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    PROLOGUE




    DEATH WAS IN THE air. Unmistakable. After seven years as a Scenes of Crime Officer for West Midlands Police, Helen Powers recognised it the minute she set foot in the building.




    The only light came from a bare bulb hanging in the stairwell. Walls, once a shade of red, now tobacco brown, were aged by years of dirt and neglect. A metal handrail, kicked and beaten into submission, offered minimal support and the tread on the stone steps was so badly chipped and worn that Helen had to take care not to miss her footing and drop the camera equipment. She’d lost count of the number of times she’d been to places like this: seedy, deprived, without hope.




    There was noise. Always was. Deep in the bowels of the block of flats came the sound of a screaming child. From somewhere else, a heated exchange between male and female. Repetitive gangster rap hammered out over her head, boxing her ears.




    “All right?” she smiled, half-turning to Elaine Peterson, another SOCO.




    “Never better,” Elaine grinned, protective clothing rustling as she moved. Small but sturdy, she’d been charged with carrying the forensic and fingerprint kit.




    As they reached the top they were met by two police constables. One, who looked impossibly young, was trying to keep a small group of onlookers at bay. The other, face pale and drawn, had a handkerchief clamped over his nose and mouth.




    “Peterson and Powers,” Helen announced, by way of introduction.




    Reluctantly removing the handkerchief, the pale-faced officer made a note in his scene attendance log and jabbed a thumb in the direction of an open doorway partitioned off by crime-scene tape.




    “Grim Reaper here yet?” Helen asked, towering over him. She wondered whether bobbies on the beat came smaller these days.




    The policeman’s eyebrows drew together in a questioning frown.




    “Barnaby?” Helen persisted. Barnaby Finch was Head of Scenes of Crime and her supervisor.




    The police officer nodded, unwilling, it seemed, to share the joke.




    A wicked smile crept over Helen’s face. “Got any gum, or a packet of mints?”




    This was met with an anguished shake of the head.




    Helen let out a laugh. “Better make a note to remember for next time, the stronger the better.” Personally, she’d never had a problem with the smell from a dead body. Either you could spend time with a corpse or you couldn’t.




    Elaine drew alongside. “Jesus, next time you can carry the kit. In here, is it?”




    “What the man says,” Helen said, winking at him as she plunged past.




    The flat was freezing cold and filthy, one of the most squalid she’d ever visited. It looked as if a fight between two rival gangs had taken place among the cheap furniture. Everything was smashed: television, chairs, china, glasses, tables. And anything that couldn’t be smashed was ripped or destroyed. Blood spattered the floor. The droplets were quite small, Helen observed, rounded one side, irregular in shape the other, suggesting that the victim had moved at speed, probably in a desperate attempt to escape.




    There was a fair bit of human activity. Two plain-clothes police officers hung round the perimeter talking in muted voices. They shouldn’t be here, Helen thought, wondering why Barnaby hadn’t kicked them out. Tougher-looking than her, both appeared visibly shaken. No welcoming smile. No exchange other than a brief nod of the head. None of the usual banter. And there was something else. Something she couldn’t quite place. A certain edginess, hostility even. Despicable crimes engendered that type of response.




    Further inside, Barnaby was conferring with Detective Chief Inspector David Dukes. Short, fat and balding, Dukes was old school with a distinguished service record. He had a reputation for an anarchic and often black sense of humour, a cover for the rampant cynicism associated with almost thirty years in the Force. But there was little comedy in his eyes today, Helen thought. His skin seemed almost sweaty in the bleak January light.




    Barnaby broke off and turned to Helen, his heir apparent. As thin as Dukes was overweight, Barnaby had dark eyes and cadaverous features. “I’ve already asked the constables outside to maintain a perimeter. They’ll be logging names, excluding anyone other than those who have a right to be here,” he paused, fixing both SOCOs with one of his most piercing expressions. “Victim’s a young teenage girl. According to neighbours, her name’s Rose Buchanan.”




    “Appears there was a boyfriend on the scene,” Dukes interjected, “a bit of a violent type.”




    “Sign of forced entry?” Helen asked.




    “No,” Dukes said, clipped.




    Making the boyfriend a prime suspect, Helen thought. “Forensic examiner arrived?”




    “He’s with the victim.”




    “Pathologist?” Helen pressed.




    “Still waiting.” Dukes looked and sounded impatient.




    Barnaby took up the conversation. “Usual ropes, girls, diagram of the scene, note and record of possible items of interest. There’s a particularly suspicious sequence of footprints near the victim. In fact, on the surface, there appears to be a treasure-trove of evidence.” He gave Helen a hawkish look. What Barnaby really meant, Helen thought, was make an informed choice about what to collect. Processing evidence cost money, and there was little point in collecting it unless you were fairly certain it had come into contact with the murderer. Selection was key. Otherwise it just overloaded the forensics team and wasted funds.




    A sound behind them signalled the appearance of Dr Stephen Forbes, the middle-aged medical examiner. “Judging by the rigidity in her jaw,” he told Dukes, “I’d estimate she’s been dead for roughly eight hours – Bill should be able to give you a more precise time – and with regard to the manner of her death, there’s some evidence of physical and sexual abuse. Cause of death most likely stab wounds.”




    “Doesn’t take much expertise to work that out,” Barnaby said drily, inviting Helen and Elaine to take a look.




    Apart from the dull grey light bleeding through the netted windows, it was dark in the room. Helen blinked, accustoming her vision to the absent light. She’d seen many crime scenes, some appalling, some less memorable, all unique. But this…




    Blood. Blood everywhere. On the ceiling, spattered across the walls, staining the bare-boarded floor, more blood than it’s possible to imagine. The room was slicked with it.




    A small divan was pushed up against one wall. Helen observed it with dispassionate interest. Beds were likely sources for semen samples, but this indicated something else. Something that was both sick and disturbing. Whoever had slashed the sheets and clothing was sending a warning: worse to come.




    At first she didn’t make out the body, the beating heart of any crime scene. It didn’t seem real. Looked too small, too insignificant, and far too vulnerable to be the focus of such rage. It was the blood that drew her line of vision. Dark as tar, it pooled underneath the girl’s broken body, soaking into the only rug in the room.




    Helen crossed the floor to where the victim was curled in a foetal position, palms facing upwards in a pose of supplication. She had chestnut-coloured hair that once might have looked lustrous but now was a tangled mess of dried sweat and blood. Her blue-grey eyes were open, searching, as was her bloodstained mouth. Helen let out a sigh that was partially muffled by her mask. She briefly imagined the girl imploring her assailant to take pity.




