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For my twin sister, Alison.


Thank you for your sense of adventure, love of life, humour, and drive.
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And for always being there for me.










Prologue


Saturday 22 January, 23:55


She jolted awake. Kennington; her stop. She jumped up and scrambled to get off the tube. She made it just in time. The doors slid shut behind her and she laughed in relief. She’d only just caught the last tube and she didn’t fancy having to walk all the way back to Kennington from Oval at this time of night.


She glanced left and right, suddenly aware that there might be other people on the platform, but there was no one.


It was just her.


As she headed towards the exit, she felt sluggish. She staggered to the escalators, steadying herself on the handrail and wishing she hadn’t had that last cocktail. Why did she always have to have that extra one? And why had she bought them all shots? Still, how often did she get to see the girls? It had been a special occasion and she didn’t have to be at work until her Monday night shift at 10pm.


She stumbled at the top of the escalator and clattered forward on her heels, catching herself before she fell. Her footfall echoed around the empty station. She paused for a second to get her bearings as Kennington underground station spun slowly around her.


It was deserted – not even any staff around – and she was grateful. She’d hate for anyone to see her like this.


She tucked her hair behind her ears, took a big breath and tried to focus. She tapped herself out of the barrier, nearly dropping her police oyster card in the process, and cursed herself. If she lost that, it would cause her a lot of grief at work.


She shivered as the outside winter air hit her and the muggy, stale warmth of the underground was left behind. She pulled her red coat tighter around her. The street outside was dark and the pavement shiny with recent rainfall. Just as well it had stopped; she’d left her brolly on the tube. There was a break in the clouds, revealing a full moon, which was never good for police. Burglars loved a full moon. When the moon was so bright it was like a strange pale daylight; they didn’t have to announce their presence with torch light, instead relying on the moon’s beams to guide them through unlocked windows.


She looked left and right down Braganza street, but there was no one, so she set off along the side road – not far. Her footfall echoed down the deserted pavement and she picked up her pace, aware of how late it had become. She took out her mobile and scrolled to Luke, but stopped herself before she pressed dial. She’d got into the habit of calling him on the way home; it made her feel safer. But she couldn’t call him anymore.


She dropped her mobile back in her bag and sighed. Luke had been great when she’d first met him, so relaxed and could make her laugh easily, but after one too many drinks that all changed. His temper had scared her. She wouldn’t call him, even though she missed the Luke she’d first met and having someone to call.


A man thirty metres away, on her side of the road, snapped her out of her thoughts. He was walking towards her with purpose. She put him in his mid-thirties, his pace slow and steady, as if trying not to scare her. Never a good sign. She crossed the road – nice and relaxed, not showing any fear. They could smell it, she knew, and it galvanized the really bad ones.


She clutched her house keys inside her coat pocket as a weapon. She was too drunk to pose any real danger to him, but the sharp edges of the keys comforted her. They weren’t sharp enough to penetrate skin, but if it came to it, they could do some real damage to someone’s eyes.


The man glanced across the road at her but walked past, remaining on the opposite side. She released her tight hold on the keys as she checked behind her, but he’d turned the corner and was gone.


She re-crossed the road. She preferred this side. There were little front gardens with low walls – no looming hedges for someone to hide behind. The engine of a car hummed in the distance. Civilization. She was so close to home now – only a minute away.


There was a sudden thud to her right and she froze, rooted by fear. It had come from behind a bush in the garden next to her. She tightened her grip on her keys again, wishing she had a better weapon. Something scrabbled over the wall and darted away. She’d startled it. Her shoulders relaxed. Just a cat.


She tried to stifle a yawn, wondering if the kebab place around the corner from her flat would still be open. But it was past midnight and she didn’t fancy the extra walk with no guarantee of food at the end. Cheese on toast when she got home would have to do.


She turned into her street and relaxed. Not far now and then she could take her heels off. The arches of her feet ached and she knew she’d have blisters. Vanity over practicality, but she’d wanted to look good, to give herself a boost. The break-up with Luke had been tough.


She took her keys out of her pocket and turned down the pathway into the small front garden. She glanced down, skimming through her keys until she located the key fob to the communal front door.


There was a sudden sharp pain to the back of her head. She felt herself falling forward, but too fast to put her hands out, and her jaw collided hard with the concrete doorstep. For a moment she was stunned, felt nothing at all, and then white-hot pain burnt along her jawline.


She tasted rusty blood in her mouth. Before she could scream, there were fingers pressing tight into her windpipe, closing off her airway as her attacker straddled her back. Her hands scrabbled at the enclosing fingers, but she couldn’t pull them apart; they were vice-like and getting tighter. They felt rough, like Luke’s. She tried to turn her head to see who was behind her, but the hands had her neck pinned to the floor.


She swung her elbow back uselessly towards her attacker, failing to get her arm back far enough, the weight on her back restraining her against the cold ground. Her jaw screamed at her, the pain intensifying, and she realized with startling clarity that she was dying.


She shouted out, but all that came out was a strangled gurgling. Her lungs felt like they were burning, and she clawed frantically at the hands.


For a moment she thought of her mother, tiny and small in her big armchair – how fragile she’d seemed on her last visit and how she’d promised herself she’d see her more often.


Her vision faded, the edges becoming blurred. She couldn’t die; she wasn’t ready. Darkness seeped into her peripheral vision, slowly covering everything in black. She struggled harder, a last frantic effort, but her assailant’s grip didn’t budge.


She couldn’t leave her mother; it would kill her.


The pain was so intense now, like white fire burning inside her chest. She wanted it to stop. Please stop. And then it did. The blackness was complete and there was nothing.










