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			MONDAY

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Washington, DC

			Later she would tell the police she knew it was a man. She would say the sound of a footstep just before midnight, the heaviness of its tread, left her in no doubt that a man was inside her home.

			She would tell them she had been at her desk most of the evening, working away on a document. She would explain that it was ‘a closing memorandum for the committee’, adding in her formal statement the official name of both the case and the committee. Not that it was necessary. The detectives knew who she was. She had served as lead counsel to the House intelligence committee during those televised hearings that had riveted the nation, conducting the most dramatic cross-examinations, briefing the media on camera just afterwards and building a cult following in the process. In Washington, and on cable TV, Natasha Winthrop had become a semi-celebrity. There was talk of a run for high office, even the very highest.

			She also told the police what was less well-known: that while she had become a hero to those who despised the current president, she had simultaneously aroused a matching level of passion among those who loved him. She showed the detectives some of the tweets that had come her way, including a couple that had arrived earlier that day: Choke, bitch was one, Hey whore why aren’t you dead yet was another.

			She told the police she was used to noises in the night. They were the proof that it wasn’t just real-estate hype: her home in Georgetown really was a colonial-era house, one that creaked and groaned with memories. But this sound, together with the softer one that came after it, had left no room for doubt. The second noise seemed more cautious, anxious not to repeat the mistake of the first. It contained human deliberation, taking care to disguise itself, aware of its own implications – though she used different words when talking to the police. It was nearer too, no question about it. And obviously, unambiguously, it belonged to a man.

			Her statement said it was only a few seconds later that a man was standing before her, framed in the doorway of her study on the ground floor. She told the detectives that he seemed to pause, as if making an assessment. He was dressed all in black: boots, dark jeans, close-fitting winter jacket. His face was covered by a ski mask, with only his eyes visible. She said that his eyes had stared at her and that she had stared back at him. It was probably no more than a second, but that meeting of their eyes felt interminable. He took a long look into her, as if searching for something.

			She’d wanted to move, but could not. She was frozen, her arms and legs as much as her throat. And what was strangest was that in that second, he seemed frozen too. Paralyzed somehow. Two people staring at each other, facing the void.

			But then the moment was over. In two swift strides, he marched into the room. Very deliberate steps, as if coming in to collect something. She told the police that, for a fleeting second, she’d wondered if this were a robbery. If he was there to steal one of her files. Or, more likely, her computer. Given her work, it would hardly have been shocking: there were plenty of people who’d have been glad to know what she knew.

			In both her first, unofficial interview with a police officer and in her signed statement, she mentioned that she had prepared for this eventuality. After the break-in at the firm, she’d had a panic button installed, linked to a private security company. There were two: one by the bed, one in the kitchen. But none in her study. Which meant she’d have to get past him and out of this room.

			But before she’d had a chance to move, he was close enough to push her over. The flat palm of his hand on her left shoulder and she was down. And then he was on top of her. She told the detectives that this seemed a practised movement, almost a technique. She thought at the time: he’s done this before.

			Then he tore at her clothes. One hand stayed on her shoulder, the other began to tug at her belt and at her zip. She was writhing, but it was no good. The strength of him was too much.

			She described how he used his knees to keep her pinned down, one of them pressing so hard into her hip she thought it would crack. He was so close, she could smell him. The damp of outside was on his clothes, that wet-dog smell of wool soaked in the rain.

			In her statement, she described how he kept the ski mask on throughout, so she had only his eyes to go on. Her impression was that he was neither young nor old, but somewhere in between. Perhaps a few years older than her. Say thirty-eight or thirty-nine. She thought she saw, perhaps when the mask slipped, that his hair was dark and that he had stubble on his cheeks.

			Later she would do her best to describe what the police kept referring to as ‘the struggle’, though that seemed the wrong word. She remembered that her free hand, her right hand, rose several times to push at his face. Not to remove his mask but to hurt him. She remembered him flinching and her nails catching his neck. They scratched him, deep enough for her to feel the flesh break, a tearing sensation that surprised her.

			‘That’s good,’ she heard him murmur. ‘I like that.’

			She told the detectives that when she heard him say that, a surge of nausea had rolled through her.

			She tried to abbreviate her account of what happened next, though the police pressed her for details. How he used his knees to keep her immobilized, how his fingers tugged and pulled at her jeans, how his breath was on her face. Where exactly he put his fingers. How many. What he did.

			When she tried to explain how she responded, to give an account of her thought process, she stumbled. The best she could manage was to say that there was no thought, that thought was not the right word. That none of this happened in her head. That her body took the decision for her.

			Wriggling to escape from him, she raised her back just enough to lift herself off the ground. (She told the detectives that she wondered if he had allowed her this move, because it meant her body was closer, and therefore more accessible, to him; that he might have taken it to imply some kind of acquiescence or even – heaven forbid – pleasure, as if she were arching her back to meet him. The thought appalled her. But it also struck her as useful.)

			His breath was heavier and faster now, his focus on – and, yes, she accepted this was an odd word, but it was the one that came to mind – his invasion of her was total. He seemed to pay no attention to what her right arm was doing, within touching distance of the top of the desk. He did not notice that her fingers were clawing at it, desperately scratching at the surface.

			Soon her fingers reached higher until they found the edge of her laptop. She knew that she was close.

			Still locked in place by his superior strength, her hand finally found what it was looking for: the hard, cool metal texture of the heaviest object on the desk. No bigger than a fist, it was a small and not especially striking bust of Cicero. Her statement explained that it was a gift from a former boyfriend, bought from one of those kitsch souvenir shops on a work trip to Rome a year ago. (To Natasha: Behold, a great advocate of yesterday – for a great advocate of today.)

			She did not hesitate, she did not plan. Instead, with no thought at all, she gripped the bust in her hand, making sure she was holding it tight, then slowly lowered it until her fist was directly level with his temple. He didn’t see. He was too focused on himself.

			A pause for a fraction of a second as she retracted her hand, and then, like the release of a catapult, she let it fire back as hard as she could, smashing directly into the side of his head, the metal of the statue colliding with the bone of his skull.

