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3.30 P.M., SATURDAY 17TH MARCH 2012


Mercy Danquah’s house, Streatham, London


Goodbye, room.


Shitty little prison. The only thing missing are the bars on the windows. Been locked in here a few times over the years.


She looked around the four bare walls for the last time. It had been quite an operation to gradually move out all her stuff and dump it. Every day after school, instead of going straight back to her grandmother, Esme, in Hampstead, she’d spent an hour erasing herself from her mother’s Streatham home.


As she checked the room she pushed back the half-open wardrobe door to look at herself in the full-length mirror inside. Black quilted coat zipped up, red skirt, black wool tights, black biker boots. She sheafed the great swag of her dark ringlets with blonde highlights in both hands to see how she would look with it all cut off. Her light green eyes stood out from the caramel smoothness of her wide face. Feline. She didn’t mind that. She let her hands fall and the hair sprang back over her shoulders. She shrugged, kicked the cupboard door closed. She unzipped her coat, took a letter out addressed to Mercy and Charles, which she tossed onto the bed. She hoisted the rucksack over her shoulder and picked up the last two packed bin liners, went downstairs, put them by the front door.


She looked in on her mother, Detective Inspector Mercy Danquah, as she liked to call her because she knew it both annoyed Mercy and hurt her.


‘I’m off out for a bit,’ she said. ‘I’ll see you at the restaurant later – what’s it called?’


‘Patogh,’ said Mercy, looking up from the Guardian magazine. ‘It’s in Crawford Place. You’ve been there with us before. Best thing to do is walk up the Edgware Road from Marble Arch.’


‘Through Little Beirut,’ she said, closing the door. ‘See ya.’


She picked up the bin liners and walked out of her old life, flicking the front door behind her with her foot so that it slammed shut, rattling the letter-box flap.


She caught a bus down to Streatham High Road, left the bin bags at the clothing bank and walked on to the police station, which was empty. The football was still on and the great British public’s evening’s drinking hadn’t got started. She went up to the overweight desk sergeant with his grey hair and tired eyes – a family man who wasn’t with his family, but wanted to be.


‘What can I do you for?’ he asked, smiling, hands clasped on the counter.


‘My name’s Amy Boxer and I’m leaving home,’ she said, not even giving that old joke so much as a nod.


‘I see,’ said the sergeant, ‘and how old—’


‘Eighteen in November,’ she said and slapped her driving licence on the counter.


‘Got anywhere to go?’ he said, taking her seriously now, checking the photo and dates.


‘I won’t be out on the street, if that’s what you mean?’ she said. ‘I’ve got money, a bank card, a place to go.’


‘You’re quick off the blocks,’ he said, pushing the licence back to her. ‘Trouble at home?’


‘You could say that,’ she said, as if this was a massive understatement.


She regretted it, hadn’t wanted to pique his interest, and now she could see all manner of family uglinesses coming alive in his mind.


‘I just need to get away from my mother, that’s all,’ she said. ‘We’re not getting on.’


‘Embarrassing, ridiculous and annoying?’ asked the sergeant.


‘That’s not a bad summary of one of her good days, but with a little more emphasis on the annoying.’


‘And Dad?’ he asked, hopefully.


‘He’s not there. They separated a long time ago.’


‘Why not go and stay with him?’


This was not how it was supposed to play out. He was embroiling her. She could see his daddiness coming out. Cup of tea? Take a seat. Next thing he’d be walking her back home. Job done.


‘Can I trust you?’ she asked, and knew she’d hooked him.


‘Course you can,’ he said. ‘That’s what I’m here for.’


‘My mum’s going to call when she finds out I’ve gone,’ she said. ‘And when she does I want you to open this letter and read it. But not before. Right? Her name is Mercy Danquah. You’ll recognise her.’


‘What do you mean, I’ll recognise her?’


She didn’t answer, but pushed the letter across the counter and left the station.


She caught a bus to Brixton, removed the SIM card from her mobile, which she bent and chucked. She dumped the phone in the gutter and took the Tube to Green Park and then on to Heathrow. By 4.45, she was going up in the lift to the Terminal 1 check-in. She came out onto the concourse, checked that flight BA522 to Madrid was not delayed and went straight to the ladies’ toilet in Zone B.


The taxi dropped Mercy off at her home in Streatham at 10.30 p.m. She was a little drunk. She and Charlie had been celebrating the successful conclusion to a kidnap case and had polished off both bottles of red they’d brought with them to the unlicensed Iranian grill.


It was as she was hanging her coat up that she detected a certain quality to the silence in the house. For once the ambient vibe was neutral, rather than pulsing with hostile reflux emanating from the lethal brew of teenage hormones stewing inside her daughter.


She dropped her bag with renewed hopelessness, shook her head. This kid. Probably still out with her friends, having stood them up in the restaurant and failed to respond to any of her calls or texts. She stomped upstairs in a fury and, without knocking, hurled open the bedroom door, slashed on the lights and found the room much emptier than usual, echoingly empty. Mercy frowned. Nothing on the walls. Carpet hoovered. And what’s this?


The white envelope on the bare bed. The two names. She picked it up and, even through her drunkenness, felt the little crushes to her heart as she remembered when she’d last been called Mum. Four years ago. She tore open the seal, pinched the bridge of her nose and read the precise, rounded letters of her daughter’s handwriting.


Dear Mercy and Charles,


I’ve had enough of this kind of life. It bores me being a child, your child. I’ve had it with all the expectations. School makes me sick. Literally. I vomit on arrival every morning. What’s the point of it? Do the work. Pass the exams. Go to uni. Copy shit from the Internet for three years. Get a half-arsed degree in window dressing. Come out sixty grand down. Fall into the abyss of unemployment. Fuck all that. I’ve made my decision. I want to live my life on my own terms, which means, because you’re the way you are, I’m leaving home. I will not be in any danger or at least no more than anybody else is. I will not be on the streets. I’m organised. I have money. I’m telling you all this because I don’t want you to come looking for me. I don’t need to be found. I want to be left alone, something you’ve been pretty good at most of my childhood, but not good enough. So don’t go putting on your cop hats and wasting your time digging away because you’ll be doing the wrong thing by me and, what’s more, YOU WILL NEVER FIND ME.


Amy


Mercy read it again, went downstairs and sat on the bottom step, staring at the front door, blinking at the tears. She’d lost everything in a single night. Charlie’s mind was full of his new girlfriend, the paragon that was Isabel Marks. How pathetic had Mercy been at dinner with him this evening, reaching out across the table to touch his hand, letting him know that she was still there for him if ‘the Isabel thing’ didn’t work. Hoping that ‘the Isabel thing’ wouldn’t work. Praying that it was a product of the emotional intensity of the kidnap of Isabel’s daughter, which had brought them together, and now that it had been resolved, they’d have no need for each other. But, as they’d taken their separate taxis after the meal, Mercy knew that this was probably the last time they’d be having dinner together for quite some time.


And now this. Her only child walking out on her. No discussion. No question of seeking parental guidance. The Amy-style fait accompli. It took an act of will to drag her handbag to her feet, root around in it for her mobile with fat tears pockmarking the leather. She hit ‘Charlie’ and hugged the bannister pillar, hoping he would answer.


‘Mercy?’ he said.


‘I … I got back home … after dinner. There was a letter on Amy’s bed. A letter to us. I can’t read it to you now. Just to say she’s gone, Charlie. She’s left home. The last line says, “You will never find me.”’


She heard his phone clatter on the table. A woman’s voice. Her. The one. Charlie repeated the line. Silence. Then Charlie again.


‘I’ll be with you as soon as I can,’ he said. ‘Report her missing to the local nick. I’m on my way.’


‘She says she doesn’t want to be found.’


