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Praise for The Chemical Detective


SHORTLISTED FOR THE SPECSAVERS
DEBUT CRIME NOVEL AWARD, 2020


‘Action, intrigue and a stonkingly modern heroine. It’s a blast.’


Sunday Times Crime Club


‘Intricate, seductive and thrilling. Erskine’s writing glows with wit and danger.’


Ross Armstrong, author of The Watcher


‘A very readable debut thriller with a feisty and likeable heroine.’


Irish Independent


‘Just the right blend of suspense and tension… I recommend this original and compelling debut novel for fans of mysteries and thrillers, as well as for those looking for a credible female protagonist in a genre dominated by male superheroes.’


Forbes, Editors’ Pick


‘Explosive science, strong women and snowy landscapes, all within a gripping, smart, fast-paced read.’


Helen Sedgwick, author of When the Dead Come Calling


‘Imagine the love child of Jack Reacher and Nancy Drew… A delicious cocktail of dating and detonations. Call it Mills and Boom.’


Evening Standard


‘A stunning, cinematic debut that’s going to land on the 2019 thriller scene like a half-kilo of silver fulminate.*’


*stuff that goes bang.


Andrew Reid, author of The Hunter


‘[An] excellent, high-octane thriller…featuring the brilliant, kick-ass, female protagonist Jaq Silver. Who knew chemical engineers could be so cool?’


Trevor Wood, author of The Man on the Street


‘A fantastic read!’


Mary Loudon, author of My House Is Falling Down


Praise for The Chemical Reaction


SHORTLISTED FOR THE
STAUNCH BOOK PRIZE, 2020


‘No one else writes with the knowledge or brio of Erskine.’


Literary Review


‘The book keeps the reader guessing throughout… The fast pace of the thriller makes it difficult to put down.’


The Chemical Engineer


‘A feisty, intelligent, three-dimensional heroine.’


The Bay magazine


‘This is a whip-smart, action packed, intriguing read.’


Mystery People


‘A globetrotting action-fest.’


Peterborough Times


‘A convincing thriller with an unusual edge.’


Crime Review
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For Matthew, of course.


Brazil is the country of the future – and always will be.




Guide to chapter headings
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Twelve months earlier
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Just before midnight, seven days before Christmas
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Christmas Eve
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Christmas Day
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Praia de Moçambique, Florianopolis, Brazil


Seven days before Christmas


The crunch of shoes on gravel jolted her from sleep.


Jaq Silver opened her eyes and raised her head from the pillow. Darkness enveloped her, just a pale sliver of moonlight stealing through the gap between shutter and window. No light inside the beach house. Mercúrio had left her. Had he forgotten something? Returned quietly to avoid disturbing her? Quietly? She dismissed the thought before it even half formed. A human tornado, Mercúrio was more puppy than panther.


They’d argued before. He’d walked out on her before, but this time he wasn’t coming back. Things were said that couldn’t be unsaid. Honest things. Angry things. The holiday was over. She’d be alone again this Christmas.


The footsteps were closer now, moving from the path to the veranda. A mosquito whined in her ear as she strained to listen. Crepe soles on polished wood, crinkly coagulated latex squeaking against the wide mahogany planks. Slow and stealthy, moving round from the garden to the beach side of the house. Furtive. Up to no good.


A thief? There was little of value here. If she had any common sense, she would lock herself in the bathroom and let him take whatever he wanted.


But when the adrenaline flowed, she tended to follow the chemical messengers coursing through her body. Which told her not to back herself into a corner, but to face trouble head-on.


Reaching over the side of the bed, she swept her hands just above the floorboards until a fingertip touched the soft fabric of her dress. Short skirt, halter neck, the silk creased and rumpled from the speed at which she’d removed her clothes last night. She pulled it on. Cover enough.


The footsteps halted. Heart thudding, she swivelled her legs until her feet made silent contact with the hardwood floor.


What if it wasn’t just a thief outside? What if someone was coming for her? Someone who knew Mercúrio was gone for good? Praia de Moçambique attracted a colourful bunch. Those who needed to put some distance between their surfboards and civilisation. Rich kids escaping controlling parents, poor kids escaping the drudgery and toil of real life, foreign kids playing intrepid explorer.


While Jaq was working, improving the design of a nitrogen propulsion system, the surfers slept through the hottest part of the day in hammocks slung between the palm trees, waking from the long siesta to gather fruit and catch fish. They shared everything round bonfires, smoked weed, played guitar and talked nonsense. Up all night. Watching the tides, the shape of the waves, evaluating the breaks. Waiting for that hint of dawn, the trigger to paddle out to sea again.


Was it one of them creeping around outside? Someone she’d surfed with? Unlikely. Mercúrio’s friends were a peaceful crowd.


Someone passing through? A convict on the run from a high-security prison? A rapist? A murderer?


The bathroom was definitely the safest place. A window too small for a man to climb through, a sturdy lock and a bolt too. That’s where she should go. Grab her phone, make a dash for it, barricade herself inside and call for help.


She reached out to the bedside table. Her fingers brushed a water glass, a book, a pair of earrings. No phone. Xiça! Where had she left it? Think. She closed her eyes.


She’d last seen it on the dinner table, silver against the white tablecloth, a splatter of garlic and parsley forming a halo all around. Mercúrio had cooked spaghetti alle vongole, sweet little clams, amêijoas, fresh from the surf. She’d been texting Marina when Mercúrio slammed down the serving spoon, accused her of ignoring him, taking him for granted. This criticism a bit rich from a twenty-something who was never without his phone, driving up the mountain in search of a signal just to update Instagram. But his anger was the trigger they both needed. Time to face the facts. She’d turned her phone off. Laid it down on the dining table. Where it must still be. Merda.


A new noise. Leather on brass. A gloved hand turning the outer door handle. She had locked up; she was sure of that. But Mercúrio must have unlocked the front door to leave. Had he locked it behind him? She held her breath. The door rattled but held. Obrigada, querido.


Click, click. This was no amateur, no sneak thief hoping for food or drugs, or cash to buy them with. How many people wore shoes and gloves on this beach? How many people used a lock pick?