			The sound it made was loud, but it was quieter than the silence that followed. A sudden silence, after the noise of struggle and breath and writhing and pain, a silence that filled the room and the rest of the house.

			His head fell forward straight away, his face landing on hers. She felt her skin turn moist, slick. She told the police that she initially assumed it was his blood.

			Slowly, she let her fingers uncurl, so that the bust fell out of her hand. She tried to wriggle out, but he was still on her, a deadweight. Her face was getting wetter. She used her free hand to dab at her skin and when she looked at her fingers she saw that the wetness was clear, like warm water. She told the police that a memory returned of a murder case she had tried a few years earlier. She knew what this was: cerebrospinal fluid. Seconds earlier it had been cushioning this man’s brain inside his skull. Now it was all over her. According to her police statement, this was the moment she understood that the man was dead and that she had killed him.

			She told the police that it had taken some effort to get his body off her, that the weight had seemed to get heavier, the flesh more inert. She’d had to use her arms, her knees, her core, until, at last, she’d felt the corpse roll off her, landing on its back. It was then that she noticed the damp patch on the bunched material of his pants and saw that he had been unable to contain himself.

			In her written testimony, Natasha Winthrop testified that it was only then that she’d pulled off the ski mask and looked upon the man’s face. She did not add that it was only then that she truly understood what she had done.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Washington, DC

			‘Maggie, how the devil are you?’

			‘I’m good, Senator. I’m good. How about you? You OK?’

			‘You betcha, Maggie! You bet your life. Come on now. Take a seat. Right here. That’s it. Great. So let me take a good look at you. It’s been a while, right?’

			Maggie Costello could feel her jaws and cheekbones taking up that most traditional of Washington formations: the rictus grin. She knew she ought to smile, that it was expected of her. Part of that obligation was presumed gratitude. Here she was, getting face time, a one-to-one, a breakfast-time meeting – albeit without breakfast – with the frontrunner for her party’s presidential nomination, a man recognized across the world and widely loved in America (at least by those on her side of the political aisle). Seventy years old, having served for the best part of half a century in Washington, Senator Tom Harrison was a veritable legend. Of course she should be grateful: the man could well be the next President of the United States and he had asked to see her, not the other way around. That dynamic was so rare, she was meant to be savouring it, delighting in it. If Washington was a jungle, and by God it felt sweaty and foetid enough at times, this was that precious moment when the alpha gorilla dips his head in your direction. So yes, she certainly should be bloody smiling.

			She kept that up while Harrison worked his magic. Without so much as a note in front of him, he was telling her the highlights of her résumé: the work she’d done as a former White House operative under both of the last presidents – serving one willingly, the other anything but. He ticked off each achievement, chiefly the disasters she had averted, not because he thought she might have forgotten what she’d been doing these last few years – though, let’s face it, there were men in this town who would indeed mansplain your own CV to you, given half a chance – but because he wanted her to know that he knew.

			‘I gotta say, Maggie. You’re a heroine of mine. I mean that.’ He patted his heart and shook his head, as if overcome with the sincerity of his feelings. ‘I mean, what you did with the whole book-burning thing? Goddamn, that was something. And that’s even before we get to the way you exposed the president and the—’

			‘Thank you, Senator.’

			‘No! It’s we who should be thanking you. My God, what you did for the American people. For the world! It’s huge, Maggie. Huge. From the bottom of my heart.’

			‘Thank you.’

			‘But – and I hope this makes you happy – I don’t want to talk about all the fire-fighting, troubleshooting stuff you do, even though, don’t get me wrong, you do it so well. No one better in this town. No one. Bar none! And I’ve been around a while, Maggie, I don’t mind saying. Bar none, Maggie.’ He fixed her with his longest, most earnest look. In the end, it was she who had to look away.

			‘But that’s not why I brought you here. I don’t need a firefighter on my team.’ And then, with that little chuckle in the voice as familiar to any American as the sound of their own doorbell, ‘I don’t plan on starting too many fires.’

			‘OK.’

			‘Well, not those kind of fires! You know what I mean, Maggie. Because,’ and on that last word his voice did a little sing-song, doing the work of a drumroll, ‘I remember what brought you to this town.’

			‘Really?’ she said, fighting the urge to add, Because I don’t.

			‘Oh yes, Maggie. I go back a long way. And I remember that you were hired by a certain occupant of the Oval Office as a foreign policy specialist, correct me if I’m wrong. Oh yes, you see,’ he was tapping his temple, ‘don’t believe what you read in the New York Times, all that “more senior than senator” bullshit. I still got the best memory in the business. And so I remember: you were brought into that administration because of what you’d done in the Middle East. Maggie Costello, peacemaker.’

			‘That was a long time ago.’

			‘Not that long ago. Woman your age, nothing’s that long ago. What are you, thirty-three? Thirty-four? My staff are giving me evil looks. What? It’s illegal to mention a woman’s age now? Give me a break. Craig, get me a soda or something. Maggie, am I wrong?’

			‘About my age or about Jerusalem?’

			‘Jerusalem. That’s what you do, right? Diplomacy, mediation, background in NGOs, United Nations? That’s your thing.’

			‘It was.’

			‘Because, believe me, we are going to have some major crap to clear up if we get this crowd out. And I mean, C-R-A-P. The mess these people have made all over the world, with our friends, with our allies? You don’t need me to tell you. You read the news; you know. Jeez, Louise.’

			Despite herself, Maggie could feel her head growing lighter, as if a warm mist was filling her brain, as if it might start floating. It’d been so long since anyone had regarded her as anything more than a handler of crises, she barely knew how to respond. Surely, this was what she wanted, to be treated as more than a glorified 911 service, to be viewed as a person of expertise?

			‘So you’re envisioning a role in the national security team, is that right?’ She was forcing her voice to hold steady. ‘And obviously we take nothing for granted, but, if you win, either State or NSC?’

			‘As you say, nothing for granted, Maggie. Nuh-thing. No measuring the drapes on this campaign. That’s a rule. Complacency kills you in this game. Kills you. We take nothing for granted until my hand is on that Bible and I’m swearing the oath – and not even then! Ellen’s rolling her eyes at me now. Sorry, Maggie. Some of them have heard that one before. But I mean it. No complacency.’

