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			Prologue

			 

			 

			 

			He slept like someone already dead. Face down. Not moving, except for the flare of his nostrils as the breath moved in and out. It was the heat that woke him, his T-­shirt wet against his back. He sat up, eyes half closed, cotton sheets thrown carelessly to the floor. His mouth was heavy with the taste of sleep, and his body cried out for water to cool itself down. The room was covered by darkness, disguising morning as night, and he tripped on a shoe as he stumbled towards the door. Still in a daze, he felt his way down the stairs, resisting the light switch as he kept full consciousness at bay.

			The journey to the kitchen was slow, and it took a while before he could angle his head under the tap and taste the cool rush of water in his mouth. Satisfied, he filled a glass and began the climb back to bed. It was only then that he heard it, soft and low – the hum of voices drifting from underneath the sitting room door. He sometimes forgot to turn off the television, and he approached hesitantly, his touch light as he pushed the handle down. It was almost completely black inside. He reached for the lamp, his eyes alert as they adjusted to the glow. The room seemed to be just as he had left it the night before – ordered without being tidy, his coat discarded on a chair. As he moved to retrieve it, he saw the shape – the crown of a head peeping above the back of the sofa, the hint of a body, perfectly still.

			

			‘Who’s there?’

			He barely recognised his own voice, strangled by fear.

			‘Who’s there?’ he said again.

			No reply.

			Eyes trained on the figure, he reached for the bookshelf that lay to his left. His fingers crawled silently along the ledge, wrapping around the spine of the first novel they found. He held it aloft, carefully feeling the weight in his hand. Then he propelled it through the air, praying it would keep flight. The book crashed to the floor before it reached its target, but the figure didn’t flinch, continuing to face straight ahead. He grabbed the lamp as he edged towards the sofa, ripping the plug from the socket as he prepared to strike.

			‘Don’t move . . .’

			His voice faltered as his feet shifted forwards. He swallowed the bile creeping up his throat. As he rounded the sofa, he saw a man, sitting completely still, body slightly slumped. The intruder stared at the television, seemingly mesmerised, pale face lit by the glare from the screen, eyes not blinking, chest rigid under a thin shirt. There was no sign of life as the city waited for morning – an unknown stranger, dead before dawn.

			

			PART I

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			Leah

			I jolted awake, struggling to breathe. It was late. I had had another nightmare. The air was muggy and still as London embraced the height of a freak summer. I switched on the fan beside me, listening to the buzz of the blades as I reached for the notebook by my bedside, scribbling what I could remember before the details began to blur.

			I had been recording my dreams for months now, convinced they held secrets from my past. I replayed the dream I had just had, straining for images I had already forgotten. I remembered there had been a wood, but the colours of the leaves kept changing; the moon shrank then grew; the trees multiplied. My phone screeched under my pillow, the volume dulled by the fabric above. I searched for it with my left hand, the pen in my right moving fast across the page.

			‘Ma’am?’

			Randle, my detective sergeant, his voice calm and unhurried down the line.

			‘There’s been a body. They found a suspect running away from the scene . . .’

			I waited.

			‘He won’t talk. The suspect – he says he’ll only speak to you.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Leah

			I dressed fast, pulling on a light leather jacket. The murder had taken place in another borough, but I had been requested by name. Randle had been told no more than that, and I walked out into the night, wondering what lay ahead. A group of boys loitered aimlessly in the courtyard, puffing out their chests through a haze of marijuana smoke. I had lived on the World’s End council estate for over a year, so they knew I was police. They stared at me, daring me to approach, their defiance making them seem younger. I looked back, impassive – next time I wouldn’t be as nice.

			I heard Randle’s motorbike before I saw him, midnight-­blue helmet obscuring his face. He slipped it off as he pulled up beside me, pushing his dark blond hair back off his forehead. His blue eyes smiled when they found me, but his lips stayed neutral as he assessed my mood. Randle was confident without swagger in a way I had once found irritating but had slowly grown used to. He had shown his loyalty, but my boundaries remained. I tugged at the zip of my jacket, the small crease between my eyebrows deepening – we were colleagues; we didn’t need to be friends. I reached for the spare helmet he held out towards me, climbing behind him without a word.  Randle didn’t need my encouragement – he was self-­assured enough.

			

			‘How fast can you get us there?’ I said.

			He half turned. I saw the edge of a grin before he covered it with the midnight-­blue shell.

			‘Hold on tight, ma’am.’ The click of his visor closing. ‘Wouldn’t want you to fall off.’

			 

			Sarah Franks had rented a tiny flat above a newsagent’s in a run-­down part of Elephant and Castle. It was a depressing place to live, but a sadder place to die. The paint had been scraped off the door, exposing splintered wood, and a metal rubbish bin overflowed with fast-­food wrappers spilling out of black plastic bags.

			‘Stop here.’

			I had to shout to be heard over the engine. Randle tilted the bike towards the pavement, straightening effortlessly as we came to a halt.

			I could see the circus of police and bystanders ten feet in the distance – the chaos of camera phones and overlapping voices as one person’s tragedy became another person’s sport. I assessed the picture in front of me: concrete building cordoned off to repel rubber­neckers; all available exits sealed to secure the scene. Blue lights blinked in the darkness, announcing violence. Three police cars, badly parked, gleamed white in the street. There was no obvious sign of forensics. The crime was still fresh; the victim still here. The night was heavy and hot, and the officer standing guard shifted uncomfortably in his uniform as a drop of sweat slid down his neck.

			‘DI Leah Hutch and DS Ben Randle.’