Jaq sprang to her feet and yanked the bedroom door open. She sprinted across the corridor, racing to get to her phone before whoever was out there broke into her house.


Too late.


As she burst into the salon, the outer door swung open. Waves crashed onto the beach outside as a figure moved into the frame, silhouetted against the security light.


She backed away, swallowing hard at the rasp and click of a safety catch being withdrawn. The man in the doorway raised a gun and pointed it at her chest.


‘You are Maria Jaqueline Marta Ribeiro da Silva,’ he announced in stentorian tones.


Friends called her Jaq. Professional colleagues addressed her as Dr Silver. The child who was Maria Jaqueline Marta Ribeiro da Silva had become Jaq Silver many years ago.


Only one person continued to call her by her birth name.


Right up until the day she died.
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Lisbon, Portugal


Twelve months earlier


The bright white tower of Hospital São Francisco Xavier rose from a hill above Lisbon, commanding a fine view over the river Tagus to the port of Trafaria. The geriatric medical department was on the third floor, the female wing consisting of several nightingale-style open wards with eight beds in each section.


If this hospital was unfamiliar, it smelt like any other, a mix of bleach, chloroform and despair. Jaq hurried down a long corridor, the rubber soles of her trainers squeaking against the tiled floor, heart beating faster than feet could carry her.


Come quick, they said. She may not have much time left.


Angie lay in a simple hospital bed, one hand resting on the border of a white sheet where it had been folded over a pale-blue blanket. Her eyes were closed.


‘Hello, Angie,’ Jaq said.


Her mother’s eyelids flickered, but there was no other response.


Jaq sank into a chair beside the bed, suddenly deflated. Anxiety gave way to light-headed relief. And something else, something darker, something she wasn’t prepared to examine, not yet. She gazed down at her mother.


Angie had been a beautiful woman, and there were still traces of that loveliness as she slept. The delicate bone structure framed a heart-shaped face with high cheekbones and full lips.


A machine beeped and a nurse approached to check the charts at the end of Angie’s bed. His aftershave, a scent of pine forest, followed in his wake. It smelt better than triiodomethane or carboxylic acid, more hopeful.


‘Como está minha mãe?’ Jaq asked. How’s she doing?


‘Muito melhor.’ Much better now. He smiled and continued in Portuguese. ‘The consultant is just starting her daily round. Best ask her.’


An elderly woman in the bed opposite began shrieking.


The nurse sighed. ‘I wish all my patients were as lovely and easy as your mum.’


She must be seriously ill then. Jaq opened her mouth to explain that her mother was never normally so tranquil, but patients in other beds were shouting for attention now, and the nurse moved briskly away.


The consultant introduced herself and pulled up a chair to sit opposite Jaq.


‘Are you the daughter?’


‘Yes.’


‘Nasty episode. A reaction to the drugs she was on. She’s stable now, but you need to steer clear of any more experimental regimes.’ The doctor checked her notes. ‘Quite the chemical cocktail.’ She frowned at Jaq as if to say – what were you thinking?


What indeed? Jaq lowered her eyes. ‘What’s the outlook?’


‘It’s hard to say. Physically, there’s nothing out of the ordinary for a woman of her age. Good heart and lungs, that’s the main thing.’


‘And mentally?’


‘We haven’t been able to do the usual tests. She seems to have checked out, switched off.’


‘She’s been like that for a long time. Before the new treatment she hadn’t spoken for years.’


‘With this experimental treatment, was she lucid?’


‘Briefly. When we listened to music, she knew the composer, the piece, even the artist.’


‘She was a musician herself?’


Ripples of sadness lapped at the edge of memory. Jaq nodded. ‘Once upon a time.’


‘It’s common, even with advanced dementia, for patients to have clear early memories.’


‘She complained of being in pain.’


‘The admissions team mentioned that. We checked for any undiagnosed fractures or nerve damage. She has a touch of arthritis but nothing that could explain constant physical pain. How did it manifest?’


‘She described it as if something was eating her bones from the inside.’ Terrible, terrible pain. Excruciating, unbearable.


‘Any delusions?’


That the convent nursing staff were torturing her. That the matron was the devil. That her son had been killed by her daughter. Not all of those things were true.


‘Delusions, yes.’


‘Had she been taking strong pain killers?’


‘I believe so.’


‘Classic symptoms of withdrawal from morphine.’ The doctor frowned. ‘Pain is difficult to treat correctly. It’s the body’s alarm signal to alert us that something is wrong. But often, especially with the elderly, the signals get mixed up or triggered for no reason and we can’t find any underlying cause to deal with.’


‘You mean it’s not real? It’s all in the mind?’


‘All pain is in the mind. It doesn’t mean it is not real to the sufferer.’


‘But – to use your analogy – you can silence the false alarms?’


‘Chemically, we can control it. Muffle rather than silence, and only temporarily. The body builds up tolerance. And wants more. And then you have a whole new set of problems.’


Jaq looked down at her mother. ‘What next?’


‘There’s nothing more we can do for her in hospital. I’m proposing to discharge her. Will she be going home with you?’


The very idea brought panic, sudden and visceral.


‘No,’ Jaq said.


‘So, back to …’ the consultant checked her notes, ‘the convent nursing home?’


‘Yes.’


‘Then make sure they don’t peddle any more miracle cures.’


Jaq waited until the doctor moved on. She took her mother’s hand and stroked the long, thin fingers. The ache in her heart sent tears to her eyes.


‘Goodbye, Angie.’


Angie opened one eye and stared at her daughter. The moment of recognition was followed by a glare of pure venom.


‘Maria … Jaqueline … Marta.’ She drew quick, sharp breaths, separating each word with a hiss. ‘Get … away … from … me.’


With a strength that never failed to surprise, Angie gripped her daughter’s wrist, digging sharp fingernails into Jaq’s skin before snatching her hand away.


‘Go!’