			‘Sure. But part of the national security team?’

			‘What’s that?’

			‘Me. My role. I’d be part of the national security team.’

			‘That’s how I see you. You’re tough, Maggie. That’s what everyone says. That’s us, eh, Maggie? Fighting Irish. My great-grandfather on my mother’s side. Donegal. Did I tell you I visited there a few years ago, back when I was chairing Foreign Relations? They rolled out the red carpet, I can tell you. “The prodigal son returns.” You get all that when you go back home? Course you do! You’re a rock star. Don’t be modest.’

			Maggie hesitated, a pause that was so familiar to her. On the one hand, she didn’t want to labour the point, she didn’t want to seem pedantic, or boringly literal, or too demanding. And on the other, she knew a politician’s non-answer when she heard one. That’s how I see you was not the same as Yes.

			‘So that’s a yes? A designated member of the national security team?’

			Harrison let out a small sigh, then quickly restored himself, giving her a flash of those brilliant white teeth, which seemed to have had a fresh bleaching, doubtless for the upcoming campaign. ‘Look, my preference would be to give you as much scope as possible. Free rein.’ He crinkled his face. ‘I don’t want to tie you down with a narrow little title. Put limits on you. You’re too big for that.’

			She smiled, reminded that in Washington a compliment was to be approached warily. It was almost always a diversionary tactic or consolation prize, a signal that you had missed out on the real thing.

			‘You want to keep me free for other things.’

			‘I want you to have authority across the campaign.’

			‘In case something blows up perhaps.’

			‘Exactly. You’ve got it.’

			‘So a troubleshooter.’

			‘Yes! I mean, no. Not at all.’

			‘It’s OK. If that’s what you’d like me to do, you can just say.’

			‘No, not at all. That’s not how . . . though of course . . . Look, you got me all tongue-tied here. I bet you hear that from a lot of guys, don’tcha! No, seriously, Maggie. I value your expertise in the foreign policy area. I really do. But, sure, if we hit some turbulence – and my plan is very much for that not to happen, believe me – but if we fly into some bumpy air, I’d want to turn to my most trusted navigation officer. Which could well be you. Maggie, I’m only telling you what you already know. Talk to anyone in this town and they’ll tell you. “You find yourself in a hole, you want Maggie Costello right next to you – because, God darn it, she’ll get you out.”’

			After that, there was some more chat about the shape of the race, how he’d already locked up the key endorsements and how, knock on wood, things were looking just great. He checked that she was a full US citizen, despite the Irish thing. Maggie confirmed that, yes, she had become a citizen years ago, and that she’d been given FBI clearance to work in previous administrations, so working for the next one should present no problem. They both smiled at the confidence – not complacency, mind – of that.

			At no point, Maggie noticed, did the president-to-be mention his vision for the country over the next four years, or sketch out a policy programme, either foreign or domestic. The closest he came was that reference to the janitorial burden that would rest on whoever came next, clearing up the mess left, and added to daily, by the current incumbent. Which, given the havoc and ruin of the last few years, struck Maggie as fair enough. Just undoing all that damage was a sufficient mission.

			Aides were coming in and out throughout and now one lingered at the door with a tight expression that said, I mean it this time: you really have to finish. Harrison got to his feet, repressing a little groan at the effort, shook Maggie’s hand and headed towards the door. Maggie had just bent down, reaching into her handbag, when she jolted. She could feel two hands on her shoulders, giving a squeeze that made her jump. A second later there was breath in her ear and Harrison’s voice as he whispered: ‘Can’t wait to have you on board.’

			Reflexively, she stiffened and, equally instinctively, tucked in her bottom, as if to prevent a grab or smack of her buttocks. It didn’t come, but her body had prepared for it. By the time she looked over her shoulder, the politician was out the door, a flutter of aides around him, including, she now noticed, several women, at least two of them in their twenties.

			Can’t wait to have you on board. In a way, innocuous. Sort of thing a male boss might say to flatter any soon-to-be employee, man or woman. On board, part of the team, joining the gang. But said that way, in a whisper, nuzzled into her ear, it had another sound. Something about that construction: Can’t wait to have you. In that voice, and because the remark was addressed only to her, deliberately out of earshot of the rest of the team, even the ‘on board’ sounded sexual, as if it were a euphemism for something else. On board, on bed, in bed. Can’t wait to have you.

			These thoughts galloped ahead of each other, while she stood, frozen, in the meeting room. Her face was hot; she was blushing. And then came the realization that she had said nothing – that she had stood mute, uttering not a word, not even a sound, of protest – and, with that, came anger. Not chiefly at him, the would-be, even likely, next US president, but at herself. How could she have not said anything? Why had she let him do that grabbing, pseudo-massage thing? What message had she sent to those two young women in his retinue? Hadn’t she, by her silence, told them there was nothing they could do, that resistance was impossible, that they just had to take it? If even she, an accomplished Washington player with a reputation of her own, could not push back, what possible hope did they have?

			And then, as she gathered up her bag and headed for the door, the backlash began. Maybe she was getting this out of proportion. It was a friendly gesture. A little shoulder massage; hardly the end of the world. And he’s an old guy, from a different time. When he was coming up, that’s just how men were; no one ever told him it was wrong. Besides, people like their politicians to be warm and human, don’t they? Aren’t we always complaining if they’re too robotic, too managerial, too professorial? What he did was not that different to a pat on the back and an encouraging word: Good to have you with us. Get over it.

			In the lift down, she let both voices slug it out until, by the time she was back outside and on the street, her chief thought was disbelief that here she was, yet again, having this internal argument. How many times had she been through this in her career, in her life? The tiny little gesture or remark that left you feeling unsettled, even shaken, but not so uncomfortable that you did anything about it. The episode that sat in that grey area, leaving you with no clear idea what to do.

			She hailed a cab and was about to thumb out an email to the campaign chief of staff saying thanks, but no thanks. She thought better of it. Too quick: if she did that, they’d assume it was a reaction to what just happened. That itself would turn it into a thing. And right now she didn’t want it to be a thing. Not least because Tom Harrison might win the election and she might need to eat lunch in this town again.