			I flashed my badge, striding past before he could delay us with questions. He opened his mouth, but I had already moved on. A woman in a grey, shapeless suit blocked our route to the entrance. She had rolled up her sleeves, revealing heavily freckled arms; dark red hair pulled tight off a pale, unblemished face.

			

			‘DS Lu Hoffen.’ Her voice was friendly, but her green eyes betrayed her. ‘You don’t remember me . . .’ She stared through me. ‘I heard you transferred back from Leeds last year.’

			It took a moment, then an image, long forgotten, appeared in my mind. She had been called Louise when I first knew her – blonde, fuller-faced, more eager. Over a decade later, the dye had gone, along with the sincerity of her smile. There was a hardness to her, but life on the job could do that to a person – dead bodies and long days not everyone’s dream.

			‘You’ve done well for yourself . . .’ she said.

			Her eyes were still speaking, but she swallowed the words before they came out. Her grip was limp when I shook her hand. We had trained together in my early days in London before I went to work in Leeds for ten years. I was now her superior on paper, but her expression told me it was a fact she would rather ignore. There were those who thought my promotion was about ticking diversity boxes, but I didn’t let that bother me. I wasn’t trying to win a popularity contest; solving cases sufficed.

			‘Thanks.’

			I accepted the compliment she hadn’t given. Lu Hoffen was free to think that her lack of advancement was because of the colour of her skin, but from what I remembered of our time together, she had struggled to get results.

			‘Welcome to Elephant and Castle,’ she said. Again, her face and her words failed to match. ‘We’re honoured to have you.’

			Her sarcasm didn’t deter me. I hadn’t chosen to get up in the middle of the night to encroach on another borough’s case.

			

			‘I’m here to help, not to take over.’ I nodded towards the building. ‘What are we dealing with?’

			She turned her back as she answered me. ‘You can see for yourself. Let’s get you kitted out.’

			I took my time as I slid the first nitrile glove over my fingers, savouring the seconds before a new atrocity lodged itself in my brain. Lu hovered, her gaze flitting between me and Randle. She watched, eyes half closed as he slipped the loose, plastic sleeves over his boots. She wasn’t the first colleague to show an interest in Randle, but I didn’t see it myself – his features were too chiselled, his face too ordered, even with the slight break to the nose. He had an easy way with people; he didn’t view the desire to be liked as a weakness – a few more years on the job and he would be in no doubt that it was. We followed in silence as Lu led the way down the narrow corridor. Randle moved carefully behind me, head stooped to avoid the low ceiling. A naked bulb hung from a cable, illuminating the trail of bloody footsteps painting a path to the front door of the victim’s flat.

			We entered a bedsit with a bath and toilet tucked into the far corner; a polyester curtain had been pulled back to reveal a sink, the ceramic chipped on the side of the basin. Soiled clothes and empty bottles lay in small mounds on the torn linoleum. The air was thick with the scent of stale beer and bad wine, and a poorly made bed was crammed into one corner, too large for the space.

			Sarah Franks must have been crawling towards help when her body had failed her. Blood spattered her torso with lines of red flowing from a wound on the side of her neck. Her right arm stretched towards a mobile phone she would never reach. Her eyes were open, dulled by death. The floor was littered with shattered porcelain and pizza crusts – I imagined her panic as her final meal slid from her lap. She was half dressed in a vest top and tattered tracksuit bottoms, heavily stained and ripped at the thigh. My first thought was to hope I was suitably clothed if I were ever found dead.

			

			‘I heard there was a suspect fleeing the scene,’ I said. ‘Where is he?’

			Lu nodded.

			‘This way,’ she said.

			We moved down the stairs, out through a narrow doorway. The street at the back was much quieter, with none of the fanfare we had seen at the front. A lone police car was positioned opposite, half-hidden under a plane tree. An officer stood guard by the passenger door, legs splayed, chin determined. Beyond him, I could see the outline of a figure, hunched behind the seat.

			Lu’s voice was too loud in the silence.

			‘We found him running from the scene with blood on his shoes and hands.’

			She opened the door and took a step back.

			A man in an expensive blue shirt sat with his head angled away from us. Thick, black hair curled into the nape of his neck. His hands tugged at the linen of his tailored trousers; his shoulders rolled inwards. His wrists were red where the handcuffs had rubbed, olive skin beginning to bruise. He didn’t look up at first, then he turned towards me.

			‘Leah,’ he said. ‘Leah Hutch.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Leah

			The last time I saw Sami Mograbi, he didn’t have blood on his shoes. He wore box-­fresh white Nikes with the laces loose; he had a face that was full of promise, a laugh that forced me to smile. I studied the man in handcuffs through the glass, fingers clenched between his legs, head bent to shield his eyes. The interview room in Lu’s station was larger than the ones I was used to – Sami looked slighter, more vulnerable than he had seemed in the car.

			‘How do you know him, ma’am?’

			Randle’s voice behind me – loud enough to hear, but soft so as not to startle.

			I didn’t need to turn; I knew he was watching me. We had been working together for over a year, but sometimes I still caught him trying to read me like it was a fundamental part of his job. Nine months had passed since he had risked his life on a case. I had thought he had been killed; the depth of my relief when I discovered he hadn’t had taken me by surprise. We had never spoken about that night. He never pushed it, and his questions hovered between us, waiting for answers or lies.

			‘We were at school together for less than a year,’ I said, concentrating on Sami Mograbi.

			

			I could hear the shuffle of shoes muffled by a cough, as Randle shifted his weight behind me.

			‘Do you think he’s hoping you’ll take it easier on him because you know him?’

			‘If he thinks that, he doesn’t know me,’ I said.