Chapter 1


Earlier That Night, Saturday 22 January, 19:35


‘Alana, come sit next to me.’ Jane beckoned Loxton to the seat next to her at the pub table. ‘It’s so great to see you. This is my first night out since I had Joseph.’ She was positioned at the centre of the group of women, at the heart of them, which was fitting. She had kept them all together when they worked in the murder squad, arranging the social gatherings, checking up on them all. And they had become friends for life because of it.


Loxton obliged Jane, sitting next to her, although she would have preferred to be tucked away at the end of the table, where there was less chance of being asked any awkward questions by the others.


It had been two years since they’d all worked together in the murder squad, but they’d continued to have their regular meet-ups until recently. Partly it was down to Jane having a newborn, but Loxton knew it was her fault too. When she’d been demoted from the murder squad a few months back, she’d gone quiet. But Jane had been persistent and recent events had pressed the matter. Loxton owed Jane just about as much as she owed anyone, so for her sake she had swallowed her pride about her demotion and come along. She didn’t want the group to drift apart, and she needed to talk about what had happened too.


All of Alana’s memories came flooding back as she looked at the women sat around her. The old stories, carefully placed in their boxes, were bursting to come out.


Emma grinned at her, already halfway through her first glass of white wine, always ready for a party. ‘It’s so good to finally get us all together again. How have you been since I saw you a couple of months ago?’


‘Settling into Southwark CID okay,’ Loxton said, feeling her mood lightening, Emma’s energy was infectious. The male waiter was hanging off Gabriella’s every word as she asked him about the wine menu. He looked entranced by her Italian accent.


Despite her pain at seeing them all together, reminding her of everything she’d lost, it was still good to be back with them.


‘Are any of the boys coming?’ she asked Jane.


‘No, I decided to keep it to just us girls this time, although I don’t know where Sarah’s got to. I didn’t get a chance to talk to her. I had to leave a message with her grumpy sergeant. He probably didn’t even pass it on.’


‘Has she got a big case on?’ Loxton asked.


‘Her sergeant wouldn’t say. Just said she was busy and wouldn’t be able to make it. Weird guy.’


‘What’s his name?’ It was unlikely Loxton would have heard of him, but as the years passed it was surprising how small the Metropolitan Police became.


‘Steven Anson. Seemed a bit arrogant.’ Jane shrugged and took a sip of her wine.


Loxton nodded and picked up the drinks menu. She had heard of him but never met him. He was a legend in the surveillance world. He worked in undercover operations, making her wonder what Sarah was up to these days. She realized with sadness that they’d lost touch. She’d seen Jane occasionally over the past few months and had kept up her regular coffee dates with Emma, but she hadn’t seen the others for a while. Well, she thought, here was her chance to make amends.


‘How’s the murder squad going?’ Loxton asked Gabriella.


‘Not the same without all of you. There’s a new inspector, DI Meyer, trying to throw his weight around, but he’ll settle down.’


‘That’s all you need on top of the cuts,’ Loxton said.


‘What I need is a bottle of Prosecco,’ Gabriella said. ‘Tonight’s a bit of a celebration and commiseration all in one. It’s been too long.’


Loxton nodded. ‘Sounds good.’ She marvelled at how easy it was to fall back in with them all.


Loxton spotted Sarah coming into the bar at the same time as Sarah saw her. They had always been strangely in tune. Sarah nodded at her and hurried over, sitting down heavily as if she was carrying the world on her shoulders.


‘Sorry I’m late,’ Sarah said. ‘It was tricky getting out of work, but this was too important to miss.’ She looked gaunt, with grey shadows under her eyes poorly concealed by make-up. Her hair was tied up, and there were a couple of inches of dark roots showing through her normally immaculate blonde highlights. Despite Sarah’s strong perfume, Loxton could smell unwashed bodies and grime, and she wondered if she was doing undercover work. Sarah was normally so glamorous, never seen without lipstick and mascara on.


‘Your sergeant said you weren’t going to make it,’ Jane said, then paused for a moment. ‘God, girl, you look a mess. I thought I looked rough after four months of maternity leave, but you look terrible.’


Sarah glared at her. ‘Look, it’s my new job role, okay? It’s quite involved. Let’s leave it at that.’


‘What hours are they making you work?’ Emma asked.


‘Never mind that. Have they got you working down a mine?’ Gabriella said, her eyes wide at the state of her friend. ‘You don’t look like you’ve seen the sun for years.’


‘I can’t talk about it,’ she said with finality, shutting the conversation down. Sarah wouldn’t look them in the eyes, instead picking up the wine menu and studying it.


So, she was working in undercover. Loxton didn’t like it. It was dangerous work. She decided to leave it, though. She hadn’t seen Sarah for months; who was she to start telling her what to do?


‘We’ve got a bottle of fizz coming,’ Gabriella said.


‘Great.’ Sarah put the menu down and her eyes met Loxton’s. ‘Alana, how are you? Long time no see after all that Alec Saunders shit. I heard he caused you some more bother a few months ago, too.’ Sarah shook her head, her eyes kind, but Loxton didn’t want to talk about it with any of them; she was still too embarrassed.


It was inevitable that Alec Saunders would be mentioned, she supposed. The journalist who had masqueraded as an A&E doctor and got into her bed. She’d trusted him, talked to him about her work, and he’d nodded along, telling her in turn about his ‘critical patients’. But it had all been lies. He was a reporter trying to get a story about a domestic murder trial she was working on, and she’d been an idiot to believe he was a doctor.


He’d published what she’d told him, which caused enough confusion for the trial to be thrown out. She could have lost her job, but instead she’d been demoted from the murder squad and sent back to borough CID.


‘I’m all right,’ she said. ‘Southwark CID is keeping me busy and I’ve got good colleagues.’ She smiled as she thought of the team she was with now, of Kowalski and the way he could make her laugh.


Sarah raised an eyebrow and smiled. ‘Is there someone at work?’