‘Just ring the police station. Tell them. It’s the procedure. You don’t want to be the parent who didn’t report their child missing.’


‘Right. Of course, you’re absolutely right. I’m not thinking straight. Can’t quite believe it’s happened, even though it’s been building for years.’


‘Make the call,’ he said. ‘I’ll be with you in half an hour. Call me again if you need to.’


She hung up, couldn’t prevent his words from warming a need in her. Every time she’d tried to freeze him out of her life, dropped all feelings for him into some permafrost deep within her, he’d returned to thaw her back into womanhood.


She got a grip. Found the number of the local nick. Called.


‘My name is Mercy Danquah, and I want to … I mean, I have to … I need to …’


‘Is this to report your daughter missing?’ asked the sergeant. ‘Amy Boxer?’


Mercy was stunned. Wordless.


‘She was in here earlier explaining what she was going to do,’ said the sergeant.


‘And you didn’t stop her?’ said Mercy, incredulous.


‘Well, first she wasn’t under age—’


‘And how did you know that?’


‘She produced her driving licence.’


‘Her driving licence? She doesn’t have one.’


‘I checked it out. She does.’


‘I don’t know how she could have—’


‘She said I’d recognise you ’n’ all,’ said the sergeant. ‘But I don’t know any Mercy Danquahs.’


‘What she meant was,’ said Mercy, grunting with negative mirth, ‘she calls me the cop.’


‘Does that mean you’re the main authority figure in her life?’ said the sergeant. ‘She said you were separated from your husband.’


‘It means I’m a police officer,’ said Mercy. ‘I’m a detective inspector with the Specialist Crime Directorate 7 – the kidnap unit. And she believes I bring all the authority I’ve learned in my job into our mother–daughter relationship.’


‘I see,’ said the sergeant, finding himself considerably outranked. ‘Well, your daughter was rational and calm and said she would not be on the streets. She has money and a bank card. She gave me a letter with instructions to open it only when you called. She left here at 15.47. I filed my report a couple of hours ago before the drinkers started to come in.’


‘15.47?’


‘I logged it—’


‘This afternoon?’ said Mercy. ‘But I was in the house then. She left when I was in the house? She said goodbye, see ya, the usual …’


‘She was a cool customer, I’ll give her that,’ said the sergeant. ‘Very together.’


‘What does her letter say?’


‘I don’t know. I haven’t opened it yet. She asked me not to till you called.’


‘What the hell is going on here?’


‘I think you’ll find your daughter’s leaving home was a well-planned and executed departure,’ said the sergeant. ‘She said you hadn’t been getting on.’


‘That’s putting it mildly.’


‘She said that too.’


‘You know, Sergeant, I’m beginning to detect a certain amount of inertia coming down the phone,’ said Mercy. ‘Are you going to do anything about my daughter’s disappearance?’


‘Technically—’


‘Just give me a yes or no.’


‘I’ll see how busy we are, get someone to read the letter and call you,’ said the sergeant. ‘Has her father been informed?’


‘He’s on his way here.’


She was in her hotel room getting dolled up. She liked hotel rooms, especially the sort you got in the Moderno, with a big bathroom, a power shower and a bidet with a full-length mirror in the bedroom and room service, which she didn’t really need but she’d ordered anyway, hamburger and chips, because she was … free.


She was dancing in her underwear, buds in, listening to the music’s fizzing beat slamming straight into her cerebral cortex. She was slugging vodka tonic from the minibar and had snorted a tiny scrap of cocaine she’d brought with her from London. She’d need more to survive the night but knew how she was going to get it.


She pulled the buds out, socked back the last of her drink and shook out the red minidress she’d bought in French Connection, slipped it on. She’d blown four hundred quid on clothes at the airport. It was like wearing nothing. So sexy, she spun around and watched the dress flare up. She looked over her shoulder to check her bum in the mirror and did a couple of rotations of her hips. Then came the shoes. No. First the little jacket. It’s cold out there. She stuffed the black quilted coat, red skirt, black wool tights and biker boots into the rucksack, took a hundred euros and a few condoms and put them in a pocket in the armpit of the jacket. The passport was still in reception. She slung a small black bag over her shoulder. She’d wanted to leave it in the room safe but she needed a credit card to make it work and she didn’t have one.


Now the shoes. Six-inch heels. Ankle-strap courts in black. She stepped into them and the air was suddenly thinner. She practised some of her dance moves, sure-footed as a gymnast on the beam.


This was what she loved about Spain. Coming down in the lift and stepping out into the lobby with the whole of the reception area looking at you, appreciating you for making the effort. Nothing creepy. Nothing furtive. Not like London, where nobody looked you in the eye but stole a glance at your arse, a peek at your tits. You could walk into a bar in Hoxton looking like sex on stilts and nobody’d even talk to you. Now Spanish boys, they wouldn’t even let you hang for a few seconds. Walk into a bar and they’d be roaring their approval, clamouring to buy you a drink, talk to you. It wasn’t a bed thing either. Well it was, but it wasn’t the main thing. What was at the forefront was: thank you for being beautiful, it’s made us happy. That was why she loved the Spanish.


She went to the front desk, picked up the passport and tucked it into the small pocket in the armpit of her jacket with the money and condoms.


It was nudging midnight. She strode down the street, smiling at the guys appreciating her, even the ones with stunners on their arms. She had an address she’d been given, written it on her hand because she couldn’t remember Spanish names, let alone make a cab driver understand. A Moroccan guy had given her the name of a ‘brother’ who knew a people trafficker who’d pay a thousand euros for a valid UK passport with an electronic chip.


Cabs were stacking up in the plaza and she’d joined the short queue for one when she realised a guy, late thirties, was standing next to her, looking her up and down with naked admiration. The first thing she noticed: she towered over him in her heels. He was wearing a black leather jacket, an open midnight-blue silk shirt revealing a hairy chest, but in a nice way, with a gold chain. His jeans were tight with a black belt and a metal clasp which had twin scorpions, tails meeting. He was tapping his black pointed boots with silver toe tips on the shiny pavement. He wasn’t a looker, but he was built. The silk of his shirt was stretched over the muscles of his chest, his pecs stood out, nipples peaking with the cold, and she could see the rack of his abs too. The cords of his neck were like columns on either side of his protruding Adam’s apple. He had black curly hair, a sardonic but sexy smile, white teeth and dark deep-set eyes whose colour she couldn’t tell. Confidence radiated out of him. One look told her that this was a guy who’d never have trouble talking to women.


‘Hola, que guapa, chica. No te puedes imaginar …’ he said and stopped. ‘You don’t speak Spanish? How about English?’


‘I do English,’ she said.


‘Mira guapa, I’m with my friends taking a drink,’ he said, speaking with a Latin American accent. ‘I see you coming down the street, I say this is a girl who knows how to dress, this is a girl who knows how to have a good time, this, I bet, is a girl who knows how to dance. Am I right?’


And with that he did a couple of disco dance moves which showed he too knew how to dance and, despite his evident musculature, he could move fast and smooth. His two friends, one with a Latina beauty on his arm, gave him some ironic applause.


‘They can’t dance,’ he said to her conspiratorially. ‘That’s why they’re clapping. They’re like cows on ice on the dance floor.’


He performed a Neanderthal two-step which suddenly went horribly awry and sent her into giggles. He came up close to her, his head at the height of her chin. He looked up, eyes penetrating right into her. The nerve of him. Ugly bugger too. She had to bring all of her London cool to bear, and he saw that he’d have to make another push.


‘You know where I’m from?’ he said.


She wanted to say ‘the movies’ but didn’t want to throw herself at him. He didn’t seem to be local.


‘Madrid?’ she said, ironic.


He came in closer.


‘Col-om-bia.’


He saw the light come on in her face and knew what it meant.