			Instead she opened up a WhatsApp message from her sister that had arrived nearly an hour earlier, while she was in the meeting.

			All it said was Wow. Attached was a video that Maggie had already seen, because it had been widely shared since late the previous week. But the fact that Liz had wanted to pass it on struck Maggie all the same. Though Maggie would never say it to her face, her sister served as a one-woman focus group for Maggie, a reliable spokesperson for the real world. A teacher and mother of two living in Atlanta, Liz had never seen the Beltway, let alone lived within it. That fact had helped form an operating principle in Maggie’s mind, one that had come to seem like an iron law of political science: if something – a candidate’s message or a political scandal – had reached Liz, then it had truly cut through.

			Maggie clicked on the video again, making this the fourth time. She wanted to watch it through her sister’s eyes, curious to see what Liz had seen in it. It was a forty-two-second video clip that, her phone informed her, had now been viewed two million times. It featured a woman in her mid-thirties, with short, dark hair and piercing green eyes. Maggie could see the comments posted underneath, including one from a journalist who had been among the first to share it, with these words: 

			If our politics is broken, and it is, then maybe we need to look beyond conventional politics and politicians. Maybe it’s time to pick someone fresh and untainted. Someone who can inspire, and is a real human being. Someone like Natasha Winthrop.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Washington, DC, a few hours earlier

			After she dialled 911, Natasha Winthrop barely moved. She stood for minute after minute in her study, staring down at the inert body on the floor. The sight of it froze her.

			If anything, the horror seemed greater now than when he’d been alive. Then at least she’d had adrenalin powering through her system. Now it was receding, leaving behind pure terror. She could not take her eyes off the man at her feet, his eyes wide open. It was the strangest feeling: she was alone in the house, but not fully alone. She was with him.

			The voice of rational thought, the inner voice that ordinarily she trusted most, was telling her that ‘he’ was now an ‘it’. That this corpse no longer posed a threat, that it could not do her any harm. But she was not listening to that voice. She could barely hear it. It was drowned out by the sheer fear pumping through her veins.

			The fear had multiple components. Fear of a dead body, most certainly. Perhaps, she thought, if she had done more criminal law, handled more murders, she might have become inured to such a sight years ago. But for her, the mere presence of a corpse was utterly horrifying. There was also that fundamental fear of an intruder in the house, right here in this room. That terror had not receded simply because the intruder was dead. There was still the fear of what he had wanted to do to her, of what he had begun to do to her. His face was still there. She could look at it.

			Twice she imagined that he would somehow strike at her again, as if this state of inertia were temporary, as if he would rouse himself and resume. Perhaps it was a trick, to make her lower her guard. Maybe it was part of the thrill for him, playing dead like this.

			In a strange way, she didn’t believe she had killed him. He was a big, violent man. He was monstrous. It made no sense to imagine that she had overwhelmed him. Yes, she was fit; she could run 10k without too much trouble. She was relatively tall. But the idea that she could overpower a man like this, overpower and kill a man like this, how could such a thing be possible? There must be some other explanation, some other outcome yet to be revealed.

			She stayed like that, immobilized for what felt like hours. She stirred only when she became aware of the damp on her shirt, where he had left his mark on her. She had the strongest urge to get it off, immediately, to rid herself of it. She began to undo the buttons, to wriggle out of it.

			And then the rational voice, the lawyer’s voice, intervened and told her to hold on. She needed to stay just as she was. She was not to change a single thing. She needed the police to find the shirt on her, unaltered and . . . uncontaminated. She would need to show them what had happened. This was evidence. This was proof.

			A memory came back to her, of a colleague who later became a friend telling a group of other female lawyers about rape cases. She’d told them that plenty of rapists exhibited sexual dysfunction. Either they couldn’t get an erection or, if they could, they were prone to premature ejaculation. ‘The weird thing is, they don’t seem to care,’ her friend explained to the group, who were listening rapt. ‘For them, penetration is not the main event.’ Apparently, the big thrill came later, when they masturbated over the memory of what had happened: in particular, when they recalled the state of terror of their victim. That was the real turn-on. Natasha remembered that conversation and shuddered.

			And then it came, the loud thud. A single sound. There’s someone else here, she thought. She held still. She was waiting for a second noise, the creak on an upstairs floorboard that would reveal the direction of travel. Then she would know for certain who was here and how close he was.

			When it came, the noise was solid and steady. Repeated three times. But it came from the wrong place. It seemed to come from outside.

			It took her a long moment – maybe ten or fifteen seconds – to realize that what she had heard was, in fact, a knock on the door. It was when that thought had registered, after travelling at a fraction of the normal speed, that the knocking sound came again. There was a voice too. ‘Miss Winthorpe? Miss Winthorpe, can you hear me? It’s the police.’

			After that, the adrenalin receded further still. Until then, she understood, she had been in a heightened state of awareness, noticing everything. She pictured herself as an animal, every hair on its skin raised, its nostrils twitching, every nerve ending attuned to even the tiniest sound or smell or signal. But now that there was another person in the house – there to help – she lowered her guard and allowed the adrenalin tide to go out. The result was utter exhaustion.

			She watched as a succession of different people arrived, the house becoming fuller. She couldn’t take in their names and they struggled with hers, as always. ‘It’s Winthrop,’ she heard herself say several times. ‘Not Winthorpe, Winthrop.’

			One thing she noticed, though, from the start: a confusion on their faces that told her that this was, from a policing point of view, an awkwardly complicated situation. She saw it in the pair of officers who came to the house first: two young women, one African-American, the other a Latina and both heavily armed. They seemed unsure how to approach her. Should they adopt the sympathetic voice they’d doubtless learned in training, reserved for when handling victims of rape and sexual assault? Should they be sitting her down, offering her a cup of coffee and taking her hand? Or should they be formal and wary, given that they were dealing with a woman apparently responsible for the corpse lying on the floor?

			They resolved the dilemma by saying almost nothing. Not to Natasha anyway. Instead, they spoke into their radios, talking to ‘despatch’ and a variety of others through the crackling static. They watched her though: careful to be sure she didn’t touch anything and didn’t go anywhere.