    Roughly pushing the image out of her mind, Helen crouched down and made a visual survey of the girl’s injuries. Just below one eye, she noticed a mark. Elaine noticed it, too.




    “Looks like a bullet wound.”




    Helen shook her head and looked more closely. “Cigarette burn,” she said, her voice low and detached. “Same here,” she pointed, with a gloved hand, to several marks on the girl’s legs. There were numerous wounds to the torso, but the really sickening part was the vicious injuries to the girl’s stomach, clearly visible because of the way her skirt had been wrenched up above the waist, cruelly exposing her naked buttocks.




    “One for the pathologist,” Elaine said. “Bound to find semen either around her mouth or genito-anal regions. What do you make of the wounds, Helen?”




    “Penetrating. Sharp-edged, inflicted with a single blade, judging by the appearance, most likely a kitchen knife.” Helen could only conclude the injuries were committed by someone whose rage was as personal as it was violent.




    “She’s been beaten,” Elaine said, pointing to the bruising on the girl’s thighs.




    Maybe not for the first time, Helen thought, deciding to photograph some of the shots of the body using ultraviolet. UV had the advantage of revealing scars, bruises and burns long after all visible signs had faded.




    Bill Durrant, the pathologist, strode into the room. Built like a small ox, he quickly took charge of proceedings. Within minutes he was simultaneously taking intimate swabs from the victim and giving instructions.




    “Make sure you get some carpet fibres from the rug.”




    Helen bent over the body. “What you clocked?”




    “These,” he pointed to fibres on the victim’s legs.




    Elaine dealt with the body first, fibre-taping it and sealing the evidence in a clear plastic bag labelled with Health Hazard tape marked for the lab, while Helen, after collaboration with Barnaby, was charged with getting on with the photography, the most powerful tool in the armoury for recording an image, however vile.




    She began by videoing the entire flat, from the point of entry to where the corpse lay, then she photographed the perimeter of the scene, including the entrance and approaches, taking wide-angled shots, continuing with close-ups. She used colour film, three rolls of 36 exposures each, shot with a Nikon Single Lens Reflex. By tracing the pattern of blood spatter, she was able to work out and record the direction in which Rose was travelling to escape her assailant. The drip patterns indicated that Rose had been wounded in the living area and fled to the bedroom, her attacker pursuing her at close-quarters. Blood on the ceiling pointed to the weapon being drawn upwards, blood from the blade flicking off. She mentioned this to Bill Durrant who, after examining it, concurred with the theory. Then she moved on to the body itself. With clinical detachment, she took shots from every angle, the conscious part of her focusing on the job. Only later would she struggle with what she’d seen: the snuffed-out remains of a young life before which hadn’t even begun.




    Fibre evidence, trace evidence, any impression that could be identified, was photographed and treated.




    “Shit,” Elaine said, “we really ought to have permission from the owner before we start ripping up this floor.”




    “Problem?” D.C.I. Dukes said, stalking up behind them. He’d been snapping at their heels for a fast result from the moment they started. Given the circum-stances, Helen found it easy to make allowances.




    “We need to recover an impression,” Helen pointed out. “I’ve already photographed it but we ought to lift the floorboard.”




    “The place is a shit-hole, for Chrissakes,” Dukes burst out with uncharacteristic anger. “Just get on and do it, and fuckin’ get a move on.”




    Elaine exchanged a what the hell’s got into him look with Helen who shrugged and turned away. Yes, it was bad, she thought. Nauseating and senseless, it ranked as one of the nastier crimes. Police officers were only human and they had a right to feel, but she also sensed an emotion more compelling than anger. There was a definite undercurrent. Fear. It had been there from the moment she stepped through the door. Something was going down, she thought. Something serious.




    Once they’d completed the job, Rose Buchanan was lifted into a zip-up body bag, and taken to the mortuary to be formally identified. Meanwhile, extreme care was taken to ensure the correct packaging was selected for each piece of forensic evidence. Then there was the filling in of forms, the signing and dating, the distribution of copies, totalling four in all.




    After finishing at the crime scene, Helen returned to Thornhill Road to write up and file her report. Then she pushed off home and cracked open a bottle of wine, selected a spine-tingling track, The River, from an Eric Clapton album, and mulled over the savagery of the day’s events. So lost in thought, she didn’t hear Adam put the spare key in the lock and creep up behind her.




    “Jesus, I wasn’t expecting you,” she blurted, as he put his arms around her, buried his face in her neck, making her skin tingle.




    He pulled away, gave her one of his lop-sided smiles and kissed her. “Looks like a rough day,” he said, eyeing the half-empty bottle.




    “I’ve had better,” she sighed in agreement.




    “Want to talk?”




    “Not especially. Want a drink?”




    “Not especially,” he grinned, drawing her close.




    They ended up in the bedroom. Always did.




    “How long have we got?” she said at last, rubbing a finger across his chest. Her life seemed to be made up of questions like this.




    “Long enough for you to tell me what happened today,” he said, plumping up the pillows beside her.




    “Ghoul,” she laughed.




    “Think of it as professional interest. Remember, I’m the detective.”




    So she did. That’s when she realised she was more shaken than she thought. She wasn’t going to break down or anything, but you’d have to be as cold as winter not to be affected.




    “Poor kid,” Adam said at last, his eyes dark and solemn.




    “Yeah,” Helen sighed. “And you should have seen the place, Adam, it was a real hovel. A young girl should be living at home with her mum and dad, not somewhere like that.” She snuggled up next to him. “Odd, but I thought what a nice name she had. It had a sort of ring about it, as though she came from a good family. Pure conjecture, of course.”




    Laughter trickled out of Adam. “You’re daft,” he said, stroking her hair away from her face. “What was her name then?”




    She looked up into his eyes. “Rose Buchanan.”




    The eyes hardened. The smile froze. “What did you say?” His voice sounded strange, strangled.




    She repeated it more slowly.




    He let go of her, sat bolt upright. He looked as though he’d been punched in the head.




    “What’s the matter?” she said, aghast.




    That’s when the questions started and the compassion abated.




    “Where was the flat?”




    “Lozells Road, number…”




    “Who was the Senior Investigating Officer?”




    She told him. He quizzed her about the medical examiner, the pathologist, what exactly had been said, what evidence found. His tone became more and more urgent.




    “For God’s sake, Adam,” she cut across him. “What’s this all about?”