‘Te gusta un poco de nieve,’ he said, laughing. ‘You like a little snow.’


He thumped his breast pocket with the side of his fist. Smiled.


‘We have enough to go skiing.’


That did it for her. No need to sell the passport. No need to haggle in the toilets. Free charlie the whole night through. He held out his arm. She took it. His friends couldn’t believe it. They came over and slapped hundred-euro notes into his hand, which seemed to her like a lot of money for a bet.


They went to Le Cock and drank mojitos, snorted a couple of lines each and then moved to a nightclub called Charada, where house music was the name of the game. They danced for half an hour and then went to the toilets for another line. He kissed her. She kissed him back. He put a strong hard hand between her legs and felt the heat coming off her. The music thumped through the walls.


‘What’s your name?’ she asked.


‘Como te llamas?’ he said. ‘You ask me: Como te llamas?’


She tried as he sawed his hand over her crotch.


‘Me llamo Carlos,’ he said. ‘But nobody calls me that.’


‘What do they call you?’ she asked, her stomach wrestling under the red dress with the persistence of his hand beneath.


‘They call me El Osito,’ he said, his eyes darkening and narrowing to blade points.


‘And what’s an osito?’ she asked.


‘It’s a little bear,’ he said, and withdrawing his massive hand from between her legs, held it up to the dim light, ‘con una pata grande.’
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11.30 P.M., SATURDAY 17TH MARCH 2012


Mercy Danquah’s house, Streatham, London


‘But it’s weird … this need she has to justify her actions,’ said Boxer. ‘You wouldn’t have thought she’d bother. “I’m out of here. Don’t come looking for me. Bye.” That’s all it needed.’


‘It’s personal,’ said Mercy shrewdly. ‘Handwritten.’


They were in the sitting room, Amy’s note on the coffee table between them.


Boxer leaned forward to reread it without touching it, looking for other levels of meaning, unable to restrain his professionalism. Both of them were used to reading and listening to notes, texts and messages sent by gangs and putting them through a special analysis, but this time there was added parental guilt, anger and denial.


‘She’s being rational and organised. She’s getting her PR in place. She left here, went to the police station and told the desk sergeant he’d recognise me.’


‘When was the last time you were at that police station?’


‘Never been there in my life. She was just winding up the desk sergeant and sticking it to me at the same time. Telling him we’re both coppers so we should feel right at home with each other,’ said Mercy. ‘Did you know she had a driving licence?’


‘No. I asked her if she’d like to learn, thinking I’d pay for some lessons as a birthday present. “And what would I do with a car in London?” she said. “Who’s going to buy me one? Who’s going to insure it?” All in that withering, patronising way of hers. I’m not sure how much of this is to do with us,’ said Boxer, irritated by the defensiveness that even he could hear in his own voice. ‘It’s convenient to blame us: the people who’d had the temerity to bring her into this godforsaken world. And she has a go, as you’d expect … but almost as an afterthought. “It bores me being a child, your child.” What’s more striking to me is her despair at the way her life is unfolding. She seems to want to jolt herself out of the predictability, of knowing what’s going to happen tomorrow.’


‘And yet there’s something in that last line that smacks of … a challenge.’


‘I’m with you on that. She’s definitely throwing down the gauntlet to us, the professionals, to come looking for her.’


‘And she’s arrogant enough to think we’re not going to hack it.’


‘Do you think there’s part of her that wants to be found?’


‘Why challenge people if you don’t?’ said Mercy.


‘Maybe she just couldn’t resist goading us. She knew, because we’re the people we are, that we were going to be on her case from the moment we saw that note. This is her saying, “You haven’t got a chance.”’


‘Do you think she’s laid down some elaborate smokescreen to make us look like idiots at our own work?’


The doorbell rang. Mercy left the room and returned with two police officers and an eyebrow raised to Boxer. They were not friendly. The expected professional bond was not there, but rather the ‘suspect distance’.


‘I’m Detective Inspector Weaver,’ said the male officer, taking in the couple in front of him: a tall slim black woman with cropped hair and almond-shaped eyes and a blond-haired man with intense green eyes who looked as if he kept himself in fighting condition.


‘And I’m Detective Sergeant Jones,’ said the female officer.


‘We’d like to see Amy’s room,’ said Weaver.


‘And the note,’ said Jones, staring down at the coffee table.


Boxer handed it over. The note passed between the officers.


They all went up to Amy’s room.


‘Have you established what she’s taken with her?’


‘Well, as you can see, there’s nothing in here. She’s stripped it bare.’


‘Without you noticing anything?’ asked Jones.


‘I’ve been working on a very demanding case this last week and she was supposed to be staying with her grandmother up in Hampstead. But clearly she was dropping in here after school and removing all her stuff,’ said Mercy. ‘Tonight was her first night back home. She said she would join us at a restaurant in town but didn’t show. I came back, checked her room, found the note.’


‘I understand from the desk sergeant that you saw Amy when she left the house this afternoon,’ said Jones.


‘She had a small rucksack, that was it.’


Mercy described what Amy had been wearing. The officers didn’t take notes. They asked for all details of friends and relatives, the places Amy was known to frequent, her money situation. Mercy talked them through it but omitted Amy’s involvement in the previous weekend’s cigarette smuggling jaunt between the Canaries and London that she’d uncovered. She wanted to investigate that little scenario herself. She told them what she knew about Amy’s finances – that she had a debit card and a bank account but didn’t know how much she had in it.


‘We’ll need some up-to-date photos,’ said Weaver. ‘And er … a DNA sample would be helpful. Hair? A toothbrush?’


Mercy was momentarily frozen by this: the possibility that they might have to match DNA with a body. She gave Boxer a curious glance, which he didn’t understand, and went to the corner of the room where she knew Amy dried and brushed her hair, but not a single strand of her long ringlets remained.


‘I don’t believe this,’ said Mercy. ‘She’s hoovered the room.’


‘Let’s go back downstairs for the next bit,’ said Weaver. ‘And we’ll check the vacuum cleaner while we’re at it.’


In the kitchen Mercy gave them the vacuum cleaner but the bag had been changed. Mercy blinked at the thoroughness. She offered tea and coffee, which were politely refused. They reconvened in the living room. Boxer and Mercy sat. The policemen stood in front of the fireplace.


‘What we need to talk about now is any … er … events that you can think of that might have been a factor in Amy wanting to leave home,’ said Weaver.


‘She’s always been a strong, determined girl, but she was very sweet and loving until some sort of hormonal explosion at fourteen, when she went up to her room as one sort of person and came down the following morning as another. That crisis has deepened over the years, to the point of continuous antipathy towards me in particular – seeing as we are the ones living together – and Charlie whenever she has the opportunity. But no, there wasn’t a specific incident,’ said Mercy.


Weaver and Jones turned their hard faces to Boxer.


‘Look,’ said Boxer, open-palmed, ‘I’m not going to paint myself as totally blameless. I’ve been an absent father much of the time. I had a job that took me out of the country for more than half the year.’


‘What job was that?’


‘I was a kidnap consultant with GRM, a big private security company, running negotiations all over the world, but I’m freelance now. Amy was becoming too much of a handful for Mercy to manage alone with the kind of job she has. I left the company nearly two years ago so that I could choose my work to fit in with spending more time with my daughter. I’ve developed a relationship with another company called Pavis Risk Management, who give me as much contract work as I want.’


‘And you’re in the kidnap unit with Specialist Crime Directorate 7 under DCS Makepeace?’ said Weaver, turning to Mercy.


‘It’s a time-consuming job with uncertain hours. I’ve done my best to look after Amy, and when work’s got in the way I’ve sent her to family members living here in south London or to Charlie’s mother in Hampstead.’


