shirt and a baggy flat cap. Smart but casual; trendy, she supposes. A look he’s certainly taken some time over. He’s got a silvery goatee beard and a small stud in one ear. He’s wearing glasses with thick brown frames and, behind them, his eyes are very green.


‘I’m struggling, to be honest,’ he says after a minute or so.


‘Shame,’ she says.


‘To be sure, I’d really need you to answer a few questions.’


Glancing over at the table in the window, she notices that Caroline is watching. It makes her happy. She slowly lowers the lid of her laptop and says, ‘You can have three.’


‘Three?’


‘It’s a one-time offer.’


He nods and sits back, like he’s thinking about it. ‘What’s your name?’


It takes her a few seconds. ‘Sarah.’


‘Do you live locally?’


‘I’m not far away.’ She bites into her bagel and chews. ‘One question left …’


‘I’d better make it a good one then.’


‘Yes, you better had.’


He leans towards her again and lowers his voice just a little. ‘Do you ever give your phone number to strange men?’


She feels herself start to redden again, but it’s for a different reason this time and she doesn’t mind it. ‘Are you strange?’


‘Definitely,’ he says.


‘You give me yours.’


He reels off a number and she keys it into her phone. She dials, and a few seconds later his phone starts to ring. He glances at the screen, nods, and turns the call off.


‘Well, strange but honest,’ she says.


‘Is that good?’


‘It’s OK,’ she says.


They fall silent after that, as if they have both decided that enough has been said. She looks across and sees that now, Heather, Savita and Caroline are all watching her. It’s a nice result. She likes the fact that, for once, she’s the one setting the agenda for later on, that she’s giving them something to talk about at pick-up.


She smiles.


Is this a pick-up?


Well, yes, it certainly feels like one and she’s surprised at how happy she is about that. It’s been a while.


When the man stands to leave, he ties a scarf at his neck and says, ‘My name’s Conrad by the way. Oh, and my money’s definitely on something literary.’


She watches him leave, then opens her laptop again, knowing she has no need to check that she’s still being observed by the trio of mothers in the window. Her screensaver appears again, and she doesn’t bother trying to hide the grin.


A dark-haired boy in a Chelsea shirt. Gap-toothed and goofy, thumbs held aloft. Squinting against the sun, with the unbroken blues of sea and cloudless sky behind him.


Jamie …




SIX


The look on the face of DCI Russell Brigstocke was, give or take a frown or two, the one Thorne had been expecting, but that didn’t make it any less formidable. He had seen the same confusion in Chall’s expression two days earlier on that platform at Highgate tube. He had heard it in Tanner’s voice when he’d called her from the dead woman’s flat. Coming from his senior officer, though, it was a different thing entirely, especially now that the initial bewilderment was playing second fiddle to serious irritation.


‘I’m sure I’ve got a dictionary in here somewhere,’ Brigstocke said. He began to open and close the drawers on his desk, shaking his head in mock-annoyance.


‘Sir?’ When it came to showing due deference to rank in matters of address, Thorne had a small, emergency supply which he could draw on in situations like these. It was not a word which had ever tripped easily off his tongue, besides which, he was sure that Brigstocke could smell the sucking up a mile away.


A final drawer was slammed shut. ‘It’s probably me being a bit dim, but you know … I just wanted to check I knew exactly what homicide meant.’ Brigstocke peered beyond them, towards the incident room. ‘That is what it says on the door, isn’t it?’


‘Homicide and serious crime—’


‘I know what it says, Tom.’


Thorne said, ‘Right.’ He had been very well aware when he walked into Brigstocke’s office that, in every sense, he would need to make a case. It was why he fought to keep his own irritation in check and to make everything he said, however baseless it might sound, seem as reasonable as possible.


And it was why he had brought Nicola Tanner with him.


He mumbled another ‘Sir’ for good measure, and Tanner did the same.


‘And suicide hasn’t actually been a crime, serious or otherwise, for a long time.’


‘It was decriminalised in 1961,’ Tanner said.


‘Thank you.’ Brigstocke stared at her, thin-lipped and decidedly ungrateful.


‘Come on, Russell.’ Thorne took half a step towards Brigstocke’s desk. ‘It’s not the suicide we’re talking about. It’s this shyster, Patrick Jennings.’


‘Oh, I know that, too, because, surprising as it might sound, I’ve actually been listening. Same as I know that it’s sir when you want to kiss my arse and Russell when you’re asking me a favour.’ The DCI took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. ‘Christ almighty …’


Thorne said nothing; a decision, based on hard-earned experience, that it would be wise to wait out this minor storm. He had certainly come through worse. Yes, he and his boss had clashed countless times before, but Thorne knew the DCI to be a decent and humane copper who wrestled constantly with the demands of seniority. The Bullshit Bingo engaged in daily by those senior to him. Outside the grim, grey walls of Becke House, he and Thorne were still friends.


More or less.


He waited until Brigstocke had replaced his glasses before glancing at Nicola Tanner.


