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Praise for the Fiona Griffiths Crime Thriller series


 


‘Gritty, compelling . . . a [police] procedural unlike any other you are likely to read this year’


USA Today


‘With Detective Constable Fiona ‘Fi’ Griffiths, Harry Bingham . . . finds a sweet spot in crime fiction . . . think Stieg Larsson’s Lisbeth Salander . . . Denise Mina’s ‘Paddy’ Mehan [or] Lee Child’s Jack Reacher . . . The writing is terrific’


Boston Globe


‘DC Fiona Griffiths is ditsy, funny, stubborn and sharp . . . Bingham provides a spirited Welsh response to the Scottish domination of British crime fiction’


The Times


‘A dark delight, and I look forward to Fiona’s future struggles with criminals, her demons and the mysteries of her past’


Washington Post


‘Bingham has gotten inside the mind of his clever, neurotic heroine so well as to make her seem entirely credible . . . An interesting, unusual and in some ways even moving crime novel’


Literary Review


‘A most intriguing, if peculiar, detective . . . Bingham doesn’t stint on plot (very complicated), procedures (very detailed) or action (very brutal)’


New York Times


‘Compelling . . . a new crime talent to treasure’


Daily Mail


‘Bingham’s novels always contain something unexpected. This fast-moving novel contains some of the most ingenious murder methods in modern crime fiction’


Sunday Times


‘A stunner with precision plotting, an unusual setting, and a deeply complex protagonist . . . We have the welcome promise of more books to come’


The Seattle Times


‘Exceptional . . . Absorbing . . . Fiona’s narrative sears the pages’


Kirkus Reviews
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  Cardiff Prison. September 2010.


  ‘Welcome.’


  Penry opens his hands in what’s meant to be a spreading gesture, only they never get more than about eight inches apart. It’s as though the ghosts of his handcuffs are still

  there.


  ‘Nice place,’ I tell him.


  Formica tables with metal legs. Overhead fluorescent lighting. No daylight. Official notices on the wall and a couple of prison warders watching everything. Seven hundred and eighty-five other

  prisoners, ninety-four of them lifers. Nice.


  ‘Well, you know, I was going to repaint. Freshen things up a bit. But . . .’ He shrugs. ‘You know how it is.’


  ‘Will you manage it?’


  The time, not the paintwork. The court handed down a four year sentence, every minute of it deserved. I helped put Penry behind bars – Brian Penry, a bent ex-copper with a line in fraud

  and one or two worse things besides – and I shouldn’t like him, but I do.


  ‘Four years, serve two. Yeah, I’ll manage.’ His face goes through a few different expressions before settling on something blandly generic. ‘My first week here, a guy in

  the same wing as me kills himself. Piece of broken glass.’ He makes a gesture along the inside of both wrists. ‘They only noticed when there was blood leaking out from the door. Fucking

  . . .’ He shakes his head instead of finishing, but I get the drift. ‘Bugger was only in for eighteen months and didn’t even seem depressed, apparently.’


  I remember the story, but vaguely, the way you do when it concerns something on the inside. What I do remember well was the arrest. A young father. Worked for a precision engineering company.

  Nice lad, doing well. Done for trying to import cocaine from southern Spain in a shipment of steel tubing. Loses job, loses wife, loses kids, goes to jail. Life over.


  ‘You’ll be okay, Brian,’ I tell him.


  ‘Yeah. Yeah, once I get the place freshened up, eh?’


  We talk for another thirty minutes and it feels like a century. When I leave the building, I find I’m almost running.
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  Cardiff. Late October 2010.


  It’s a Friday afternoon. October in Wales, but you wouldn’t think so. High clouds scudding in from the west and plenty of sunshine. The last shreds of summer and never mind the

  falling leaves.


  I’m in a patrol car with a PC Adrian Condon, on the way back from a wasted five hours going house-to-house in Rumney. We’d been trying to find anyone who could tell us about a street

  fight that injured one female bystander and two men, one of whom is in hospital with a fractured skull. We’d got nothing useful, but hadn’t expected to. Our bosses hadn’t expected

  us to. It was one of those box-ticking things. You do it because you have to.


  We’re in end-of-shift mode, talking shop, thinking about the weekend, when Condon’s radio squawks. Incident called in in Cyncoed. Something to do with illegal rubbish found during a

  house clearance. Condon looks at me. We could duck this one or we could be good little soldiers. I shrug. I don’t care. Illegal rubbish in Cyncoed, what I came into policing for.


  Condon shrugs as well. He’s already swinging the car around as I reach for the radio.


  The dispatcher gives us an address on the Rhyd-y-penau Road, up by the reservoir. Not the sort of address that generally gives us trouble. It’s a place of clipped privet, tidy front

  gardens and net curtains. Bungalows and china dogs.


  We’re there in ten minutes. A big blue van, doors banging open in the wind, marks the target. Condon whirls the car into the vacant scrap of driveway, parks under a bare-branched cherry

  tree.


  We get out. Condon’s in uniform and I’m not, and he’s a man, which I’m not. So although I’m technically the senior officer, it’s him the house clearance guys

  defer to as they pull off their gloves and shake hands with those big masculine grips.


  I don’t care, just stand back and watch the clouds scud. Illegal rubbish. How tough can the assignment be? I hear fragments only. Bungalow belonged to an old lady, died two months back,

  next of kin in Australia. Blah blah. The blue van is piled with old-lady furniture. Curved mahogany legs, green velour trim. Beige cushions with pale gold tassels. I can’t see more because of

  the van door, still banging in the wind.


  Condon moves off toward the garage with the clearance guys. I follow. The garage door is raised and there’s a skip in front of it, half full. Old garden junk, gummed-up paintpots,

  bristleless brooms, a spidery fold-out deck chair. Inside, the garage is half cleared, half full.


  Teak garden furniture. The sort that’s good enough you store it indoors over winter and in bad weather. Take outside when it’s warm.


  And there’s a chest freezer. Capacious. As big as two bathtubs. The sort of thing that nice little old ladies who live with their net curtains and china dogs up by the Llanishen Reservoir

  fill with stewed apple compotes in autumn and bits of lamb when it’s on sale at the local butcher. Of course, there hasn’t been any power here for a month or two, so the packaged lamb

  and stewed apples aren’t as good as they were. A wheelie bin, stinking, holds the first layer of bags excavated from the freezer. A pile of plastic wrapped packages lies on the ground, the

  greyish-yellow colour of meat turned bad and condensation dripping from the inside of each bag.


  That’s not what catches the eye, though. What catches the eye lies in front of the lamb and the pork belly on the concrete floor. A polythene bag more than a metre long. More meat turning

  bad. The same yellowy grey. Same condensation, same smell. Only this meat looks a hell of a lot like a human leg. That, plus it’s wearing a high-heeled shoe.


  Condon sees it a moment before I do and, like a good copper, he knows he needs to puke outside. Keep the crime scene tidy. Me, I don’t puke at corpses. As Condon is decorating the flower

  bed, I approach the bag, feeling the flesh through the thick polythene. It feels like old, cold steak. I squat down by the dead girl, keeping her company, letting the peace flow out of the bag and

  into me.


  Condon and the clearance guys are silhouettes moving in the garage doorway. With my hand still on the girl’s thigh, I call the office. Rhiannon Watkins, the only DI I know to be on duty. I

  give her the gist. Condon will probably be getting something going with the dispatcher too, but this will be a CID case from here on. A sweet little murder. I feel a deep sigh of relaxation pass

  through me. Of pleasure. I didn’t have much planned for the weekend. And whatever there might have been, this will be better.


  I give the thigh a last, long affectionate squeeze and stand up so I can see down into the depths of the freezer. I’m expecting more of the same. Arms, head, the other leg. Chunks of torso

  sawn up and stored. But there’s nothing. Squidgy apple puree. Bags of beans, unusable now. A few Tupperware containers with handwritten labels and dates, no longer legible in the dark and

  wet. Nothing that looks like body parts. Nothing that looks like the rest of this stinky jigsaw.


  In the doorway to the garage, the clearance men are beginning to realise that they’re going to need to make different plans for the evening. We’re going to need statements from them.

  We’ll need their van, if it comes to that. It’s part of the crime scene now, a lorryload of evidence. In Cathays Park, the word will be spreading, shift patterns reallocated, people

  bundling into cars and blazing up here, lights flashing, sirens wailing.