			He waited for me to say more, but I was comfortable with the silence. The soles of his boots squeaked against the vinyl floor as he began to move away.

			‘DS Hoffen said she’ll brief you shortly.’

			I could tell he was relieved when I finally looked at him.

			‘Stay,’ I said.

			Almost twenty minutes passed before Lu Hoffen stepped in to join us. We were on her territory, and she didn’t want me to forget.

			‘Sorry to keep you waiting, ma’am.’ Again, her eyes said something different. ‘I was getting to grips with what we know.’

			Randle smiled warmly, and Lu’s face softened. Then her features sharpened as she relayed the basic facts.

			‘Sarah Franks, the victim, was a maths teacher. Known problem with alcohol. She struggled to hold down a full-­time job and did supply work in the local school. Neighbour said she heard some sort of scuffle. Thought she heard a woman crying for help. She’s old and scared. She called the police. So far, no sign of the murder weapon in Sarah’s flat. I’ve got a team scouring the area. They may need to start again when it’s light.’ Lu inclined her head towards the captive behind the glass. ‘When uniform arrived, they found a man trying to get away. The suspect said his name is Sami Mograbi. It matches the information on his driving licence. Full name –­ Samir Wassif Mograbi. Posh boy. Lives in Eaton Square. So far, his name’s all he’s given us. Wouldn’t tell us anything more unless he could speak to you.’

			

			‘OK. I’m happy to help.’

			She nodded. ‘Good. I’m happy for you to sit in.’

			The fluorescent light made her skin strangely luminous. I could see a cluster of faint freckles hiding behind the layer of foundation on her nose.

			‘No,’ I said. Her lips parted in protest. ‘I’ll take Randle. You and I can have a full debrief afterwards. I expect you’ll be watching, so you can keep up.’

			I could see Lu’s mind searching for a suitable objection, but I was halfway out of the room.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			Leah

			Sami Mograbi sat across from me for the first time in twenty-­one years; his grey eyes moved everywhere apart from my face. I started with formalities. He let his lawyer answer for him, shifting in his chair whenever I spoke. His hair was much shorter than I remembered, so the curls were almost invisible. With his olive skin, he had always been hard to place. He had hung around with the Jamaican boys when I knew him, switching from patois to London street slang with an ease that had never seemed fake. His real accent was more polished, but harder to identify; it came out when he was alone with me or reading aloud in class. When I had first met him, I had thought he was also mixed heritage, but he told me his family was pure Lebanese. He had lived in more countries than I had thought possible, but he said he felt more at home in London than anywhere else. I had last seen him when we were both sixteen, simultaneously bored and excited by life. His family had moved back to the UK so his father could pursue a business opportunity. When the opportunity led to Dubai, Sami disappeared from my world. He had tried to maintain contact, but I didn’t see the point. Even as a teenager, I wasn’t sentimental about friendship. I had learned that from Margaretta, my adoptive mother – she had never let anyone get close, including me. Now, less than a year after her death, I wondered if I had known her at all.

			

			Seeing Sami again cracked open a time in my life I had almost forgotten. I studied the man who had fled the murder scene. The soft chin from adolescence had been replaced by a more prominent jaw; the mouth which had once seemed too large, almost clownlike, looked more at home in his adult face. He swallowed as he felt me observing him, hugging his body tighter. It was hard to tell if he was overwhelmed by guilt or fear.

			‘Tell me how you know the deceased.’ I kept my voice neutral.

			He nodded at his lawyer before he answered, dismissing the warm-­up act.

			‘We were friends,’ he said.

			He looked at me for the first time.

			‘How did you meet?’

			‘In a bar in our early twenties. We got on. She’s been in my life off and on ever since. I hadn’t seen her for a while.’

			He had lost all trace of the faint accent I remembered from hours talking about nothing. It was like speaking to a stranger; it made things simpler somehow.

			‘Were you ever involved romantically?’ Crimes of passion were a cliché for a reason; I had to rule it out.

			‘No.’ His face was earnest. ‘Nothing like that.’

			‘What made you go round to see her, if you hadn’t been in touch?’

			Sami rubbed at the line that had formed between his eyebrows.

			‘We’d spoken a couple of weeks before. She was a mess. I’d called a few times since to check in.’

			‘What made you think she was a mess? Did she say anything explicit?’

			

			‘She was panicky. Anxious. She was drinking a lot. She thought someone was watching her. She didn’t know if she was being paranoid.’ He gazed at the door behind me. ‘The drink made her jittery. She said she couldn’t trust what was real.’

			‘Did you have any reason to believe she was being watched?’

			‘She . . .’ Sami hesitated. He pressed his knuckles hard against his jaw. ‘I hadn’t seen her for a while. How could I know?’

			‘Why call you . . . of all people?’

			‘I don’t know . . . I guess she trusted me.’ A small shrug of his shoulders. ‘She wanted someone to listen. She knew I would.’

			It was in keeping with the boy I had known as a teenager; the young Sami Mograbi had been generous and kind.

			‘What made you go there tonight? Why not just another phone conversation?’ Randle said. His features had lost their usual warmth. Lean and broad behind the small table, he looked imposing.

			Sami’s whole body tensed as he pulled the air in through his nostrils. Shaking with the effort to control his emotions, he drew his hand down over his face.

			‘Why?’ I echoed Randle’s question. ‘What was different about tonight?’

			‘She begged me to come over . . . She sounded scared.’ Sami’s expression was pained.

			I pushed my elbows into the table, leaning forwards. Sami flinched, shifting back.

			‘Was she alive when you got there?’

			He didn’t answer.