			Before long the house was bustling with people, some of them in full forensic gear: all latex gloves and paper shoes. As if they were about to go into surgery. Natasha was ushered out of the room. But the body – he – was still there.

			In among all the various detectives and senior officers, there was one woman whose specific task was to look after Natasha. Her name was Sandra, and she introduced herself as the ‘chaperone’, though someone else referred to her as a Sexual Offences Investigative Techniques officer. Efficient and capable, but with a voice that was appropriately soft, she explained what needed to happen, one step at a time, often ending a sentence with ‘Can you do that for me?’ and ‘Is that all right, Natasha?’

			First, she took her to the bedroom, so that she could change clothes, slowly and with great care. Once Natasha had taken off an item, Sandra would place it inside its own clear, plastic bag, with a zip lock. She wore latex gloves. She explained that every item might contain a tiny speck of DNA that would be used to identify the ‘assailant’. That was the word she used. Slowly Natasha understood that, when it came to the assault on her, the crime scene was not the downstairs study – the crime scene was her body.

			Ordinarily, the notion of undressing – and undressing fully – in front of a stranger would have thrown her. (Although not as much as it would throw some women: if you’ve lived with five other girls in the dormitory of a Massachusetts private boarding school, privacy becomes rather a relative concept.) But she was too numb to hesitate.

			At one point, Natasha asked if she could use the bathroom. ‘I know it’s really difficult, but it’ll be better if you can hold on just a bit longer, until you have a chance to be examined by the doctor,’ Sandra said. ‘Can you do that for me?’ She was talking to Natasha as if she were seven years old. Normally that would bring a firm slapdown. But now Natasha did what she was told, slowly and in a daze. As if she had flicked the switch on herself marked ‘low power mode’.

			Eventually, and now wearing loose sweatpants and a baggy fleece, she was led back downstairs. It was transformed: areas marked off with tape; officers in white forensic suits; and the sound of constant chatter on police radios. Natasha sat where Sandra indicated she was allowed to sit.

			She couldn’t say how much time passed. It might have been minutes, it might have been hours. She could see that her own movements, her own cognition of what was going on around her, had slowed down. She seemed to be buffering. And yet one thing caught her eye.

			She saw two police officers, one of the two women who had arrived first along with a senior detective, locked in conversation. She was briefing him, reading from her notebook. The detective was nodding, taking in what she was saying.

			Perhaps it was her line of work, but Natasha was adept at reading situations like this. In court, it was always useful if you could intuit when someone was hearing information that was new or sensitive. And that was what she could see now. Instantly, and no matter how fogged her brain was with shock, she could tell that this exchange between the two officers was not routine. The young woman was telling her superior something important and unexpected. That much was written on both their faces. The detective’s eyes were registering first surprise, then interest, then a kind of satisfaction, as if he’d been proven right on a key point.

			At that moment Natasha was certain that the police had found something. And, without knowing how or why or what that was, she knew it made them suspect that she had not told them the whole story.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Washington, DC, Headquarters, Metropolitan Police Department

			The 07.45 morning meeting was chaired by the man known universally, by critics, colleagues and perhaps even his immediate family, as Ratface. His formal title was Assistant Chief of Police of the Metropolitan Police Department for Washington, DC (Investigative Services), but to everyone inside this room, he was Ratface. The nickname was not cryptic or allusive, but literal: he looked like a rodent.

			Usually this meeting was dull, a read-out from the department’s seven district commanders, updating the group on ongoing inquiries and any new cases that had arisen overnight. Each of the seven would read out a roll-call of cases in a shopping-list monotone that suggested every item was routine and required no further discussion. The purpose of this meeting was oversight, so, naturally, the aim of everyone attending was to ensure they escaped with as little oversight of their own work as possible. Ideally, none.

			The commander for the Fourth District had finished her list – announcing that the investigation into the suspected arson attack on a community centre, conducted with their colleagues in the Fire and Emergency Medical Services Department, was ‘advancing as before’, which was taken to mean ‘without progress’ – when her counterpart for the Second District, which included the Georgetown neighbourhood, cleared his throat. 

			Ratface took that as his cue to move his chair forward, noisily. He leaned in, his body language signalling extra interest. The district commander looked up, noticed the move and reached for a pen, scribbling on his list. Veterans of the 07.45 suspected he had hastily adjusted his running order.

			Accordingly, he began: ‘Georgetown: suspected sexual assault of white female, thirty-six, resulting in death of assailant. Victim underwent medical examination overnight and will be questioned this morning. Dupont Circle: mugging and stabbing—’

			‘Hold up.’ Ratface blocked the attempt to move on. ‘Can we have a name on the victim, please?’

			Reluctantly, the commander answered. ‘Natasha Winthrop.’

			The room greeted that news with a combination of gasps, a whistled exhalation and, from one senior officer, a declaration of ‘Jesus fuck’.

			‘Full report please,’ Ratface said.

			There followed a brief account of the night’s events, punctuated with some head-shaking disbelief both at the notion that a young, female lawyer had killed a man with her bare hands and that the lawyer in question was one fast becoming a national figure.

			‘Who’s in charge?’ asked Ratface. He was told that since the incident had happened out of hours, the specialist homicide unit could not be called immediately. Two officers of the local district, backed by a specialist in sexual assault, were handling it.

			Ratface grimaced. He bit down on his pen, staring at the table as, so his colleagues presumed, he made the political calculation of what did or did not best serve his ambition to become Chief of Police of the nation’s capital – the same calculation, in other words, he made every minute of every working day, evenings and weekends. Eventually, he spoke.

			‘As we all know, this individual’ – he meant Natasha Winthrop – ‘has a high profile. There will be tight scrutiny of every aspect of our conduct. Press, social media. The feminist community, in particular, will be quick to judge how we handle a case of sexual assault.’

			‘We put a foot wrong and we’ll have the OPC over us like a fucking rash,’ a colleague chipped in (perhaps in revolt at the prissiness of feminist community). Natasha Winthrop had fought a few cases involving the Office of Police Complaints, and the nodding that followed this remark suggested the colleague had a point. Natasha had once been the go-to lawyer for those who represented people screwed over, beaten up or even killed by the police. Everyone in the room understood: it would not be smart to screw over Natasha Winthrop.

