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Chapter One

London . . . Smoke lowering down from chimney-pots, making a soft black drizzle, with flakes of soot in it as big as full-grown snowflakes  gone into mourning, one might imagine, for the death of the sun.

Charles Dickens
Bleak House



It took no more than a match, nestled beneath the crumpled paper and foil crisp packets. The flame smouldered, then flared and crackled, and within seconds tongues reached out for the bottom layer of furniture stacked so conveniently on the ground floor of the old warehouse. Nothing burned like polyurethane foam, and the cheap chairs, sofas and mattresses removed from the flats on the upper floors of the building were old enough not to have been treated with fire retardants.

A gift. It was a gift. He could hardly have asked for more if he had assembled the ingredients for a perfect fire himself. The furniture would generate enough heat for flashover, then the old wooden floorboards and ceiling joists would blaze with a beautiful fury. The fire would take on a life of its own, separate from its creator.

And the fire had power, that he had learned early on; power to exhilarate, power to transform, power to induce wonder and terror. He had first read about the great Tooley Street fire of 1861 in school, which seemed to him now an odd place to have discovered a lifes calling.

The conflagration had burned for two days and consumed over three hundred yards of wharf and warehouse, damage unequalled since the Great Fire of 1666, damage not to be seen again until the Blitz.

There had been other fires, of course: the Mustard Mills in 1814, Toppings Wharf in 1843, Bankside in 1855; it seemed to him that fire was as necessary to Southwark as birth and death, that it provided an essential means of growth and regeneration.

Heat began to sear his face; the skin across his cheekbones and forehead felt stretched, his nostrils began to sting from the smoke and escaping gas. The blaze was well under way now, burrowing deep into the pile of furniture, then licking out in unexpected places. It was time for him to go, but still he lingered, unable to tear himself from the energy that gave him more than a sexual charge  it was a glimpse into the heart of life itself. If he gave himself up to it, let it consume him, would he at last know the truth?

But still he resisted complete surrender. Shaking himself, he blinked against the stinging in his eyes and took a last look round, making sure he had left no trace. Satisfied, he slipped out the way he had come. He would watch from a distance as the fire mounted to its inevitable climax and then . . . then there would be other fires. There were always other fires.



Rose Kearney liked night duty best, when the station was quiet except for the muted murmur of voices in the staff room as everyone went about their assigned tasks. There was something comforting about the camaraderie inside held against the dark outside, and in the easing of the adrenalin rush after a call out. And she considered herself lucky to have ended up at Southwark, the station where she had trained and the most historic in the London Fire Brigade.

She and her partner, Bryan Simms, were checking their breathing apparatus after the first bell of the night  a little old lady in a council flat, having decided to make herself a bedtime snack, had dozed off with the chip pan on the stove. Fortunately, a neighbour had seen the first sign of smoke, the blaze had been easily contained, and the woman had escaped serious injury.

But every fire call, no matter how minor, required a careful examination of any equipment they had used. Tonight she and Bryan had been assigned to BA crew and their lives depended on the efficiency of their breathing apparatus  and on each other. Simms, at twenty-three a year older than Rose, was as steady and reliable as his square, blunt face implied, and not inclined to panic.

He looked up at her, as if sensing her regard, and frowned in concentration.  Whats in a name? he asked, as if continuing a conversation.  That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet. 

For a moment, Rose was too startled to respond. Not that she wasnt used to being teased about her name, or her fair looks, but this was the first time one of her fellow firefighters had resorted to Shakespeare.

Taking her silence as encouragement, Bryan went on, grinning,  But earthlier happy is the rose distilled, than that which withering on the virgin thorn grows, lives, and dies in single blessedness 

Piss off, Simms, Rose interrupted, smothering a laugh. She had to admit she was impressed hed gone to the trouble of memorizing the lines. Id never have taken you for a Shakespeare buff.

I like the second one. Its from A Midsummer Nights Dream, said Simms, and she wondered if she had imagined a blush in his dark skin as he bent again over his task.

You dont say, Rose retorted with a smile. And Romeo and Juliet as well. Arent you the clever one. Her father, a secondary-school English teacher, had begun quoting Shakespeare to her before she could talk. Look sharp there, she added, glancing at his neglected equipment. You dont want to miss a crack in that hose.