    He didn’t answer, just tore out of bed, grabbed his clothes.




    “Adam, would you please tell me what’s going on?” She was cross. She couldn’t help it.




    He looked back at her with the same kind of hostility she’d encountered at the flat. “I know who did it.”




    “You know who the killer is?” Now she was worried.




    He carried on getting dressed.




    “I don’t see how,” she said slowly.




    “So do you.” His eyes were boring into her.




    “You’re not making much sense,” she gave a shaky laugh.




    “You have to promise me something.”




    “Promise what?” She didn’t like the sound of this.




    “To say nothing.” There was anger and frustration in his voice and, although she’d glimpsed it before, she saw full-on the ruthlessness of his ambition.




    “About what?” she said, confused.




    “Everything.” It sounded like a warning. “Fuck, where are my shoes?” he snarled, rummaging under the bed.




    “Over by the door,” she said dully, getting up, reaching for a robe, following him. She rested a hand on his arm.




    He looked straight into her eyes. “It was Warren Jacks, Helen.”




    Her hand flew to her mouth. She couldn’t speak. She felt as if someone had sucked all the air out of her.




    “Got to go,” Adam said. “Try and sort this Godawful mess out before I’m completely fucked.”




    She stared at him in frozen disbelief, knowing that her world had suddenly changed. Then he was gone.




    She didn’t foresee that the images captured on film that day would be committed to memory forever. She neither expected the event to become imprisoned in her brain, nor the outcome to finish her prospering career.




    That would come later.


  




  

    CHAPTER ONE




    PART ONE


    FOUR YEARS LATER




    THERE WAS NO WARNING. No indication of what was about to happen. One minute she was looking across water that gleamed and glistened like snakeskin, the next she was falling. No time even to scream.




    The icy cold took her breath away as expertly as any punch to the stomach. Foul, slimy, diesel-infused water rushed up her nose, stinging her eyes, filling her ears, pouring into every part of her.




    She thought herself a good swimmer, but warm water and a calm swimming pool environment had clearly deluded her. This was different. This was deadly. As she spluttered and choked, her limbs flailing blindly, each movement drew a fresh surge of filth into her mouth. She felt as if her lungs were exploding, and the more she tried to push to the surface, the more her sturdy winter clothes and boots dragged her down.




    Try to shout, she thought, but the connection to her brain felt uncoupled. Instinct kicked in. Her body curled up. Her muscles went into spasm. In short, the cold was killing her. Even if she could force her limbs to unbend and move, the steep sides of the canal guaranteed no exit.




    Kicking frantically, she surfaced to grab some precious air before the canal came back to claim her. As she sank for a second time, she had a strange vision of afterwards, the swarm of police activity, the grim task of retrieving her swollen corpse, bloated floater, as known in the trade. The tell-tale froth discharging from her nose and mouth would be noted and observed, as would her skin, which would peel easily if she were left too long in the water, especially from her hands and feet. Then there’d be photographs of her cadaver and the surrounding area. Because she was fully clothed, suicide would be ruled out, murderous intent ruled in. But was it, she wondered weakly?




    The strength was fast draining from her as surely as if she were bleeding to death. She could literally feel the fight going out of her. Gulping for more air, she inhaled water, further disturbing the natural osmotic balance of her body. This time she had no energy to struggle. Was it really as quick as this, she thought feebly? Did it really take only a few minutes to die? Water to water, not ashes to ashes, dust to dust?




    Life is supposed to flash before your eyes when you’re drowning, she thought muzzily, freeze-frames of family and loved ones, of happy and memorable times. She ought to make out her mum and dad, close friends and past lovers, but all she could see, as her body finally capsized, were bright lights and people laughing. The sadness was that, while she was dying, they were only yards away.




    “Can you hear me?”




    She was lying on her side. Faces stared at her. From far away she heard the insistent wail of police sirens. Someone had taken off her coat and wrapped her in a blanket. She was wet and stinking and chattering with cold. Her mouth felt parched and tasted of sewers. Her stomach ached from retching. She felt hollowed out, like a fish gasping its last floundering breath. A small light was shone into her face, dazzling her eyes, making her see double.




    “What’s your name, love?”




    “Helen,” she rasped, retching again, “Helen Powers.”




    “Good girl, you’re going to be all right, Helen. I’m Paddy, by the way. I’m your paramedic. We’re just going to wrap you in a special blanket, warm you up a bit.”




    They could do anything they liked, she thought drowsily. She couldn’t care less.




    “Give us some room,” she heard a woman’s shrill voice pierce the darkness. Then there was the sound of people scattering, muttering among themselves as they receded into the night.




    She let herself be rolled over and tucked up into a blanket that had a shiny, metallic surface. Her carers were gently efficient. She felt pathetically grateful. After they loaded her onto a stretcher, she was carried briskly up some steps, the paramedics’ feet clattering as they crossed over the bridge and along the other side of the canal, up another flight of steps and into a waiting ambulance. As the doors slammed shut, she feebly asked Paddy how she’d been saved.




    “A passer-by, my love, a young man.”




    “But he must have been half-drowned.”




    “Grabbed hold of your collar and fished you out from the side. Obviously a strong fella.”




    Yes, she thought, trying and failing to strain her head to make out her hero and thank him.




    “Don’t you fret now,” Paddy said. “Once he knew you were all right, he didn’t hang around.”




    * * *




    They took her to Accident and Emergency at Selly Oak. She didn’t remember much of the journey, and only had vague impressions of the hospital, mostly the surgical smell and clamour. She felt confused and wanted to sleep, something that seemed to bother the doctors. It was some hours later before she was able to piece events together. By that time she’d been peeled out of her wet clothes and every piece of her anatomy studied and checked. She dimly overheard a spirited discussion about whether she would need a cocktail of drugs to guard against hepatitis, tetanus, and Weil’s disease, an infection picked up from swimming in stagnant water polluted by rats. In the end, it was decided that, as she was young and in generally good health, and had miraculously suffered no abrasions or injuries to her body, tetanus would be sufficient.




    “You’re lucky not to have died from shock. Bodies aren’t good at tolerating sudden and drastic changes in temperature,” a female house doctor soberly informed her as Helen lay in a hospital bed, warm at last, cosily curtained off from the rest of the ward.




    I know, Helen thought. She had no energy to speak. She felt heavy with exhaustion as if her body were still waterlogged.




    “Do you know how it happened?” the house doctor asked.




    “I was mugged,” she managed to reply.