‘Did you ever hit your daughter?’


‘No,’ said Boxer emphatically.


The two officers looked at Mercy, who was saying nothing.


‘Ms Danquah?’


‘I hit her once, yes,’ said Mercy.


This was news to Boxer.


‘And what were the circumstances, Ms Danquah?’ asked Jones.


‘Just before last Christmas, school had finished. She stayed out all night. She didn’t call on Sunday morning even. Her friend Karen, who’d been with her that night, had lost sight of her in a place called Basing House in Shoreditch. She was last seen dancing with a black couple with bleached-blonde hair. I was worried sick, calling her and texting her. I even ran down the management of Basing House, who were surprisingly understanding and told me to call the police. Then at two o’clock, Sunday afternoon, she breezes back in here as if she’s been for an after-lunch stroll in the park, with that “no worries” look on her face. I was beside myself. Relieved but totally furious. And of course Amy knows how to do it to me. She saw my state and knew she was to blame so she wound me up and I blew. I slapped her once, hard, across the face, which at that point was being dangled in front of me, just daring me to do it. And she knew that where I come from, a very strict Ghanaian upbringing, my father beat us all the time, and it wasn’t just slaps across the face, it was canes across the back, buttocks and legs. And that was for getting seven out of ten in a spelling test, not staying out all night in a club in Shoreditch.’


Weaver and Jones were transfixed. This was no performance. They knew London kids and the extremes they could take you to.


‘And I was sorry,’ said Mercy. ‘I was sorry for what I’d done, because when I’d suffered at my father’s hands I promised myself that I would never do the same to a child of mine. And there I was smacking her. I grovelled. I begged for forgiveness. The look I got back from her was one of total triumph. She slammed her bedroom door in my face.’


‘In the letter she left at the station the reasons she gave for leaving home were “excessive discipline and harsh treatment with occasional violence”,’ said Weaver.


‘And the word abuse cropped up a few times,’ said Jones.


Mercy blurted an incredulous laugh, the emotion uncontainable.


‘Abuse?’ she said. ‘Amy doesn’t know the meaning of the word. She should see what I’ve seen on the estates in Stockwell and Brixton.’


Boxer put an arm around Mercy’s shoulders, felt her trembling, the lava boiling in the maternal pit.


‘I wanted to take Mercy out of the line of fire,’ said Boxer. ‘Amy’s campaigns were relentless. The more she realised how much she could hurt Mercy the more inventive she became. But Amy’s never lived with me. I didn’t have the home or the life to offer that alternative.


‘I’m sure you two have seen a few things in your time around here in south London – the teenage knifings. I was in the Gulf War before I did a few years as a homicide detective. Mercy has done twenty years in the police – beat, murder and kidnap. All that experience counts for nothing when you come up against the arrogance of youth. They think because of the marvellous connectivity of their brave new world that they miraculously know everything, even without having faced it, and that all we’re doing, as their parents, is laying down unnecessary boundaries to contain their natural enthusiasm for life. They don’t know what we know.’


‘You’re making it sound as if running away might give her some useful work experience,’ said Jones.


‘But we know she’s not equipped for it. She can be clever and manipulative in her own world and be successful. She’s experimented with Mercy as her lab rat. But put her out there in real life and she won’t cut it. People will take one look and see an opportunity. For all this so-called “excessive discipline” she’s actually been wrapped in cotton wool.’


‘That’s what you think,’ said Weaver, ‘but you don’t seem to know too much about her. The driving licence?’


‘She’s secretive. We’re busy,’ said Boxer.


‘Maybe if you’d spent more time with her?’ said Weaver, which earned him a look from Jones. Weaver had kids and, even on the way here, he’d been whining about how little he saw of them.


‘Since she was fourteen she hasn’t wanted to spend even ten minutes in our company,’ said Mercy. ‘It’s tough having breakfast with her. The disdain fills the room. I’d rather take my coffee outside.’


‘You sound glad she’s gone,’ said Jones.


Mercy turned to her slowly as if she’d just discovered a wind-up artist in the room.


‘Maybe you don’t know what it’s like to love a child,’ said Mercy. ‘There’s no choice and you don’t have any control over it from the moment they’re born. It’s not like being with a guy and thinking, look at all the grief I’m getting from this arsehole, time to move on. The child is a part of you. It would be like walking away from the best part of myself. And now she’s gone I don’t feel, thank God for that, at last I’ve got some … what’s it called? Me time, whatever that is. What I feel, Detective Sergeant Jones, is complete emptiness, as if the best love I’ve ever known has buggered off. And it’s my fault. I’m the failure. She loved me.’


The tears came as a surprise to everyone in the room, including Mercy. They streaked rapidly down her face, unchecked. Jones couldn’t look at her, regretted her cheap trick. Wanted to hug her.


‘That’s why it’s so bloody difficult,’ said Mercy. ‘You love someone to pieces. Unconditionally. And they know it. And when they realise they have such total power over you, as a kid, with no understanding of that bond. They … they punish you with it for everything they suffer: the boredom, the inadequacy, the sexual tension, the hormonal chaos, the social ineptitude. Everything. They do it because you’re responsible for bringing them into this confusing, incomprehensible world and they do it because they can do it safely, and part of me thinks they do it because they can’t help it. It’s nature’s way of preparing you to be split up. So that the child can eventually go her own sweet way and neither of you feels too badly about it. But don’t get me wrong, Detective Sergeant Jones, I want her back. She’s not ready to be out there on her own. If I don’t get her back, I can tell you, it will leave me with a big empty hole inside.’


A huge pendulous silence, as of the inside of a barrage balloon, filled the room. Boxer was stunned to hear Mercy speak like that. Only now did he realise what she’d had pent up inside her. It wasn’t as if they hadn’t talked about these things, it just had never been with such intensity.


‘The first line of the letter she left in the station instructed us not to reveal the contents to you,’ said Weaver. ‘Apart from what I’ve already mentioned, I can tell you that it was written in a calm tone and rationally laid out all her reasons for leaving home. She didn’t want us to consider her a missing person. She was just starting up an alternative life. The only reason we’re following this up is because of the allegations she made about you.’


‘That sounds as if you’re not actually going to look for her,’ said Boxer.


‘You haven’t told us that she’s suffering from any mental health problems. She’s over sixteen, which is the legal age for leaving home. She has money. She won’t be living on the streets. It’s extremely disconcerting for you, I know, but for me to allocate time to this would not impress my superiors.’


‘There’s a very good organisation called Missing Persons …’ said Jones.


‘I know,’ said Boxer. ‘I run a charitable foundation myself, called LOST. We find missing people, but only when the police have given up.’


Uneasy glances were exchanged.


‘All this information about Amy will be posted on the Police National Computer, which means—’


‘We know what it means,’ said Mercy.


‘Some photos,’ said Jones, ‘that would be useful …’


‘We don’t have any recent photos. She’s refused to be photographed since she was fourteen,’ said Mercy. ‘If we find any …’


The policemen, nodded, stepped forward. Now they shook hands. Boxer walked them to the door, let them out, went back to the living room. A tap on the front door brought him back. DS Jones was there, hands deep in her coat pockets.


‘The last line of her letter said, “If you do investigate my disappearance and I am found, under no circumstances are either of my parents or anyone one in my family to be informed.” I’m sorry. We weren’t supposed to tell you that either. I just wanted to clarify our position here. The DI’s not being a bastard.’


Boxer thanked her, closed the door.


‘What was all that about?’ asked Mercy.


He told her and it was as if he’d jabbed her in the guts with a kitchen knife. She curled up and howled.


They went back to the dance floor, took it by storm. El Osito’s shirt was drenched in seconds, his muscles stood out under the changing lights. He flicked his head back on its bull neck and the sweat sprayed in sparkling droplets.