Shed started at the Southwark station six months before Bryan, and she never missed an opportunity to remind him of her seniority. It was hard enough, being female in what was still basically a mans profession, and she certainly couldnt afford a partner with some half-baked romantic idea about their relationship.

Rose meant to go far, perhaps even divisional officer one day, and she wasnt about to let an entanglement stand in her way. Not that she was averse to a night out and a bit of a recreational cuddle, but not with someone on her own ground. And the job left no time for a real relationship. If you wanted to be good, you had to eat it, sleep it, breathe it. She wanted more than the ability to put a fire out; she wanted to understand the why and how, and fire investigation was a way to move up the ranks.

It was now after midnight, and she intended to use her time to study if things remained quiet. Shed just stowed the BA set and pulled out her books when the bells went for the second time that night.

Rose felt the familiar jolt of adrenalin, and then she and Bryan and the rest of the watch were running for the pole. Descending to the appliance bay, they began pulling on fire gear as the duty officer called out Pair over the tannoy, meaning that both the pump and the pump ladder were needed. As if of their own volition, Roses hands performed the familiar rituals: fastening her tunic, tightening the throat buckle, pushing back her hair before slipping on her helmet and adjusting the chin strap, clasping her belt so that the weight of the small axe rested against her hip.

The station officer, Charlie Wilcox, ripped the call slip off the teleprinter. Its just round the corner  warehouse in Southwark Street, he told them. Sounds like its well away  well need sets on this one.

Within seconds they were aboard the appliance and rolling into Southwark Bridge Road, sirens wailing and blue lights flashing. A fine drizzle blurred the September night, slicking the tarmac and haloing the street lamps. As they swung round into Southwark Street, Wilcox called out from the front, Its showing.

As the pump came to a stop, Rose saw a bank of smoke hanging heavily over the street, and in the lower windows of a brick Victorian warehouse the telltale red-orange flicker of light. Acrid smoke stung her nostrils as she leapt from the appliance and pulled on her mask. She caught a glimpse of huddled bystanders as Wilcox said, Rose, Bryan. It looks as though the worst of it is still confined to the ground floor. Take in a guideline and check for occupants. He turned to his sub officer, Seamus MacCauley. Check round the back, will you, Seamus? See what weve got.

The other BA team from the pump ladder was already laying hose line as Rose and Bryan tallied in their breathing apparatus, checked their radios. Doors open, she heard Wilcox shout as she pulled her visor down, and she registered faint surprise before focusing again on her task.

They went in low, Rose leading, peering through the smoke, feeling their way into the dense blackness. The heat seared, even through their coats, and she could hear the groaning and cracking of a well-established fire. She fell against something soft and bulky, went down on her knees. Through a momentary thinning of the smoke she saw shapes piled above her like a giant childs tower of blocks. The disjointed images suddenly coalesced.

Its furniture, she said. Someones piled up bloody furniture. The polyurethane foam used in furniture cushions and mattresses was highly flammable  the thought of the devastating fire that had started in the furniture department of the Manchester Woolworths crossed her mind, but she banished it, concentrating on the job at hand.

Still on her knees, she moved forward, feeling her way round the obstacles, trying to find a suitable place to tie off the line. Suddenly, there was a loud crack, then a series of pops, and the heat bloomed as debris rained down on them.

Flashover, shouted Bryan. She felt him grab her waist belt. Weve got to get out of here. Forget the line, Rose.

Even with Bryans weight dragging at her, her momentum carried her another foot, her hand still outstretched with the line.

I said forget the fucking line, Rose. Evacuate! Evacuate!

Even though her stubbornness, her refusal to let the fire get the better of her, was one of the things that made her good at her job, she knew he was right. Going on would be suicidal, and nothing could have survived this blaze without protection.

Hemmed in on one side by a sofa, on the other by what seemed to be stacks of lumber, Rose tried to turn back. As she manoeuvred her body round, her gloved hand came down on something that yielded beneath her fingers. It felt malleable, like flesh, with the brittleness of bone beneath.

Rose looked down, blinking eyes burning and swollen from the heat, and felt the bile rise in her throat. Jesus Christ, she said. Weve got a body.