‘No one.’ She shook her head, but Kowalski’s pale blue eyes came into her mind. He’d given her a spontaneous pretend kiss in front of Alec Saunders a few months back, but it hadn’t meant anything to him; it was just to show Saunders. Kowalski was her best friend at work; did she really want to risk that? Wasn’t it a cliché – not being able to have a male best friend without it becoming romantic and then, inevitably, everything falling apart?


The other women glanced at each other and then back at her and, as if on cue, burst into laughter.


‘What?’ Loxton said, irritation in her voice.


‘Sorry,’ Jane said. ‘You just got this dreamy look in your eyes when you talked about work. It’s so obvious.’


‘There’s no one,’ Loxton said. ‘You know I avoid dating colleagues.’


‘Seems you’ve forgotten that rule,’ Gabriella said with a smirk.


‘Leave her alone,’ Emma said. ‘She’s still taking her time getting over that dickhead Alec. When you’ve had a bad breakup you don’t exactly leap straight into another relationship. Ignore them, Alana.’


Emma looked sad for a moment and Loxton leaned towards her to ask what she meant. It wasn’t like Emma to be so cautious about love; she was the hopeless romantic, whereas the rest of them were more cynical. Police work made you more wary of your fellow humans, but Emma had always seemed immune to that, until now.


Loxton wondered what could have happened and why Emma hadn’t talked to her about it. That wasn’t like her, to keep things bottled up; it was strange. Before Loxton could ask her, a waiter bustled over with the Prosecco and elaborately poured them out five glasses.


Sarah held up hers and the others followed. ‘To new beginnings, ladies. To new loves. And to old friendships. Let’s not wait so long to get together again.’


Loxton chinked glasses with them all and sipped the crisp, cold Prosecco gratefully.


Once they were settled, Jane looked at each of them in turn. ‘So… how are you all doing?’ It was a general question, but Loxton knew she was talking about Edward Barratt. The serial killer who had been the last case they’d all worked on together two years ago. Emma and Sarah had left murder after that, needing a break from homicide and to get Barratt out of their heads.


Barratt had been the case that had tested them all. It was a unique time in Alana’s career, when it was the right people, in the right place, at the right time. And they had stopped him with a single piece of hair that linked him to one of the scenes. He had been so careful – forensically so – and had never thought he’d get caught.


Barratt had sworn he would make them all pay. It was the best work any of them had ever done, but it had taken a piece of all of them, and she normally tried her best to forget about it. But tonight she couldn’t. Someone had tried to break him out of Broadmoor Hospital three days ago.


‘I’m not all right, really,’ Loxton admitted, at last letting her guard down. She’d always been able to around these women. ‘Who would try to get Barratt out? And it sounds like they nearly managed it.’


‘He was found in the woods to the east of Broadmoor Hospital. He’d made some good distance,’ Gabriella said, sipping her drink. ‘He’s had quite the fan following since he’s been in prison. There are a lot of freaks out there. I reckon it was probably one of them that helped him.’


Loxton shook her head in annoyance. ‘Have they caught anyone?’


‘The staff were clueless,’ Gabriella said. ‘Under-resourced and stretched to capacity. It’s not their fault.’


‘It was definitely an inside job,’ Sarah said. ‘Gabriella, you should look at all the new hospital staff first.’


‘But how, in a maximum-security wing of Broadmoor, would a new staff member be trusted so quickly to be in that position?’ Loxton said. ‘Barratt’s been in there for two years and hasn’t exactly behaved.’ She shuddered, remembering his killing spree over a year ago when he’d murdered three inmates and a guard.


‘Do you think it was a mistake?’ Jane asked. ‘Barratt just seizing an opportunity?’


‘It’s possible,’ Loxton said. ‘Barratt was always assessing different scenarios – his mind never stops, but this seems too lucky even for him. He must have had help.’


‘He probably charmed one of the guards,’ Gabriella said. ‘Remember that female guard being prosecuted for taking in drugs for a prisoner a few years back? Broadmoor Hospital is weirder than a prison. It’s not just the inmates who lose their minds in there. And Barratt is the most intense man I’ve ever met.’


Loxton knew what she meant. Barratt’s attention was all-consuming, like a snake’s; mesmerizing and terrifying all at once. He had a way of getting under your skin and into your head that she couldn’t help but admire. His victims – sex workers, often medicated with heroin – had never stood a chance against him.


‘I heard they’re putting him back in isolation, in the most secure part of the hospital,’ Gabriella said.


‘Well, that’s something,’ Jane replied, but she took a large swig of her drink, and Loxton noticed that she was glancing around the room, as if checking to make sure Barratt wasn’t watching them.


‘Let’s get cocktails,’ Emma said. ‘I start nights on Monday, so I might as well make the most of my last bit of freedom.’ She waved at the waiter, a grin lighting up her face.










Chapter 2


Tuesday 25 January, 06:55


The noise was deafening: a cacophony of voices and the usual chaos of Southwark CID as officers rushed from one side of the room to the other.


Loxton walked over to Kowalski’s desk. He was sat with a woman in a smart dress suit who was around Loxton’s age, with long dark hair tied in a neat ponytail. Kowalski handed Loxton a coffee in a polystyrene cup and she took it gratefully.


‘This is DC Lena Trawinska,’ he said. ‘We worked together in the Polish police quite a few years back. DCI Winter was looking for a profiler for the series of sexual assaults we’ve had these past two weeks and I suggested Lena. She’s one of the best.’


Lena smiled at him and then leaned towards Loxton in a conspiratorial style. ‘He’s biased; don’t listen to him. We met at police training school and I’ve got too much dirt on him. If you take me for a beer, I’ll tell you everything, and how, when I met him, he couldn’t even down a pint.’


Kowalski looked flustered and Loxton tried to hide her smile. It was strange to see him so easily wound up. Usually nothing bothered him.


‘All right, Lena,’ Kowalski said quickly. ‘Loxton doesn’t want to hear about that. She’d much rather hear your opinion on our sexual assault case from last night. Do you think it could be one of your series?’