			‘It’s a simple question, Sami. Yes or no?’

			He shook his head. His breathing quickened. ‘I don’t think so . . . I didn’t get close enough to be sure.’

			

			‘Did you see someone? Did you feel threatened?’

			His lawyer tried to silence him, but his words tumbled out.

			‘No. I didn’t see anyone . . . but someone had been there before me . . .’

			He clutched the table, squeezing hard until the tips of his fingers turned white. ‘I didn’t kill her. You have to believe me.’

			‘Then why run? Why not call for help? You said she was your friend.’

			Sami closed his eyes – an act of shame or evasion.

			‘If you did nothing, Sami, why did you run?’

			His breath was loud and measured, as if he were counting the seconds. I sat back, unfazed.

			‘I didn’t kill Sarah.’ His words came out as a whisper.

			‘That’s not an answer, Sami. Why did you run?’

			Nothing.

			‘How do you explain the blood on your hands?’

			He exhaled slowly. ‘I slipped . . .’ Another whisper. ‘She was bleeding . . . There was blood. On her body . . . on the floor.’

			Sami looked at me, unblinking, as if there was no one else in the room.

			‘I didn’t do it, Leah. Sarah was terrified . . . Whoever killed her got away.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Five

			Zed

			Zechariah Okoro was longing for a growth spurt he knew would never come. At fourteen, it wasn’t that he was short for his age; he had grown fast, and he had grown first, but Zed only had to look at his father to know he was destined to spend life as an adult constantly gazing up. He had spent hours hanging from a pull-­up bar the previous summer, because he’d read it might help him gain an inch or two. He doubted it was true, but he had always been an optimist, and he preferred to live in hope. He had yet to fill out, but he was already athletic, lean muscle starting to form on his shoulders and arms. His resting face possessed the sweetness of a boy much younger, but he had perfected a look of bored indifference, so he seemed tougher, and the bullies left him alone. He had spent the last two weeks at camp counting the days until his real holiday began – time at home with his mother, relaxed in a way he never was with others, hanging out, having fun. His mother was conflicted about her working-­class roots and middle-­class lifestyle. She sent him to a predominantly white private school, where there was only one other black boy in his year. Then he came home to Ladbroke Grove, where he never noticed the colour of his skin. He knew he had more than the families in the estate up the street, but every summer, his mum made him go to a camp with inner-­city kids, so he never forgot his head start in life was undeserved.

			

			It was still morning, but it was already warm, and he wished he had worn shorts. His dark jeans felt like tents around his skinny legs; he could feel the sweat behind his knees. He stepped off the bus and stared up, squinting at the sun glaring back at him in the bright blue sky. Zed loved the sun, but it wasn’t the heat that appealed to him – it was the only time he didn’t feel weak when he was forced to look away. He hovered on the pavement, waiting for his mother to meet him as planned, keeping his stance wide so he took up more space. She had sent him a letter with a bucket list for the summer. She often had to travel for work, but this year, she had taken time off, and he felt a surge of excitement knowing she would be around. He would never admit it to another soul, but she was his favourite person in the world.

			He pulled out his phone, dialling her number, but there was no reply. His rucksack felt heavy against his torso. He eased it off, so he could relieve the pressure on his back. His T-­shirt was damp, and he wafted the fabric, peeling the material away from his skin. A stranger stopped to ask if he was OK; he scowled at her, shoulders set, until she gave up and turned away. He craned his neck, eyes searching for his mother. The sun grew hotter as he waited beneath it. She still didn’t come.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Six

			Leah

			It was late morning when I headed to work. We had left Lu Hoffen in the early hours, but Sami hadn’t said much more. I didn’t want to believe that the boy I had known could be a killer, but I had no allegiance to the man he now was. I could see Albert Bridge up ahead, pink and white paint catching the sun. Joggers thudded down the Embankment wearing the minimum they could get away with, flaunting their flesh, desperate to get a tan. My phone rang. I glanced at it but didn’t answer – it was the estate agent with news about Margaretta’s house. Margaretta – my adoptive mother, whom I’d discovered was also my biological grandmother, but only after her death almost ten months ago. She had left me her house, but I didn’t want it. Even though I knew she had been trying to protect me, it didn’t make up for the lies. When I was eighteen, she had told me she had a son in prison – I had no idea he was my father until three weeks after she died. She let me discover the truth alone, taking the answers I craved to the grave.

			I pushed my hands deep into my pockets. My cotton trousers were cut close around my hips, so my fingers pressed against my thighs. I could feel the tension in my body, and I put Margaretta to the back of my mind, my thoughts on Sami once again. It was hard to believe he was a killer, and I was glad it was Lu’s case, not mine. The bridge shuddered under the weight of traffic as I made my way across the Thames. Battersea Park loomed to my left, a mecca for workshy sunbathers, subscribing to the common British fear that the sun might never return.

			

			As I neared the station, I could see Akosua outside, eyes closed as she leant against the grey brick. Her dark skin had deepened in colour, and her afro was pulled into cornrows to keep her head cool.

			‘Don’t let me stop you, DC Owusu.’

			She stood to attention, her back so straight I almost expected a salute.

			‘Sorry, ma’am. Just taking a breather.’

			I said nothing, heading for the door.

			There was no air conditioning in the building. I wasn’t an advocate of wasting taxpayers’ money, but I struggled to believe the Met couldn’t stretch to a few fans. The higher levels were almost unbearable, and we were stuck on the fourth floor. I could hear Akosua talking behind me, but I tuned her out. She had a habit of repeating herself – if it was important, she knew how to make herself heard. I caught sight of Kenny O’Sullivan, my DCI, in front of the lifts. He had his back to me, his large frame straining against his dark jacket. I wasn’t in the mood for an interrogation, so I slipped through the entrance to the stairs.