    It was three days after Christmas. She’d gone to meet Freya Stephens for a drink at the Pitcher and Piano, a fashionable bar and restaurant in Brindleyplace, an area of redevelopment based around the city’s network of canals, but Freya, who was new to Birmingham, hadn’t shown up. Helen was particularly annoyed because she didn’t normally do drinks with clients. She’d taken a bit of a flyer. Season of goodwill and all that. To be perfectly honest, she was never comfortable with Christmas. It was the ultimate intrusion. Having spent weeks leading up to it in a froth of activity and optimism, she found the great day never measured up. It couldn’t. Worse, it encapsulated all life’s disappointments. When she’d been little, it boiled down to not getting the particular toy she’d lusted for. As a grown-up, she was painfully reminded of her single state, of an overwhelming sense of loneliness, of always looking back and wanting things to be different. The forced jollity, the material excess, the way all normal life ground to a halt seriously unnerved her. It was as if the whole world seemed to take leave of its senses during the month of December.




    The bar was a lot busier than she expected and, as she ordered a glass of red wine, her eyes methodically scanned the sea of bucolic-looking faces, but there was no sign of Freya Stephens. Instead, the light wood interior was mainly populated by groups of young men and women in their late twenties, early thirties, only half a dozen tables were taken by older people.




    A couple of solitary men were hanging out at the bar. One glanced over in her direction. He was blonde, not particularly good-looking. He smiled at her. She returned the smile and turned away, gazing out of the window.




    Outside, lights from the nearby restaurants lit up the darkness. A vast Christmas tree swayed and tinkled in the gathering wind. Jazzed-up versions of Christmas carols were belting out of public speakers. There were hardly any people outside. It was too cold.




    Twenty minutes later she asked one of the staff collecting glasses if he’d seen a woman with long dark hair, in her twenties, on her own. He shrugged, shook his head. “Maybe, maybe not. It’s a busy night.”




    Helen gave it another ten minutes, sipped her drink, and studied her surroundings. There were plenty of people on the pull. Men with seductive eyes. Women with have me smiles. Two interesting-looking guys came into the bar and struck up an animated conversation. She thought they might be brothers. Similar in appearance, they also had a naturally easy way of joshing with each other. The taller of the two was waving his arms about. He caught her eye but didn’t smile. Pity.




    Freya wasn’t going to show, she thought with tired irritation. Pulling on her coat, she went outside into the night. That’s when it happened.




    The punch came from behind. One movement. Expertly carried out. Smash and grab. This is what she told the two CID officers: a black female detective, Detective Sergeant Christine Harmon and a Detective Constable with slicked-back hair and the kind of tight expression that made Helen consider whether word about her identity had mysteriously leaked out. Apparently, they’d been waiting to speak to her since her admission. In contrast to Slick, Harmon was small, with a stocky build, and sympathetic.




    “So just to recap,” Slick said, “this friend of yours didn’t turn up.”




    “No, not friend exactly, client.”




    Slick frowned and made an alteration in his notebook.




    “You say you went outside,” Harmon said, “walked along by the canal, intending to go home.”




    “Yes.”




    “You stop at all?”




    Helen screwed up her eyes, trying to remember. She hated canals but she’d paused for a moment and looked up at the bridge to see if Freya was coming. She told Harmon this.




    “And that’s when your attacker struck?”




    “I think so.”




    Slick gave Helen a penetrating look. He had beady blue eyes that lacked warmth. “Do portrait photographers normally meet clients socially?”




    Portrait photographer, Helen thought. It still sounded strange even after four years. She didn’t think she’d ever really get used to it. “Depends whether they like them,” she smiled.




    “Would you agree to meet a man?”




    “Wouldn’t rule it out.”




    He cast her a look that was entirely unreadable. “So what happened to your client?”




    “Not a clue,” Helen replied. “I’ve had rather more pressing things to think about. Like staying alive,” she said, with a stab of humour that was lost on the policeman.




    Harmon gave her an encouraging smile that seemed to imply she didn’t like Slick any more than Helen did. Slick looked away and scribbled some more.




    “You say you’ve no idea about your assailant,” Harmon spoke softly.




    “I presume he was male.”




    Slick scratched behind his ear with his pen. “You had absolutely no knowledge of someone creeping up on you? You didn’t hear anything?” There was a disbelieving note in his voice.




    “I was taken by surprise.” Giving him a distinct advantage, Helen thought.




    “Did he grab your bag or give you a shove first?” Harmon said, a thoughtful light in her eyes.




    “Like I said, it was more of a push and grab.” Which meant, Helen mused, that he was taking a risk. She could easily have gone into the water, taking the bag with her. And then another more chilling idea took root.




    “What I’m trying to establish,” Harmon said, as if reading Helen’s mind, “was whether you fell as a result of him grabbing your bag, or whether he intended you to go into the water.”




    “You mean whether he meant to kill me?”




    “That what you think?”




    I don’t know, Helen thought. “Whether it was accidental or not, the fact is I could easily have drowned. It wasn’t as if he asked whether I could swim,” she added gamely, eliciting another smile from Harmon.




    “Attempted murder?” The D.C. muttered to Harmon.




    “Difficult to prove,” Harmon said cautiously. She turned back to Helen. “Were there any witnesses?”




    “Potentially dozens, though I wasn’t aware of anyone in particular. What about the guy who pulled me out?”




    “He didn’t hang about but we’ll put out an appeal,” Harmon assured her.




    Don’t leave it too long, Helen thought. Time is the enemy of the witness. “Are there cameras in the area?”




    “Yeah, we’ll be checking CCTV,” Harmon confirmed.




    “It’s pretty well-lit,” Helen continued. “The bar was packed. There must be a chance someone saw him.”




    “Not exactly ideal for a mugging,” the D.C. said.




    “On the contrary,” Helen interjected, “it was a perfect foil.”




    The policeman’s brow furrowed. “How do you work that out?”




    “There were lots of people. Everyone was having a good time. They felt secure. It’s the last place you’d expect something like that to happen.”




    “She’s right, Wylie,” Harmon said, a hint of admiration in her voice. “Dead easy for someone to appear and then fade away. Naturally, we’ll be following up enquiries,” she told Helen.




    “Are Scenes of Crime checking the area?” Helen said, “Only you might strike lucky, a foot impression, maybe, or some other evidence.”




    Harmon opened her mouth to speak but Wylie beat her to it. “You a copper or something?” His eyes were hard with suspicion.