  I like all that, but I’m not ready for it yet. While Condon is still busy at the front, I walk through the garage door into the house itself. Get a feel of it before it’s invaded.

  The clocks haven’t gone back yet, so there’s still plenty of light. The house is more or less empty. A shag pile carpet in yellow and brown, dents where the furniture once stood. In the

  living room, a mantelpiece not yet cleared of photos.


  Not many photos, probably because there isn’t much family. There’s a wedding photo, of the widow presumably and her late husband. He’s in an army uniform and the photo looks

  like it’s Second World War vintage. That makes the widow late eighties or early nineties, even if she was young when she married. A pretty bride, half-smiling, unsure whether to look at the

  camera or her new husband.


  There are other photos besides this one. The same pair, older. With a baby. With a young daughter. With the same daughter as a teenager, then as a young woman, then as a bride herself –

  now the Australian next of kin, I imagine. The last photo of the widow’s husband shows him in his late forties, maybe fifties, with a cigarette in his hand. No evidence that he survived into

  his sixties even.


  The shoe on the dead girl’s leg was pink suede, platform sole, skinny wedge heels, round toe, and an ankle strap. I’m hardly the world’s first authority on fashion, but the

  shoe looked to me neither brand-new nor ancient history. Christina Aguilera vintage, approximately.


  I line up the photos with my thumbnail. Not much of a rogues’ gallery: an elderly widow, a dead husband, an Australian daughter. All that, and a murder victim who consists of only a leg

  and a Christina Aguilera taste in shoes.


  I’m smiling like an idiot. Weekends don’t come any better.
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  Mayhem rides up the hill and takes possession. The queen of the carnival is Rhiannon Watkins. Rhiannon bloody Watkins. Watkins the badge. Rhiannon Watkins, the youngest woman

  ever appointed DI in Cardiff and currently the longest-serving officer of that rank. One whose ability could have made her DCI, or even Chief Constable, yet whose capacity to make herself disliked

  could have made her the first murder victim with over a million plausible suspects. A group that would include every one of her CID colleagues.


  Typically, Watkins is in the lead car. Typically, she’s the first out. Typically, there’s a black-jacketed army spreading out behind her. Taping off the crime scene. Starting to talk

  to neighbours. Getting the removals van moved to a police pound, to safeguard our chain of evidence. Starting to interview the removals men. Separately, so their statements can be compared. And all

  the time, phone and radio constantly on the go back to Cathays Park.


  I’m fooling around on my phone, trying to keep my head down, but I can hear Watkins criticizing the Scene of Crime boys for their slowness. Probably for other things too, when she gets the

  chance. Lack of moral fibre. Inattention to detail. Off-centre trouser creases. Having once smiled.


  Condon also gets lacerated for something. I don’t know what, but he stalks past me looking ashen. Then my turn.


  Watkins – severe black suit, white shirt, the uptight-lezza look – beckons me over.


  ‘You entered the house. Why?’


  I give her my full-beam smile. One of the good things about my crazy brain: these stupid mind games don’t particularly faze me, so I quite like playing them.


  ‘We didn’t know if there was further evidence inside the property, and if so whether that evidence was appropriately secured. I made it my business to check.’


  ‘The interior of the house is a crime scene and –’


  ‘I touched nothing. I didn’t want to confuse the picture for the SOCOs. I assume you noticed the shoe?’


  DI Watkins likes that. She likes it the way a snake would like it if a vole popped up to ask if anyone was hungry. Strike, swallow, digest.


  She smiles at me, so I smile back. Sharing the joy.


  ‘Did I notice the shoe?’ This said slowly, lingeringly.


  ‘Yes, ma’am. The leg we found was wearing a shoe.’


  ‘Well, yes, I did take a look at the leg, and my twenty-eight years of experience in the CID helped me notice, even through the polythene, that –’


  ‘Sorry, ma’am. I wasn’t clear. That shoe is not a contemporary style.’ I show her my phone and the pictures I’ve just downloaded from the Internet.

  ‘I’ve only had a few moments, but I’d place the shoe as being approximately 2001, 2002. That suggests any crime could be as much as ten years old. I assume that you’ve got

  people back at Cathays searching for investigations where no body was ever fully recovered. You might wish to direct those team members to focus their efforts on the first few years of the last

  decade.’


  I give her my loveliest smile. We’re standing in the property’s little forecourt and the last of the sun is going down in a boil of cloud to the northwest. Watkins wants to bite my

  head off, but she can’t. Worse still, she has to stand there and let me watch as she calls Cathays to relay my information.


  Behind us, I can see other cars start to darken the street. Flash photography. The print media are normally first to these things, but this story could be big enough to attract a film crew

  before long.


  Watkins rings off. She’s seen what I’ve seen. I don’t know what her take on it is. No senior officer is indifferent to media attention. Some love it. Some loathe it. I

  don’t know Watkins well enough to know which way she swings. But even though her attention is refocusing on the press guys, she hasn’t forgotten that she needs to be horrible to me.


  She tells me, icily, that that was useful information about the shoe and, since I was obviously alert to such things, would I kindly go to back to Cathays to join the research team there. I

  could present a summary of our conclusions to her in the morning.


  She thinks she’s been a pain in the arse, because I’ll have to work half the night. I’m feeling happy, because I wanted to do that anyway, and go skipping off to find Condon so

  he can run me down into town.


  I find him on the road outside. He’s talking to one of the guys, who wants to know when he’s going to get his van back. Condon is handling the situation the way we’re trained

  to, but I can see that he’s still vibrating internally from his encounter with the Ice Queen.


  ‘Hey, Adrian.’ I pat his upper arm in what’s meant to be a supportive but professionally acceptable way. To the clearance guy, I say, ‘You’ll get your van back when

  DI Watkins says. And she’s a bitch, so it could be a while. Sorry.’


  The guy laughs at my frankness, and I continue into the laughter. ‘When you found the leg, where was it stored, exactly? I mean, in the freezer, I know, but lying exactly where? At the

  front, back? Deep down? On top?’


  When he understands my question, the clearance guy – who has a name it turns out, Geoff – is helpful. The leg was lying along the back wall of the freezer, not quite at the bottom

  but almost.


  ‘And neatly?’ I ask. ‘Like it had been tidily packed away, not leaving any gaps? Or more like it had just been dropped in a hurry?’


  ‘Oh no, quite tidy, like. If you, if . . .’


  Geoff is turning green, not that I can really tell in the ebbing daylight and the first sodium glow of the streetlamps. There are, strictly speaking, two reservoirs at Llanishen. The smaller,

  upper reservoir still has water in it, but the other one – the one people still mean when they talk about the reservoir – was drained earlier this year. Drained, fenced off,

  studded with black and yellow security notices. Some company wants to redevelop the site as upmarket housing, which I wouldn’t mind except that Llanishen used to shelter grass snakes and

  toads and slowworms and waxcap fungi, and I like all those things more than tarmac and luxury homes.


  Skins like silver pebbles and a soft slither into the dark.


  I tell Geoff not to worry, that he’s been helpful. Take his phone number just in case, then cadge a lift from Condon, telling him I’ll just be a moment.


  I run back up to the house. My version of running, I mean, which doesn’t always involve actual running. Back to the garage. A SOCO photographer is there, wearing one of those white

  polypropylene suits with elasticated hood and cuffs, setting up lighting.


  I ask him to give me some dates from the packages still in the bottom of the freezer. He’s not sure whether to be helpful, because somewhere along the way he’s eaten a training

  manual which is telling him to do things in a different order. I ask him if he wants me to pass his professional reservations along to DI Watkins and he decides to get helpful, bending down into

  the freezer with a torch.


  As he does so, I inspect the packages lying loose on the floor. Not all of them are dated, but some are. There’s a whole pile of thin little freezer bags of apple compote, dating from

  2005. Some butcher’s packages dated 2006, 2007, 2008, and 2009. One package of I’m not sure what is dated 1984, but in such wavering handwriting that I’m inclined to suspect the

  old lady’s mind had wandered.


  The SOCO pulls out of the freezer. He has a mask on, which I don’t, but even so it must have stunk in there.


  ‘Can’t see ’em all, and I won’t move anything till we’re done with the imaging. But what I can see – oldest is ’96, newest maybe 2002. Possibly 2003,

  because the ink has run and . . .’ He shrugs. ‘We’ll know once we can start moving them and get a proper look.’


  I take some pictures of the dead girl’s shoe with my phone, and the SOCO promises to email some better-quality shots through to me when he’s got to that stage.