			Randle was finishing up on a call as I passed his desk, sleeves above his elbows so I could see the bruises on his arms. A year ago, he would have felt self-­conscious, but I knew he raced his motorbike and sometimes took a corner too fast. His eyes were tired when he turned towards me.

			

			‘That was Lu Hoffen with an update, ma’am.’

			My face frowned before I could stop it. ‘I don’t remember Lu being the chatty type.’

			‘I don’t know, ma’am.’ Randle’s eyes were laughing. ‘Maybe she’s more of a morning person, and we caught her on a bad night.’

			I continued to my office, so he had to follow behind me. He stopped by the door, head to one side.

			‘What did she say, Randle? I don’t need a build-­up.’

			‘Still no sign of the murder weapon. They’re checking CCTV.’

			‘Anything from Sarah’s phone?’

			He nodded. ‘Phone records show that Sarah Franks called Sami Mograbi earlier that night, so at least Sami wasn’t lying about that.’

			‘You think he was lying about the rest of it?’

			I read his face in case his words told a different story.

			‘I don’t know, ma’am.’ Randle shrugged. ‘He literally had blood on his hands . . .’

			The window was stiff as my fingers pushed up against the frame. It resisted for a second, then opened with a screech.

			‘I can find out more . . . if it’s helpful . . . from Lu.’

			I said nothing.

			‘She suggested we go for a drink.’

			I eased into my chair and switched on my computer. There was a loud ping as the screen flashed to life.

			‘Your personal life’s your business, Randle. If I need to talk to DS Hoffen, I think I’m able to pick up the phone.’

			I saw the red creep across his cheeks before he turned to hide the blush. When he looked back at me, his face was earnest.

			‘Do you think Sami’s capable of murder, ma’am? I know it was a long time ago, but you knew him once.’

			

			I thought of the case that had almost broken me the year before – seemingly innocent people driven to do terrible things.

			‘I don’t know what he’s capable of,’ I said, ‘but you can’t stab someone in the neck without a weapon. Sami was clean when they found him. If he killed Sarah Franks, where’s the knife?’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Seven

			Zed

			Zed waited in the sun for close to two hours. He had used the last of his water to wash the sweat from his face, and his throat almost hurt it felt so dry. He had called his mother repeatedly from his mobile, but her phone was switched off. He rummaged through his rucksack for the bank card she had given him for emergencies. He couldn’t see it at first and he panicked, then he felt the thin plastic wrapped in paper against his hand. It was still in the envelope his mother had placed it in – URGENT USE ONLY scribbled in black on the front. He took out the card, folding the envelope carefully. He didn’t know why, but he felt it was important to keep. He tucked the paper into his pocket and hoisted his bag back onto his shoulders, shrinking under the weight.

			The tube was crowded with irritable commuters. No one gave him a second glance, and he almost got caught in the doors as they slid shut. Born and raised in London, he was used to the Underground, and he found the sense of claustrophobia strangely comforting. He looked down at his trainers, avoiding eye contact with strangers. He couldn’t believe his mother had forgotten to pick him up. He tried to remember whether he had given her the wrong date, but he was sure he had handed her the letter, and all the information had been right there. He wondered whether something had happened to her on the way to collect him. Then he put the thought out of his mind.

			

			The mass of passengers had thinned by the time the train pulled into Ladbroke Grove station, and he felt a sense of anticipation as he climbed the steps towards the exit. A small man with long arms was playing the saxophone, his whole body vibrating as he filled the street with jazz. Zed had decided he didn’t like that kind of music because his father always played it. He had never really allowed himself to listen, and he paused for a second, moved by the sound. He turned and walked up past Cambridge and Oxford Gardens, the song of the saxophone still loud in his ears. He was in a hurry to get home, but he kept his steps slow and deliberate – the rucksack screamed ‘outsider’, and he was keen to blend in. As he approached the council estate to his left, a group of older boys called out to him. He kept walking, lifting his chin in acknowledgement. They nodded, losing interest as they went back to their beers. Zed exhaled with relief as he continued past them. He didn’t need any trouble; he just needed to see his mum.

			A girl, roughly his age, was sitting on the wall further up the street, staring down at her fingers. As he got closer, he could see she had looped thick purple wool so it criss-crossed around each digit in an elaborate spider’s web.

			‘It’s a cat’s cradle.’ Her cheeks creased into a grin. ‘They’re really fun.’

			Her pride in playing a children’s game took him aback.

			‘Do you want a go?’ she said.

			Zed looked at her, surprised. He was popular in a way that didn’t require friends – aloof and seemingly confident, he was admired by his peers from afar. He relied on his scowl to keep people at arm’s length, but the girl was watching him expectantly, waiting for a reply. He gripped the straps of his bag and moved on without a word.

			

			The gate was closed when finally he arrived at his house. He was comforted by the sight of the large white building with the heavy green door, and he lifted his rucksack off his back, pulling it behind him up the steps to the entrance. He and his mum had the ground floor and the level above. The basement flat was empty, and an elderly man lived at the top. Zed occasionally saw a carer, but the old man struggled with his mobility and seldom ventured out. Inside, the hallway was cool and dark, sheltered from the sun. There were a few envelopes scattered on the carpet. The sight of them made him uneasy; it was unlike his mother not to pick up the post. The door to their flat lay to the right a few feet in front of him. He had looked forward to this moment every day for the last week, but now he was afraid to go in.