			Ratface chewed his pen a bit more, then gave the order. ‘Current officers are to stand down. This needs to be handled at commander level. Reporting directly and daily to me.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Washington, DC, a few hours earlier

			Natasha Winthrop prided herself on her sense of direction, her spatial awareness and her memory for landmarks. Together they ensured she was rarely lost. But as of this moment, they had abandoned her.

			At first, she told herself it was because it was dark, or because this was an unfamiliar part of the city, in the southwest quadrant that she barely knew, or because she was not driving but rather was a passenger, in the back seat of a police car, seated next to a watchful Sandra. But every now and then the more likely explanation barged its way into her thoughts: not that long ago she had been the victim of a violent sexual assault and she had killed a man. No wonder she had no idea where she was.

			The one thing she noticed as they moved through empty roads were the signs for the hospital. She couldn’t have told you which one, but that was where they were heading. She noticed that, once they pulled in, they drove past the regular entrance and parked by a side entry, unmarked and away from the main building.

			She had visited places like this long ago, back when she handled cases of this kind, though she hadn’t done many. She recognized the same heroic effort to pretend it was something else, to soften the atmosphere: floral prints on the walls, little scented bags of potpourri. The futile effort to pretend you’d come in for a massage rather than a forensic examination, as if this were a hotel spa rather than a police-cum-medical facility.

			Sandra led her into what she said was the Initial Room. Two chairs facing each other, a low coffee table, more bland art on the walls. Natasha looked around, noticing that all the surfaces were plastic: even the seats were wipe-clean. Of course. This was a sterile space, designed to prevent any contamination of evidence. The evidence being, once again, Natasha and her body.

			Sandra stepped out. But she was still audible, from down the corridor. Natasha couldn’t make out the words; just Sandra’s voice and the short, intermittent replies of another woman. Not quite hushed, but unmistakably an exchange of sensitive information. Was she briefing the doctor who was about to do the examination? Or was this more talk of whatever it was the police had seen at the house, with its implied accusation? Natasha detected the same uncertainty she had picked up earlier: these people didn’t know whether to treat her as a victim of a sexual assault or a suspect in a homicide.

			A moment later the doctor – longish, greying hair; kindly face – was there, explaining the sequence. That she would examine Natasha’s body. That the process might take some time, because they had to be sure to miss nothing. And that Natasha was to say if anything made her uncomfortable and that they would take a break. She stressed that Natasha was in charge here and nothing would happen that Natasha did not want to happen. Natasha understood what the doctor was doing – she could almost see the page in the training manual, warning police and medical staff of the dangers of inflicting on victims a second violation. But she wondered if they were being extra careful. Under ‘Occupation’ she had, after all, entered the single word ‘Attorney’.

			Natasha lay on the examination couch with her eyes closed, telling herself that this was no different from a visit to a gynaecologist. Letting the doctor do what she needed to do: take the swabs, examine, study, probe. She could tell when the woman paused, when she lingered for a moment. What had she seen? A scratch? A thumbprint, perhaps, where the man had pressed hard on Natasha’s flesh?

			Natasha’s eyes stayed closed while the examination went on, for hours it seemed. She sent herself away while the doctor worked, a technique she had learned long ago. The trick was to launch herself into the sky, to float above the moment and separate herself from it: a self-induced out-of-body experience. But it wasn’t easy.

			Eventually, the examination was over. They offered Natasha the option of going to stay with a friend or remaining and showering ‘here in the facility’. Returning to her own house was not ‘a possibility at this stage, ma’am’. It was a crime scene they wanted left undisturbed. Natasha muttered something about ‘getting back on the horse’, worried that if she left it too long she might never want to sleep in that house again. But the officer looked at her blankly, waiting for an answer to the two options offered. Natasha said she would stay and shower, ‘right away, please’. She had been itching to cleanse herself the second it had happened; she could still feel his . . . fluid on her skin, or at least the memory of it. She wanted it gone.

			The shower was long but devoid of pleasure or relief. She scrubbed herself hard, but at no point did she feel like she was becoming clean. She only stopped when the water began to turn cold.

			She slept for a couple of exhausted, restless hours on a hard, narrow mattress that resembled the examination couch. There were no overt nightmares. Instead, she woke every twenty minutes or so, with a start; once she even gasped. It was the recollection on waking, fresh each time, of what had happened a few hours earlier. For a split-second, there would be a brief hope that it had all been a mistake, that she had imagined it. But that would vanish as soon as it had arrived, chased away by the realization that this was no dream. It was real.

			Every so often, a picture would come into her head. Unbidden, she saw that newly dead body. The damp clothing. The face.

			A few hours later, there was more activity outside, more whispers. And within a few minutes, Natasha Winthrop found herself in an interview suite, facing two detectives, a man and a woman. The woman – white, late forties, dark hair, grey at the roots – introduced herself as Marcia Chester. Her face was lined, and seemed to be covered in a very fine dust, perhaps foundation, applied the previous day. She looked tired, but in a way that suggested the fatigue was structural: a life of hard work and constant stress. Natasha had known plenty of women like that; she smiled what she hoped was a smile of solidarity and empathy, one woman to another. The detective didn’t reciprocate, but kept turning the pages in the file open on the desk in front of her.

			The man was younger: black, wearing spectacles, bookish rather than hipster. He identified himself as Adrian Allen.

			Chester began, confirming that she was the more senior. She asked Natasha to state her name, date of birth, address. She said that she was tape recording the interview.

			‘Can you tell us what happened last night at your home address?’

			Perhaps it was the demands of being asked a direct question, the reminder it brought of her professional life. But at that prompt, Natasha cleared her throat and clicked into gear. She willed herself to shake off the sluggish, out-of-body disconnection of before. Now she described what happened, as precisely and clearly as she could. She spoke confidently, knowing what her questioners wanted and determined to be a good, useful witness. She was no longer buffering.

			It helped that she knew how regular members of the public could be frustrating when giving a legal statement, repeating themselves, being vague, missing out crucial parts of the story, elaborating on things that were irrelevant, getting the timing of events wrong. Natasha Winthrop wanted the police to see that she was not like that, that she was a fellow professional.