On this morning there had been no drifting slowly into consciousness, no lingering in imagined wholeness, no savouring the memory of life as it used to be.

Franny Liu opened her eyes and took stock, reluctantly. It was later than usual, that she could tell by the angle of light in the sitting room window, but still overcast, as it had been the previous day. She slept, as she had since shed become unable to manage the stairs, on an old velvet-covered chaise longue that had belonged to her mother. For once in her life her small stature was a blessing  a few inches taller and her feet would have hung over the end of her makeshift bed. At night the arms of the chaise cradled her, offering a solid comfort; in the daytime her bedding could be tucked away, allowing her to maintain an illusion of normality.

Elaine had argued with her, of course, wanting to put a bed in the sitting room, but for once Frannys soft refusal had held sway over her housemates brisk efficiency. The wheelchair was bad enough. For Franny, a bed in the sitting room would have meant admitting the possibility that she might not improve.

Her cat, Quinn, still lay curled on her feet. The only sound in the flat was his faint purring. It was the silence that had awakened her, Franny suddenly realized. There were no footsteps upstairs, no sound of movement in the kitchen. Elaine was always up first, making coffee and pottering around the house. Before leaving for her job as an administrative assistant at Guys Hospital, she allowed time to make Franny tea and toast and helped her with her morning routine.

Perhaps Elaine had overslept, thought Franny  but no, Elaine was as punctual as Big Ben. Could she be ill? Elaine? Franny called out tentatively, pulling herself up by using the arms of the chaise. Her voice seemed to echo emptily, and a spark of fear shot through her. Elaine?

There was no answer.

Suddenly, Franny remembered her dream, a jumbled nightmare of doors closing softly, and felt again the dreams inexplicable sense of loss. It made her think of the deathbed watches shed kept as a private nurse before her illness, of the way shed felt when shed awakened from an inadvertent doze and known instantly that her patient had died while she slept.

Just as she knew, now, as the silence closed around her, that the house was empty. The sound of the door closing in the night had been no dream.

Elaine was gone.



There was nothing Harriet Novak hated more than having to tell strangers that she attended Little Dorrit School. Grown-ups would smile and coo as if it were disgustingly sweet  which made Harriet wonder how many of them had ever actually read Little Dorrit  and kids looked at her as if shed just teleported from another planet.

Not that the school itself was all that bad, she allowed, digging the toe of her trainer in the playground dirt as she waited for the first bell. It was just that it sounded so God-awfully sickening  like telling people you were called Tiny Tim.

It helped to be prepared, Harriet had learned, knowledge a necessary defence against living in a Dickens-infested neighbourhood. Shed read the biography in the school library and could tell people more about Dickens than most wanted to know. Charles Dickenss father had been briefly imprisoned in Marshalsea Prison, just up the road, and twelve-year-old Charles had lived in lodgings nearby. This experience had stayed with him all his life, working its way into many of his books, and his creations had come back to haunt the Borough. Not only did the area boast a Little Dorrit Court and a Little Dorrit Street, there was a Marshalsea Road, a Pickwick Street and a Copperfield Street.

At least there was nothing named after Oliver Twist. Harriet thought Oliver a right little tosser, too sweet to be borne. Davey Copperfield she liked better. He was a bit soft on his dead mum, but at least he had bitten his horrid stepfather. Davey knew how to stand up for himself.

Harriet scowled, only half aware of the smoky tang in the air and the pupils straggling in the school gate. Her thoughts settled into a well-worn groove. Would it be better to have a wicked stepfather, like Davey, rather than a father who had walked out? He said he loved her, her dad, but if that was true, how could he have left them?

He told her lots of parents got divorced, that it was just something they would all have to learn to live with, but that didnt stop her missing him. Nor had his moving out stopped her parents rows. She heard them when he came to pick her up, and other times she heard her mum on the phone with him.

The last argument had been the worst, when her dad had taken her home hours late after her last weekend at his flat. Her mum had been sitting on the doorstep of their house, watching for them, and shed run to the car as Harriet was getting out.

You bastard, Tony, you selfish little shit, her mother had shouted  her mother the surgeon, who was always in control, who had never raised her voice before this began. Her curly dark hair bloomed round her head as if energized by her anger; her jeans and jumper hung loosely on her too-thin frame, making her bones look as sharp as her voice. Youre late; you dont answer your bloody phone  does it ever occur to you that I might worry? Anything could have happened.