It was the last time Jaq ever saw her mother.
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Praia de Moçambique, Florianopolis, Brazil


The intruder remained in the doorway of the beach house, his large body filling the entrance, a gun pointing at Jaq. Dazzled by the security light behind him, she couldn’t make out his features, but the booming voice was distinctive. Unique. She was certain they hadn’t met before; she would remember that bass timbre with its guttural rasp. He had the delivery of a preacher addressing a vast congregation. Or a judge commanding a court of law. He knew who she was, had spoken her birth name aloud. Not posed as a question, pronounced as a statement of fact. What did he want?


Mouth dry, pulse racing, she scanned the room. In the soft glow of fairy lights on the Christmas tree, she could see the phone. Exactly where she’d left it, on the dining-room table at the far end of the room. Even if she could reach it before he did, call for help before he shot her, it would take time for anyone to respond. Praia de Moçambique was one of the least crowded of the forty-two beaches on the island of Santa Catarina. An hour’s drive from Floripa with no population centre near the beach, the very remoteness of this cabin was the reason she chose it. To spend time alone with Mercúrio. To celebrate their first Christmas together.


And now he was gone.


No time to think about what was lost. A madman was pointing a gun at her.


‘Get out of my house,’ she said.


‘It’s not your house,’ he said. ‘This is an illegal construction.’


Porra! An armed eco warrior? Come to save the turtles by murdering tourists? Many of the beach houses in the national park were unlicensed, tolerated by the authorities to encourage an influx of tourist wealth. But Marina had helped her to rent this house perfectly legally and her environmental impact was benign, if not positive. But perhaps now was not the time to point this out to a man with a gun.


‘The police are on their way,’ she lied. ‘We can discuss legalities with them.’


‘Sit.’ The man in the doorway waved the barrel of the gun towards the sofa.


She obeyed.


‘Hands where I can see them.’ He spoke with a Brazilian accent, educated, more Porto Alegre than São Paulo. She placed her palms on her lap, smoothing the short dress down over her thighs.


He pulled a phone from his shirt pocket and barked something unintelligible into it. Footsteps on the veranda. The slap of flip flops and squeal of bare feet. Merda, there were at least two more of him. Two men, faces covered with neckerchiefs, silhouetted by the outside light.


He gave an order. She didn’t understand the dialect, but the message was clear – search the house.


Stepping forward, he kicked the door closed with his heel. The rattan creaked and squealed in protest as he slumped into a cane armchair. He reached out a gloved hand and clicked on a side light.


The man with the gun was in his forties, blond hair wisping at his collar, thinning over the crown, clean shaven apart from darker sideburns. His face was angular – square chin, thin mouth, sharp, triangular nose, deep-set eyes and protruding brow. He wore a checked cotton shirt, open at the neck to reveal a smooth chest, denim jeans and tan leather shoes with crepe soles.


A big man, solid rather than athletic, heavy rather than fat. Judging by his laboured movements, she could easily outrun him, but he sat between her and the outside door. He had a gun, but it was the gloves that gave her pause. Guns were not uncommon in Brazil, guns and gloves more sinister. Stay calm.


His two sidekicks were wreaking havoc. Pulling out drawers and throwing the contents to the floor. She could hear one of them in the bedroom and see the other one in the salon.


‘If it’s money you’re after,’ Jaq said. ‘Take my wallet.’ She nodded at the beach bag hanging from the dining chair opposite her phone.


‘I don’t want your money.’


‘I don’t have much of value.’ She reached round to the back of her neck and unclasped the silver chain from Angie’s box. ‘Here.’ The chain snaked into a little coil in her palm, and she stood up, holding it out to him.


He remained sitting, leant slowly forward and smacked it out of her hand. Jaq caught her breath at the casual violence. The silver chain flew into the air, described a glittering figure of eight, and clattered to the floor, skittering along the polished wood before coming to a rest beside the Christmas tree.


‘Sit,’ he ordered.


She obeyed. ‘What do you want?’


‘You know what I want.’


‘I have no idea.’


‘Your inheritance.’
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Teesside, England


Angie died in her sleep, slipping away one night when everyone least expected it.


By the time Jaq received the message, she couldn’t get to Lisbon in time for her mother’s funeral. Under Portuguese law, a burial or cremation had to take place within 72 hours of any death by natural causes. The nuns took charge of the burial arrangements; all that was left was for Jaq to arrange collection of her mother’s personal possessions.


They were pitifully few. Jaq gave instruction for the disposal of everything except the strongbox.


When it arrived in England by courier, Jaq didn’t open the parcel straight away. She placed it on Aunt Lettie’s piecrust table in front of the high window that looked out over Yarm High Street and went for a run.


She chose a longer route than normal, over the road bridge and then along a muddy footpath that followed the sinuous River Tees up to Preston Park. The river was swollen with summer rain, brown and turbulent. Crossing the river again near Ingleby Barwick she used the cycle path as a running track, increasing her speed on the flat. She slogged up the hill to the prison and then flew back down into Yarm.


Panting, muddy and sweaty, she glanced up at the window as she crossed the road to her flat. The parcel was still there, glowering behind the glass, lurking in wait.


She scrubbed herself clean in the shower, dressed in skinny jeans and a loose shirt, and made a strong coffee, finding other tasks that needed her attention: cooker top to clean, emails to answer, bills to pay.


It wasn’t until a shaft of evening sunlight illuminated the cardboard that Jaq finally gave the parcel her full attention. She traced the flowing cursive letters with her finger. One of the nuns must have written delivery instructions on the side of the cardboard packaging. Jaq stared out of the window for a while. Then she went to the kitchen and fetched a sharp knife, sliced through the parcel tape and extracted the strongbox.


Made of steel with a leather covering, the strongbox measured about forty-five centimetres, a foot and a half, on each side. The padded leather handle suggested that it had been used as a travelling safe in the days before luggage sizes were standardised and banks moved money electronically. Inside, the box was lined with quilted red silk that had faded to pink and come away in places, exposing the welded steel plates behind. The handle was secured to the lid by two brass rings, and there was more polished brass on the four sides: a sturdy brass lock on the front, double hinges at the back and latches on either side. The tan leather was in good condition everywhere except the eight corners of the cube. If the sharp edges had been rounded, the strongbox might have passed for a modern vanity case, but it was lumpen and heavy, not a thing of beauty.