She was standing at the bar while El Osito went hunting for his friends. The barman came over, gave her a card, nodded at the note written on it and looked down the counter to a young guy standing there, who raised his beer and melted back into the darkness. The note said in English, ‘Be careful of your friend, he has a bad reputation with women.’ She let the card drop to the floor.


El Osito came back, said his friends had gone. They left, went to Kapital and danced for hours, mesmerised by the music, with more coke crashing through their veins.


At five o’clock they were out in the street hailing a cab. They sat in the back and he talked non-stop to the cab driver as he slowly removed her underwear, stuffed the pants into his pocket. They arrived in some residential area about seven kilometres from the centre and El Osito asked the cabbie to pull over at the Metro station of Pan Bendito. They walked to his apartment block, which was up a rough cement pathway behind the Bar Roma. The entrance wasn’t quite as luxurious as she’d been expecting for a man with so much coke on him.


Only now did it suddenly occur to her that she was breaking all the rules. She was drunk and drugged with no idea where she was, with a strange man whose rough, hard hands led her to believe that he was not unaccustomed to violence. Fear was shimmering on the outer reaches of her consciousness as he walked her past the cracked glass of the metal-framed door of the block’s main entrance.


‘Maybe we should go back to the Hotel Moderno,’ she said.


He gripped her elbow so hard she winced and couldn’t wrench her arm free.


The lift worked. The doors opened and he shoved her so hard into the filthy cubicle that she hit the far corner and had to save herself with her free arm. She tried to turn, but he was on her, rucking her dress up over her hips, reminding her of her panty-less state. She looked down at something suspect in the corner that had the tackiness of recently dried bodily fluids. Panic trembled in her throat as she felt his powerful urgency, the animal strength beneath the cold, sodden shirt. The lift door opened at the fourth floor. He backed away from her, pulled her round. She tried to push her dress back down and made a run for the door to the stairs.


‘Don’t do that,’ he said, and leaned forward, pushing her hard so that she missed the door and hit her head against the brick wall next to it. She fell onto all fours, tried to get to her feet, remembering El Osito’s impression of a cow on ice. She climbed up the rough wall, hiding her face behind her arm, not wanting to see what was going to come next.


It was the turn of la pata grande. He slapped her so hard that she collided with another wall, bounced off it and fell to the floor, hot buttocks on the ice-cold tiles. He grabbed her by the swag of her ringlets, shook her like a naughty pup and dragged her to the door of his apartment. He unlocked it with her still hanging from his brutal fist, threw her into the hallway, slammed the door shut behind him.


In the dark she started to scrabble away from him and he trod down on her leg to stop her as if she were some struggling animal that he still wanted to play with. The only sound was of his belt snarling and snapping through the loops as he tore it from his waist. She remembered that scorpion clasp and the thought of its sting made her whimper.


‘No, please. Please don’t. Please don’t hurt me.’


She flinched as the black air swished above her head and the scorpions made dull hard contact with her forehead and dragged over her eye and cheek. A warm trickle followed their trail and she had the taste of salt and metal in her mouth.


‘I’ll do anything,’ she said, ‘but please don’t hurt me.’
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6.30 A.M., SUNDAY 18TH MARCH 2012


Mercy Danquah’s house, Streatham, London


‘We need to talk to this guy too,’ said Mercy, tapping the screen. They were up early, posting Amy’s details on the missing persons’ websites. Mercy had remembered the photo she’d taken of Amy as she’d come into the Gatwick Airport arrivals hall after her cigarette smuggling jaunt to the Canaries the week before. Amy had met up with a good-looking black guy who’d taken the suitcase full of cigarettes off her hands. That shot was now on her computer and Mercy was looking at the two of them, lingering over the man’s face, trying to work out his age.


Boxer gave her the thumbs-up. He was on the phone to Roy Chapel, the ex-policeman who ran the office of the LOST Foundation. Boxer had already sent him a cropped version of the photo Mercy was looking at. Chapel had said he’d get it out to all the street organisations as soon as.


‘If she’s serious,’ said Chapel, ‘and the picture you’ve painted makes me think she’s worked this out very carefully, she’ll cut all ties. You know how it is: the most successful runaways are the ones who transplant themselves into a new life and never go anywhere near the old one.’


Boxer said nothing. He knew this very well. That was precisely what his own father had done more than thirty years ago. He tried to breathe back down the black hole growing inside him.


‘And to do that at her age,’ said Roy, ‘she’d need help. There’s no way she could do it on her own, and that’s what worries me. Who’s she got holding her hand?’


Mercy wound her finger round at Boxer.


‘We’re building the file now, Roy. We’ll get back to you as soon as it’s complete,’ said Boxer, glad to hang up.


‘We should contact the UK Border Agency,’ said Mercy.


‘Bit early for that.’


‘I’ve got a contact,’ she said, holding up a business card. ‘We were on a course together.’


‘Still too early on a Sunday morning.’


‘What’s the earliest we can go round to Karen’s?’


‘Nine o’clock.’


‘How about eight, given that it’s an emergency? Karen’s mum would understand. She’d be horrified if we left it till nine.’


‘You might find Karen’s none too sensible.’


‘What did Roy have to say?’


‘That he’d be on to all the street organisations first thing.’


‘But what did he say that made you go all quiet?’


Boxer told her about successful runaways needing help.


She turned back to the computer, carried on inputting data into the newly opened Amy file. Everything she could think of.


‘She’s going to make a mistake. She’s going to have to make contact somewhere,’ said Mercy. ‘I know you’re thinking about your father here, but that was different. He was wanted for questioning about a murder. One mistake and he’d have been in jug.’


‘Only if he’d done it,’ said Boxer, surprised to find himself defending the man who’d abandoned him thirty-three years ago.


‘Come on, Charlie, get real.’


‘That look you gave me last night,’ said Boxer, ‘when they asked you for Amy’s DNA … what was all that about?’


‘Nothing.’


‘It wasn’t nothing.’


‘Just, you know, that they asked for it. Takes it to another level.’


He didn’t believe her. Thought she was hiding something. Dropped it.


They went to work again for an hour, thrashing out everything they could think of, every conceivable contact, even down to the twenty-two-year-old boyfriend Amy had developed when she was a fifteen-year-old on a family holiday in Spain. How would they get in touch with him? Boxer went to the kitchen, made coffee, called Isabel.


‘How’s it’s going?’ said Isabel.


He read her the full text of the note, told her the extent of Amy’s clearout and the lack of police interest.


‘And how’s Mercy taking it?’


‘She’s galvanised. I persuaded her to take a sleeping pill last night, but she was up at six, dying to get on with it. She’s taken Amy’s note as a professional challenge.’


‘Mercy’s going to be doubly hurt – you know that,’ said Isabel. ‘You’re still the only man in her life. She hasn’t got over you. Your attention is focused elsewhere and now the only other big emotional figure in her life has rejected her. She’s going to be fragile.’


‘I know,’ said Boxer. ‘I’m staying here with her. We’re going to have to track Amy down and, at the very least, make sure she’s all right even if we can’t persuade her to come home. I’m sorry.’


‘Don’t be sorry. You have to do this,’ said Isabel. ‘After Alyshia’s kidnap I know what you’re going through. At least Amy’s not in the hands of others. She’s organised and in no immediate danger.’


‘That’s what Amy thinks. She’s got undented self-belief so she thinks she knows what she’s doing and has faith in the people helping her do it, but she’s only seventeen. She reckons she’s cool and clued up but, despite all her escapades, we know from the people we meet in our professional lives she’s no match for an opportunist. That generation just hasn’t had enough face-to-face experience to know when someone means you harm. So neither of us is going to be happy until we know her situation, and from the last line of her note she knows that too.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I’m beginning to think this is Amy’s ultimate adolescent battle – to take on her parents at their own game and win.’