Harriet stood frozen on the pavement. Shed glimpsed a movement in the open window of the flat next door and knew their neighbour was listening. In the street, a couple walking by with their dog pointedly looked away and increased their pace. She felt her face flush scarlet with embarrassment. Mum, we only

For Gods sake, Laura, her father broke in. We went to the bloody zoo. It was a nice day, and we stayed longer than we meant. Is that a crime? His voice was level, tight, his face pinched.

You were supposed to have Harriet back hours ago. You know the rules

Mum, please, said Harriet, hearing the mortifying quaver in her voice. Her throat ached, and a sharp pain seared her chest. Im fine, really. Can we please go in?

Her father shot her an anguished glance. Laura, let it go, okay? Youre upsetting Harriet

Im upsetting Harriet? Her mother stepped back from the car, looking suddenly, dangerously, calm.

Listen, it wont happen again, Tony said quickly, as if realizing his mistake. Next time Ill

Theres not going to be a next time, her mum had said quietly, taking Harriets arm in a vice-like grip and turning them both towards the door. As they reached the building, Harriet looked round and saw her dad pulling away, and if he had tried to ring her since, her mum hadnt told her.

Harriet hadnt dared ask her mother what shed meant, but the words had stayed with her over the past few days, disturbing her sleep and haunting her waking hours.

She shifted her backpack and frowned again, aware of a headache coming on. She hadnt eaten her breakfast and her empty stomach was starting to cramp.

That was one of the worst things about her parents separation: now, with her dad gone, when her mother had to work night duty at the hospital, she left Harriet with old Mrs Bletchley, who lived in one of the cottages across from the school. Mum said Mrs B was lonely and enjoyed having children stay with her, but the woman reminded Harriet of the witch in Hansel and Gretel, and her house smelled of cats. That morning she had given Harriet some sort of unspeakable hot cereal for breakfast, which Harriet had mushed around in the bowl and then tipped in the bin when Mrs B wasnt looking.

A shiny black Range Rover pulled up to the school gate and a boy climbed from the back, shrugging into his backpack with impossible-to-imitate eleven-year old cool. Shawn Culver was a year ahead of Harriet, and the most popular boy in the school.

Hey, Harry, he called out, seeing her watching. She nodded without smiling, determined not to appear impressed, but she didnt object to his use of the hated nickname. She tugged her hair more tightly into its bunch, suddenly aware that she looked as if she hadnt bothered to wash that morning  which she hadnt. And if her hair werent bad enough at home, when she could smooth it down with some of her mums gel, on a Bletchley morning it was impossible.

The bell rang. Shed turned to follow Shawn with a studied nonchalance when the sound of a car braking fast made her look back. It was a dark green Volvo, like her dads  no, it was her dads. As she made out his face through the tinted glass, she saw that he was motioning to her. What was he doing here, before school?

She started towards the car slowly, aware of the second ring of the bell, of the playground emptying behind her. As she neared the car she realized there was a person in the passenger seat, a woman, and for a moment her heart flared in wild hope.

Then her dad reached back and swung open the rear door, and she saw that the woman was not her mother, but someone she had never seen before.



Want some coffee, guv? asked Doug Cullen, popping his head into Detective Superintendent Duncan Kincaids office. I mean real coffee, not that slop, Cullen added, nodding at the mug on Kincaids desk.

Kincaid grimaced at his sergeant and laid down his pen, stretching the stiffness out of his shoulders. You just want an excuse to get out, and weve not been here an hour. Theyd come in early the past few days, catching up on accumulated paperwork, and the warren of cubicles that made up Scotland Yards CID had begun to seem more like a prison than an office.

Guilty. With his thatch of straight blond hair and wire-framed spectacles, Cullen looked more like a schoolboy than a detective sergeant. But in the year since Kincaids former partner, Gemma James, had been promoted to detective inspector and posted to Notting Hill Station, he had learned to work well with Cullen, respecting the younger officers intelligence and dogged persistence when faced with a problem.