Jaq picked up her mother’s parting gift and set it on her lap. The sharp metal corners poked through the tan leather, digging into the skin of her thighs through her jeans.


She untied the string that attached the rusty key to the handle of the box. A pulse beat in her throat as she inserted it into the lock. It stuck and snagged, the mechanism stiff from disuse.


There had always been an air of mystery associated with the strongbox. It had been hand-made specially for her grandparents at a time when they were wealthy. The da Silva family fortune was long gone: the farms in Angola confiscated after independence, the properties in Lisbon sold to fund Angie’s care. But the contents of this box had come to Jaq’s rescue more than once. She’d never been allowed to see inside it before, but it had produced a birth certificate for a new passport when she was on the run and emergency cash that allowed her to disappear for a time.


Abandoning the key in the lock, Jaq fetched some olive oil from the kitchen to lubricate the mechanism.


Now the key turned smoothly. The lock sprang open.


Jaq took a deep breath.
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Praia de Moçambique, Florianopolis, Brazil


The sky outside was lightening, the pre-dawn chorus in full throat. Mercúrio and the other surfers would be paddling out now, the milky phosphorescence lighting their hands, guiding their boards, a green, briny tang in the air. Jaq longed to be out there with them, bare feet on cool, damp sand, head cocked to hear the size and shape of the magnificent rollers breaking in the dark, ready to catch the first waves as the sun rose.


She’d often surfed with Mercúrio before breakfast, banishing the dregs of sleep in the cool Southern Atlantic water, catching a few waves before starting a day’s work. How she wished she was out there now, stomach down on a rough board, each scratch and dimple on the polyurethane preserving a memory, a story to share. Hands and arms propelling herself through clear water, paddling out towards the sunrise and the swell.


Anything was better than being held at gunpoint by an oaf in gloves, while his goons emptied the drawers and cupboards of the beach house with careless abandon.


‘My friend will be back any minute,’ she lied.


‘Mercúrio?’ He shook his head. ‘No, Mercúrio won’t be coming back.’


Merda. She clenched her fists, digging her nails into the soft palm. How did he know Mercúrio? How could he know they had parted?


‘What do you mean?’


‘Mercúrio won’t be going anywhere.’ He laughed, a harsh, guttural sound.


What was he implying? Amor de Deus. Had they harmed Mercúrio? Why would anyone wish to harm someone so harmless?


The goons reported back, empty-handed. She couldn’t follow the dialect, but she could get the gist of his anger before he turned on her.


‘Where is it?’ he demanded.


‘Where is what?’


‘Don’t play dumb with me,’ he said. ‘Your mother’s old leather strongbox.’


Jaq swallowed hard. How did he know about her mother? And the box of hateful secrets. ‘I have no idea what you are talking about.’


‘Call Mercúrio.’ He nodded towards her phone on the table.


Jaq gulped. Had Mercúrio spoken to this man? Confided? Or worse, could Mercúrio be in league with these criminals?


She moved slowly to retrieve the phone, aware of three sets of eyes on her. She could call the police. And she would, as soon as she understood Mercúrio’s involvement. Her fingers trembled slightly as she found his number and dialled.


An unfamiliar voice answered. ‘Wait a moment.’ The stranger spoke in heavily accented English, shouting above the chug of an engine.


‘Where’s Mercúrio?’ Jaq demanded.


The lap of water was followed by the sound of bare feet on wood. Then a slap and a shout. Acorde! Followed by a groan and a rattle of metal chains.


‘Jaq? Graças a Deus!’ No doubt about the voice this time, Mercúrio. ‘I’m so sorry …’


Xiça! Where was he. ‘Are you OK?’


‘God, I’ve been such a fool.’ She caught the sob in his voice. ‘Just do as they say.’


‘What’s going on?’


‘Jaq, listen to me. You’re my only hope. If you give them what they want, they say they’ll let me go.’


Jaq could hear the sea in the background. Crash, swirl, gush and splash. Vaguely familiar. ‘Where are you?


‘I have no idea.’


‘Who are they?’


‘I don’t know, but they mean business.’ More noises. ‘Jaq, be careful––’


A thud, a cry and then the line went dead.
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Teesside, England


The sun had disappeared over the Pennines, but the sky above Teesside was still bright, with that limpid, watercolour wash that brings an early summer day to a close. The little market town of Yarm was filling with Saturday night revellers. The clatter of heels and babble of youthful voices filled the High Street.


Jaq sat at the window of her flat and ran her hands over the leather-covered strongbox, pausing at the brass latches at either side. The click-click of metal and the faint scent of lavender as the lid began to open conjured up a vivid memory of her mother opening this box.


Angie. Maria dos Anjos Ribeiro da Silva. Cold and distant. Always disapproving. A beautiful, sensitive, highly strung woman knocked off her fragile balance by war, the death of her son, sent into a tailspin by the disgrace her daughter brought on the family, crashing and burning when her husband died. Obstinately living on in catatonic misery for another twenty years.


Jaq blinked, dry-eyed. Where was the grief at her mother’s passing? What did she feel? Relief? No, not that. The sorrow ran deep. A dull ache ever-present, a dark river of longing for what could have been, what might have been, snaking back from their separation, merging into their shared past.


Jaq sighed. If not relief then what? Release. Yes, that was it. Angie’s pain was gone, and with it Jaq’s guilt, dissipating with her mother’s last breath.


Jaq opened the strongbox and made a quick, visual inventory. All the cash had gone. Whether Jaq had received everything that remained when she visited, or whether someone had taken it since, she didn’t know. Would the nuns steal an old woman’s cash? They had cared for her mother for a long time. Why wait until her death to rob her? A venal priest perhaps? She didn’t really want to pursue that line of thought. With no idea how much her mother owned in the first place, there was no way to prove if anything was missing. A long court case in Portugal held no appeal. Jaq didn’t need money that badly.


She reached in and removed the papers.


The official documents were bound in different-coloured ribbons, little rolls of waxed paper that captured officialdom, bureaucracy, law and order, rights and property.