    Helen flashed a nervous smile. “No, erm…read a lot of books.”




    Harmon nodded thoughtfully. Wylie looked relieved.




    “Any news on my handbag?” Helen asked.




    “We found a bag near the scene of crime,” Wylie replied, cagey.




    “Brown leather, fairly large, tear-drop shape?”




    “Yes,” Harmon said, her voice ringing clear.




    “Let me guess,” Helen sighed, “empty?”




    “’Fraid so.”




    “No wallet or credit cards?”




    Harmon shook her head.




    “Keys, mobile phone?”




    “Sorry,” Wylie said, flicking his notebook shut. “He took the lot.”


  




  

    CHAPTER TWO




    HER MUM AND DAD came to pick her up the following morning. Both looked pale and worried.




    “You sure you should be coming home?” her mum asked anxiously. She was quietly spoken, quiet in every respect. A large-boned woman, she carried little weight because of a fondness for gin in preference to food. Her face, though lined, was softened by expertly applied make-up, giving her a gentle appearance. She had small hooded eyes that nestled like a couple of dark blue sequins. Her tinted ash-blonde hair was thick and curly. Helen looked nothing like her. In appearance, she was her father’s daughter.




    “I’d rather not stay here,” Helen said, taking the clothes her mother brought with her. It beat her how anyone ever managed to rest in a hospital ward. It was never dark or quiet. There was always a single light shining somewhere, always some drama.




    “We could get you upgraded,” her father said authoritatively, fixing his dark brown eyes on her. Well into his sixties, and over a decade older than her mother, he still had a handsome charm. He was tall with an abundance of steel-grey hair that once was raven-coloured. When Helen was growing up, her friends pointed out, much to her embarrassment, that she had a dishy-looking dad.




    “I just want to come home,” Helen said, appealing to him.




    “But surely, after what’s happened to you, darling…” Her mother’s voice trailed off, the familiar features contorting with distress, an unusual sight and one that Helen found faintly alarming. She was more used to her mother’s smooth self-composure, the maintenance of which stemmed from a rigid system of self-medication. Not one to show depths of emotion, she largely floated through life, more a spectator than a participant. It was strange to see her this connected, Helen thought, watching her mother glance at her father for guidance.




    “It was a very nasty attack, Helen. You could easily have drowned.” His voice was steady but his eyes expressed concern.




    “But there’s nothing more the doctors can do.”




    “They can keep you in for observation,” her mother said, darting another anxious look at her husband.




    “I’ve been thoroughly checked over,” Helen smiled reasonably. “No injuries. No lasting trauma. Anyway, they probably need the beds.”




    “If you’re sure,” her father said, with some reluctance. “It’s your decision, Helen.”




    She beamed at him. “Won’t be a moment,” she said, scurrying off to the nearest lavatory to change.




    Her father drove them back in the Jaguar. Helen settled into the pale cream leather, closed her eyes, and listened to her father talking. “You’ll need to contact the bank and put a stop on your cards. Lose much cash?”




    “About thirty pounds.”




    “And you’ll need to get the locks changed at the flat. Did you have the keys to the studio with you?”




    “No, thank goodness.”




    “Tell you what, I’ll get Vic to organise a locksmith today then you can have a new set to go back with.”




    “Have the police talked to you yet?” her mother half-turned. There was strain in her voice.




    “Yes.”




    “You’ve made a statement?” her father interjected.




    “Uh-huh.”




    “What did they have to say?” her mother pressed.




    “Not a lot.”




    “Any ideas on the culprit?”




    “There’s not much to go on,” Helen said. “He’ll probably get away with it.”




    “He?”




    “Most muggers are blokes, Mum.”




    Her mother let out a laugh. It sounded like air seeping out of a rubber ring. “Silly me, of course.”




    “Probably an addict wanting to feed a habit,” Helen continued, looking out of the window at houses gaudy with Christmas decorations. Children were riding along pavements on newly acquired bikes and skateboards. Adults, eager to shake off the excesses of the recent festivities while preparing for the next, walked briskly in the winter sunshine. She felt strangely detached. She guessed it was a hangover from her previous line of work in Scenes of Crime. Christmas and New Year was awkward territory. Both festivities signalled a rise in the death rate. With so much excess booze and soaring emotions, it wasn’t surprising. The obligatory merry-making not only provided the right atmosphere for strangers to talk to each other, but families, too, sometimes at considerable cost.




    “You sound remarkably relaxed about what’s happened,” her father said, glancing at her in his rear-view mirror.




    Helen smiled. She’d always been good at masking her true feelings.




    * * *




    Keepers was a large six-bedroomed country house in rural Staffordshire, some seventeen miles from Birmingham, and had been the family home for the past twenty years. It was her father’s reward for building up a massively successful print business in the centre of Birmingham. A forward-thinker, Jack Powers had taken full advantage of the leaps forward in computer technology, and set up a dedicated design studio over a print works housing the latest state-of-the art equipment. Although not a graphic designer himself – his background was in engineering – he’d cherry-picked a select team of computer nerds so that all print material could be designed and reproduced in-house. With a regular source of business from like-minded captains of Midlands industry, the company went from strength to strength. Within ten years, Jack Powers’s talent for assembling the right people, his basic business acumen and entrepreneurial spirit turned what was a good idea into an extremely lucrative enterprise. At the age of sixty, he sold up, making a fat profit.




    Helen felt a familiar flood of memories as her father drove up the long and winding drive. After such a frightening experience, roots and family mattered more than ever.




    As soon as she got home, she phoned the bank and made the necessary arrangements. Afterwards, she went straight to bed. She felt unspeakably tired and was happy for her mother to assume a caring role. It was what her mother did best. Operating as if on auto-helm, she glided through the house, dealing with things calmly, giving quiet orders, noiselessly tidying, wordlessly organising, all her actions efficient and designed to anaesthetise from life’s pains and tribulations.




    The house was spotless. Even the furnishings were guaranteed to soothe. Nothing too vibrant. Her mother was the queen of pastel. Peach and apricot in the downstairs rooms. Upstairs, soft lilacs and greens. But, underneath her mother’s smooth exterior, Helen sensed there lurked a nervy personality, a woman with seriously screwed-up emotional wiring. As her mother enquired whether she wanted more pillows, more newspapers to read, more this and more that, Helen knew that her mother was stealthily helping herself to more drink.




    “I’ll be fine, and Mum,” Helen said.




    “Yes, dear?”




    “Try not to worry.”