You’re up …


Tanner moved forward to Thorne’s side and opened her notebook. ‘Three weeks before she killed herself, Philippa Goodwin transferred seventy-five thousand pounds from her savings account to an account in the name of LectureCom Ltd.’


‘Jennings,’ Thorne said.


Brigstocke remained impassive.


‘That account was emptied and closed two days after the transfer was made,’ Tanner said. ‘We’re looking at the details used to open the account in the first place, but we can be fairly sure it was all done with fake ID documents, so it’s not going to get us very far. It’s one of these online banks that doesn’t even bother with credit checks. A couple of dodgy utility bills as proof of address and a few hundred pounds deposited to get it up and running. You can do it in minutes.’


Tanner put her notebook away. Thorne’s turn.


‘So … Jennings, or whatever his real name is, forms a relationship with Philippa Goodwin, gains her confidence and persuades her to invest all her savings in this non-existent company.’


‘I get it,’ Brigstocke said.


‘I mean, he’s probably shelled out for a few bits and pieces, just so everything looks kosher. You know, a nice-looking logo, some fancy presentation stuff, but the rest of it’s smoke and mirrors.’


Brigstocke shook his head to call a halt and sat back. ‘Look, I don’t need my dictionary to tell me that you’re describing a simple fraud, and any numpty with a warrant card could tell you there’s a huge team in a nice shiny office that deals with this stuff every day of the week. Because. That’s. Their. Job. One phone call to ActionFraud and you’ve done yours.’ He looked from Thorne to Tanner and back again. ‘Do you want me to give you the number?’


The question hung, unanswered. Tanner looked at her feet, the awkward silence cut short by the conversation of colleagues walking past the door, laughter fading as they moved away down the corridor.


‘She killed herself, Russell.’ Thorne said it as though Brigstocke did not already know, as though it might change everything, when he was almost sure that it would not. He did not have a lot else left.


‘Yeah, it’s horrible.’ Brigstocke leaned across the desk. ‘But aside from the fraud—’


‘Because of him. Because of what he did and how that made her feel. He took everything she had; he humiliated her.’ Thorne glanced at Tanner. She was nodding, casting her own doubts aside to provide the support she’d promised. ‘He as good as pushed her under that train.’


‘I think that’s stretching it a bit.’


‘I don’t agree.’


‘Actually, it’s stretching it a lot, and “as good as” doesn’t cut much ice in court.’


Thorne wheeled around, took a few seconds to swallow down some seriously industrial language, then turned slowly back to the DCI. ‘They prosecuted a case in Birmingham a few months back. Another one up north at the end of last year.’


‘Newcastle,’ Tanner said.


‘Right. Two morons from these suicide chat rooms, and both got sent down for encouraging others who went on to kill themselves. Goading them, telling them which were the most efficient methods or whatever, daring them to do it.’


‘Right,’ Brigstocke said. ‘But as far as we know, this man wasn’t doing any of those things.’


‘I talked to a woman I know in the CPS.’


‘Oh, did you?’


Thorne raised a hand to ward off the dressing-down he could rightly sense coming. ‘It was just over a drink, all right? Nothing official. Anyway, she reckons that if we can catch him, there might be a case for looking at what Patrick Jennings did in a different way. She says we’d need to prove premeditation, but that shouldn’t be too difficult.’


‘Different how?’


‘So, not just as a fraud, but as a campaign of carefully planned out and systematic psychological abuse. We get a couple of friendly experts in court to testify that the abuse played a significant role in Philippa Goodwin’s decision to kill herself and … we’re in with a chance.’


‘A chance of what? Whatever the CPS conjure up, it won’t be murder.’


‘No. Manslaughter, maybe? I don’t know …’ Thorne turned to Tanner again, but did not like the look on her face, so turned away. ‘This woman I was talking to was getting pretty fired up about it, though.’


Now Brigstocke was wearing another expression Thorne knew very well. Annoyance, exhaustion and something – happily – like resignation. He sighed and said, ‘What is it you’re after?’


‘For now, just a forensic team to go over Philippa Goodwin’s flat, that’s all. Jennings will have been pretty good at making himself invisible, wiping away all the official traces, but there’s not a fat lot he’ll have been able to do about prints and DNA. We’ll see if that takes us anywhere.’


‘And if it doesn’t?’


‘No harm done. Like you said, we give the fraud team everything we’ve got and let them get on with it.’ Thorne waited. ‘Look, we’ve not got too much on the books at the moment—’


‘At the moment.’


‘… and it goes without saying, if we catch something big, that takes priority.’


‘Which we will,’ Brigstocke said. ‘Or maybe you’re too busy hobnobbing with our friends from the Crown Prosecution Service to read the murder figures.’


‘I prefer something with a happy ending,’ Thorne said. ‘A nice romance or what have you.’ There were more voices, right outside the office door. ‘So, what about this forensic team, then?’


The DCI made no effort whatsoever to disguise his own pithy but industrial language; muttered, but still audible above the conversation outside.


Thorne knew Brigstocke well enough to take it as a yes.


Back in the incident room, Tanner said, ‘So, who’s this woman from the CPS?’
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