Lena glanced down at the paperwork. ‘I don’t think so. My guy seems to be following a set pattern. It’s always parks late at night, which suggests he works in the daytime. Your case happened at two in the afternoon on a cut-through to the high street. The description’s slightly out too. But I’ll keep it on the possible list. You never know.’


Kowalski sighed. ‘I thought it might be another suspect. Just our luck we’ve got two of them.’


Loxton noticed Meera Patel in the corner of the office. Her face was pale and she hurriedly swiped away a tear. She must have had some bad news. Loxton would go over in a minute to talk to her.


Then Loxton frowned as she took another look around the entire office. Something was off. Detectives were frantically working, but it was more than the usual buzz of stress. Loxton felt a creeping sense of dread rising in her as she sensed the adrenaline rolling off the people around her. Southwark CID was usually chaotic, but this was something else.


‘What’s going on?’ she asked Kowalski, motioning to the rest of her colleagues.


Kowalski glanced up from the paperwork and threw a cursory glance around the room. ‘All hell’s broken loose, but that’s usual for this place, right?’


Lena frowned. ‘I’d been told it was busy here, but this seems extreme.’


The noise around them had reached fever pitch. She could see a uniformed officer in a heated debate with her superior, DCI Winter.


Something was really wrong.


Voices rushed at her, but she couldn’t make out what was going on. She walked over to DCI Winter and the uniformed officer, who were huddled together in the far corner of the office.


The uniformed officer looked stressed. ‘The detective didn’t show up for her night duty.’


And there it was. A police officer had gone missing. One of their own. Loxton felt the usual pulse of pain radiating in her temples. Too much caffeine and not enough sleep mixed with something sharper – dread, as she imagined the worst-case scenario, knowing that what you feared the most sometimes did come true.


Loxton prayed she didn’t know whoever it was that had disappeared, but the police became a small world after you’d lived in it for ten years.


‘Who is it?’ Her voice was louder than she meant it to be and she felt her stomach clench as if in preparation for a blow.


The uniform stopped speaking. Winter turned to her. ‘It’s DC Emma Robins. She didn’t arrive for the start of her shift with the Child Abuse Investigation Team last night at Camberwell police station.’


Kowalski and Lena had joined her and she saw Kowalski’s face had paled. She closed her eyes for a moment and all she could see was Emma’s infectious grin and the smattering of freckles across her nose.


‘There’s got to be a mistake,’ Loxton said, lowering herself onto a chair as the world slid sideways, remembering with growing dismay the murder squad reunion two nights ago. All the girls back together.


‘We completed a welfare check at her flat on Southwark Park Road at 3am but she wasn’t there.’ The uniform’s face was grave. He was in his forties, had seen it all before, but not this. Not one of their own going missing. She could tell by his eyes – he was concerned, like they all were.


‘That’s not like Emma,’ Loxton said. ‘She’s never not shown up for work. She doesn’t just disappear.’


Some officers in the police were haphazard about turning up for their shifts, one too many the night before to block out another disturbing case or another disastrous failed relationship.


Sure, Emma liked to party, Loxton remembered her insisting on buying them all a round of shots on Saturday night. The way she could always keep a party going. But Emma was also hard working, determined and above everything else a team player. She wouldn’t have left her night duty team short. Not unless it was serious. Loxton found herself thinking of the reason they had all met up in the first place. Barratt escaping from Broadmoor. But he was back in the hospital, she reminded herself. This couldn’t be him.


‘Are they checking the hospitals?’ Kowalski asked, reaching for a phone.


‘It was done last night,’ Winter said. ‘I’ve asked Patel to give it another go this morning and she’ll be widening the search.’ Loxton remembered Patel crying. She’d already been told. She probably knew Emma too.


‘When did she go missing?’ Loxton asked.


‘We don’t know that yet,’ Winter said. ‘She was last in work four days ago. We need to get a timeframe, find out who was the last person to see her.’


‘I saw her on Saturday evening,’ Loxton said, and Winter looked surprised. ‘A few of us who used to work together in the murder squad had a reunion. We had a fair bit to drink, left around midnight and I watched her get the Northern Line southbound from Waterloo.’ Loxton flinched as she remembered the last time she’d seen Emma, waving at her as the tube pulled away and then rushing for her own train. She remembered there was something strange about Emma that night. But what was it?


‘Well, that’s a start,’ Winter said. ‘We can work with that for CCTV parameters. Does she have a car?’


‘She didn’t when we worked in the murder squad.’ Loxton logged on to a computer to check. ‘No car registered at her home address.’


‘Kowalski, I want you and Loxton to lead on this one,’ Winter said. ‘Emma lives in Southwark borough, so she’s our missing person case.’


‘Of course,’ Kowalski said. ‘We’ll go and search Emma’s flat, try to establish her contacts, where she might have gone.’


‘I’ll get someone else to take over this sexual assault,’ Lena said. ‘Don’t worry about that.’


Loxton nodded gratefully. ‘Sir, has anyone spoken to Emma’s mum? They’re close; she might know what’s happened, although she’s not been well recently.’ Loxton remembered Emma saying her mum had started forgetting things, how it worried her. That she was going to look into a care home.


‘We’ve not been able to contact her mother yet,’ Winter said. ‘The details we have on the system are wrong. When you search the flat, see if you can find correct ones. Forensics should be there shortly to meet you.’


‘Is there anyone else listed as Emma’s next of kin on her police record?’ Loxton knew Emma was single at the moment. No significant other. She’d been complaining on their night out about reaching her thirties and not having met ‘the one’ yet. Loxton had told her being single was easier – no one else to worry about or to screw up your life.


‘It was just her mum listed,’ Winter replied. ‘The residents at the mother’s old address said they moved in about three months ago. We’ll try the estate agents they bought the place through; they should have some details on where the mother went.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘They should be open soon.’