  I give him the thumbs-up and head back to Condon, ready for my ride.
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  Home.


  I asked Condon to bring me here, not Cathays. If it’s going to be a long weekend, I might as well get ready. Swap skirt for jeans, shoes for my most comfortable pair of boots. Jumper. Put

  a toothbrush and toothpaste into my bag, along with a change of knickers and tights. I think about eating, but I’m not hungry, so I don’t. Think about taking a shower, but can’t

  be bothered.


  I don’t put any lights on. Just let the house grow dark around me, seeing what I need to from the streetlamps outside.


  Somebody cut a young woman into pieces and put her left leg into a suburban freezer in Cyncoed.


  Up by the reservoir, it’s as dark as it is here. The voles and the snakes and the toads and the bats are either going to bed or coming out to hunt. And we’re coming out to hunt too.

  Me, Watkins the Badge, and the might of South Wales’s finest.


  For me, these things aren’t only about finding the killers, but about giving peace to the dead. It’s not primarily a question of justice. The dead don’t care about that. The

  murder investigation, arrest, and conviction are just part of the funeral rite, the final acts of completion. Gifts I bring the dead in exchange for the peace they bring me.


  The peace of the dead, which passeth all understanding.


  I’m moving slowly now. No reason. Just waiting for my energies to gather. When they do, I find a cereal bar in my dark and silent kitchen and start chomping it on the way to my car.


  I should drive straight to Cathays. I do drive straight to Cathays, only when I get there, I find myself driving straight on through, over the river to Pontcanna.


  Big Victorian houses. Over-ornamented. High-ceilinged and respectable. I stop at a house in Plasturton Gardens. Home of Piers Ivor Harris, MP. One of his homes, I should say. He also has a house

  in Chelsea in London and a place in France.


  I’m in luck. His car is here, a silver Jag. His wife’s car too, a cream and black Mini. Lights on inside the house, curtains drawn.


  I wander up and down the road, noting down numberplates. Most of them I recognise – this isn’t exactly the first time I’ve done this, to put it mildly – but some of which

  are new. Of the new ones, none look immediately interesting. The cars either not posh enough or not parked close enough to the house to suggest that they’re connected with the Harrises. I

  note the registrations anyway.


  Then back to my car. Then up to Whitchurch. Same thing again. The object of my interest: Galton Evans, an agricultural insurance guy, who made a packet of money ten years ago when he sold his

  business to a private equity buyer, then decided to devote the rest of his life to becoming a major-league arsehole.


  That’s my theory anyway. Maybe Evans is a nice guy. I wouldn’t know. I’ve never met him.


  I don’t think I’ve got anything useful from the trip, but that’s why you have to do these things as often as you can. Fishing takes patience. One of my fortes.


  I wonder about hitting some of my other targets, but my mood has changed and Cathays is calling me now. I send a text to DS David Brydon, David ‘Buzz’ Brydon, my official-as-anything

  boyfriend, to let him know where I am and what I’m up to. Truth is, he’ll already have heard about the case and will know that I’ve probably been sucked into it, but I’m

  working hard to be Girlfriend of the Year and good girlfriends text their boyfriends to tell them about changes of plan, so that’s what I do too. It’s how we behave on Planet

  Normal.


  I zoom back into Cathays, ready for a long night hunting corpses.
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  At four in the morning, I get my corpse.


  Mary Jane Langton. Disappeared August 2005. A student at Swansea University, twenty-two years old. Reported missing. Media hoohah. Investigated as well as these things can be. No leads of

  consequence. The case never closed. Rhiannon Watkins the officer in charge of that one too.


  I know Langton’s our girl because one of the photos we have of her shows her at some kind of party. Slightly plump, short dress, reasonably good looks, blonde hair. And the shoes. Pink

  suede things with round toes and narrow wedge heels. She probably bought them two or three years before her death. Liked them so much, she wore them through the passing fashions. Is wearing them

  still, in death and beyond. In a stinking freezer by an empty reservoir.


  I’m the last person in the office. The other people researching went home around midnight. Late enough that even Watkins couldn’t reprimand them for slacking. The ceiling lights are

  off, so it’s just me and a desk light and the tiny rectangular LEDs of phones and printers, glimmering like fireflies in the dark.


  I should tell someone about Langton, but I flip rapidly through the file first. An MA in English literature. She was working on a dissertation on Dylan Thomas. A good Welsh choice for an English

  girl. Parents lived in Bath. Him, a solicitor. Her, a charity worker. Two siblings, a brother and a sister.


  Langton’s files showed nothing strange. A bit of dope found in her student room. An ordinary number of boyfriends. Okay grades as a student. Not brilliant, but good enough. Thinking about

  maybe a career in publishing, but nothing definite. Just a girl who liked shoes.


  Except for one thing.


  The press reports we have on file, and the notes from our own investigation, state that Langton supported herself as a student through ‘exotic’ dancing.


  A stupid phrase, that. For one thing, you can hardly get less exotic than a slightly plump English girl cavorting round a scaffolding pole. For another, it’s not about dancing. It’s

  about flesh, men and money. The files includes photos of Langton as a dancer. A tiny spangled mini-skirt in one picture. A sequinned bikini in another. A grin on her face in both, cow-toothed, more

  schoolgirlish than sexy.


  Fuck.


  This is the nightmare scenario, the one thing I hoped would never happen in my policing career. Something I stupidly thought wouldn’t ever happen and consequently don’t know how to

  handle now that it has.


  Fuck.


  I want to get up, leave, go for a drive, give myself room to think, but I don’t have the time. If I were at home, I’d go for a quick smoke in the garden to clear my head, but

  that’s not an option here.


  There probably isn’t a problem, I tell myself. And I’m right. There probably isn’t. Trouble is, there possibly is, and if so the problem is of a magnitude

  that’s off-the-scale bad. So, even though I told myself I would never do this, I find myself picking up a phone and calling home.


  I get Mam. Sleepy-voiced, worried.


  ‘Mam, it’s me. Everything’s okay, so don’t worry. But is Dad there?’


  He is. The phone is passed over.


  ‘Hello, Fi, love.’


  ‘Dad, something’s come up, it’s probably fine, but can you give me a call back from a private number?’


  A moment’s hesitation, or not even. Half a moment. A nanosecond. Then, ‘Course I can, love, just give me a moment.’


  Two minutes later my mobile bleats. Caller details withheld.


  ‘Dad.’


  ‘Fi, love?’


  ‘Look, I expect this doesn’t matter, but I don’t know if you’ve heard the news about the discovery of human remains up by Llanishen.’


  ‘Up by the reservoir, love? No. Sounds horrible, though. You never really think of Cyncoed as being that sort of place.’


  I digest that a moment, then say, ‘The dead girl was Mary Langton.’ I leave a pause in case Dad wants to say anything, then, before he can fill it with his usual white noise,

  continue. ‘Disappeared August 2005. She was a pole dancer. Well, a student really, but did some pole dancing to make a little extra cash. Mary Langton.’


  Dad listens without interrupting, then says, ‘Poor girl. Awful, that sort of thing, isn’t it? At that age, I mean, her whole life in front of her. And then – bang, gone. Just

  think of her poor parents. Lord, if anything ever happened to you or the other girls, your mam and I –’


  ‘Dad, was she a–? Did she dance at one of your clubs?’


  ‘Gosh, love, you do ask questions. You know how it is, though. Middle of the night. Some poor lass that vanished five years ago now. And, you know, we’ve had so many dancers over the

  years. I couldn’t possibly remember each one. Course, there’ll be records, we could look at them. If it’s helpful, I could get Emrys to take a look. Me, I’m not really the

  man for paper. But Emrys, he’ll find anything. Do you want me to call him? I mean, if it’s important, I can get him out of bed, no problem at all. And after all, if it’s a police

  matter, he can afford to lose a little sleep. We’re both up, aren’t we, love?’


  He’s all set to go wittering on, but I interrupt. I tell him it’s fine. I just wanted to check. I tell him to go back to bed, sorry for waking him, sorry for worrying Mam. He tells

  me to look after myself, tells me to come over tomorrow for dinner, ‘and bring your young man, we’d love to see more of him’.


  We ring off.


  Back to the silence. Desks stretching out into the darkness. Small rectangular fireflies. The hum of dormant electronics. Four twenty-five.


  He’s good, Dad is. Very good. That’s something I’ve only recently started to understand and the knowledge frightens me. Things you thought you know changing shape the more you

  look at them.