    Her mother flashed a fragile smile and closed the door. Although she was glad to be in safe and familiar surroundings, Helen also felt a measure of relief to be alone. She wasn’t quite sure when she’d realised that her mother had a drink problem because it had gone on for so long and was concealed under the guise of conviviality. She’d grown up to the sound of ice chinking at midday, to her mother’s occasional bouts of forgetfulness, of her slurred speech in the evening, and her need for absolute quiet in the morning. She’d also grown used to making excuses for her, for pretending that her mother’s capacity for booze was not outside the norm. Her mother didn’t conform to the stereotypical drunk; she was careful with her appearance, always fragrant, never foul-mouthed or aggressive, rarely maudlin. When she hit the bottle, it was as if she became out of synch with life, inhabiting a shadowy, lonely world where she couldn’t be reached. The funny thing was her mother intermittently enjoyed good patches where she hardly seemed to drink at all. Then there were times when she drank a lot but appeared to tolerate it well. On other occasions, she drank and became confused very quickly. It all seemed quite random. And, in the rare moments, when her mother was completely sober, Helen came to realise that, at heart, her mother was fundamentally a decent person, not warm and easy to be around exactly, but fair-minded and predictable. With these poignant periods of remission, there came a sense of dread because Helen knew that it was only a matter of time before the dark side took over.




    She slept fitfully most of the day. Shock, she guessed. Her mother brought her soup, tucked her up in extra blankets, gave her a hot-water bottle, ensured she had tissues, newspapers and a radio. Apart from the time she’d suffered from glandular fever, she’d never felt so cosseted. She neither read nor listened. Sometimes she stared at a round penny of light on the ceiling. Sometimes she lay, flexing her legs, examining all her working parts, checking that she was really alive. She thought about phoning Ed and Jen but didn’t have the energy. Around three in the afternoon, she got up and took a hot bath, soaping and scrubbing herself with vigour to rid herself of the lurking smell of canal on her skin. Her dark, close-cropped hair meant she could wash and dry it in record-time.




    Having plastered herself in her mother’s Chanel body lotion, she dragged on a robe and went to a wardrobe in one of the guest bedrooms. She still kept some clothes and make-up at home. She didn’t know why she did it. It wasn’t exactly a safety net because, wary of being tagged an only child of wealthy parents, she was fiercely self-reliant. To prove the point, she’d moved out when she was seventeen in a dramatic bid to find both personal and financial independence. It proved harder than she thought.




    Just for a moment, she allowed herself to remember the thrill of landing her first proper job with the police as a trainee Scenes of Crime officer. The job title varied from force to force – sometimes they were called crime scene examiners, and the Metropolitan Police tended to have their own cutting-edge labels and jargon – but the work was basically the same. She was primarily an evidence-gatherer. Again, while some forces still employed dedicated Scenes of Crime photographers, she trained and worked with constabularies where it was expected for her to cover any and every aspect of the job.




    With a smile, she reminisced over her initial month based at Brierley Hill, working with experienced officers. It had been a baptism of fire but she knew from the outset that this was what she wanted to do, something real and important at last. Then there had been the nine weeks training at Harperley Hall, County Durham, followed by a posting of two years as part of a development programme. After that, she transferred to Birmingham where she stayed for seven years. The smile faded as she remembered Adam Roscoe, detective inspector, her married lover, the man who for six years had dominated her life, had been her dark obsession. One of those charismatic, deeply ambitious men you come across maybe once in a lifetime, their very first meeting took place soon after her appointment to Thornhill Road. She’d been called out to a drive-by shooting resulting in a fatal road accident.




    Jesus, she thought, surveying the scene. It was dark, belting down with rain, and there were swarms of vehicles: police, ambulance and fire services. Two dead black men, the passenger with a caved in head from a gunshot wound, lay slumped in the wreckage of their top-of-the-range Mercedes, the bonnet of which was buried deep in the entrails of a Ford Escort. While firemen were using cutting gear to free the unfortunate female driver of the Escort, Helen was charged with securing the scene and taking photographs.




    “Can you hurry it up?” a young detective constable snapped at her from the sidelines.




    “Doing my best,” she called back. “Not easy competing with the flashing lights from all these vehicles.”




    “I’m not interested in excuses. Either you can do the job, or you can’t.”




    She said nothing. Biting her lip, she tried to work out how she could time her shot so that it wasn’t over-exposed.




    “I hate these fucking black on black killings,” the D.C. continued to carp. She wondered how he could be so sure that’s what it was.




    “Come on, for Chrissakes,” he cursed, “how long you going to stand there before you take the shot?” He took several steps towards her.




    “Stay right there,” she barked, straightening up.




    “What?”




    “You come any further and you’re going to contaminate a crime scene.”




    “Who the hell…”




    “You heard what she said, Davies. Shift your size tens. And, while you’re about it, make sure everyone else keeps a respectful distance.”




    Helen turned, saw the man who’d spoken, saw his remarkable face, the sleek clean-shaven features, dangerous-looking eyes, the blackness of his hair. There was something else about him, something off-centre, she thought. He wasn’t conventionally good-looking, but he was immensely attractive. Slim and tall, he wore a dark leather jacket. He winked at her.




    “D.I. Roscoe,” he said to Helen. “I don’t care for people getting in the way of progress – not when it’s my investigation.”




    She smiled awkwardly. “Thank you.”




    “No, thank you,” he said. “I’ve a lot of respect for SOCOS.”




    Then he was gone. No great fanfares. No celestial choirs. But, from that moment, she was hooked.




    She shook her head in an effort to obliterate the memory. The image of Rose Buchanan’s lifeless body, however, was not so easily erased. Neither was Warren Jacks, Rose’s killer. Helen remembered him, all right. Good-looking and charming, he was also a pathological liar, rapist, and police informer, Adam’s informer.




    Helen stood for a moment, willing herself to be calm. In the end, she’d done the best she could. She’d turned against her lover, exposed an injustice, cut herself loose, and joined Raymond Seatt’s Photographic Agency as a portrait photographer. Had she been turned down on that initial interview with the police, her life would be quite different, she thought, cowering inside, picking out a pair of smart pale denim hipsters with a slight flare, a thick white sweater and a pair of pointy tan leather boots.