Hope rose in Loxton’s chest. Perhaps Emma had had to rush off to help her mum and had been unable to get a message to work. It didn’t sound like Emma – but, then, none of this did.


‘I’ll get a team together working on the CCTV from Waterloo and request cell siting of her mobile,’ Winter said as he turned from them and began directing the detectives around him like it was just another case. Loxton marvelled at Winter’s ability to carry on as normal, but then realized that she’d also gone into autopilot. It was easier that way, to focus on each next step, and to avoid remembering the missing person cases that she’d worked on that at first seemed innocuous but then turned quickly into tragedy.


Once Loxton and Kowalski were out of the busy CID office, Kowalski turned to her. ‘Are you okay to lead on this?’ he asked. ‘Emma is your friend. You don’t have to come with me. You can swap with Lena.’


‘It’s fine. I can handle it.’ Loxton kept walking, refusing to let anything slow her down. She would work every hour she could to find her friend. Emma would do the same for her.










PART 1 EMMA











Chapter 3


Tuesday 25 January, 07:30


Emma’s home was a small, one-bed flat in a new build apartment block. Loxton and Kowalski had suited up in forensic coveralls, gloves and masks. She used the key that the uniform officer had given her to open the boarded-up front door, which they had forced to gain entrance a few hours earlier.


It felt strange to be in Emma’s flat without hearing her voice, her laughter peeling through the rooms. Loxton had been here so many times before for dinner and drinks. Without Emma, the place looked dreary and cold.


There were no obvious signs of a disturbance, but something didn’t feel right. The flat felt abandoned somehow. Emma’s red coat was missing and there was no handbag lying around. No mobile either. It was as if Emma had never returned home after their night out.


‘Got something,’ Kowalski called to her from the bathroom. She followed his voice and saw he was going through Emma’s bathroom cabinet. He pointed at a little pedal bin under the sink. Loxton examined the contents – a single blue toothbrush and a man’s deodorant. ‘Looks like a man stayed here recently,’ Kowalski said. ‘Did she have a boyfriend?’


Emma hadn’t mentioned anyone the other night. Then Loxton remembered what had seemed strange about her. She’d been cautious about Loxton getting into another relationship after Alec Saunders. Was this man a mistake that Emma didn’t want people to know about? If only Loxton had asked Emma how she was doing. Why hadn’t she asked?


Kowalski kept searching through the bathroom cabinet. He held up a packet of contraceptive pills, and then another with ‘Fluoxetine’ written on the box. The prescription labels said they had both been made out to Emma. Kowalski checked his mobile and looked surprised. ‘Fluoxetine’s an anti-depressant. Was Emma depressed?’


‘She didn’t say anything,’ Loxton said, thinking that it was true – you never really knew what people were struggling with when they were back inside their own private worlds.


In the bedroom, they found condoms in the bedside drawer. ‘Looks like there must have been a recent boyfriend,’ Loxton said. ‘We need to find out who he is.’ She was confused that Emma hadn’t mentioned anyone. She was usually so open; she never seemed to censor herself, often telling them all far too much information. She was the most honest person Loxton knew.


‘There’s got to be something here.’ Kowalski rummaged through Emma’s drawers and Loxton stood watching in dumb silence. This was a friend’s home and here they were riffling through her belongings. It wasn’t right.


Kowalski glanced at her and paused for a moment, pressing his lips together. Then he turned back to what he was doing and she forced herself to go over to the wardrobe. Time was ticking, and she knew every second counted.


On the inside of the wardrobe door were a few photos, Blu-Tacked on. There was one of Emma and Loxton and their old team, all laughing together at a Christmas party. Loxton remembered the rich dinner and, later, the aniseed shots.


She studied each photograph as if she would be able to see the clue to her friend’s whereabouts within one.


Loxton spotted Emma’s mum in one image, somewhere sunny, and she realized mother and daughter shared the same infectious grin. They were so alike.


She noticed a space where a photo had been taken down, remnants of Blu-Tac still visible. She walked over to the little wastepaper bin in the corner of the room and, sure enough, inside was a torn-up photograph. She crouched down next to the bin and picked up the two pieces, fitting them together.


It was a photo of Emma next to a handsome man in his thirties with short brown hair and dark brown eyes. He had his arm wrapped tight around Emma’s waist and she was beaming at the camera. It looked like they were in a cocktail bar. Loxton didn’t recognize him, but the photo looked recent. Emma was wearing her red winter coat.


Kowalski glanced down at Loxton and the photo. ‘Is this the boyfriend?’


‘Maybe an ex now by the looks of it.’ They didn’t have a name yet, but at least they had a photo of him. It was something.


Loxton called Patel. ‘Meena, can you check Emma’s phone records? See who her top three contacts were in the last month. Looks like she had a recent boyfriend. We don’t have a name yet.’


‘Will do,’ Patel said. ‘Hopefully his phone’s on contract. I should be able to get you his name and address.’


‘Thank you,’ Loxton said. Why wouldn’t Emma have mentioned this man? Perhaps the break-up had been too painful to talk about. Loxton felt a chill run down her spine as she looked at the man’s smiling face, slightly distorted by the ripped edges.


She checked the rest of the wardrobe. It was full of clothes, as was the chest of drawers. It didn’t look like Emma had packed to go anywhere; her wheelie suitcase was there, empty. Loxton riffled through the wardrobe again. She couldn’t find a silver dress and heels anywhere. Or Emma’s red coat. She looked inside the wash basket and washing machine in the kitchen.


‘What is it?’ Kowalski asked, following her into the kitchen.


‘Emma was wearing a silver dress and heels on Saturday night, but they’re not here. It means she probably never made it back home.’


Kowalski nodded. ‘We’ll call Winter if we haven’t found them by the end of the search.’