  Part of his trick is that torrent of patter. His readiness to talk, that total unstrategised openness. Anyone listening to the call would have sworn that my dad was the ultimate WYSIWYG man:

  what you see is what you get. Friendly, concerned, open, helpful.


  Except then you start to look at the whole thing differently. Picking up on tiny clues. I said we’d discovered human remains up by Llanishen. That doesn’t necessarily mean the

  reservoir, but even if that’s how you understand it, the reservoir has two sides. The Cyncoed side and the side which is Llanishen proper.


  Dad changed my word ‘Llanishen’ to ‘Cyncoed’. That could just be an assumption. A middle-of-the-night thing, said by someone thinking blurrily. Or it could be a signal

  that he knew everything already, that things were under control. And if he was signalling like that, is that because he had nothing to hide? Or because everything was already sufficiently hidden?

  Or because, although something dangerous had been exposed, he was already working to neutralise the threat?


  I don’t know.


  I don’t need to know, except that I am a serving police officer and I made a phone call which alerted, what, a possible informant? a possible suspect? I’d always told myself that I

  wouldn’t use my position to shelter my father, and now the very first time there’s a possible collision between my role as daughter and my role as detective, I choose the former with no

  more than a few minutes’ hesitation. Does that mean that if push came to shove, I’d make the same choice? Or that the point of my phone call was to make as sure as dammit that push

  never would come to shove?


  I don’t know. Problems for another day. Fireflies and dead girls’ shoes.


  I spend a moment tuning in to my heartbeat, my breathing. Finding my body. Feeling myself. I press my knuckles down on the wooden desk until I feel the pain. I can’t quite feel my feet

  fully, but that’s not unusual for me, and I have, after all, been awake for almost twenty-four hours. I realise I’m feeling tired. A good feeling. Appropriate, normal.


  I take my boots off and bundle my papers together. Rhiannon Watkins’s office is on the floor above me, and I take the lift in silence from my floor to hers. Swipe my card through the

  security door. Find the right office. Open the door, ready to leave everything on her desk with a note.


  I haven’t put any lights on, because at this stage of the night, I prefer the dark. But inside Watkins’s office there’s a pool of light from her desk lamp. A small, intense

  pool because the lamp has been bent right down over the desk. And behind the desk, Watkins the badge, looking more like a grandmother than the ferocious Queen Bitch of the Cardiff CID, asleep in

  her chair.


  I’m wondering how best to wake her when she wakes up of her own accord. Focuses her gaze. Takes some time to remember where she is, who I am, why we’re here. Her short grey hair is

  messed up and her suit is rumpled. Not really the kind of clothing item to look good after being worn all day and slept in half the night.


  I hold up the file.


  ‘Mary Jane Langton,’ I say. ‘Our victim. I’ve matched the shoes.’


  I give her the file, pulling out the shoe photo and showing her that first, matching it against my own photos of the murder scene.


  Watkins looks carefully at the photos, then very briefly at the file, then says, ‘Good. Look, just give me a moment.’


  She rubs her face, and gropes around under her desk for her shoes, which aren’t there but set neatly beside each other to her right. She finds them, yawns, stands up, grimaces at me

  – a kind of ‘good job, stick around’ face – then leaves the room.


  I can’t help but contrast the slowness with which she gathers herself with the speed of my father’s own process. I wonder whether Watkins and my father are on opposite sides of this

  investigation or whether, as I hope, they have nothing at all to do with each other.


  Some minutes go by. I practise my breathing. In-two-three-four-five. Out-two-three-four-five. A habit now. A good one. I can feel my toes, my heels. I feel one of those moments of

  gratitude. A moment of thankfulness for it all: a boyfriend who loves me, a family, a job. Bodily sensations that I can feel, emotions that often now approach me normally, leave me safe when they

  leave. Thankfulness, with a thin splash of alarm at how precarious it still is. How easily I could lose it.


  I hear Watkins outside and turn to the door with my office face on. She sticks her head inside.


  ‘I need some coffee. You?’


  Watkins the Badge in Junior Detective Coffee Offer Shock.


  I nod in surprise, then hastily amend my acceptance. ‘Yes, please, only not coffee. Tea? If that’s okay. Milk, no sugar.’


  Her head vanishes, leaving something grumpy in the air. Was I meant to have offered to go instead? I wonder about that for a moment, then stop. If someone offers me a drink, they can bloody well

  get it without grumping at me.


  I sit down. Make myself at home. Shift the chairs around. Change the lighting. Massage my feet.


  When Watkins comes back, she isn’t grumpy. Gives me my tea in a mug that I think belongs to DCI Jackson. I don’t usually trust myself with caffeine, but these days I sometimes go

  crazy and risk life on the edge. Live fast, die young.


  Watkins studies the file silently for a few moments, then calls the lab.


  The lab doesn’t normally work through the night, but it does when it has to. Most murders are solved within forty-eight hours or not solved at all, and that means we push the lab for very

  quick results in cases like this. Watkins tells whoever she’s talking to that we think we’ve identified the murder victim, and gives the necessary details. We have Langton’s DNA

  on record from the previous investigation, so it’ll be a swift business making the match. Watkins ends the call with her normal curtness.


  ‘They’ll have something by eight this morning.’


  I nod. Truth is, the lab would have got there anyway. My truffling through the night has saved us a few hours, nothing more. Probably irrelevant, but Watkins has a lose-not-a-minute philosophy,

  which I like. I’m the same.


  Watkins: ‘When did you come on duty, Constable?’


  ‘Yesterday. In the morning.’


  ‘Right. You need to sleep. Get yourself home. I want you to –’


  ‘You’ll be seeing the parents?’ I interrupt.


  A pause. I’m not sure if that’s because she’s angry at my interruption or because she hasn’t yet thought ahead to the business of informing next of kin. Most DIs

  don’t do the next-of-kin bit themselves, but some do.


  Watkins nods and says, ‘Yes.’


  ‘If possible, I’d like to come.’


  ‘You’ve been working all week? Monday to Friday?’


  I nod.


  Another pause, then, ‘Okay. We’ll leave as soon as the lab comes back with confirmation.’ She digs around in a cupboard and comes out with something that looks like a tartan

  picnic blanket. ‘Dennis Jackson has a sofa in his office. You can use that.’ She scrutinises me a moment or two longer, then nods again.


  I’m dismissed.


  If I was a good little officer, I’d say something like ‘Thank you, ma’am,’ but if anyone should thank anyone, she should thank me, because she went to sleep without a

  victim ID and woke up with one. So I just take the blanket, the tea, and myself off to DCI Jackson’s sofa. It’s fake black leather. Sticky and synthetic.


  Through the thin office walls, I can hear Watkins starting to make calls. Alerting people to come in early, starting to hand out assignments, checking back with the lab. Getting the machinery of

  investigation ready for its next clanking advance.


  It takes me twenty minutes or more, but then sleep comes to me like night over the reservoir. Swift, silent, and total. A snake vanishing under rocks.


  I dream of nothing.
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  Dream of nothing and wake with nice Bev Rowland bringing me a cup of peppermint tea and a look of anxiety.


  I unstick myself from the sofa. My mouth feels like someone’s been using it to boil up connective tissue for glue.


  I take the tea. ‘Thanks, Bev. You’re a gem.’


  ‘Were you here all night?’


  Bev is awed, partly because I’ve been asleep on a DCI’s sofa, but mostly because I’ve spent a night working with la Watkins and am still alive to tell the tale.


  It’s seven thirty-five. The lab results are due at eight. Watkins will leave without me if I’m not ready. She sent Bev to tell me so.


  I prevail on Bev to go and scavenge some food, while I go to the Ladies to see what warm water can do for me. I brush my teeth, wash my face, change my underwear and do a sort-of cleanup job on

  other parts by using handfuls of paper towels and that pink liquid soap that never really rinses off properly. By the end of my endeavours, I don’t feel properly clean but at least I’m

  lightly fragranced with whatever icky scent they put into the soap. Bev comes to find me with a prepacked chicken salad sandwich, all she could lay her hands on. We go to hunt down my boots, which

  are still by my desk.


  Seven fifty-two.


  ‘I wish I could get ready as fast as that.’


  ‘Ready-ish.’ I give her a lame grin.


  I sit on the edge of my desk, getting my computer to print off whatever data has come in overnight. I tell Bev about finding Watkins asleep and her making me tea. Bev thinks my jumper and jeans

  don’t look smart enough for a next-of-kin visit, so she gets me her black jacket, the one she always wears when she has to be a bit formal. It’s a size too big but I take it anyway and

  wear it over everything else.