			The door squealed open as he turned the key, stepping into the familiar sitting room – L-­shaped grey sofa on the oval navy rug, large flat screen for playing his favourite video games.

			‘Mum?’ He waited. ‘Mum? You here?’

			No response.

			The kitchen was immaculate, as always. The dishwasher was full, but it hadn’t been turned on. Upstairs was quiet, and his footsteps sounded heavy. He pushed open his mother’s bedroom door gently. She never slept during the day, but maybe she was ill and had lain down to rest. The room was empty, the bed neatly made.

			Zed silenced the panic starting to rise within him, searching for his father’s number on his phone. He couldn’t remember the last time he had called it, and he almost hung up, unsure how the conversation would play out.

			

			‘Yes?’ His dad sounded surprised. ‘Zechariah, is that you?’

			Zed nodded, then realised his father couldn’t see him. ‘Hi, Dad.’

			‘What is it, Zechariah? Have I mixed up the dates?’

			He stayed with his dad one weekend a month, unless his mother travelled for work. He dreaded it, and he often wondered if his father noticed he was there.

			‘No. Did Mum call you?’

			‘Why would she call me?’

			The click of fingers on a keyboard rattled in the background – he hated it when adults were pretending to pay attention but doing something else.

			‘Zechariah? Is everything OK?’

			For a moment, he thought about sharing his fears, but his father had never shown any interest in either him or his mother, never said a kind word about the woman who had once been his wife. No. He didn’t want his mum to get into trouble. Whatever had happened, he would deal with it himself.

			‘Everything’s fine. Got to go. She just got back.’

			He hung up, knowing his father would be too relieved to question him. The silence unnerved him when he put the phone away.

			He stared at the king-­sized bed with the cream cotton duvet. Maybe his mother had had to travel suddenly for work – it had happened before. She usually called him and made arrangements with his father, but maybe she had run out of time; maybe the battery on her mobile had died before the plane had taken off. He yanked at her bedside drawer, rifling through the notebooks and papers. She never travelled without her laptop, and he was encouraged when it wasn’t there. Then he remembered she slept on the other side. He walked around the bed and pulled the drawer open, willing it to be empty, but the sleek, silver machine was stored safely inside.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Eight

			Leah

			‘Akosua.’

			Her head swivelled away from her computer screen. She moved too fast, her elbow bumping against a pile of Post-­its, scattering the coloured squares across the floor.

			‘Yes, ma’am?’

			She ignored the blocks of paper cascading around her feet, eagerly awaiting instruction. She hadn’t paused the footage she had been watching, and the glare from the CCTV images reflected on her face. An old woman had been found dead in a nearby alley. A group of teenage boys had been caught kicking her on camera, before they stole her purse and spat in her face. It had taken two days for anyone to care enough to report the crime.

			‘I need you to give that to someone else and check some CCTV from Elephant and Castle for the last couple of weeks. Randle can give you the name of the street.’

			Akosua grinned back at me. She welcomed mundane tasks she could excel at. I couldn’t fault her keenness, but I wasn’t convinced she had the imagination to turn her ambition into success.

			‘What am I looking for?’

			‘Randle will brief you. You’ll know when you see it,’ I said.

			

			Sami had insisted Sarah had felt she was being watched. It wasn’t my case, but something didn’t sit right, and I owed it to Sami to ask the questions I knew Lu Hoffen would not.

			‘Ma’am . . .’

			Randle was on his feet as I turned back towards my office.

			‘What?’

			I know it’s not our case, but just do what I say.

			I stared at him, daring him to challenge me; I almost didn’t see the envelope he was holding out.

			‘This came for you, ma’am.’

			He pressed the paper into my hand. I glanced at it. I recognised the writing, and my body froze.

			My biological father had been writing to me every month since I had last seen him. The first two letters had been brief, almost taunting. The next one had quoted lines from the Bible, even though he didn’t believe in God. I had stopped reading them after that. I strode back to my office, burying the envelope in my bag beneath my wallet. Paranoid someone might find it, I slid it into my trouser pocket instead. I took pains to keep a line between the private and the professional, and I was furious with him for violating my code. I wanted no evidence of my association with him in my workplace. It was bad enough that he had once been a revered detective and had trained with my DCI, Kenny O’Sullivan. Kenny had no reason to suspect we were related – Margaretta had changed my name when I was a child – but my body tensed just knowing his letter was in my pocket. I was relieved when my phone rang before my anger could rise.

			‘Hutch?’ It was Frank, the duty sergeant. He had rung me, but he sounded unsure.

			

			‘Speaking,’ I said.

			‘Man on the line for you. Said it’s urgent. Wouldn’t give a name. Do you want me to put him through?’

			‘Sure.’

			The hollow sound of nothing as he placed me on hold, then a voice, low and accusing, filled the void.

			‘Leah Hutch?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘This is Zikar Mograbi. You interrogated my son.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Nine

			Leah

			I let Randle drive so I could familiarise myself with the basic facts about Zikar Mograbi – Sami’s father, a man I had never met. He had made his money in the silver trade, then real estate; he gave interviews about his humble beginnings and the power of hard work.

			‘Why does he want to see you, ma’am?’ Randle’s touch on the wheel was gentle as he guided the car into the neighbouring lane. He looked completely at peace when he drove – leaning back, arm outstretched, fingers tapping whatever beat was playing in his head. Thick dark lashes covered his eyes; if I didn’t know better, I’d have thought they were closed, but Randle was always watching, always alert.

			‘I don’t know.’