			But when it came to describing the moment she saw her attacker in the doorway, her voice gave her away. She trembled. And the sound of her own voice wobbling seemed to act as a cue. By the time she’d got to the end, her cheeks were wet. She reached for a tissue on the table in front of her.

			‘Can I go back one step?’ It was the man.

			‘Yes.’

			‘You say he appeared in your doorway at midnight.’

			‘Yes, around then. Give or take.’

			‘You’re not sure?’

			‘No, I am sure. I remember the clock on my computer. It said eleven fifty-nine pm.’

			‘So you are sure.’ It was the woman speaking.

			‘Yes. I’m sure.’

			‘So why did you say “give or take”?’

			‘I meant, I don’t know the exact minute he appeared in the doorway. But I checked the time on my computer when I first heard a noise in the house. Which would have been only a minute or two before that.’

			‘All right.’ Chester turned back to another page in the file. ‘You have a chain on your front door, am I right?’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘But it wasn’t broken.’

			‘I’m sorry?’

			‘It’s not broken. See?’ She held up a close-up photograph of Natasha’s front door, the chain dangling down as always. ‘It’s all in one piece.’

			‘I hadn’t put it on.’

			‘OK,’ said Allen, as if ready to move on.

			‘Why not?’ It was Chester, not yet satisfied.

			‘I hadn’t locked up yet.’

			‘But it was midnight. Is that your normal practice, to be alone in your house in the dead of night with your front door unlocked like that?’

			‘But it wasn’t the dead of night. It was the evening.’

			‘You said it was midnight.’

			‘I mean it had been the evening. I had been working through the evening. At the end of the evening, after an evening’s work, I planned to lock up, turn off the lights and go to bed.’

			‘All right. If you say so.’

			‘I do say so. What are you getting at?’

			Now Allen spoke. ‘Nothing at all, Ms Winthrop. We’re just trying to get everything straight in our minds, no loose ends.’ He smiled.

			Chester resumed. ‘You weren’t expecting someone that night?’

			‘No.’

			‘Not your partner perhaps?’

			‘No.’ Natasha paused, unsure how much to give away. ‘I’m single.’

			‘You hadn’t kept the chain undone because you were expecting someone to come over?’

			‘No.’

			Chester turned another page, as if unimpressed or, at the very least, uninterested. Natasha, instinctively searching for a sympathetic face, glanced over at Allen. He offered a tight smile.

			‘All right,’ Chester said, as if ready to take another tack. ‘And the man who attacked you. You’re absolutely sure you’d never seen him before?’

			‘I’ve told you, he was wearing a mask. I didn’t see his face fully until it was over.’

			‘Sure, but when you did. Absolutely the first time you’d seen him?’

			‘Absolutely.’

			‘Not known to you at all?’

			‘No.’

			‘You weren’t expecting him to come over?’

			That put a crack in Natasha’s resolve to be the calm, capable witness and professional equal of this woman.

			‘“Come over”? Come over. Do you not understand what happened to me? This man tried to rape me. You’re making this sound like some kind of social call.’

			‘Please, Ms Winthrop.’ Allen, stepping in. ‘My colleague and I are just trying to make sure we’ve dotted every i and crossed every t. We’re just being thorough.’

			‘And you believe in being thorough, don’t you?’ It was Chester.

			‘What?’

			‘We’ve spoken to your neighbours.’ It was a statement rather than a question.

			‘Yes?’

			Allen chipped in, ‘They’re all very concerned for you, as you can imagine.’

			‘But d’you know what’s strange? What struck me as strange, anyway.’ Chester fixed her gaze on Natasha for a long minute, inviting her to answer, a hint of a smile on her face.

			‘No, I don’t know. What?’

			‘None of them heard a scream.’

			‘I’m sorry?’

			‘None of them heard anything at all, in fact. No sound of a break-in. That’s OK. He might have been a pro, got his way in without making too much of a ruckus. They can do that, the good ones. But not a sound out of you. Not a peep.’

			The male detective was looking at Natasha, his face still friendly – or friendlier than Chester’s, at any rate – but he was doing nothing to hold his colleague back. Natasha was aware that he was watching her, gauging her reaction, scrutinizing her face. Chester carried on:

			‘And it was weirdly hot last night, wasn’t it? Like, crazy for this time of year. We had the air-con cranked up, I can tell you. And you had the window open. In your home office, I mean. That kind of night.’ She was looking at her colleague, as if seeking his endorsement on this point. ‘So if you had made a sound, somebody would have heard it. Wouldn’t they, the neighbours? A woman screaming.’

			‘I did, I’m sure . . . I wanted to, but I couldn’t . . .’

			Allen said, ‘I understand.’

			‘Just, you’d think, a strange man appears out of nowhere, in your doorway, just like that, standing there, in your home office – well, most women I know would let out an almighty scream, don’t you think so, Detective Allen?’

			‘But I . . .’

			‘I mean, you couldn’t help yourself, could you? Just the ­surprise.’

			‘I’ve told you. I was so shocked, I couldn’t scream. I mean, I gasped but no—’

			‘Which is why I was asking, you know, left field and all, but was this perhaps someone you did know after all?’

			‘No, it was not. I’d never seen him before.’

			‘Not once? Never ever?’

			Why it should be that phrase in particular that did it, Natasha couldn’t say. But the nursery rhyme condescension of those two words – never ever – somehow made her snap back into herself. Her professional self.

			‘I know what you’re implying here and it’s completely unacceptable. I’ve been the victim of a horrific crime. I was defending myself from attack.’

			It was Allen who replied. ‘No one’s implying anything, Ms Winthrop. Not at all.’

			‘Oh no? By suggesting I might have known my—’

			‘Not suggesting,’ he said. ‘Asking.’

			‘Even when I’ve already told you several times, exactly—’

			‘We’re just trying to be absolutely sure of the facts. To go through every detail.’

			Then, as an aside, Chester added with a curl of sarcasm: ‘Following the rules and procedures.’

			There was silence then, as she absorbed what this woman had said and as, perhaps, Allen did the same. Natasha understood. She looked back at Chester.