  Seven fifty-nine.


  Eight minutes later, we’re in a car heading out of town. Watkins’s car, a BMW. Uniform police driver, because Watkins needs to make calls and she doesn’t trust me to drive. The

  lab has confirmed the Langton ID.


  I eat my chicken sandwich and read the papers I’ve printed off.


  The widow in Cyncoed was called Elsie Williams. Died following a stroke at the age of eighty-five. Five foot three. Medical records showed a succession of minor health problems: arthritis,

  raised cholesterol, sleeping issues.


  Husband died twenty years previously, lung cancer. The best of alibis.


  Daughter, Karen Johnston, now living permanently in Australia, married to an Aussie husband, job in food processing. The couple seem to have visited Elsie Williams for two or three weeks each

  summer. Indeed, but for distance, the family seemed close and supportive. Regular phone calls. The Johnstons supplementing the old lady’s pension. Paying to upgrade her conservatory when the

  last one started to look tired.


  No information yet on whether they were in the U.K. for the relevant dates in August 2005, but every chance.


  Inventory of items found at the house is still incomplete, but it includes everything you might need to dismember a corpse: a small electric saw, a handsaw, knives. On the other hand, plenty of

  houses would keep the same tools. Nothing either suspicious or unsuspicious.


  Numerous stains, including probable biological stains, have been found in the garage and to a lesser degree in the house. Analysis ongoing. No other body parts yet located.


  Neighbours include no known criminals or sex offenders. A number had petty quarrels with Mrs Williams, who seems to have been anti-cat, anti-dog, also anti-music, shirtlessness and children on

  bicycles.


  Nothing obvious to link anyone in the area to Mary Langton. Langton’s own excursion into exotic dancing seemed a fairly temporary thing. As far as we can tell, her first encounter with the

  industry was Easter 2004 and had more or less ended up by early 2005 – that is to say, several months before her death. So maybe the lap dancing had nothing to do with it.


  Remarkably, Mrs Williams had an official caution on her record: she had jammed her walking stick into the spokes of a child’s bicycle, while a boy was riding it. The boy had fallen and

  started crying. An altercation ensued, which led to the boy’s mother being warned for using abusive language to a police officer. The officer in question subsequently also issued Mrs Williams

  with an official caution. The incident took place in 2007 and wouldn’t appear to have any direct link to Mary Langton’s leg, except insofar as the episode shed some light as to Mrs

  Williams’s general character and outlook. Which does not seem to have been sunny.


  I think of saying something to Watkins, but she’s busy, so I don’t.


  I finish my reading and let the countryside slide by. It’s wet and the wipers are going all the time. The police driver keeps the car at a precise seventy miles an hour, moving out from

  the slow lane when he needs to overtake, moving back again as soon as he can. Indicators on and off every time.


  Watkins is on her BlackBerry. Making calls, checking and sending emails. Handling media, forensics, neighbourhood inquiries, public information appeals. Progress reports to Robert Kirby, the

  Detective Superintendent who has overall supervision of this investigation and is, in effect, Watkins’s boss for the duration. There’s also Interpol liaison, because of the Aussie

  angle. Getting updates on anyone whose names cropped up in the first, 2005, phase of the Langton investigation.


  A communications blizzard. The nature of command.


  But eventually she’s done. She hasn’t had any more sleep than I have, and she has that pink soap smell about her too. She looks at my jeans with taut disapproval but doesn’t

  say anything. She’s wearing a grey woollen dress that she must have had ready in her office.


  ‘The leg was at the back of the freezer,’ I say, because it’s weird not saying anything.


  She looks at me, waiting, so I continue.


  ‘Mrs Williams was only an inch or so taller than me and arthritic. The freezer was almost a metre high and two feet deep. If I had to bundle a leg in there, I could probably manage it, but

  I don’t think I could have laid it neatly along the bottom of the back wall unless I virtually climbed into the thing.’


  ‘No.’


  ‘And the polythene didn’t match any of the other packages.’


  ‘I don’t think Elsie Williams is our killer.’


  ‘Do we know if she left her garage unlocked? Or if any of the neighbours had a key?’


  Watkins raises a chin to acknowledge the questions. Those things might have been on her to-do list anyway.


  We’re off the motorway now, in the hills above Bath. Farmhouses and villages glimmering through the rain, then the long plunge downhill into the city.


  The driver lets the satnav guide him to an address just west of Victoria Park. Ordinary, pleasant streets. Watkins puts her BlackBerry away, braces herself for the brutal moment.


  She says nothing about how she wants to conduct the interview, but when she gets out of the car, I follow. She rings the doorbell. Lights on inside. Noise. A shape moves behind the door, then it

  opens. A woman. Langton’s mother, dark hair, jeans, rugby top. Her face is composed in a ‘how can I help’ look, which collapses completely the moment she recognises Watkins.


  ‘Oh.’


  Nothing else. Just ‘Oh’. She takes us on wordlessly through to the kitchen. Same thing with her husband. The collapsing face, the wordlessness. A telly on in the background, which he

  mutes.


  We sit down and Watkins says what she has to say.


  ‘I’m sorry. Yesterday evening, DC Griffiths here was called to a house in Cardiff. We found some human remains, your daughter. We’ve been able to identify her from clothing and

  DNA. I’m very sorry.’


  The husband has that numbed look. That thing where you’re only partly present in the room, where feelings and sounds and sensations all feel deadened, as if glimpsed through a glass wall.

  That’s the place where I’ve spent so much of my life: behind that wall, watching it thicken and cloud till I could hardly see through it at all.


  The wife, Mrs Langton, isn’t like that. She’s crying without sound, tears falling like sand. She has some instinct toward hospitality, and keeps starting to offer us a drink, but

  never quite gets there. In the end, I get up, power off the TV and put the kettle on, then just stand behind her with my hands resting on her shoulders.


  I’m good in these situations because I don’t have normal feelings. I operate the way I usually do, relying on my brain more than my heart or instinct. Mrs Langton is sobbing now.

  Noisy, juddering sobs. The sort you’re supposed to have at this kind of moment. I don’t intervene, just stand there and let her cry. Watkins and the husband make tea.


  When things are calmer, Watkins continues. Tells the truth. That we have a leg, not a daughter. That we can’t say how she died. That we can’t offer any comfort or close off any awful

  possibility. That the worst of those possibilities are all too likely. Some sexual, sadistic, long-drawn-out weirdness ending in a macabre death. Watkins doesn’t say that last bit, of course,

  but it’s there, present in the room, as real as the rain.


  Finally, we’re through the tears. Mrs Langton says that they’d never really given up, that they’d always hoped, that her daughter’s room is still ready for her

  upstairs.


  I ask to see it.


  My request is unexpected. Not what I’m meant to do, either from Watkins’s point of view or the Langtons’. But still. Mrs Langton says all right, because that’s easier

  than saying no. I go upstairs behind her. Beige carpets. A willow tree beyond the landing window. Then the room. Scrupulously tidy. Student books. A revision chart. A poster with a Dylan Thomas

  poem on it.


  I sit on the bed, Mrs Langton on the desk chair.


  ‘I’m really sorry, Mrs Langton –’


  ‘Oh, call me Rosemary, dear.’


  ‘I’m Fiona. Fi. Whichever.’


  ‘Fiona. My niece is Fiona.’


  ‘This is how her room was? This tidy?’


  ‘Oh, she was always tidy.’


  I look in a wardrobe. Her clothes are still there. Not night-clubby, spangly miniskirt things either. Just normal student stuff. If anything, a bit tame, a bit dorky.


  ‘Sorry, is it okay to look around? I always like to get the feel of someone.’


  ‘I know it looks strange. Keeping it like this. But we’re not . . . I mean, we use it as a spare room too. It’s just nice keeping her things around.’


  There are photos on the desk. No pole-dancing ones. A formal school one. A family shot. One of her on a pony. Another of her playing field hockey, red-faced, in pursuit of an invisible ball.


  We sit for a while. I try imagining myself as Mary Langton, Rosemary as my mother. I’m about the right age. Hockey and Dylan Thomas. That isn’t me, but it could have been. Some

  parallel life.


  ‘You’ll be okay, will you?’ I say.


  ‘You know, it never leaves you, but life has to go on. We have two others, a boy and a girl. Twenty-three and twenty-seven.’