They moved into the small living room and Kowalski held up Emma’s passport after checking the sideboard. He looked worried.


‘Where the hell is she?’ Loxton asked, feeling a growing sense of unease. It was getting harder to pretend Emma had just gone away for a few days. ‘And where are Forensics?’


‘There’s not much for them to do here,’ Kowalski said. ‘But they won’t be long.’


‘They can at least use luminol for any blood traces.’ Loxton felt a surge of anger as they continued searching. Something didn’t feel right about the flat, but she couldn’t quite say what it was.


By the end of the search they knew for certain that Emma’s red coat, silver dress and heels were missing; there was no mobile, purse or bank cards and her warrant card wasn’t anywhere to be found. Emma’s work laptop had been on her coffee table. She wouldn’t have gone to her night shift without it. She would have needed it. From what they’d found so far, it looked like Emma had never made it back home on Saturday night.










Chapter 4


Tuesday 25 January, 10:00


Loxton found an empty desk to sit at in the corner of the CID office, away from everyone else. She didn’t relish making this call. ‘Jane, it’s Alana. I need to ask you about Emma.’


‘Emma?’ Loxton could hear the sound of a washing machine going and the low murmur of a TV in the background. ‘Is she all right?’ Jane’s voice rose with concern. Police always imagined the worst; they came to expect it.


‘She’s gone missing.’


‘What?’ Jane sounded shocked.


‘She didn’t turn up for work and we’re treating her as a missing person case. I’m the last known person to have seen her on Saturday night when she got on the underground at Waterloo and I don’t think she ever made it home.’


‘God.’ Jane’s voice was a whisper.


To hear her so worried made Loxton’s stomach lurch. ‘Do you know anything about a boyfriend?’


Jane paused for a second. ‘There was a guy. She met him about six months ago. But then the little one came along and I’ve been out of it for the last few months. You’re better off asking Gabriella; she even met him once. She said he was good looking but a right arsehole and told Emma as much. They had a bit of a falling out over it apparently. Gabriella said he was controlling, always moaning about Emma being at work and not spending enough time with him. The other night was the first time I’ve been out since Joseph was born, so that’s as much as I heard. But try Gabriella; she’ll know more.’


‘Thanks, Jane.’


‘Let me know when you find her. I’ll be stressing out about her being missing now, imagining all sorts.’


‘I keep thinking of Barratt,’ Loxton said. ‘The escape attempt.’


‘Don’t start me thinking about him or I’ll never sleep,’ Jane said. ‘This can’t be him, he didn’t really escape, remember. I hope Emma’s okay.’


‘Me too. I’d better go.’ Loxton hung up and sighed. She felt bad worrying Jane, but she needed to know everything that had been going on in Emma’s life just before she disappeared.


Loxton pulled up Gabriella’s name and dialled her. The dial tone rang and she waited, but Gabriella didn’t answer. Loxton didn’t like it. She was probably in custody with a prisoner, her mobile on silent. She was always so busy, still working long hours in the murder squad.


After a while her voicemail picked up: ‘This is DC Gabriella Caselli. Leave a message and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.’


‘Gabriella, call me back as soon as you can. I need to talk to you urgently.’ She hung up. They had to find this boyfriend.


Patel ran into the office, her eyes bright, clutching some paperwork. ‘The phone company got back to me. I think I’ve got him.’


Kowalski rushed over to her. ‘Great work. Who?’


‘His name’s Luke Pearce. They were calling each other about three times a day, back and forth, until about two weeks ago, when she stopped calling him or answering his calls. And then he started calling her about twenty times a day but never got through. He’s been calling her like that ever since, but stopped suddenly on Saturday night.’


Why had he stopped around the time she went missing? ‘Have you got his address?’ Loxton asked.


‘Not yet. The mobile’s a pay-as-you-go phone, so he didn’t have to register an address when he bought it. But I’ve found out where he works. Google has him listed as an employee of South London Logistics, it’s a delivery company. You could try there while I look for his home address. It might take me a couple of hours. He hasn’t come up on police databases, so he doesn’t seem to have a record.’


‘Thanks, Meera.’ Loxton looked at the details of the company. South London Logistics and a local address not too far away.


‘Let’s get over there now,’ Kowalski said.


She grabbed her coat. Luke Pearce’s obsessive behaviour was worrying; the fact that he had suddenly stopped all communication, even more so.





The depot where Pearce worked was quiet; there were a few vans and lorries parked up, but no movement around them. Loxton parked several cars down the street and they watched for a few moments.


They got out of the car in silence and walked through the large open gates. The shutters were down on most of the garages but there were a few open at the far end. Kowalski nodded towards the office. ‘This place is big. I’ll ask the boss if Pearce is here and which garage he’s in.’


‘I’ll stay here and make sure Pearce doesn’t leave – if he’s still here.’


‘I won’t be long,’ Kowalski said. ‘Call me if you see him.’


She stayed outside, keeping an eye on the open garages, but then she heard an engine roar to life from the garage at the far end. If it was Pearce, he was going to drive out of here before Kowalski got back.


‘Get them to close the gate, Kowalski, ’Loxton called to him over the radio and sprinted towards the last garage, trying to be as quiet as she could, glancing into the open garages as she went. The place was deserted; the morning shift already out on deliveries.


As she leaned her head around the open shutter, she heard bangs towards the back of the dark hanger. She saw a Luton van parked up, nose outward, raring to go as the engine idled. She took another glance at the driver’s seat to make sure no one was in it waiting to ram four tonnes of metal into her body.


The noises sounded as if someone were moving boxes. She crept to the end of the van and peeked around the corner.


Pearce dropped a box into the rear of the van and then turned towards her. He jumped, startled, as she stood there watching him.


‘You scared the shit out of me.’ He eyed her suspiciously. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘Looking for you.’ She pulled out her warrant card. ‘I’m DC Loxton. I need to ask you a few questions.’