			Randle’s lips curled into a smile. He glanced at me, quietly amused. I wasn’t in the business of playing the hero. I took orders when I needed to – it made life simpler at work –­ but Zikar Mograbi wasn’t my superior. I could have refused his request to see me and sent him to Lu without a second thought. The truth was, I was intrigued. I had gone to Sami’s house during our brief acquaintance, but looking back, my visits had been stage-­managed so his father was never around. Sami had spent more time at the home I shared with Margaretta. Margaretta was never warm, but she was welcoming in her own way.

			

			‘Does he know you know Sami, ma’am?’

			Randle’s voice interrupted my thoughts.

			‘It was a long time ago. It wasn’t significant. I doubt Sami would have mentioned it.’

			Randle manoeuvred the car around a sharp corner. His head was turned so I couldn’t see his eyes. ‘Maybe it was significant for him,’ he said.

			We turned into Eaton Square, with its characterless grandeur – five-­storey townhouses with columns and white stucco façades, offering tranquillity in the centre of London for an unimaginable price. We were less than two miles from the estate where I lived, and I was struck by the contradictions of a city where such different worlds could co-­exist. I remembered visiting the house for the first time as a teenager, shocked rather than impressed by the scale. I was surprised the Mograbis had kept it after the move to Dubai, but they were rich enough not to notice the cost.

			Zikar Mograbi opened his front door himself, Burberry cardigan over cashmere crewneck that made little sense, given the weather, until we stepped inside. The house was invitingly cool, air conditioning set to the perfect temperature. Zikar Mograbi was barefoot.

			‘I don’t know why Londoners are always surprised by the heat. It happens sometimes, albeit briefly. No excuse not to be prepared.’

			He glanced at our feet and waited. Randle already had one boot off. I noticed Zikar Mograbi’s perfect pedicure as I followed suit.

			‘You have a lovely house.’ Randle’s tone was polite without being obsequious. He had chosen his words carefully – the decor was tasteful, the furniture expensive, just as I remembered it, but the Mograbi residence had never felt like a home.

			

			Zikar led us into a formal room with high ceilings and wide bay windows. An antique Rococo-­style mirror dominated the far wall. The space had been designed to showcase wealth, instead of offering comfort; my toes sank into the plush carpet like they were moving through sand.

			‘I bought the house over twenty years ago. Sami’s very fond of the place. He’s always seen himself as British, even when others see something else.’

			Zikar crossed to the mantelpiece and retrieved a remote control. There was a gentle whirr as the curtains drifted back, revealing an intimate garden behind with yellow roses and foxgloves around a small pond.

			‘The best view in the house. Sami has the same one from his bedroom. I converted the top floor into a flat.’ He paused so we could acknowledge his generosity. ‘I’m hardly here, but I appreciate my son needs his space.’

			My eyes drifted to a photograph of Sami on the table in front of us, standing next to Zikar, eyes disappearing as he beamed with genuine delight.

			‘That was taken when he went up to Oxford,’ Zikar said. ‘So much promise, but potential’s never been Sami’s problem.’

			‘What has?’ I couldn’t resist the question.

			‘Sami’s always been an idealist. I’ve tried to protect him, but maybe he needed toughening up. Please . . .’

			He gestured towards the yellow sofa in front of us, large satin cushions propped against a mahogany frame. There was a low marble table in front – on it, an elaborate china tea set. Zikar took a seat in the armchair on the other side.

			

			I perched on the edge of the sofa to stop myself from drowning in the dense fabric. Randle sat back, his long legs rooted on the floor.

			‘Thank you for making the time.’ Zikar Mograbi hadn’t stopped watching me. His dark eyes glistened with an intensity that raised my guard.

			‘It must be urgent. By all accounts, you’re a hard man to meet,’ I said.

			‘I can easily be found if you know how. I blame middle management. Getting in the way to appear more important.’ His smile was almost charming. ‘A good businessman will always see you, because he’s always on the lookout for the next opportunity.’

			‘And what opportunity would this be, Mr Mograbi?’

			The smile was forgotten as his face hardened. ‘This isn’t about business, Inspector. This is about my son.’

			I sat up, ready to combat the coming aggression. ‘As I mentioned on the phone, this isn’t my case.’

			‘Humour me.’ The smile was back, so polished it even reached his eyes. ‘I flew into London this morning and was welcomed by a journalist, eager for my opinion on what happened to my son . . . what’s happening . . .’ he said, correcting himself. ‘Update me, Inspector, if you would be so kind.’

			‘If you want an update, I’m sure DS Hoffen will oblige.’

			I pulled out my card, checking my notes for Lu Hoffen’s number before scribbling it on the back.

			‘It’s not our investigation.’

			I pushed the card across the table. Zikar didn’t bother to look down.

			

			‘But it was your interrogation. You questioned him. He’s still in custody. Forgive me for thinking that has something to do with you.’

			I sensed Randle tense beside me. I flashed him a look that warned him not to react. Men like Zikar Mograbi existed in an echo chamber of assent; he wasn’t used to being told no, but it wasn’t a word I was scared to say.

			‘I’m afraid I can’t help you. Sami won’t be in the station much longer.’ I smiled back at him. ‘They’ll charge him or release him. At the very worst, he’ll be bailed or moved to a nearby prison. Police stations aren’t known for having a lot of space.’

			Zikar reached for the teapot, calling a truce.

			‘How do you like it?’

			I watched him pour. ‘No milk. No sugar. Please.’

			‘It’s funny how the English avoid hot drinks during the summer. I find them refreshing.’ His eyes fixed on mine. ‘Don’t you?’