El Osito came to with a low grunt. He was naked apart from his socks and lying on the bathroom floor between the toilet bowl and the wall. It was daylight. His eyes slid over the glaze of the cheap tiles to the corner and the brush in its ceramic holder for cleaning shit streaks, which he never used. There was a box of pills and a half-empty blister card with the brand name of the benzodiazepine Aneurol. Good. He’d taken a benzo to come down off the coke high. Or maybe not. His head hurt and his thick, heavily muscled body was jammed. Maybe he’d dropped the benzos and fallen, knocking his head trying to retrieve them. He squirmed his way out, hauled his head up to the basin, turned on the tap, scooped water into his dry mouth. He sat on the toilet, relieved himself copiously.


Things started to come back to him from the night before: the girl in the red dress. Dancing with her in the street in front of his freaks on a bet that he couldn’t pull her. Made it look as if it was his dancing skills when it was the promise of a night of downhill skiing that had done the trick. He knew the ones that liked their blow. He wiped his wet hand down his face and his eyes came blinking out of his head as he remembered getting into a taxi, taking off her underwear in the cab, talking to the driver. He focused on his trousers, which he’d trodden out of last night, saw the girl’s knickers stuffed in the pocket.


His brain flickered nervously with jolts of memory. The cab dropping them off at the Pan Bendito Metro station. He never let cabs take him to his door. The walk from there. The girl, a foreigner, not knowing where she was, the grimness of the neighbourhood. Staggering up the path behind the Bar Roma. The cracked glass, the lift, he’d sensed some fear there, had to shove her.


He shook himself and turned to the basin and for the first time saw the blood on the back of his hand, raised his head. Blood on his face and chest. He remembered his favourite scorpion belt snapping through the loops of his jeans, heard it in his head. The buckle whistling through the air.


‘No, please …’ a voice whimpered in his head.


He washed his hands, his face, his chest. The water swirled red down the plughole. He ran his wet hands through his hair, cooling his hot scalp, the heat building in his head.


The corridor was dark and empty. The blinds were down in the rest of the apartment, just cracks of light here and there. A smear of something down the wall. He headed towards the living room. Silence. Had she gone? La guapita? La puta inglesa? He checked the kitchen. The light squeezed behind the blinds made everything grey and grainy in the hard white room. No blood there. He crossed the corridor into the living room. Only one or two cracks in the blinds. He would have to turn on the light. He didn’t want to turn on the light. There was a smell in the room.


El Osito lashed out at the light switch. She was lying on the floor with the red dress up around her neck, her unhooked bra twisted in it. Her legs were apart. There was something … He didn’t want to look. He slashed the lights out.


Back to the kitchen. He gripped the sink as a dark pressure took hold in the pit of his stomach.


It came to him in an instant. He knew exactly what he had to do.


‘I’ve called Karen’s mother, and she’ll get her up and sensible in an hour,’ said Mercy. ‘Your gut telling you anything?’


‘No,’ Boxer lied.


It was telling him things and none of them were good. Nothing even specific or relevant. It was just an overwhelming sense that they would all be changed by what had happened. There would be no predictable unfolding, as he’d felt on seeing Isabel last night, walking into her open arms, knowing they had a future.


He called Esme, his mother, who’d been looking after Amy all last week. No answer.


Mercy drove. They parked outside the 1970s block where Karen lived. On the way up the open stairs to the second floor she called her contact at the UK Border Agency, gave him Amy’s details and asked if he could help. He said he’d get back to her one way or the other.


In the living room Karen was sitting on the sofa looking stunned. Her dark hair wasn’t brushed out yet and she was in her mother’s dressing gown. The nail varnish on her toes and fingers was alternately dark blue and fluorescent orange and was chipped. The black tattoos snaking up the olive skin of her calves and forearms made her look more like a Brazilian hooker than a Streatham hairdresser.


‘Your mum told you about Amy?’ said Mercy.


‘Yeah,’ she said, looking at the state of her nails, anything not to have to look at Mercy, who scared her half to death.


‘You got any ideas where she might have gone?’


‘Like … no!’ said Karen, suddenly aggressive.


‘Easy up, K,’ said her mother. ‘They’ve lost their daughter.’


‘She didn’t tell me nothing,’ said Karen. ‘If she’d of told me, I’d tell ’em, but she didn’t, so I can’t.’


‘Could we talk to Karen on her own for a bit?’ asked Mercy, who could sense the girl’s fear, too many eyes glued to her.


The panic rose in Karen’s face.


‘Let’s just relax a bit,’ said Mercy. ‘Sit back and breathe. We’re all in a bit of a state. Not enough sleep.’


‘Speak for yourself,’ said Karen. ‘I don’t know what Amy’s up to. I swear, Mrs Danquah. You know she keeps things to herself, that one. Too many secrets.’


‘So what happened in Tenerife?’


‘You can’t believe the grief I’ve had from Mum about that. How was I to know she hadn’t told you? How was I to know she should’ve been in Lisbon with her dad? That’s what I mean. She don’t tell me stuff. She keeps it all in, like, tight. I mean, don’t get me wrong, Mrs Danquah, she’s a nice girl, Amy. I like her. But she’s a hard friend to have, know what I mean?’


They did.


‘Did she get on with anybody in your boyfriend’s gang? I mean …’


‘Get on with anybody?’


‘Who did Amy end up in bed with?’ asked Boxer.


Karen was relieved to look away from Mercy. She wasn’t sure what wrath was bubbling away under that calm exterior.


‘Amy might not have told you things,’ said Boxer. ‘But you saw things. You were all in the same party.’


Karen nodded. Less of a nod, more of a shuddering blink.


‘Who did she go with?’


‘Glider.’


‘Who’s Glider?’


‘The gang leader. The boss man,’ said Karen. ‘He likes …’


Her eyes shifted uneasily across to Mercy and then quickly back to Boxer.


‘Black girls?’ asked Boxer.


Another imperceptible nod.


‘Where can we find Glider?’


‘North London somewhere. Dunno the address. He keeps it …’


‘Does your boyfriend know where Glider lives?’ asked Mercy.


She shook her head.


‘How come?’


She shrugged.


Mercy found communicating with the young immensely draining.


‘You’re not going to get anybody into trouble,’ said Boxer. ‘This is only about finding Amy, making sure she’s OK.’


‘I know he doesn’t know cos I asked him. He says Glider likes to keep it all … separate, like. Nobody knows what anybody else is doing. He says if the police break into one part of his operation it doesn’t mess up the rest of the show.’


‘What about the black guy who met Amy off the flight in Gatwick? The one who took the suitcase of cigarettes off her.’


‘You mean, was she sleeping with him?’


‘No, I didn’t mean that, but … was she?’


‘No. She only met him once, for five minutes, just so he’d know her face.’


‘Does he have a name?’


‘Marcus. He lives off Coldharbour Lane somewhere. I can get you his address, as long as you promise you won’t—’


‘I told you, this is about Amy. We’re not interested in ciggie smuggling.’


‘How much did you girls make out of the Tenerife trip?’ asked Boxer.


‘Four hundred quid – and a good time.’


‘And at no point did Amy say anything about leaving home?’ said Mercy, getting a little tougher now.


‘She wasn’t happy. That’s all I know. She never said she was going to get out. But you know …’


‘What?’


Karen’s eyes cast about over the floor, looking for the right words.


‘I know how you feel, Mrs Danquah.’


‘Do you?’ said Mercy, amazed.


‘Everybody likes Amy,’ she said. ‘Everybody. She had all those guys eating out of her hand. Even my man. And you know how she does it? She lets you know she doesn’t give a fuck about anybody. She goes to bed with Glider, but she’s the one who leaves him in the morning before he wakes up. I saw him out on the balcony, smoking, looking for her up and down the beach. Wondering where she’d gone. He was hooked.’