  She wants to show me their rooms, their photos, but I’m not interested.


  I say, ‘Inspector Watkins is very good, you know. She’s a bit scary, but she’s the best investigator we have.’


  ‘Oh, I’m sure. That’s nice to know, actually. Thank you.’


  We sit a bit longer, then go downstairs.


  Watkins is pissed off with me for going AWOL, but she can’t say anything with the Langtons there. We say goodbye. On our way to the car, I say, ‘She needed a hug. I thought she might

  be better off doing that one-on-one. She had a good cry, then felt better.’


  Watkins looks at me with one of her speciality looks, storm clouds over glaciers. But she doesn’t say anything and we simply drive off in silence.


  Back through the city centre, up the hill, through the rainy countryside, back to the motorway. Only once we’re there, and the driver is doing a hypnotically exact seventy miles an hour,

  wipers going like a metronome and the indicators blinking on and off each time we change lanes, does she wave her BlackBerry at me.


  ‘They’ve found a hand.’


  ‘Ah!’


  I wait further news.


  ‘A right hand. Three hundred yards from the house. On the banks of the reservoir.’


  I keep waiting. This should be good news. Important. A step forward. But something’s hanging out of sight, something wrong.


  I wait for her to tell me more and she does.


  ‘It’s a man’s hand. Dark-skinned. Arab, Mediterranean, something like that. And fresh. It’s completely fresh.’
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  I didn’t want to come, but Watkins ignored my protests and had the driver drop me at my door on our way back in to Cathays. When we arrived and I had the one door open ready to get out,

  she said coldly, ‘If you want to investigate a bedroom, then do so. Don’t lie to me about hugging Rosemary Langton.’


  ‘Yes, ma’am,’ I say, wondering how she knew.


  ‘Does she still have that poster up?’


  ‘The Dylan Thomas one? “The force that through the green fuse drives the flower”? That’s still there.’


  ‘Weird poem.’


  I shrug. I don’t know if the poem is weird or not. But I don’t care. Nor, all of a sudden, does Watkins. She slams the door, has the driver drive off. I go inside.


  I’m feeling tired, but I find it hard to sleep when it’s daylight outside. I run a bath, but don’t get into it straightaway. Think about rolling a joint, but can’t be

  bothered to do even that.


  Instead I make peppermint tea and drink it slowly, watching the rain fall. I like the rain. When I was ill, I always felt less ill when it was raining. I used to go outside to get wet. It was

  one of the things I could almost always feel: the cold, the wet, that sense of falling.


  Eventually I finish my tea, have a bath, wash that icky pink soap smell away, and sleep for a couple of hours. Not good sleep, though. It feels like it’s raining body parts. A hand. A leg.

  An ear or two. A drizzle of humanity.


  Eventually I wake up, feeling worse than I did when I went to bed. Make more tea, look out at the rain, think about a smoke.


  I call Buzz.


  He takes the call with his voice set to formal, then walks away from wherever he is and says, in his intimate voice, ‘Hey, babe, have a nice time with Watkins?’


  I tell him about my night, except not the bit about going down to Pontcanna or up to Whitchurch, or the bit about calling my dad, or the bit about going into the dead girl’s room, or the

  drizzle of body parts, or the joint which I thought about twice but didn’t have. Apart from that, I’m as open as sunshine.


  Buzz fills me in on the investigation, because he knows I won’t let it go until he tells me.


  They’ve found another hand, a foot, and a forearm, all apparently belonging to the same dark-skinned male body as the original hand. ‘Better fresh than frozen, eh?’ he says.

  The inevitable policeish joke.


  ‘On public land, or in gardens, or where?’


  ‘One of the hands and the foot in that little bit of wood just down from the Williams house. Public access land. The other hand and the forearm in back gardens no more than three hundred

  yards from the Williams house. The hand maybe could have been lobbed in there from the open land behind the garden. The forearm looked placed, not thrown.’


  ‘No ideas who yet?’


  ‘Nothing. Not a clue. Too early for DNA, but we might have something by this evening. No one on the MisPer register who looks likely. No one local, anyway.’


  I know what he means. At a national level, the missing persons register is always well stocked, not least with Londoners of every possible ethnic background. That doesn’t mean we’d

  be smart to go chasing after every missing Arab-Londoner, Mediterranean-Londoner, or whatever. The DNA may reveal more once it’s analysed.


  ‘You’re up at Llanishen now?’ I ask.


  ‘Me and every other officer in South Wales. A fingertip search.’ More policeish humour, a thing I dearly love.


  We chat a bit more, or try to. Any room we might have found for personal chitchat feels drowned out by what we’ve just talked about. My fault. Buzz is better at switching his police mode

  on and off. Me, if I’m on the hunt for something, I can never really let it drop. In my mind, I’m already up there in Llanishen, walking across the sodden slopes, examining every

  tussock of grass, hoping always to find something – a foot, an ear, a pair of fingers – shining in the mud like an autumn mushroom. So though we try having a personal moment, and sort

  of do, it’s not great. It’ll be better when we can spend an evening together.


  We ring off.


  I wish I was better at those little intimacies. I’m lucky Buzz is patient.


  There’s been a thumping noise in my head for some time and I now realise I’m hearing the beat of a chopper overhead. I live only a couple of miles from Llanishen – eight

  minutes by road, five if no one’s watching – and the helicopter, presumably, is part of the operation.


  Partly that’ll be for aerial observation. Looking for a change in the vegetation, discolouration in the soil. But shallow graves are the hardest to find. They don’t disturb the earth

  enough. In a drought, maybe, a corpse will be revealed by the moisture it holds, but not in Wales, not in Llanishen, and certainly not at the dead end of a wet October. So the chopper is also there

  as a warning to nutcases. We’re watching you. Stay away. Hunker down. Be good.


  I try to think of some positive ways to spend time – ironing, food shopping, hoovering, gym – but I already know what I’m going to do.


  I go upstairs. The spare room, as I used to call it. Then Buzz took to calling it, disapprovingly, the operations room, so it’s been that, or just the ops room, ever since. A good name.

  Military. One that handles like a gun, serviceable and clean.


  I swing the door open. There’s a desk, a table, and a cupboard, all from IKEA. Also a bed, covered by a sheet of plywood, and a felt-covered corkboard on the wall.


  Papers. Photos. Files. Lists.


  Also a laptop, a PC, a printer, wireless router, automatic data storage backup. Not me who connected all that lot. One of Dad’s friends. A Tony somebody. From here I can access the PNC,

  the Police National Computer, and most of its databases, the ones you don’t have to be a PNC analyst to get into. This is also where my Google alerts come into. Also where I keep my

  subscriptions to things like LexisNexis, the news and business service.


  I keep the curtains drawn, because it’s hard to reach them across all papers on the bed. But I prefer the room dark anyway. It smells of toner cartridges and warm electronics. In a locked

  desk drawer, I have 460 bullets and no gun.


  The ops room.


  When we broke the Rattigan case – located Fletcher, the trafficked girls, those charming boys from Kaliningrad – my major concern was that the principal bad guy, Brendan Rattigan

  himself, was already dead, his bones rattling under two hundred feet of seawater. But Rattigan had friends. And some of those friends liked what Rattigan liked, fucked what he fucked, took

  advantage of his whole deluxe fuck-an-Albanian conveyor belt. As far as I’m concerned, they were just as guilty as he was, just as deserving of punishment.


  And that’s the operation.


  Find out who Rattigan’s fuck buddies were. Then destroy them.


  I log my latest sheaf of number plates. I can’t track everyone who knew Rattigan, so I’ve limited myself to his closest associates. Those connected to him in multiple ways: company

  directorships, racing syndicates, dining clubs, yachting holidays, weddings, investment partnerships, charitable boards, political donations. I’ve picked six names, local ones, from a much

  longer possible list, so I can give them the proper focus.


  Ivor Harris. Mostly seems to hang out with other wealthy, politically connected people. Spends more time in London than Wales. I haven’t been able to connect Harris to any obviously

  suspicious types: drug suspects, pimps, prostitutes. No obviously odd patterns to his movements.


  Galton Evans. Worth thirty million quid or so. A playboy, if you can still be a playboy at the age of fifty-two. According to the car registrations I’ve collected – easier in

  his case, as visitors park on his drive – Evans gets visited by plenty of younger women, a couple of whom have minor possession offences. Trivial stuff. Hard to detect any pattern to his

  movements, because playboys do whatever they want whenever they want to do it.