			‘Is there some kind of problem here?’

			‘None at all.’

			‘Is this about my professional work?’

			‘Let’s get back to last night. You said—’

			‘Is that it? Is this about the committee? Or are you expressing resentment of my past involvement in complaints against the police? Is that what this is about?’

			‘You said the assailant was a man you’d never—’

			‘Hold on. I think we ought to get this cleared up. Just because I have represented people who were mistreated by the—’

			‘Ms Winthrop.’ It was Allen, stepping in. ‘Please. Let me reassure you. My colleague and I are determined to do the most thorough job we can. She meant nothing else. Just that we are going to do everything properly and thoroughly.’

			And with that, Natasha was sure she saw him shoot a look, more of a glare really, at the senior officer: part scolding, part imploring. Translated it would have read: I thought we talked about this.

			There was silence for a moment. Allen understood, even if Chester did not, that they were dealing with an attorney who did not tend to take prisoners. They could not risk her claiming there was so much as a hint of prejudice in their handling of her case.

			But Natasha could see: she was no fool, this Chester. All the transcript would show was a commitment to ‘following the rules and procedures’. Who could object to that? Her sarcasm would remain silent and unseen on the page.

			The door opened and a young woman, a uniformed police officer, came in, passing a note to Chester. The detective read it, then passed it to Allen. The young woman left, saying nothing.

			With no change in her expression, Chester spoke again. ‘Can I go back to this business about the door?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘We’ll obviously have forensics take a thorough look, but at first glance – to the naked eye – there’s no sign of forced entry.’

			‘I don’t know how—’

			‘Which is fine. Like I say, a hundred ways to catch a turtle, if you know what you’re doing. Which this man might, for all we know.’

			‘Look, I’ve—’

			‘But the thing is, there’s the neighbours. As I’ve said. They say – well, one of them says anyway – that they’re pretty sure they saw the door open at around midnight last night. Man was taking the garbage out, apparently. Likes his routine, he says. Does it every Sunday night at around the same time: midnight. Apparently. So he steps out and sees a man at the entrance to your place, at the top of the stoop. Sees him go in, door opening for him.’

			‘The door opening for him? I don’t understand. How would—’

			‘Oh, don’t worry about that. It can look like that. You jimmy a door, if you’re a pro, it can look like you’re just turning a key. Skilled, these guys.’

			‘Very skilled.’ It was Allen. His shoulders were down. He looked relieved that things were back on track, that Chester was behaving herself.

			‘I see.’

			‘No, that’s not what worries me,’ Chester resumed. ‘It’s more this.’ She tapped on the piece of paper on the table in front of her, using her forefinger. The sheet was face down, just in case Natasha Winthrop was one of those people who could read a document upside down. Which she was.

			‘What is that?’

			‘This is a report on the CCTV covering your home and a few others. Expensive neighbourhood, private security; well covered by cameras. We don’t have all the pictures in yet. But this is what we got from the security firm this morning.’

			‘And what does it say?’

			‘It says that the footage shows a male, face obscured by a ski mask or similar, entering your premises at eleven fifty-nine last night. It shows that he entered by the front door. No apparent use of force.’

			‘Apparent being the key word,’ said Natasha.

			‘Yup. Absolutely right. Apparent. But it also says that the CCTV image shows what appears to be the outline of a person opening the door. It’s indistinct, but the report is quite clear. There seems to be someone letting this man in. And, given what you’ve told us, Ms Winthrop, the only person that could possibly be is you.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Washington, DC

			The flaw with these crack-of-dawn Washington meetings, Maggie reflected, not for the first time, was: what were you meant to do afterwards? Fine, if you had a regular job. Then you simply went to your office as if nothing had happened, pitching up no later than you would on a regular day. Sometimes earlier, in fact; at least in Maggie’s case. Even after all these years in DC, she was still not used to the world of breakfast meetings at 6.30am, the world of coming off an overnight flight and heading straight into the office, the world of being at your desk soon after dawn – all of it driven by a work ethic so puritanical it would have shamed the witchburners of Salem. None of it made any sense to Maggie. On the few occasions when she had to surrender, and allow the incursion of an appointment into what should have been her sleeping hours, she had arrived at work afterwards feeling uncharacteristically virtuous. Look who’s at their desk before nine: how about that?

			But these days, it was odd. She was no longer on anyone’s books, not expected anywhere. So after that session with Senator Tom Harrison, she was released back into the wild. True, she’d hardly had her feet up since leaving the White House, drawn into defusing serial crises here, there and everywhere, but for now there was no clock she was meant to punch, no place she was meant to be. Uri was not around. Lord knows they’d had their false starts over the years, including a long spell apart, but this was not one of those: instead her boyfriend was in India, shooting the documentary that had consumed him for months. He would be away for another fortnight. Which meant she was, for now, living a life she had barely known in this city: a single woman in Washington, whose time was her own.

			In celebration of the fact, she decided to give herself a rare treat and sit down for a delayed breakfast at the Tabard Inn on 17th and N. After the weirdness of that meeting with Harrison, the dark interiors and English country hotel vibe felt like a necessary balm.

			She found a corner table and, despite a vague sense that she should keep it analogue by reading the abandoned copy of the Washington Post on her table, habit made her pull out her phone.

			She barely looked at the emails, including a follow-up from her contact in Harrison’s office: 

			Hey, that went GREAT! Huge enthusiasm at this end. Lots of big hires being rolled out today and tomorrow (including a very cool get). Know the senator psyched to announce your name in that first wave. Good for us (momentum, buzz) and good for you – founder-member, present-at-the-creation. Say yes and we’ll fix everything ASAP. Say yes!

			Maggie swiped the email app away and went straight to Twitter. The first tweet she saw puzzled her. It was from a journalist who was a talking head regular on cable TV:

			Am hearing attorney Natasha Winthrop was violently attacked last night – and killed her attacker. More details later.

			That had already been retweeted nine hundred and twenty-three times by the time Maggie saw it, even though it had been up less than twenty minutes. Often the retweets came with a single word of mini-commentary – Whoa or Jesus – and, in one case, the emoji for a pair of eyes in gawp mode.
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