‘Tell us about Glider,’ said Boxer. ‘What does he look like?’


‘Got to be at least thirty, maybe more. White. Shaved head. Tats all the way up both arms, but nothing on his hands. Muscles. He works out. Violent. He’s got a rep for that – blows without warning.’


‘And?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Every detail helps, Karen,’ said Mercy.


‘He’s got a huge cock,’ she blurted.


Silence.


‘You see,’ she said. ‘Not every detail helps.’


Still naked he opened a kitchen drawer. Four knives. Two big, a medium and a small. One meat cleaver. He laid them on the counter, saw his reflection in the bright, shiny steel of the cleaver he’d bought in Toledo. His eyes gone to black.


Under the sink a roll of bin bags. He tore off six. Back into the living room. Light on. Knelt by the body, studied the mess of clothes around her neck. Her face with two cuts, one from forehead to cheek, the other down the side of her nose. He took her jacket off first, stuffed it in a bin liner. Then came the dress and bra. He put the pants he’d taken from his pocket in another bin liner, looked at her bare feet. The shoes. He checked the room, then the corridor. They were up by the door. They still had labels on the soles. He dropped them into the bin liner with the pants, retraced his steps, checking the floor. He looked under the table, lifted the sofa. Her small black handbag. He put that in with the shoes. He had a thought. Tore off another bin liner from the roll. Took his trousers, emptied the pockets, found his damp shirt, stripped off his socks, stuffed the lot in the bin liner, put it by the door. Keep it separate.


He went back to the body, squatted and lifted her dead weight in one movement without even a grunt. He put her down in the shower cubicle with her head by the drain hole.


The master bedroom had been converted into his weights room. He removed the two sets of twenty-five-kilo weights from each end of the bench press and took the bar back to the shower. He cut the hem off a sheet from his bed with a pair of scissors. He tied it around her ankles and secured them to the bar. He planted his feet either side of her legs and lifted the bar to chest height. He stepped forward and jerked the bar up above his head and rested it across the top of the cubicle. She was hanging free of the floor, just her hair making contact. He put her head into a supermarket bag, cut off all her hair and carefully tied it up in the bag. He positioned her with her head above the drain hole. He went to the kitchen for the knives and made himself a cup of coffee.


Pig killing. La matanza. He’d been to a few in his time. Something human trembled on the outer limits of his mind as he remembered children running around the farm while the men, having killed the pig and bled it out, scalded it and scraped off the bristles, leaving a perfectly pink corpse. This they hung up by its hocks, and, as the pig was unzipped with a blade, the women went in and hauled out the guts into massive metal bowls. The dogs came skipping around, tails wagging, heads lowering, looking for a bit of generosity. The women turned away, blood-spattered from the clean, pink corpse, as if from a freshly murdered husband.


El Osito poured himself another deep-black coffee, sipped it, relishing its tarry bitterness. He parted the edge of the blind from the wall, looked out onto the grey morning. Two young men walked towards the Metro station, hoods up, hands in pockets, no work, no money. For a moment he envied them, that they weren’t standing naked in a kitchen with knives on the counter, €750,000 under the bed, a half-kilo of cocaine under the sink and a dead girl hanging by her ankles in the shower.


He let the blind fall back. He took out the coke from its hiding place and laid down two fat lines, which he chopped and shaped with the smallest knife. He took a bill from the money he’d emptied out of his pockets and snorted the lines, rubbed his gums with the remnants. He slapped his buttocks, picked up the knives and the cleaver and went to work on his own little matanza.
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11.30 A.M., SUNDAY 18TH MARCH 2012


Railton Road, Brixton, London


They were sitting in Mercy’s car outside the Railton Road Off Licence opposite a line of Victorian terraced houses, waiting for Marcus Alleyne, the black guy who’d met Amy off the flight back from Tenerife with her suitcase of cigarettes that small lifetime ago. He wasn’t in. The neighbour said he hadn’t come back from his Saturday night out.


‘Prolly wi’ one his bitches,’ said the teenaged black kid, trousers hanging down the backs of his legs, Knicks cap on backwards, high-top Nikes. He knew a cop when he saw one.


‘Do you have to use that word?’ asked Mercy.


‘S’wat they is,’ said the boy, mock puzzled, glad to be of annoyance.


‘That’s what they are?’ said Mercy.


‘Hunh?’


Back in the car. Mercy irritable. Everything happening so slowly. No fast-moving investigation here, with developments by the second. And she didn’t want Boxer around either. He was physically close but miles off emotionally. Of course she’d wanted him there last night. She’d have even let him into her bed if he’d had the inclination. But he hadn’t. He’d been affectionate with her, as he always had been, but there was a new remoteness. She wanted to be held fiercely. To have someone squeeze their strength into her. Make her feel special.


‘We could be here for ever. Maybe you should do something else. There’s no point in the two of us wasting our time over the same guy.’


‘What did you make of Karen?’ asked Boxer as Mercy started the car and pulled away.


‘Yeah, right,’ said Mercy. ‘You see that look on a lot of people’s faces who’ve been in contact with Amy. She’s hurt.’


‘She didn’t like it that her boyfriend was eating out of Amy’s hand or that she was sleeping with Glider.’


‘I didn’t like it either,’ said Mercy. ‘Little minx.’


‘Minx?’


‘I’m trying to make our daughter sound a bit more playful than a slut.’


‘It reduced Karen in the pecking order, that’s why she didn’t like it,’ said Boxer. ‘And every time you thought Amy was off with Karen somewhere, she wasn’t. Karen was the cover. I think she’s feeling a bit used.’


‘Planning,’ said Mercy. ‘Thinking ahead. I have to hand it to Amy for that. I admire her … for that.’


‘That didn’t sound like planning to me.’


‘Look at us here. Look at us doing what Roy Chapel knows is a waste of time,’ said Mercy. ‘Talking to her friends, finding out about her nefarious contacts. Amy’s a London kid. She understands a few things about this city. Just having Karen as a friend, rather than anybody from her fancy school. She knows the different strata of society. Drop out of one and into another and nobody will find you. Where are we going to look when we’ve exhausted the obvious? You can start in Cricklewood and I’ll get going in Catford. See you in three decades.’


‘And Karen feels left out.’


‘Amy can inspire belief. The belief that anything is possible. People like Karen think that if they attach themselves to someone like Amy some of that possibility might rub off. And then Amy dumps them. They’ve served their purpose.’


‘She doesn’t care what people think of her,’ said Boxer. ‘That takes strength of character. Most people want to be liked. We admire those who don’t give a damn.’


‘Maybe that’s what it’ll take,’ said Mercy. ‘She won’t understand until she’s cared for somebody herself.’


They arrived back at Mercy’s house and Boxer went over to his car. He tried to call his mother. Still no answer. Mobile off.


‘I’ll follow up Alleyne,’ said Mercy. ‘I’ll call you when I’ve hit that dead end.’


He hugged her nicely, but not fiercely. They separated, still holding hands.


‘Let’s not get down,’ said Boxer. ‘That’s the state she wants us to be in: questioning our own professionalism.’


‘I’d better call the school,’ said Mercy, ‘even though I can’t imagine …’


‘You know the rules,’ said Boxer, squeezing her hand to his lips. ‘Everything by the book, until you throw the book away.’


Boxer got into his car, left. Mercy found Amy’s teacher’s home phone number and put in a call. The teacher was shocked, especially when Mercy quoted Amy’s nihilistic views on education from her note. She hadn’t seen it coming. They spoke for half an hour, running through every possibility, the teacher giving her all the names of Amy’s ‘friends’ (none of whom had ever been mentioned by Amy) and how she would interview every one of them. Mercy kept up her end but knew this was going nowhere.