‘You here on your own?’ Pearce glanced behind her to see if anyone else was there.


Loxton realized her mistake as Pearce’s eyes darkened. ‘A colleague’s just outside.’


‘You’re bluffing.’


She pulled out her radio. ‘Kowalski, he’s here. The last garage. Close the gate.’


He eyed her up and then slid his left hand into the van, retrieving a metal crowbar. ‘Are you guys supposed to go out on your own? It’s not really safe, is it?’


Loxton felt her throat tighten and her breath shorten. She glanced at the crowbar and then back at his face. ‘Put the crowbar down.’


He looked at the weapon. ‘Depends if you’re going to let me drive out of here or not.’


Her baton was in her shoulder belt, within easy reach; it would take a second to grab it. There was only half a metre between them, though, and she might not have a full second. She pressed her emergency button on her radio so Kowalski would know she was in trouble. They all would.


‘You’re not going to drive out of here, Luke.’ She pulled out her baton in one swift movement and flicked it to extend, locked open. ‘I need to ask you some questions. Put the crowbar down.’


He nodded at the same moment that he hurled the crowbar at her and sprinted around the van. She managed to lift her baton just in time and the crowbar clanged against it, knocking her backwards.


The engine throttled louder and she jumped back in case he tried to reverse into her. But the van sped forwards, swerving out of the garage and taking off a wing mirror in the process. She ran after it, watching as it sped towards the gates, which were slowly closing, Kowalski standing by the control panel. Pearce honked his horn angrily at him, the noise piercing the morning quiet, but the gates continued to close.


The reverse lights suddenly came on. Pearce was reversing at speed towards her. She only just dodged out of the way in time before Pearce’s van raced forwards again towards Kowalski and the gates, gaining momentum. Kowalski’s eyes widened and he flung himself away as Pearce’s van ploughed into the gates, a horrible grinding of metal as they were shunted towards the road.


Pearce’s van reversed again and then shot forwards, forcing the gates open, the screech of the gates scratching along the van, hurting Loxton’s ears. After a chaotic three-point turn, he sped off. Loxton rushed to Kowalski, who was still on the floor.


‘I’m all right.’ He stood up, his face shocked, and started running towards their car. ‘Come on! I’ll call it up on the radio, you drive.’


She jumped into the driver’s seat, shoving the gear stick into first and hitting the accelerator. She turned right, giving chase. She could see Pearce’s rear lights ahead although he’d made significant ground ahead of them.


Kowalski was barking directions down the radio and calling for other units. She put her foot down, hoping her car would be quicker down the narrow car-lined streets than Pearce’s van.


Pearce turned left out of her view and she tried to keep calm as her fingers tightened on the steering wheel. It was dark in the gloomy winter morning, her headlights picking out the road ahead. She prayed that Pearce wouldn’t hit anyone and wished she’d tried to strike him when she had the chance. Anything that happened now was her fault. She was already losing her edge on this case.


‘This is MikeDelta2, we’re coming up Burgess Park Road.’ The officer’s voice was steady and calm. Backup was on its way.


‘He’s heading your way. We’re a few seconds behind,’ Kowalski said. ‘He’s already rammed through a gate and driven at officers; be careful.’


‘Roger that.’ The radio went quiet.


‘Left or right?’ Loxton asked as they neared a T-junction.


‘Go right.’ Kowalski craned his neck, trying to see around the corner. ‘No – go left. He’s gone left.’


She spun the car left, nearly losing traction. Then she spotted the white van ahead.


‘MD2 here, we have eyeball,’ the police officer said over the radio.


Loxton saw ahead the blue lights of the police van bouncing off the windows around her and Pearce’s van screeching to a stop in front of it, his way blocked. Loxton drove straight behind Pearce’s car, aware that giving him any room to pick up speed would risk Kowalski’s and her lives. She touched her bonnet against his rear bumper and kept her foot above the accelerator.


One of the uniformed officers shouted at Pearce to get out of the van. There was a horrible silence. Everything seemed to still – everything except the blue light that was spinning on the van, casting an eerie light across the street.


‘He could have a weapon on him,’ Loxton said into the radio. ‘He threw a crowbar at me. Approach with caution.’


‘Roger that,’ MD2 replied.


Pearce’s driver door flew open and he was out, running as fast as he could past Loxton and Kowalski. Loxton threw the car into reverse and followed him down the road. The uniformed officers weren’t far behind, giving chase on foot. Kowalski was relaying the events down the radio.


At the far end of the road another police car appeared, it’s blue light spinning, its siren silent. Pearce had no choice but to run towards it and the two police officers got out of the car, ready and waiting.


They managed to tackle Pearce as he tried to dodge onto the pavement and get around them. Loxton braked and she was out of the car running towards the group. Pearce was throwing punches wildly at the officers and Loxton slammed her body into Pearce’s, knocking him forwards. She felt him fall to the ground underneath her, and then Kowalski was beside her, the four of them pinning him to the ground.


‘Stop struggling,’ the police van driver shouted at Pearce as he knelt down next to the melee with his handcuffs out and slapped them on to one of Pearce’s wrists. The remaining officer grabbed Pearce’s other arm. The reassuring click of the handcuffs made Loxton realize she’d been holding her breath. They’d got him and no one had been hurt. She glanced at Kowalski, who was looking at her with an odd expression, his lips pressed together and a frown on his face.










Chapter 5


Tuesday 25 January, 17:00


There’d been no obvious signs of a struggle or anything out of place at Pearce’s flat. Forensics had gone over it and sent some traces of blood to the lab, but the result would take a few hours to come through. Pearce’s BMW had been completely clean.


Loxton decided to try Gabriella again before she went into the interview with Pearce. She wanted to hear her friend’s opinion of the man. He hadn’t run for no reason. She went into a side room away from the main office.