Not that Cullen or anyone else could truly replace Gemma as a colleague. Although he and Gemma had been living together since the previous Christmas, he found he still missed working with her.

Glancing out his window, he was tempted to play truant along with Cullen, but the pile of paper on his desk argued against it. Besides, the day had got perceptibly greyer since hed come in, and he wasnt in the mood to get drenched. Okay, he said, stifling a sigh. A coffee. But just coffee, mind you; no poncey lattes.

Cullen grinned and gave him a mock salute. Right, boss. Back in a tick.

It was a bad sign, Kincaid thought, when going out on such a dreary morning seemed preferable to work, but administrative reports had never been his strong suit. Not that he didnt have the aptitude for it; he just lacked the patience. He hadnt joined the force to become a bloody bureaucrat, yet that seemed more and more the case. And he had reached the point in his career where he felt increasingly pressured to seek promotion, but such a move would mean still less work in the field.

Could he stay where he was, watching the university fast-trackers like Cullen pass him by, without becoming bitter? It was not a prospect he wanted to consider, so with a scowl he turned his attention back to the performance survey on his desk. But when his phone rang a moment later, he leapt on it like a drowning man.

It was his guvnors secretary, summoning him to a meeting with the chief superintendent. Kincaid straightened his tie, grabbed his jacket from the coatrack, and was out the door with only a twinge of regret for his missed coffee.

Chief Superintendent Denis Childs had moved office recently, now commanding a view of the parks and the river, but in spite of his elevated status the man remained as Buddha-like as ever. His round, heavy face betrayed little emotion, but Kincaid had learned to read the slightest flicker in the deep brown eyes half hidden by folds of skin. Today he detected apology, annoyance and what might have been a trace of worry.

Im sorry to dump this on you, Duncan, said Childs, his voice surprisingly soft for a man his size.

Not a promising start, Kincaid thought, settling himself in a chair. Perhaps he should have stayed with the paperwork after all. But?

But as you have nothing pressing on at the moment, and as you have a knack for soothing ruffled feelings  Childss lips turned up in the smallest of smiles  you seemed the best man for the job.

Im not going to like this, am I?

You can look on it as a diplomatic challenge. It will mean liaising with the Fire Investigation Team and Southwark CID. A fire broke out in the early hours of this morning in a warehouse on Southwark Street. Do you know it?

Southwark Street? Thats near London Bridge Station, isnt it? But why send me?

Patience, boyo, patience. Im getting there. Childs leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers together, a familiar gesture. This particular building is Victorian, and was in the process of being converted into luxury flats. The fire apparently started on the ground floor, but by the time the brigade got there it had done considerable damage to the upper floors and had begun to threaten the building next door.

The warehouse was empty, then, if it was undergoing renovation?

Not quite. When the brigade got inside, they found a body among the debris. Quite badly burned, Im afraid. And no identification.

A tramp, smoking

Possibly, although tramps arent usually found naked with no effects. And it gets a bit more complicated. This particular building happens to be owned by one of our more illustrious MPs, Marcus Yarwood.

Yarwood? Kincaid sat up a bit straighter in surprise. I didnt know Yarwood was developing property. The vocal and abrasive Yarwood leaned far to the left of the government Labour party and was often heard publicly castigating anyone capitalist enough to make a profit. This could be awkward for him, I take it? And the press will be on it like flies.

An understatement. A public relations nightmare in the making, to be more accurate, especially with an important by-election coming up. Not to mention that the loss adjusters are already sniffing round and muttering about possible insurance fraud. And Ive heard rumours from other quarters  one of my golfing mates whos in the property market  that Yarwood hasnt had the early interest in his leases that he expected.

Ouch. Kincaid winced. So he might have a very costly liability on his hands  or he did until last night.

Not that hed admit it. But the powers-that-be are worried enough that someone from Number Ten rang the assistant commissioner and called in a favour.

And thats where I come into it? Kincaid said, enlightenment dawning.

The word is they only want to be sure the investigation is given high priority

Meaning they want to be sure Yarwoods interests are well represented. Kincaid weighed the prospect of taking on such a politically sensitive case against going back to his performance reviews. It could prove messy, both literally and figuratively. He hated self-important politicians, and fire scenes had always given him the creeps.