			There it was – he thought I would be sympathetic because I looked ‘other’. I almost expected him to ask me where I was from, but point made, Zikar had already moved on. He held out the cup, half filled with brown liquid. His fingers gripped the saucer as I reached for it, so I was compelled to look at him. His eyes were dark, unlike Sami’s, penetrating instead of kind.

			‘I’ll be clear with you, Miss Hutch.’ He had lost the ‘inspector’. ‘I need you and your colleagues to stop harassing my son. It won’t look good for you if valuable police time is wasted, and the case gets thrown out of court.’

			‘I’m afraid police time often gets wasted, Mr Mograbi. It’s an unfortunate hazard of the job.’ I took a sip of my tea, missing the sharp hit I got from coffee. I gave up and put the cup down. ‘DS Hoffen and her team will do a thorough investigation. If there’s not enough evidence to charge Sami, he’ll be released.’

			

			‘And in the meantime, people can say what they like about my family?’

			‘We’re the police.’ I kept my tone light. ‘We don’t work in PR.’

			He sighed. The aggression was gone. ‘My son doesn’t belong in a police station.’

			‘If he’s done nothing wrong,’ my voice was gentler, ‘he’ll soon be a free man.’

			I got up and reached out my hand in the space between us. Zikar ignored it.

			‘Thank you for the tea,’ I said.

			His eyes searched mine over his white china cup.

			‘Can I ask – are you looking for other suspects?’

			‘Even if I were allowed to tell you, I couldn’t. I don’t know the specifics of the case.’

			‘But you do know my son?’ He had my full attention. ‘Childhood friends. I hear you go way back.’

			The phrase sounded forced in his precise, studied accent.

			‘I knew your son for a short period of time a very long time ago. That doesn’t make us friends, and it doesn’t affect my job.’

			‘Forgive me . . . I wasn’t trying to imply . . .’ He held up his hands in faux remorse. ‘I didn’t invite you here to offend you, Inspector. I want to help the fine institution you work for – save us all time, before this gets blown out of proportion and ruins my son’s life.’

			He reached under the tray and pulled out a thin paper file.

			‘What’s this?’ I took it and flicked it open: a mugshot of a woman I had never seen before stared back at me – red face, lank hair, eyes that had forgotten to hope. Behind the photograph were two sheets of A4 with snatches of information printed across each page.

			

			‘Sarah Franks was a drug addict, not just an alcoholic,’ Zikar said.

			I studied the woman in the file.

			‘Where did you get this?’

			‘Does it matter? If I want something, I get it, and I want my son freed,’ he said.

			‘If that’s all . . .’

			I offered my hand; this time he took it. When I pulled back, he didn’t let go.

			‘The woman in the photograph is called Tipper Wheldon. She’s Sarah Franks’ drug dealer. Goes by the name “Tip”. Maybe your colleagues should be looking into her, not my son.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Ten

			Leah

			We didn’t speak until we were on the other side of the square from the house. Randle reached in his pocket, pulling out a lone cigarette.

			‘Do you mind, ma’am?’

			I could tell he needed it. ‘Be my guest.’

			I watched him as his cheeks collapsed inwards, his jaw more defined as he pulled on the filter.

			‘What’s up with you?’

			He exhaled, watching the haze of smoke as it drifted away.

			‘He reminds me of my grandfather. Everything’s a powerplay.’

			Randle came from privilege. I had assumed he knew nothing of the London most people experienced each day, then he had told me about his mother, kicked out by his grandfather when she got pregnant with him. His early years had been spent on a council estate in North London until his grandfather had dangled the carrot of comfort and a private education, and his mother had returned to Hampstead for the good of her boy.

			We arrived at the car, and I held up my hand for the keys. Randle flicked them over the roof, savouring the last drag of his cigarette before he crushed it under his boot. We drove without speaking, our thoughts filling the silence. Zikar Mograbi was a bully, but his efforts had been in vain. I didn’t doubt that he loved his son, but he probably cared more about his reputation. He wasn’t interested in Sami’s guilt or innocence; he just needed the story to go away.

			

			I preferred Sami to be innocent, but if he had killed Sarah Franks, he needed to face the consequences – our shared history wouldn’t help his case. I lowered my foot on the brake and flipped the indicator, pivoting sharply in the middle of the road. Zikar Mograbi wasn’t my problem. Lu Hoffen was welcome to him. I pushed down on the accelerator. I was feeling generous – she could have Tip Wheldon too.

			 

			‘Nothing for ten years and then twice in twenty-­four hours.’

			Lu’s eyes were cold as she sat behind her computer, a half-­eaten sandwich in front of her, the tomatoes picked out. She leant back, watching us approach as the red pulp seeped into a napkin. The officer escorting us hesitated, unsure whether he had done the right thing.

			‘Thanks for bringing them up, Mikey.’ Lu took her time to stand. ‘I’ll take it from here.’

			A smile for Randle, nothing for me.

			‘Ben. Leah. How can I help you?’ she said.

			It obviously pained her to call me ma’am. She studied my face for signs I cared.

			‘Sami’s father asked to see me.’

			Her eyes were already offended. ‘Zikar Mograbi? What did he want?’

			I handed her Tip Wheldon’s file.

			

			‘Gave us details about your victim’s drug dealer. He thinks he’s entitled to have his son released.’

			‘Does he now . . .’

			She placed the file by her computer without glancing at it, barely avoiding the damp napkin, red with tomato juice. She almost smiled as she reached for her mouse. Directing the cursor towards a file, she clicked it open on the screen. The image had been blown up and was heavily pixilated. A figure in black, in motion, their face covered, appeared. I recognised the street behind Sarah Franks’ flat.
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