The first roll she untied contained her mother’s birth and death certificates – Maria dos Anjos Couto Roubado Ferreira Ribeiro da Silva. Born Luanda, Angola. Died Lisbon, Portugal.


The second was her mother’s marriage certificate, a civil ceremony, to Anton Oleich Sakoshansky, Russian diplomat, political attaché to the Red Army mission in Angola. A marriage of love between ideological opposites, a union that shocked Angie’s wealthy parents into disowning their only daughter. Mother-daughter schisms seemed to run in the family.


The third contained the birth certificates of Angie and Anton’s children. Jaq unrolled the entry for her brother, Samuel Anton Gaspar Ribeiro da Silva.


There was no death certificate, those niceties tended to get lost in civil wars behind enemy lines.


Outside, an ambulance siren wailed, the flashing blue light glinting and diffracting in the mirror. She closed her eyes and tried to picture Sam, but the images would not come.


Poor Sam.


She found her own birth certificate next: Maria Jaqueline Marta Ribeiro da Silva. A document that had proved useful when she needed a new passport in a hurry, fleeing trouble in Slovenia before rushing headlong into catastrophe in Belarus and Ukraine.


Under the rolls, two jewellery boxes lay in the base of the strongbox. The smaller one held a ring, a clear central stone flanked by a circle of coloured gems. Almost certainly from Angola but she’d never seen her mother wear it. Perhaps it was an engagement ring from the fiancé she rejected, the son of a wealthy family in Luanda. Blood diamonds? The second box was larger and held more familiar things. A pair of smoky quartz earrings, the cut stones sparkling in their elegant settings, a fine silver chain with a crude wooden cross, a carved jade brooch, two simple gold bands, one large, one small. Were these the rings exchanged by her mother and father when they married? Did her father leave his ring with his wife before he went back to war, back to his death at Cuito Cuanavale? Or did someone take it from his corpse and return it to Angie? With a letter perhaps?


Jaq ran her fingers over the silk lining. There were no letters or photographs in the box, but there was something odd. The inside dimensions appeared smaller than the outside, shallower. She put her hand in the box and tapped all round. An echo returned from the bottom of the box. Hollow. A secret compartment? She turned the box upside down and hit it smartly on the base. Nothing moved. She put her hands inside and searched the silk lining for some lever, a mechanism to open the base. Nada.


She had a sudden memory of her mother, turning away from her, shielding the precious case behind her bony frame. Closing the box and then opening it again.


Jaq closed the lid. She pushed the clasps away from the handle. Opened it. Empty. She tried again but this time she pushed the clasps towards the handle. A faint click from inside the box. When she opened it, the false bottom was ajar.


Heart pounding, she prised it open.


From the secret compartment of her mother’s strongbox Jaq extracted three rolls of documents.


She started with the oldest. Woven linen paper, with ragged threads along the edges, unrolled to reveal an engraving of a bull elephant emerging from the jungle, while a steam train crossed a viaduct overhead – bonds in a private rail company in Angola, Caminhos de Ferro de Luanda. These documents, which promised to repay the bearer large sums of money, would never be honoured; the company had collapsed long ago.


Most of the roll concerned the railways, but there were other bonds too: land concessions for a coffee plantation with mining rights. All pre-1975.


The second roll contained green engravings on pink parchment, company shares in an iron mine. Probably worthless now. After the 1974 revolution, when Portugal exited its biggest colony with indecent haste, the new Angolan government seized and nationalised private mines into one giant state enterprise – Ferrangol.


The last roll was the newest. As Jaq unrolled the glossy blue-white papers her short cry of surprise lengthened into a howl of pain.
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Praia de Moçambique, Florianopolis, Brazil


A thin band of light appeared on the horizon, delineating sea from sky. Outside the beach house, dawn was breaking.


Inside the beach house, a man and a woman sat in silence. The man held a gun. The woman was staring at a phone in disbelief.


Jaq spoke first ‘Where is Mercúrio?’


‘Safe.’ The man tapped the barrel of his gun against his thigh. ‘For now.’


‘What do you want from him?’


‘From him? From that worthless beach bum?’ He made a fist with his left hand and then opened it. ‘Nothing.’ His thin lips curved into a half smile. ‘But we understand that he means something to you.’


Play it cool. ‘He walked out on me a week before Christmas,’ she shrugged. ‘Why should I care what happens to him now?’


‘You’re a bad liar,’ Crazy Gloves snarled. ‘We know exactly what he means to you.’


Unlikely, given that she didn’t really know herself.


‘You won’t stand by and watch him suffer.’


That at least was probably true. She’d never learned to cut her losses. Never been able to let go of those she had once cared for. Or those who depended on her. Not after what happened to Sam.


‘Let Mercúrio go.’


‘I’ll make a deal.’ Crazy Gloves leant forward. ‘Tell me where the strongbox is, and I’ll tell you where we’re holding him.’ He looked at his watch. ‘If you are quick, you might even be in time to save his life.’


Jaq had no idea why this man wanted the safe – he was welcome to the damn thing, welcome to the vile contents – but she could never tell him who she had given it to or where it was right now.
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Cumbria, England


After closing her mother’s strongbox, Jaq barely slept.


As soon as it was light, she collected Aunt Lettie’s ancient Land Rover from the garage and set off over the Pennines into Cumbria.


Summer came late to the north of England. The leaves on the ash trees had not long burst out from sticky black buds and retained a pinkish hue. A mixture of shimmering new green and clattering old gold clothed the beech hedges, the verges underneath filled with pink campion and blue speedwell and the horse chestnut trees above still decorated with white flower candles.


Jaq paused at the entrance to the farmhouse kitchen. A kettle whistled on the stove and delicious scents wafted from the open Rayburn oven, acetyl pyridines from the Maillard reaction taking place inside the loaf of freshly baked bread that Emma knelt to test.


‘Jaq.’ Emma cast off her oven gloves and jumped up, arms open wide. ‘At last!’