  And so on. Other names. Trevor Yergin. Huw Allsop. Ben Rossiter. David Marr-Phillips.


  I’ve got a B-list too. People who knew Rattigan fairly well, but whose links weren’t quite as close. I’d be willing to bet that a fair few of my B-list knew at least something

  about Rattigan’s proclivities, which makes them culpable too. Idris Prothero. Joe Johnson. Owain Owen. A dozen others.


  The latest batch of plates I’ve collected for Harris don’t yield anything new. I’ve got a new plate for Evans, which I’ll check when I get into the office. Check my

  Google alerts for the names. Check some of the databases that I have access to via the PNC, the ANPR one – automatic number plate recognition – particularly. Some data that seems worth

  recording, but nothing much. I log it anyway.


  I don’t know what I’m looking for exactly. Just that if there is anything to find, I hope I’ll notice it before anyone else does. Notice, and find a way to use it.


  On the back of the door, there is a small pink dress with a white bow. Next to it, on a shelf, some shiny black shoes, a hair grip, a camera. On the corkboard, held up by four neat red drawing

  pins, is a photo.


  The photo is of me.


  The dress is my dress.


  In August 1986, I was found by Tom and Kathleen Griffiths sitting peacefully in the back of their open-top Jag. Wearing this dress, those shoes. I was about two and a half – give or take

  – and nobody knew who I was or where I’d come from.


  Tom and Kathleen, my beloved new mam and dad, adopted me. They asked me every question you would naturally ask a little girl in these circumstances, and for eighteen months I said nothing. I was

  mute, unspeaking, silent. Then one day, I said, ‘Mam, can I have some more cheese, please?’ and my life began again. My puzzling, fractured life that has no beginning.


  I can’t look at that dress without feeling dizzy. It’s as though I find myself standing on the lip of a very deep well. No idea of how I came to be there, but weak at the knees and

  looking down.


  My dress. My life.


  Buzz doesn’t know it, but the ops room has two missions, not one. Find Rattigan’s fuck-buddies. Find out who I am.


  No progress on either front, but I can’t keep from looking.


  I’m tired, the ironing still refuses to do itself, and it’s raining. Before I know it, I’m in my car on the Ty-draw Road, heading for the muddy delights of Llanishen.


  I break the speed limit all the way. I’m there in six minutes.
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  I’m on garden duty. Out in the fields and woods by the reservoir – where I’d sooner be – a long line of coppers, in wellies and fluorescent jackets,

  inches forward. Shoulder to shoulder. The pace just five yards a minute, even less than that in the woods.


  Our haul of body parts is growing all the time. Nothing more of Mary Langton, but the male corpse has now yielded a harvest of both hands, both feet, a forearm, a liver, a calf, and a thigh. A

  Labrador retriever was spotted with the liver in its mouth half a mile away, toward the upper reservoir, the one with water still in it, so the search is now covering an area at least a mile

  square, and possibly much more than that if the search ends up reaching to the Saint Mellons Road.


  Nor is it just bits of corpse that we’re looking for. The forensics team want everything of possible interest marked. A straggle of fibre, a boot print, a single hair even. The whole area

  is now tagged with a small forest of bamboo wands, marked with luminous paint. The space-suited SOCOs are travelling from wand to wand, photographing, bagging, collecting.


  Even with all that, the public land is the easy bit. At least the access is easy, even when the ground itself is overgrown and difficult. The gardens that back onto the reservoir make for a far

  more difficult search. Flower beds, sheds, greenhouses, garages. Complicated spaces that come with complicated owners, fretting, watching, asking, needing.


  I’m assigned to a team with three officers, all uniformed constables, two from Swansea, one from Newport.


  We do five gardens. We’re asked seven times if we want tea, and are told six times to be careful of various tedious-looking plants, which I make a point of standing on when no one’s

  looking. The rain is intermittent now, but water still flashes from every hard surface, still fills every boot print with a curl of silver.


  I’m finding my temporary colleagues as annoying as the owners, and when we get to the next couple of properties – two newly built houses, with bland lawns and new brickwork – I

  tell them I’ll make a start on the next one and hop over the fence to do just that.


  Garden eight. A proper old-fashioned plot, framed by a lattice of espaliered fruit trees. Within, a patchwork of vegetable beds. Pegs, string, bean sticks. Marrows going over, the leeks just

  coming. Runner beans. Some unhappy-looking spinach, defeated by the turning weather. A tiny greenhouse, a wooden compost bin, a shed. Smells of sodden wood, wet leaves and creosote.


  The owner, an old man, comes out to introduce himself. Arthur Price. Soft grey suit and tie. The national service generation. He invites me to check everything, then shoots back into the house,

  keen to show how little he intends to interfere. ‘Shout if you want me,’ he calls.


  The light is starting to die. A violent orange sunset, tangled in trees. A flock of geese, V-shaped like a squadron of bombers, makes its noisy descent toward the reservoir mud. The helicopter

  is long gone.


  I do the shed first, because of the fading light. I have a torch with me, but don’t use it. Just push open the door, walk inside, and stand there, letting the space and silence settle.


  I realise I’ve been searching the wrong way. Systematic and disciplined. The police way, not mine. As though corpses had nothing to say to me.


  Balls of twine, two sorts, green and undyed. Forks and spades hanging from nails. A hoe. A lawn mower. Garden chemicals. Bags of compost and sharp sand. Those lovely old-fashioned things like

  griddles and curved pruning saws. A pair of shears, its wooden handles polished from use.


  And peace. Far too much peace for a tiny end-of-October shed.


  I lean up against the workbench. If I had a joint with me, I’d smoke it now. Melting into the moment, as the geese fly overhead and my colleagues march shoulder-to-shoulder outside.


  In the corner, there’s the bottom half of a plastic barrel, filled with dark liquid. I’d initially thought it was water, but realise it’s not. Do lawn mowers need their oil

  changed? Presumably they do. The barrel smells of old oil, collecting year after year, down there with the cobwebs and the dead wasps. How many summers have added their oil to that barrel?


  There’s laughter around me now. A shared and silent joke. I’m not exactly laughing, but I am smiling. It’s impossible not to. There’s a kind of joy in the air, vibrating

  over into mirth. A gift, really.


  I share the joke until the silence grows too strong, then kneel down by the barrel and thrust both hands in. They come out with Mary Langton’s blonde and dripping head.
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  Monday ends a weekend of mayhem. More searching in weather which has turned windy as well as wet, an ever-increasing collection of body parts, and media interest which has

  turned so intense it seems like Cyncoed is sprouting a television camera at the end of every road.


  Bits of information pop up through the weekend. We, the searchers, only get to hear the news when we stop for a hot drink or gather something from a passing journalist or neighbour.


  The male corpse has been identified: it’s Ali el-Khalifi, a lecturer at the Cardiff School of Engineering.


  A lung has been discovered, bobbing like a clumsy grey balloon three-quarters filled with water on the leeward side of what remains of the larger reservoir.


  In Cyncoed, Mary Langton’s arms, bound together with duct tape and bagged up in polythene, have been found up amongst the loose timber and sheets of fibreboard that Ryan Humphrys, a

  plumbers’ merchant from Cyncoed, stored up in his garage roof.


  PC Jen Murray has been taken to hospital with possible hypothermia after getting too wet on Sunday morning.


  Watkins publicly shouted at DI Staunton for some bit of scheduling muddle on Sunday afternoon.


  We hear these things, but aren’t sure how much is true, how much only rumour.


  Meantime, the investigation accumulates ever more information, ever less direction. It turns out that Karen Johnston and her husband were both in Wales over the relevant period in 2005. Which

  would be an interesting fact except that neither has a police record and, so far, we have a whiteboard listing fourteen properties where body parts have been found. There are thirty-eight people

  living in those properties. Including the extended families of those thirty-eight, there are at least seventy-one people potentially implicated. Adding in close friends or colleagues takes the

  circle of ‘suspects’ to more than a hundred. And corpse pieces are still being found, so that total is growing all the time. No one we’ve looked at so far has had any meaningful

  brush with the police or any serious indicator of potential for sexual violence.


  We’ve also checked on anyone living locally who has any kind of record for sexual assault, violence, or child sex offences. There are a few such people, of course, and we’ve started

  to do the basics, but because the reservoir is a well-used beauty spot and dog-walking area, we need to consider that all of Cyncoed, Llanishen, Lisvane, Llanederyn, and Pontprennau are potentially

  relevant to the investigation – and, indeed, given that people come from all over Cardiff to the area, there’s really no part of the city we can rule out. We have two corpses and a

  million suspects.