    She put on her clothes, put one hand on her hips and surveyed her tall, slim reflection. Even with her colouring, she looked pale. Her eyes were ringed with shadows. Reaching for her make-up, she blended foundation into her olive-coloured skin, brushed highlighter onto her brow-bones to accentuate her dark eyebrows, swished eyeliner over her heavy lids, and applied black mascara onto her upper eyelashes to open up her eyes, not forgetting a smudge of deep cherry-coloured lipstick on her small but full mouth. Instantly feeling better, she decided to get some fresh air before it got too dark. Wrapping herself in one of her father’s old jackets, she slipped down the stairs and outside.




    It was bitterly cold, the icy air punching tears from her eyes and, just for a moment, she had a horrible recollection of the night before. She’d never been afraid of the dark but she wasn’t keen on open water, canals in particular. She found them deeply threatening. Unlike rivers and seas, which were moving, organic expanses, canals were static, weed-infested places, with steep sides, impossible to escape from. She’d literally only given it a cursory glance and then she’d been pushed. At least, she thought she’d been pushed. In the beginning, she’d been certain. With hindsight, she couldn’t be sure. It seemed as if time had robbed her of judgement. When she thought what might have happened to her, the slow asphyxia as her air passages, lungs and stomach filled with water, she felt shards of panic. And what had happened to Freya, she thought? Why hadn’t she phoned?




    She wasn’t sure of Freya’s age but reckoned she was around the twenty-five mark, roughly eight years younger than herself. They’d hit it off from the moment she’d walked into the studio. Helen guessed a part of the attraction was that Freya reminded her of how she used to be a long time ago, before she’d had her confidence stamped on. Sparky and fun, Freya had an unstoppable quality, something Helen admired, yet there was also loneliness in her eyes. She seemed vulnerable. And the city preyed on people like that. Especially at Christmas.




    Keepers had several acres of landscaped gardens, including a tennis court and a wild, spirited area of natural woodland. As Helen walked across gently sloping lawns, childhood memories flooded her mind. She thought of warm, sunny days sprawled out in the grass, listening to the drone of bees and steady clunk of ball on racquet. She remembered hiding in the greenhouse, with its aroma of vines and geraniums, the magic of hearing rain against the glass. It was quite an isolated upbringing. Her dad always seemed to be at work, her mother in a world of her own. Helen wasn’t ignored but the focus was always on her mother, or rather her mother’s drinking. For this reason, and for as long as she could remember, she was wary of taking friends home. She couldn’t bear them to notice that her mother, and by reflection herself, were different. She couldn’t endure the embarrassment. She supposed deep-down she felt ashamed of her mum, which, in turn, made her feel ashamed of herself.




    In spite of it all, she pretended that life was fine, that her mother was more often happy than sad, that it didn’t matter if they weren’t particularly close, didn’t get on. She tried not to think of the time her mother shut her out in the rain, or got drunk at a summer party and fell over while dancing, breaking her ankle. She tried to forget four years before, when she’d hidden herself away from prying cameras and baying newspaper reporters.




    She returned to the house as the light was fading. A police car was outside. She removed her boots in the porch and walked into the drawing room where Harmon and Wylie were drinking tea with her parents in front of a blazing log fire. Her mother had that instantly recognisable slightly pissed look on her face. Both C.I.D. officers stood up as Helen entered. Her father took charge.




    “D.S. Harmon and D.C. Wylie were wondering whether you can remember anything else about the attack last night.”




    Helen lowered herself into a plumply furnished chair. “Not really.”




    “Pity,” Wylie said, eyeballing her in a way that made Helen feel uncomfortable. If she wasn’t certain before, she was now; he knew about her past.




    Helen looked at Harmon. “No leads?”




    “Nothing. Witnesses have been hard to come by. It seems most people were keeping warm indoors.”




    “What about the bloke who hauled me out?”




    “Hasn’t come forward yet.”




    Helen guessed it wasn’t that unusual and it was still early days. “You were going to check the CCTV.”




    “We did,” Harmon said, looking awkward.




    “And?”




    “Wasn’t productive,” Wylie intervened snappily.




    Harmon flashed him an exasperated look. “It was useless, I’m afraid,” she told Helen.




    “Don’t tell me,” Helen groaned, “they forgot to put a tape in.”




    “The tape was in, all right,” Harmon said, “but it had been used that many times, the quality was awful. We just got a load of grainy images.”




    Helen wasn’t that surprised. In spite of the searing clarity in high profile locations, the general quality of CCTV was so poor you’d have a hard time recognising your own parents on most footage.




    “A bloody outrage,” her father growled.




    “I can see where you’re coming from,” Wylie said stiffly. Actually, he had no idea, Helen thought, mildly amused, as her father blistered on about incompetence, accountability and the need to catch the bastard. “He ought to be done for attempted murder,” her father ranted, “never mind mugging.”




    Harmon smoothly reasserted her authority. “In the absence of witnesses, that might be difficult to prove, sir.”




    “We’re doing all we can,” Wylie chipped in, though Helen suspected that, in his own mind, he’d probably already wrapped up the case and moved onto another. It was to do with priorities. This wasn’t a courtesy call: it was a kiss-off. And, actually, she didn’t really care. She just wanted to forget all about it and get on with her life. She looked across the room. Her mother’s eyes were rheumy with booze and emotion. Her hands were shaking, and she was twisting a small lace handkerchief round and round her fingers. Helen could see the knuckles gleaming shiny and white.




    “That’s it then,” her father said, in a clipped voice. He got to his feet, indicating that the interview was over. Harmon turned to Helen, reiterating that she’d be in touch.




    “We’ve given your bag to Mrs Powers,” Wylie told Helen, his lip curling as he glanced over in her mother’s direction. Helen read the contempt in his face and instantly felt on the defensive. How many times had she registered the disapproval of others? People could be remarkably prissy about women who drink. Blokes were just being blokes.




    “It’s upstairs,” her mother said, rising unsteadily to her feet, “on the landing.”




    “It’s all right, Mum. I’ll get it.”




    While her father saw the police out, Helen went upstairs, picked up her bag and returned with it to the drawing room. She vaguely noticed that something was different, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. It wasn’t the Christmas decorations. Wasn’t the cards suspended from the beams, the wreath hanging over the fireplace, or the tastefully dressed Christmas tree.




    “You’ve had a change-around.”




    “What?” her mother said muzzily.




    “Things look different, somehow.” The furniture and furnishings were the same. Everything in the usual places, but…




    Helen stared at a tall vase of large purple-headed tulips that spilled over the rim like a clutch of hissing snakes. The only departure from the soothing surroundings, Helen didn’t know why she hadn’t spotted it immediately. And it flagged up something else.