She took a long bath, changed into casual clothes, jeans, a high roll-neck black jumper. She put on make-up. She knew precisely what she was doing. She finished and stared back at herself in the mirror, breathing the emotion down. She glanced at the hand where Boxer had kissed her, then back up to her own face looking for the chink that would reveal how pathetic she felt inside: the contemptible state of hopeful hopelessness where Boxer’s new liaison had left her.


Downstairs, she picked up the keys, back into the car, drove to Railton Road, parked outside Alleyne’s house once more. There was a light on in his flat this time. She checked her eyes in the rear-view. What was going on in her head? She’d only ever seen this guy for five minutes and he was eight, maybe ten years younger than her. She leaned forward searching for the glint of recklessness in her black pupils.


Up the steps to the front door, rang the bell, heard his feet rumbling down the stairs. Opened the door. And there he was: tall, good-looking, short dreadlocks, high cheekbones, dark brown eyes, perfect white teeth, a scar on his temple. He was wearing dark blue jeans and a white shirt open so that she could see the hard rack of his stomach, no shoes, long bare feet.


‘Hey,’ he said, ‘I was expecting somebody else.’


‘You got me,’ said Mercy, holding up her warrant card. ‘Police.’


‘Then you’d better come in,’ he said, smiling, not a flicker of nervousness.


He led her up the stairs, buttoning up his shirt, took her into the sitting room, where there was an orange three-piece suite that had seen better days and some lime-green cushions. Mounted on the wall was a home movie system with a fifty-five-inch LED screen no thicker than a slim paperback. Alleyne slipped on a pair of top-range Nikes and lay back on the sofa.


‘You don’t know me,’ said Mercy.


‘That is very true,’ he said.


‘But I know you.’


‘You do?’ he said, eyebrows raised, still smiling, enjoying the view.


‘You are Marcus Alleyne and you met my daughter coming off a plane from Tenerife on Sunday 11th March. You took a large suitcase from her containing cigarettes which had been brought into this country illegally.’


She leaned forward and showed him the photo she’d taken at Gatwick on her mobile phone. Alleyne raised an eyebrow, which nearly communicated surprise.


‘That’s interesting,’ he said, unmoved.


‘Why should it be interesting rather than, say, alarming?’


‘Because it doesn’t look as if you’re here with the full force of the law.’


‘So you already know what that looks like.’


‘Seen a bit of it in my time, you know, nothing heavy, no SWAT teams at dawn kind of thing. More like weary plods in the rain,’ he said. ‘And I can tell you none of it has been as pleasant as this little visit. So what’s it all about, Inspector Danquah? Isn’t that a Ghanaian name?’


She nodded. ‘And you?’


‘Originally?’ he said. ‘Trinidad. Several generations ago.’


Silence.


Mercy couldn’t fathom what was going on in her chest. As if there was a thin translucent membrane stretched tight by all her loves and losses, so tight that it was about to split, and if it did she would lose all control.


Alleyne sat up, could see some sort of crisis going on in her face. He clasped his hands between his knees, shook them up and down as if he had dice in them.


‘You all right, Inspector Danquah?’


‘My daughter …’ she started but couldn’t continue as the membrane swelled.


‘Something happened to Amy?’


‘She ran away from home last night.’


‘All right,’ said Alleyne, relieved that this wasn’t some horror for him and he wouldn’t be heading for the cells on a Sunday night. ‘What you need, Inspector Danquah … is some tea … maybe coffee, if you’re not the tea kind. The real thing, no shit from a jar.’


‘I’ll take the “no shit from a jar” coffee,’ said Mercy, needing him out of the room so she could get a grip. ‘With milk, thanks.’


Alleyne went into the galley kitchen off the living room, shook his head at the six different espresso machines he had there, selected one, turned it on, looked for some coffee pods that would fit. He heated some milk in a steamer and under the noise of it made a call to the woman who was supposed to show up and told her not to come unless she wanted to share an evening with DI Mercy Danquah. She didn’t.


‘Sugar?’ he asked, coming back into the sitting room, two lumps in the light palm of his hand. ‘You know, Inspector Danquah—’


‘Mercy. For God’s sake, call me Mercy.’


‘I only met your daughter for, like, a few minutes.’


‘Then how did you know who to meet off the plane from Tenerife?’


‘We had a coffee before. She came with her friend Karen. We introduced ourselves, clocked each other. That was it. I always get the coloured girls.’


‘And apart from the Gatwick meet you never saw her again?’


Alleyne shook his head, sipped his coffee.


‘Karen said she was sleeping with Glider. Do you know him?’


‘You think she ran off with G?’ he said, shaking his head at the unlikely combination.


‘That’s not an answer.’


‘I can put my ear to the ground if you like.’


‘Is that how you’re still communicating in Brixton?’


‘You’re a funny lady, you know that?’


‘Why don’t you tell me where I can find G?’


‘That would not win me any friends, Mercy. You hear what I’m saying?’


‘I’m not interested in petty crime. I’m a mother trying to find her daughter.’


‘Well, I can tell you that G, he don’t like … intrusions, even if they don’t come with a blue flashing light attached,’ said Alleyne. ‘And if he heard that it … emanated from me …’


‘OK, let’s see if we can narrow it down,’ said Mercy. ‘Is he London based?’


‘Sometimes.’


‘North or south London?’


Alleyne demurred. Mercy got annoyed.


‘All right, Marcus. I told you I wasn’t interested in any of your petty crimes, but that’s only until you clam up on me. Then I start calling the men in blue about this fence I know in Railton Road, etcetera, etcetera. So let’s have it. We’re talking about my daughter.’


‘Has she been kidnapped?’


‘No.’


‘So, like you said, she ran away of her own accord. There’s no need to threaten me because your daughter doesn’t want to go to school any more.’


‘What do you know about that?’ said Mercy, mouth snapping like a dog.


‘Whoa!’ said Alleyne, arms up. ‘Just a turn of phrase, Mercy. No need to take my hand off.’


‘She’s only seventeen years old,’ said Mercy.


‘Thinks she know everything, right?’ said Alleyne.


A huge racking sob came up from Mercy’s chest. The membrane had split, just when she’d taken her eye off it, loosened her grip. She coughed against it, but it was too late. The dam had burst. Alleyne went down on his haunches in front of her, held her knees. She fell forward, buried her face in his neck.


‘Hey, Mercy,’ he said, patting her back, amazed to find himself in this position. ‘Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be all right.’


‘Hold me tight,’ she whispered. ‘Tight!’


‘You’re on the edge, Mercy,’ said Alleyne, wrapping his arms around her, drawing her up to his height, gripping her trembling ribs, holding her to him. ‘Can’t have you falling off.’


But she wanted to fall.


Boxer paced up and down outside Isabel Marks’s house in Kensington. He hadn’t called to say he was coming. He was struggling against a resistance in himself at appearing weak at the beginning of their relationship. Then again, she’d revealed everything of herself to him during the kidnap. He’d been her rock then, and she’d clung to him. But he didn’t like it the other way round. Never been in this position before: needing someone.


That wasn’t quite true. He’d needed someone when his father had run away, absconded from … well, not justice – it hadn’t got that far. He’d avoided a police interrogation. Disappeared. Boxer had been seven years old on the day he’d been told and it was still fresh thirty-three years later. Even now he could feel the fissure opening up in his chest.


And what had happened then? Esme had sent him away to school. There was nothing else she could do. She had a production company to run, and they’d just lost their director, the main creative attraction of the business. There were commercials to be shot all over the world. What had he done, the seven-year-old? He’d hardened up, set solid on the outside, never let anybody see inside.
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