Emma possessed a special, melting warmth. Human body temperature averages 37 degrees centigrade, or 98.6 Fahrenheit, and yet the woman who married her best friend always felt perceptibly warmer. And soft. So soft. Not fat, just rounded in a way that made Jaq feel like a stick of hard ice in her embrace.


‘I was so sorry to hear about your mother.’ Emma released Jaq from the hug and took a step back, blue eyes like searchlights.


‘Thank you.’ Jaq dropped her gaze, blinking away the unexpected prickle of tears.


‘Are you OK?’


With anyone else, Jaq would have dissembled. I’m fine. My mother was in constant pain, suffering from advanced dementia, she didn’t know me, didn’t want to know me. But there was something about Emma.


Ben burst into the room.


‘Aunty Jaq!’ He barrelled towards her on sturdy little legs, his face beaming with excitement. ‘Have you brought me a present?’


‘Ben, where are your manners?’ Emma chided. ‘Jaq has had a long journey.’


‘But I’ve got something for her!’ Ben rushed to the fireplace and collected a stout forked stick. He turned and stopped, glancing at his mother. ‘Why is she sad? Aunty Jaq is never sad.’


Jaq wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘I’m not sad any more.’ She reached out and took the stick. ‘This will make a great catapult.’


Ben nodded. ‘That’s what Daddy said. He said you’d help me to make the whizziest and dangerousestest slingshot in the world. In the universe. In the whole galaxy.’


Emma handed Jaq a tissue. ‘Johan is out kayaking with a corporate group. He’ll be back around six.’


Jaq glanced up at the clock. A few hours to kill.


‘OK, Ben. Help me to unpack and then we’ll get to work.’


Jaq travelled light. Ben pulled her small trolley case, tugging and yanking it over the gravel and Jaq followed with the battered leather safe and two bottles of wine.


‘What’s that?’ Emma asked, ignoring the wine and pointing to the box.


‘Some … um … legal stuff.’


‘You want me to take a look at it?’


Emma held out a hand to take it.


‘Not now.’ Jaq glanced at Ben. ‘Later.’


Too late.


‘What’s that box for?’ Ben let go of the suitcase and the metal trolley handle clattered to the tiled floor.


Jaq shrugged and lifted her mother’s safe onto the chair for his inspection. ‘It’s an old safe. All the way from Africa.’


‘What’s inside?’


‘There’s a present for your little sister, for when she grows up.’ Jaq took out the jewellery box with the jade brooch. ‘And some old papers. Your mummy is going to check something out for me.’


Ben brought out his stick and sized it up against the box.


‘Would this keep my whizziest catapult safe?’


‘Better than safe.’ Jaq opened the lid and removed the papers before showing him how to open the secret compartment.


‘Wow!’ He did a little dance of joy. ‘Is this for me? Can I keep it, can I?’


‘Ben, no.’ Emma rebuked her son.


Jaq laughed. ‘It’s OK. Where’s the harm? I’d love him to have it.’ She handed the empty box to Ben. ‘Here, this is for you. Keep this safe safe.’
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Praia de Moçambique, Florianopolis, Brazil


Outside the beach house, the garden was coming alive. As the flowers unfurled to meet the early morning sunshine, a pair of tiny hummingbirds, their body feathers iridescent emerald and sapphire, hovered to drink the nectar. A troupe of little monkeys chattered as they groomed one another on the edge of the forest. A female marmoset with white patches on her black fur and rings round her tail ventured into the garden, heading for the passion-fruit tree. At the squawk of a parakeet, her tufted ears twitched, and she scampered back to the others.


Two men entered the garden carrying spades and began digging. Crazy Gloves had given new orders to his sidekicks.


Through the window, Jaq watched in dismay at the inept search for recently buried treasure.


‘The strongbox isn’t here,’ she said.


‘Where is it?’


She shook her head. ‘I don’t have it.’


‘That’s bad news for Mercúrio.’


Could she distract him long enough to make her escape? Go straight to the police? And if she managed to reach them before this madman stopped her, how would the authorities respond? Brazil was the home of extortion by kidnapping; the disparity in wealth between rich and poor, the inequality of opportunity, encouraged criminal gangs to redistribute wealth using more unconventional routes. The under-resourced local police were at best ineffectual in the face of organised crime. At worst they were complicit. Involving the police in a kidnapping often led to the permanent disappearance of the hostage. Whatever the rights and wrongs of it, whether or not Mercúrio wanted to see her again, she couldn’t abandon him.


Play for time.


‘I can give you money,’ Jaq said. If they agreed to let her go to a bank, she could raise the alarm, enlist the help of his surfing friends.


‘I don’t want money. I want the strongbox.’


Why? ‘It’s just a worthless leather-covered metal box.’


‘I’ll be the judge of worth.’


‘All the documents are gone.’


‘I have no interest in the contents. Just the box itself.’


‘I gave it away.’


‘Then get it back.’


She turned her hands, palms upwards and shook her head. ‘I can’t.’


He pulled a small phone from his top pocket. ‘Shall I tell them to throw him into the sea?’ he asked.


Jaq bit her lip – perhaps that was his best chance of escape. Mercúrio was in his element in the water, a superb swimmer. As if Crazy Gloves could read her mind, he added. ‘Hog tied, in chains.’


‘Stop.’ She held up a hand in alarm. ‘I’ll try.’


‘I can wait.’ He put the phone back in his pocket. ‘I’m not so sure about poor Mercúrio.’


‘The box is not in Brazil. I’ll have to go and get it. How do I get in touch with you?’


‘You don’t. We’ll call you.’


‘You have to give me, give him, time. A month.’


‘A week,’ He stood up. ‘Be back here by midday on Christmas Eve.’


Jaq did a quick calculation and shook her head.


‘That’s only five full days. I don’t think I can make it in time.’


‘You better hurry, then. Or say goodbye to Mercúrio. This time for good.’


He turned on a squeaky crepe sole and walked out of the front door.
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Cumbria, England


On the north shore of Lake Coniston, the sun dipped over the western hills hours before dusk. An amber light lit the sky. The peaks glittered with burnished gold. A pillar of white wood-smoke rose from the farmhouse chimney. No wind, just the whizz and splash of projectiles hurled into a lake by a brand-new catapult.