    “That’s it,” she said brightly, “it’s the Royal Worcester.”




    Her mother gave her a befuddled look.




    “You know, the porcelain arrangement of birds. It’s not where it usually is.”




    “Oh,” her mother broke into a smile. “I’ve sent it off to be cleaned.”




    “Well, that’s that,” Helen’s father said, stalking back into the room.




    “Let’s hope so,” Helen’s mother smiled tightly. “Sun’s over the yardarm. Anyone fancy a drink?”




    Dinner was a tense affair. Bit by bit, Helen watched her mother slide into an alcoholic stupor. The irritation in her father’s eyes was clear. Although he adored her mum, he’d never been able to completely cope with her drinking. Most of the time, he pretended not to notice, glossed over it, made excuses. Not this evening.




    “Popped in to see Gran on Boxing Day,” Helen said, trying to make conversation.




    “Don’ know why you bother,” her mother said thickly, pushing food around her plate with no interest. Her bottom lip and teeth were black, stained from wine.




    “Makes her happy,” Helen said simply.




    Her mother rolled her eyes. “Doesn’ know you from Adam, dear. Jus’ a shell.”




    Helen looked down at her plate. She wasn’t Gran any more, she wanted to say, but she was still a person. “She appreciates visitors.”




    “Never used to,” her mother said in a detached fashion, taking a pull of her drink. “She was too obsessed with herself to have time for others.”




    Helen glanced up. Her mother’s face was devoid of expression. Only her voice betrayed resentment. Helen turned to her father. His jaw was grinding. His eyes were cold. In every other respect, he viewed her mother as the model wife. It was required. Expected. And although, most of the time, her addiction was in check, it was a source of huge frustration to him that he remained powerless to keep her sober. It was as if he regarded it as a personal failure. It explained why he loathed seeing her so drunk, hated seeing the crack in the apparently serene exterior.




    “Gran gets quite soppy about presents,” Helen smiled, trying to smooth things over. Her grandmother had developed a sweet tooth since her illness and Helen was in the habit of taking chocolates or sweets with her when she visited. It was worth it just to see the old woman’s eyes light up. Gran might be going senile, she thought, but she knew what it was to be fussed over and loved, which seemed more than her mother was capable of.




    Helen’s father twitched a sympathetic smile at her. “That’s good, isn’t it, Joan?” he said, curtly addressing his wife. “At least we made sure the old girl’s comfortable.”




    Helen supposed that was something. As private residential homes went, Roselea was in the higher echelons. And at least it didn’t smell of pee.




    Her mum eventually flaked out shortly before nine o’clock. Once Helen’s father helped her upstairs, he rejoined Helen in the drawing room.




    “She’s getting worse,” Helen said.




    Her father offered no comment. He was sick of it, she thought. They’d done this one countless times before. They’d even developed this peculiarly veiled way of talking about her mother’s drinking so that neither of them had to mention the dreaded word booze. She guessed it was a form of denial, the result of years of putting on a perfect and united front. Her dad, if pressed on the subject, put it down to biology. Her mum’s father had been a heavy drinker, driven to it, some said, by his wife. Whatever the truth of it, Helen’s dad didn’t want to talk about it tonight.




    “You look tired, Helen.”




    A classic decoy, she thought. “Not surprising.”




    He agreed and chucked another log on the fire. “I’ve been thinking. You don’t reckon there’s more to this mugging than meets the eye?”




    “How?”




    Her father hesitated. “Could it be connected to your previous work with Scenes of Crime?”




    She didn’t say anything. She didn’t want to think about it.




    “You worked with the police, remember.” He was speaking softly, his Midlands accent more pronounced, but there was relentlessness in his eyes.




    “For them,” she said quietly. “I wasn’t a police officer. I wasn’t at the sharp-end.”




    “Not at the sharp end?” A quizzical smile played on his lips.




    “Well, all right,” she conceded sheepishly, scuffing the pile on the carpet with her foot. I really don’t want to revisit this, she thought.




    Her father was speaking again. “Criminals have long memories. You were a part of the process of bringing them to justice.”




    “Dad,” she laughed uneasily, “I was a faceless part of a team. An evidence-gatherer. And it was a long time ago.”




    “Four years.”




    She knew. Sometimes it seemed like yesterday, other times a lifetime ago. She wondered whether Adam felt the same.




    “And you made enemies,” her father continued.




    “Other policemen,” she pointed out with more levity than she felt. “And they’re not generally in the habit of assaulting or attempting to bump off their foes.”




    “Not even Roscoe?” His voice was hard.




    She could hardly bear to hear his name. It seemed strange now. She adored him from the moment she clapped eyes on him in that dirty little street with the blood running into the gutter. She would have done anything for him and, in many ways, she did – until her final and very public betrayal. “Not even him,” she said softly.




    He said nothing for a moment, took a pull on his drink. “Did you mention your past to Harmon and Wylie?”




    My past, Helen thought, that far-away place where I betrayed my lover, confessed to my superiors, went to the press. I didn’t need to, she thought, feeling vulnerable. “You make it sound as though I did something wrong, Dad.”




    Her father took another pull of his whisky. Too much time elapsed before he gave the answer she needed to hear. “You did what you felt was right.”




    Eventually, she thought. “I had no choice.”




    “No,” he agreed.




    They’d debated the subject endlessly. He’d wanted her to be pragmatic. She’d wanted to come clean. In the end, she’d done it her way. Mostly.




    Neither of them spoke for a moment, each lost in their own thoughts, staring at the fire. The truth was her dad didn’t understand. It wasn’t his fault. She never told him the full story. Never told anyone. And, however many times she tried to explain the nature of her then employment, it was a dark mystery to anyone outside the police force.




    Scenes of Crime, at its best, swung into action with the smooth running of a well-oiled machine, and she had been but a small cog in it. It required the ability to work both as part of a disciplined team and as an individual. She didn’t remember exactly how many cases she’d covered, how many people in theory she’d contributed to put away but she couldn’t imagine any crook, even less a police officer, wanting to single her out for special treatment. She considered herself to be a backroom girl, a civilian. In her father’s eyes, not only had she’d been working for the police, but with the dead. That always generated an element of fear. Helen broke the silence. “I don’t think last night’s incident has any connection to the past.”




    “Simply a case of wrong place, wrong time?”




    “Unfortunately, it happens a lot.”




    Her father gave a weary smile, drained his drink and stood up. Briefly touching her shoulder, he wished her goodnight.
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