  Buzz and I are both working, though on different teams, all day Sunday, but we spend the night together at his apartment. Bacon and eggs for dinner. We start off watching a Coen brothers film on

  the telly, only we end up talking through it and go to the bedroom to make love while George Clooney is still being a funny man in the living room. Afterward, I realise how tired I am, drag myself

  to the shower, then fall back into bed, while Buzz washes up and tells George Clooney to stand down. If I dream at all, it’s of Arthur Price’s garden and the geese flying overhead.


  On Monday morning, the weekend’s scattered fragments are welded together for us by Rhiannon Watkins. She’s introduced by Detective Superintendent Kirby, but this is Watkins’s

  show. The incident room is as full as I’ve ever seen it. Exhausted faces and strong coffee. A thick stew of conversation. Watkins has given the operation a properly formal code name –

  Operation Abacus, for some reason – but the office name is simpler and more memorable. Stirfry. Not a name anyone will use with the boss, but even DCI Jackson has been heard using it.


  There were still people coming in late when Kirby was speaking, but Watkins calls us to order with nothing more than a look. She stands up at the front, no podium, no notes. Low-heeled black

  shoes, grey suit, zero humour.


  Quickly, no wasted words, she summarises what we have.


  Ali el-Khalifi first. It’s been a week since he was last seen at work, at a seminar for grad students in materials science. Owing to the vagaries of the university timetable,

  Khalifi’s workload this last week was very light, so although his absence was noted, no one was particularly worried. He travelled fairly extensively anyway and it was assumed he’d

  simply turn up again when required. When an Arab-looking corpse was reported, the university called us with their concerns. We collected DNA from his office. A match was made.


  ‘From what we know,’ says Watkins, ‘Khalifi has no wife, no partner. We’ve spoken with his departmental head and one or two others, but we need much more. What connection

  did he have to Mary Langton? Who might have wanted him dead and why?’


  Next we turn to Langton. Needless to say, you can’t find large chunks of human remains in someone’s shed or garage without pulling those people in for questioning. So on Saturday

  night, Arthur Price had been driven down to Cathays. The interview plan had been to hang tough for an hour or so, not quite accusing the old man, but almost, and seeing if any cracks emerged. In

  fact, the old man was so open, so soldier-like, flirtatious and charming, that after twenty minutes the two DCs conducting the interview broke for a consultation with their team leaders, and

  decided to run the whole thing differently. Someone went out to get chips, and the rest of the interview was conducted over mugs of tea and plates of chips with brown sauce, with Price doing his

  gallant best to assist.


  I know all this only because one of the DCs involved, Susan Konchesky, told me about it all. Watkins says nothing except, ‘Interrogation of Price revealed no grounds for suspicion. His

  garden is easily accessed from the land to the rear of his property. He reports a minor squabble with Elsie Williams’ – according to Konchesky: she didn’t like him burning garden

  clippings, he called her an old harpie – ‘but no real contact.’ The Ice Queen doesn’t say it, but we all know by now that Elsie Williams could have picked a quarrel with an

  empty room, so Price is hardly unique in having had a run-in with her.


  And in any case, as Watkins goes on to say, there seems absolutely no connection between Elsie Williams or Arthur Price and Ryan Humphrys, the plumbers’ merchant. Nor between any of them

  and Mary Langton.


  ‘Price and Humphrys have supplied us with lists of friends, family, and tradesmen who have had access to their property. We are currently cross-checking those lists against address books

  and phone records, but so far we haven’t found any significant overlap.’


  Watkins grimaces at the lack of correlations. As though it’s someone’s fault. Then says, ‘Causes of death.’


  There’s laughter at that. It sounds stupid – because people tend not to live long and healthy lives when they’ve been divided into dozens of pieces and distributed around

  suburban Cardiff – but Watkins is right: we don’t actually know what killed either Langton or Khalifi. Were they cut up whilst still alive? If so, why? If not, then what?


  More questions than answers. The corpses seemed to have been butchered reasonably proficiently, ‘but a garden saw or kitchen knives could have done the job adequately. We’ve got no

  evidence so far of slashing, hacking, or even signs of struggle.’ So quite likely a clean death, with butchery taking place thereafter.


  Then some complex and uncertain forensic material, which Watkins summarises in her usual take-no-prisoners way.


  The biggest curiosity: the condition of Mary Langton’s corpse.


  The leg found in the freezer was, according to the guesstimates we have so far, in roughly the condition you’d expect from a leg that had been frozen for five years, then left to rot in a

  wet freezer with the power off. The arms and the head were in worse condition, but probably not five years worse. The fact is that forensic science doesn’t have a whole raft of statistical

  data on how rapidly a head decomposes when submerged in a barrel of old lawn mower oil. There are various tests currently being done to explore how far the oil has penetrated the bone and soft

  tissues. Those tests may or may not give us something more definite, but we’re never likely to get a firm fix on the timing.


  ‘Best estimate,’ says Watkins, ‘the head was in that barrel for one to three years. Maybe more, maybe less.’


  A stone had been left in the mouth to keep the head below the surface. It had fallen out, with a little oily plop, when I lifted the head. In ancient Greece, corpses were buried with a coin in

  their mouths, so the newly dead had something with which to pay for their passage into the underworld. That falling pebble felt like Mary Langton finally making payment. Her spirit finally exiting

  this world.


  ‘With the arms, it’s a little clearer,’ Watkins continues. ‘If those arms have been consistently stored at ambient temperature, the extent of the decomposition is

  consistent with something between two and four years. I’m told that, in the opinion of our forensics team, it is highly unlikely that the arms were stored in Ryan Humphrys’s roof for

  the full five years.’


  She emphasises those words: highly unlikely. I realise that nearly everyone is writing notes in their notebook. I’m not. I look keen instead.


  Watkins has found a psychologist from somewhere to give a psych briefing. Those things are normally mind-numbingly stupid, amounting to little more than, ‘I think your killer may not be

  quite right in the head.’ A tedious message wrapped up in half-baked jargon and faux-scientific references. The tarot of modern criminal investigation.


  This time, however, the psychologist – a tired-looking guy from Swansea – has a little more to offer. He notes that the Langton killing is odd for at least three reasons. One, the

  dismemberment. Two, the very wide distribution of body parts. Three, the apparent efforts made to preserve the body parts (the freezer, the barrel of oil, the airtight wrapping of the arms) may

  suggest some novel type of disorder or obsession.


  ‘Naturally, it’s possible,’ says the psychologist, ‘that the killer distributed body parts in order to confuse and deflect any criminal investigation. That could be a

  rational behaviour under the circumstances. But there are other ways to deflect attention and of course disposing of the corpse so that it isn’t found at all might have been an even more

  rational course of action.’ He pauses. Most of these guys are wannabe detectives, but he’s aware he won’t be loved for trampling on our turf. He backs off.


  ‘What I would say is that the dismembering of corpses has been strongly associated in the past with offenders suffering from various personality disorders, often with possible

  schizoid features. Speculating further, I’d suggest it’s reasonably probable that the killer chose to retain at least one item for himself as a kind of memento. That kind of

  retentiveness is common in some offenders. Think of it as trophy hunting, if you will. But the obsession with preserving the corpse is a new one on me. It’s as though there’s a

  splash of compulsive hoarding in there. A refusal to give things up. A desire to retain control. I don’t want to pretend there’s much science I can offer here, but if you want my gut

  feel, I’d say we were looking for a guy who needs to hold on to things. Possibly a hoarder. At very high risk of being a repeat offender.’


  One of my colleagues asks whether the Langton killer and the Khalifi killer are likely to be the same person. The psychologist thinks maybe not, though he – and everyone else here –

  thinks the killings are certainly linked.


  A discussion, led by Watkins, ensues. But the energy which filled the room at the start, that bristling energy that had stalked the room like some giant beast, is pretty much dead now. Times

  like this show Watkins at her best and worst.


  At her worst, because she’s so taut, so devoid of humour or sympathy. She’s like an order-issuing robot – rapid, precise, disapproving, relentless.


  And at her best, for the same reason. An order-issuing robot is just what we need. There are search teams for Cyncoed, search teams for the reservoir, teams for database research and QUEST

  analysis, teams for the Khalifi interviews. Bam, bam, bam. She spits out instructions like something ejecting nails.
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