The lights of a car swept over the summit of the winding road, easily identifiable as Johan’s by the clatter of kayaks on the trailer behind. Ben tucked the catapult into his waistband and grabbed a handful of stones from the beach.


‘Wait till Daddy sees this!’ he shouted.


Jaq followed the little boy as he raced up the path towards the farmhouse, slipping on leaf litter and dislodging mossy stones that tumbled back towards the lake. ‘Remember, no pointing that weapon at people,’ she shouted after him.


Ben swung on the gate as the Land Rover rumbled over the cattle grid and crunched up the gravel drive. Jaq hung back, keeping to the shadows, watching father greet son. Johan assumed a serious expression, but the corners of his mouth twitched as Ben explained the construction minutiae of the catapult, its awesome reach and their plans to construct a trebuchet next. Johan must know that she was waiting in the darkness, she could sense him sensing her, but it wasn’t until Ben raced off to collect more stones that he straightened and walked over to the trees.


‘Hello, Jaq. It’s good to see you.’


He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. A warm embrace, solid, reassuring, safe. More than safe. Like coming home. Except this wasn’t her home. Jaq pushed him away, feeling hard muscle against the palms of her hands.


‘Hello, Johan.’


He caught a wrist before she could back away, his eyes locked on hers.


‘I’m sorry about your mum. Whatever the circumstances, it’s a tough gig.’


She dropped her eyes and nodded. ‘Want a hand with the kayaks?’


They worked well together, always had. No need for words. Johan unstrapped the trailer, and she matched her movements to his, remembering how to adjust for his strength with her technique. A synchronised dance, fluid, responsive: lift and drop, rotate and tip, swing and stack.


Emma waved at them through the farmhouse window, her daughter on one hip. Jaq waved back, smiling. Jade scowled and buried her face in her mother’s chest.


Dinner, almost ruined when the cat attempted to make off with the roast chicken, was the usual chaotic family affair. Jaq cleared away and washed the dishes while Emma and Johan read to the children upstairs.


Curled up on the sofa by the fire, Jaq was almost asleep when they reappeared, hand in hand. They separated, Emma to get drinks, Johan to select some music from his vinyl collection.


‘Ben is thrilled to bits.’ He pulled a black disc from the red and yellow cardboard sleeve and placed it on the turntable. ‘He’s all fired up with the plans to build a giant catapult.’


Emma uncorked the bottle of Herdade de Esporão that Jaq had brought with her and poured two glasses. She handed one glass of ruby-red wine to Jaq, the other to Johan and picked up her own glass of water. She sat on the sofa next to Jaq. ‘Will you be able to stay long enough to see it through?’


A wife’s warning – don’t outstay your welcome? Or a mother’s concern – don’t raise my child’s expectations if you can’t finish the project. Or just a lawyer’s request for factual information?


‘Stay as long as you like,’ Johan said, glancing over at his wife who nodded slowly.


‘Cheers,’ Jaq said.


They clinked glasses.


‘Is there a lot to sort out?’ Emma asked. ‘Your mother’s estate, I mean.’


Johan threw a log on the fire. Damp wood hissed and crackled in the flames.


‘No.’ Jaq said. And yes, but not in the way Emma meant. ‘My great-aunt dealt with it years ago. The property in Lisbon was sold to set up an annuity to pay for Angie’s care. There wasn’t much else.’ The costume jewellery. And the papers left to punish me.


‘There were some documents you wanted me to look at?’ Emma said.


Johan put a hand on his wife’s arm.


‘It’s just …’ Emma shrugged it off. ‘Sorry to be a bore, but I have something I need to finish for tomorrow, so if it’s not urgent …’


The truth had waited this long, another day wasn’t going to make a difference. Part of her was relieved that she didn’t have to face up to it right now. She took a long sip of wine.


‘It’s not urgent,’ Jaq said.


Emma placed her glass of water on the table. ‘Then, if you two don’t mind, I’ll be in the study.’ She stood up.


Jaq waited until she was gone. ‘Everything OK?’


‘Emma’s busier than ever. She’s representing this family of asylum seekers. Parents and two kids. Pretty rough story, they had to get out. A cut-and-dried case, but the UK government won’t make a decision, and in the meantime, they can’t work.’


‘That’s insane.’


‘I know. Makes me ashamed to be British.’


Johan topped up Jaq’s glass from the bottle. They sat without speaking for a while, letting the alto sax fill the void until the record finished.


‘I can’t forgive my mother.’ Jaq’s voice was quiet, barely a whisper.


Johan stood up and switched off the amplifier. He came and sat down next to her on the sofa.


‘It’s not always easy being a parent you know.’ He put an arm around her. ‘She lived through revolution and war and the death of her son.’


Jaq laid her head on his shoulder. ‘She was a hopeless parent, even before Sam died.’ Sinking back against his chest, she recoiled at the familiarity. Johan’s body was too muscly to be comfortable, too attractive to be safe.


She slipped from the sofa to the sheepskin rug in front of the fire and fed some twigs into the flames, allowing the crackling tension to spark and hiss and flare. Beautiful combustion, but all it left was ash. Let it go.


Johan stretched out on the sofa, as if it had been his intention all along to displace her. ‘Not all adults make good parents. And she was ill, wasn’t she?’ Johan tapped his temple.


Jaq snorted. ‘She used that as an excuse.’


Emma appeared at the doorway.


‘The fuckers!’ she shouted. ‘They’ve issued a deportation order!’


‘You’re joking!’ Johan jumped to his feet and took the phone she held out. ‘Christ almighty. And on a Sunday night.’


‘It’s deliberate. Most people can’t get hold of a lawyer in time, and by Monday morning they are already in detention.’


‘But most people don’t have you as a lawyer,’ Johan said.


Emma smiled and hugged him. ‘You OK if I go?’


‘You want me to come with you? That is,’ he glanced over at Jaq, ‘If Jaq doesn’t mind babysitting.’


Emma shook her head. ‘Nothing you can do. You guys stay here. I’ll be back as soon as I’ve lodged the appeal.’