‘Hi, Alana, what’s up?’ There were voices and music and Loxton had to strain her ears to pick out Gabriella’s voice. Loxton felt a rush of relief at finally getting hold of her.


‘Are you in a bar? Can you go outside for a minute?’


‘I can’t hear you,’ Gabriella shouted down the phone. ‘I’m going outside.’


The noise was deafening, life happening in London on a Tuesday evening. Had that really been her, Emma and the others just a few days ago? She marvelled at how everything could change in a heartbeat.


‘What’s up?’ Gabriella sounded cheerful, the alcohol working its magic.


‘Emma’s been missing since Saturday.’


‘Since our night out? Oh my God, what happened to her?’ The voices in the background became quieter as Gabriella moved further away from the bar.


‘It looks like she didn’t make it home.’ Loxton tried to keep her voice steady. ‘Do you know anything about a boyfriend, Gabbie?’


‘Yeah, I met him once,’ Gabriella said. ‘His name was Luke. He was a real dick. Started flirting with me when Emma was in the toilets, wanted my number. I told him to his face he was an arsehole and when Emma came back I told her he was trying to get my number. We had a little falling out about that. We’d been drinking. She said I was jealous, so I left them to it. She was distant with me for a while but I think she ended it a few weeks back.’


‘Did you ever see him again?’


‘No, never. He was weird though, Alana. I didn’t like him. Why, do you think he has something to do with Emma going missing?’


‘We’re not sure yet.’


‘Well, from what I saw, he’s definitely someone to look at closely.’ Gabriella sounded worried, she hadn’t said it, but they both knew that two women a week were murdered by their partners.


‘What about Barratt? Don’t you think it’s strange that he tried to escape just last week? I’m worried this is about him. That we’re not safe.’


‘Barratt’s in Broadmoor.’ Gabriella’s voice hardened. ‘This isn’t him. I think it’s that prick, her ex. I could tell he had a nasty streak in him. Have you arrested him?’


‘I’m about to interview him. Did Emma say anything to you about him harassing her? Or hurting her?’


‘No… No, she didn’t. But he’s that type. I’m sure he is.’


‘Okay, thanks, Gabbie. Do me a favour and take care of yourself, okay? Can you get someone to pick you up? Maybe stay with friends for a few days?’ Loxton didn’t like the idea of Gabriella out in town. The winter evenings had drawn in and there weren’t as many people out after all the partying of Christmas and the New Year. She already had one friend missing; she didn’t want to lose another one too.


‘I’ll head home now. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. Keep me updated.’


‘I will,’ she replied, and hung up.


‘There you are,’ Kowalski said, coming into the side room.


‘I’ve just spoken to Gabriella Caselli. She’s convinced that Pearce is no good and that he’s got something to do with Emma’s disappearance.’


‘Anything concrete?’ he asked.


‘Not really. Just that he was a sleazebag and she got a bad feeling from him.’


Kowalski nodded. ‘I know what she means; there’s something about him.’


Loxton walked towards the door but Kowalski put his arm out. ‘Just a minute,’ he said. ‘I need to talk to you.’


With a sinking feeling, she turned back to him.


‘Are you okay?’ he asked.


‘I’m fine,’ she lied.


He pulled a frustrated face at her. ‘You shouldn’t have approached Pearce on your own; you could have got hurt.’


Loxton knew he was right; going after Pearce in the garage on her own had been reckless, but instead she said, ‘There was no time and I didn’t want him getting away.’ She didn’t want Kowalski to know how much she was struggling. She needed to find out what had happened to Emma at any cost, to make up for leaving her on her own on Saturday night.


‘You should have waited for me. We’re a team. You’re not alone in this.’ Kowalski failed to keep his voice steady. She could see he was worried about her.


‘It was a split-second decision. We got him, didn’t we? Another minute and he would have driven out of there and disappeared.’


Kowalski hesitated before speaking. ‘This case is too personal for you.’


Was he going to talk to Winter, insist she be taken off the case? She couldn’t have that. ‘It was a bit close, but we got him. That’s what matters.’ She left the room.


He followed her. ‘I just don’t want you getting hurt, that’s all. Emma going missing, it’s just made me think how anything could happen to any one of us.’


She kept walking, not turning back to him, wanting the conversation to be over. Kowalski was rattled and she didn’t want him to see that she was too. She felt on edge all the time, like someone was watching her, waiting for her to make a mistake. She was normally so sure of herself, of her place in the world as a protector, hunting out dangerous people and stopping them. But with Emma being missing, everything was suddenly the wrong way around.





Pearce’s eyes were bloodshot and there were deep shadows under them. His solicitor, in contrast, sat stiffly next to him with his pen poised above his notes.


‘Why did you throw a crowbar at me and make off in your van when I tried to talk to you?’ she asked.


OEBPS/e9781471185274/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781471185274/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781471185274/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781471185274/xhtml/nav.xhtml




CONTENTS





		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Prologue



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Part 1: Emma



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13









		Part 2: Sarah



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17









		Part 3: Gabriella



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32









		Part 4: Jane



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44



		Chapter 45









		Part 5: Alana



		Chapter 46



		Chapter 47



		Chapter 48



		Chapter 49



		Chapter 50



		Chapter 51



		Chapter 52









		Acknowledgements



		‘Before I Say I Do’ Teaser



		About the Author



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Prologue



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Copyright













		I



		III



		V



		VI



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362











OEBPS/e9781471185274/images/9781471185274.jpg
There were only ever
two choices

Fromh author f

YOUR ¥
LIFE OR

MINE

‘Definitely an author to watch’
e RRINGTON

VICKI BRADLEY





OEBPS/e9781471185274/images/title.jpg
YOUR
LIFE
OR

MINE

VICKI BRADLEY

A

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi






OEBPS/e9781471185274/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