The crunching of gravel and the clatter of wheels over the cattle grid preceded a throaty hum of gear change followed by a low roar as the car climbed the steep pass. Then silence.


If Jaq was going to tell anyone what she’d discovered in the secret compartment of her mother’s box, it would be Johan. But it would be safer if Emma was there too.


Johan picked up the bottle, tilted his head, one eyebrow raised in inquiry. Jaq put a hand over her glass and shook her head. He put it down again.


‘I’m going to check on the kids,’ he said.


Jaq yawned. ‘I might be ready to turn in myself.’


Johan nodded. ‘You OK with the futon in here.’


‘It’s perfect.’


‘I’ll wait up for Emma,’ he said. ‘I’ll be in the study if you need anything.’


What I need from you right now, you are no longer free to give. ‘Goodnight, Johan.’


‘Night Jaq.’


They didn’t embrace.
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Florianopolis, Brazil


The sun rose above the sea. Turquoise water lapped against a crescent of white sand bordered by a glossy green fringe of forest. The air washed clean and fresh by last night’s rainstorm.


A shaft of sunlight flashed through the east-facing window, the golden baubles on the Christmas tree catching the light. A bead of sweat trickled down between Jaq’s breasts. Another hot day. Christmas was a northern festival, designed to bring cheer amid cold and dark. An incongruous celebration in the southern hemisphere, where it fell in the middle of summer. Not that Jaq had ever been a fan of Christmas; all this decoration had been Mercúrio’s idea.


She didn’t bother to shower. The need for speed, the desire to escape from the beach house – sullied by the visit of Crazy Gloves and his henchmen – took priority. Pausing only to pull on a leather jacket and grab the shoe roll, collect her passport and lock up, she was on the road within a few minutes. Jaq opened the throttle on her motorbike and headed for the airport.


She wasn’t entirely surprised to be followed. If the situation had been less serious, she might have smiled at the rent-a-wreck that rattled over the sandy paths behind her. This was a cut-price outfit. Which didn’t make it any less dangerous.


The road surface turned to gravel as she left the beach behind, and then tarmacadam as she approached the first small town. Other traffic filtered onto the road, and she was able to take advantage of the bike’s speed and superior handling to overtake and put some distance between her and the tail. By the time she reached the dual carriageway, rising from the lagoon into the hills, there was no sign of the beaten-up car that had followed her.


What did they want with the strongbox? It was empty now. What could possibly be so important that they were willing to kidnap an innocent surfer to secure compliance with such a senseless demand? How did they know what he meant to her? What did he mean to her? Was this some sort of test? Less about the strongbox and more about her integrity?


No, she couldn’t follow that train of thought, didn’t like where it led. Right now, she preferred action to soul searching. Time enough for reflection once Mercúrio was safe.


Santos Dumont airport was still waking up, but the 24-hour covered parking was always open. She drove the bike to the lowest level of the underground car park and chose a corner space. Difficult to spot from the main ramp, but she still manoeuvred the bike into the shadows before rocking it onto the centre stand.


Inside the airport, she could only buy a ticket as far as São Paulo or Rio. She chose the former; the business hub of Brazil had more regular connections to Europe.


The next available flight got in to São Paulo before noon. The international flights left afternoon and evening, South American time, in order to arrive at a civilised time in Europe the next day. Johan could bring the box and meet her somewhere far from the Lake Coniston farmhouse. Ten hours flying time from São Paulo to Lisbon and only three more hours to Manchester. They could meet in Portugal on Jaq’s home turf. She could be on her way back the same day with time to spare. Perhaps that was asking too much of Johan, making him travel so far. What about London? Fourteen hours flying time. Heathrow would be easier than Gatwick for anyone travelling from the north. Unless he was coming by car. Christmas weather, Christmas traffic. She could change planes in Frankfurt or Amsterdam and meet him in Manchester. Yes, that might be fairer. Best to speak to him first, then book flights that matched what worked for him.


The kidnappers had Mercúrio’s phone, so they knew her number. Could they be tracking her phone? Monitoring her calls? She couldn’t take the risk. She’d put Johan and his family in danger once before, she wasn’t going to do that again. But she had to get a message to him.


When the first shops opened, she purchased a pay-as-you-go mobile phone from a man dressed as Santa Claus.


Jingle Bells


Jingle Bells


England was four hours ahead. She called Johan on the new phone. No answer. He must be out on the hills, enjoying the fine scenery and appalling reception.


She tried Emma’s mobile.


The farmhouse landline.


Nothing but endless ringing bells.


Jingle all the way.
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Cumbria, England


The lake lay smooth as silk in the early morning summer mist. Jaq dived in from the rocky bluff and gasped as cold water enveloped her. She swam in long, smooth strokes: strong even kicks, elbows high, forearms curling forward, fingertips piercing the water in a superman glide – ten to two, ten to two. As she approached the first island, she stopped to get her bearings. The ripples radiated back towards the farmhouse.


Today was the day to tell them. No more procrastination.


Heavy clouds lowered over the mountains, the dark sky threatening an abrupt end to the early summer warmth, a storm approaching from the west. She turned away and swam into a pool of sunshine.


A warm glow enveloped her skin as she emerged from the lake. The joy of cold water came from the release of dopamine and serotonin to the brain. After the first shock – heart pounding, skin tightening, endocrine system on full alert – came the reward. Like banging your head against a brick wall, lovely when it stops. She wrapped a towel around her head, draped a thicker one over her shoulders and jogged back for a hot shower.


The smell of bacon wafted up the stairs, a sudden ravenous hunger drove her down to the kitchen.


Emma smiled, putting down the carton of eggs to hug her.


Soft. Sunny. Light. Happy. A foil to Johan’s hard, dark, brooding reticence. Yin and Yang. Is that what makes a couple work?


‘Good swim?’ Emma asked.


‘Fabulous. And now I’m ravenous.’


Emma pointed to the large silver machine on the counter. A rectangular base under two large, heated discs with long handles. A cross between a grill and a miniature spaceship. ‘Waffles OK with you?’


And how. Jaq nodded. ‘How did it go last night?’
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