You can refuse, of course, said Childs, with a deceptive gentleness Kincaid recognized. Not only did Childs want him on the investigation, he knew that Kincaid needed the good mark in the ACs book.

Is the body still in situ? Kincaid asked.

Childs permitted himself another small smile. I told them to wait for you.






Chapter Two

But let him look at me, in prison, and in bonds here. I endure without murmuring, because it is appointed that I shall so make reparation for my sins.

Charles Dickens
Little Dorrit



The Reverend Winifred Catesby Montfort was finding it more difficult than shed expected to adjust to life in London. After the past few years at her country church outside Glastonbury, the concrete and grime of urban South London seemed a barren landscape to a soul parched for the gentle spread of green across the Somerset Levels.

But her exile was only temporary, she told herself for the hundredth time as she searched the unfamiliar cupboards of St Peters Rectory, hoping that something would materialize for her lunch. She also reminded herself that her exile was of her own making, and that she had no real cause for complaint. When her old friend and theological college mentor, Roberta Smith, had developed asthma so severe that her doctor ordered her to leave the city for a few months, Winnie had suggested that they swap parishes.

At the time it had seemed the right thing to do, as if God had offered her an opportunity to serve too obvious to refuse, but now she wondered if it had been merely her ego jumping at a chance to be seen as a rescuer  St Winnie saves the day. And so she had abandoned her husband of less than a year, as well as others at home and in her parish who depended on her, to minister to what she had imagined as the poor and huddled masses.

Instead, she found a fairly comfortable and disinterested parish, the same round of bureaucratic meetings shed left behind, and an ache of homesickness and longing for Jack that plagued her like a missing organ.

Well, there was nothing for it now but to get on with things, she chided herself as she rooted out a tin of tuna from the cupboard shelf and checked its use by date. Too much self-examination smacked of self-absorption and was unproductive to boot  and her situation did have its compensations.

The rectory, a flat in Mitre Road across from St Peters Church, was cosy, filled with the bright wall hangings and artefacts Roberta had collected on her trips to Africa and Asia. Southwark Cathedral was only a few streets away, and Winnie found the frequent exposure to cathedral life both fascinating and moving.

Then there was Borough Market, nestled up against the side of the cathedral, its bustle and colour an unending source of culinary and sensual delight. When Jack could get up to London for the weekend, they began it with a trip to the market.

She now had a family connection in London as well, Jacks cousin Duncan, and Duncans partner Gemma and their two boys. With the zeal of the newly wed, Winnie hoped that she might encourage the couple to take the same step. She knew the dangers of meddling, of course, but she also knew that sometimes a sympathetic ear and a bit of a gentle nudge were all it took to set things in motion.

And then there were her parishioners, some of whom she was beginning to know and like. One in particular was her neighbour, Frances Liu, a woman near her own age who had been stricken a few years ago by the mysterious and debilitating Guillain-Barr syndrome. As Franny remained partially paralyzed and housebound, Winnie had quickly got into the habit of stopping in after work as often as she could, and she took the sacraments to her on Sundays.

On the latter occasions Winnie felt the disapproval of Frannys housemate Elaine, but she hadnt discovered whether the womans hostility was personal or ideological. Nor had she quite worked out the exact nature of the relationship between the two women, but she sensed that Elaine perceived her as a threat and knew she must tread carefully. Winnie had no wish to make Frannys life any more difficult. Perhaps if she could learn more about Elaine, she could draw her out  and then there was the fact that Elaine was a striking woman, and Winnies curiosity was naturally piqued.

Resolving to make more of an effort next time she saw them Winnie finished her sandwich and began tidying up. Shed just dried her plate and cup when the rectory phone rang.

I was just thinking of you, she said when she heard Franny Lius voice. I thought Id pop by after work

Winnie, can you come now? Frannys words were hurried, breathy.

Winnie frowned in concern. Are you all right?

I . . . Its Elaine. She wasnt here this morning, and when I called the hospital, they said she hadnt turned up for work.

You mean she wasnt in the house at all? Winnie asked, puzzled. Perhaps she went for a walk

At dawn, in this foul weather, when she never goes walking? Why would she do that? Frannys voice rose. And even if she had, why not come home or go to work?

She could have felt ill, Winnie thought, but doubted the suggestion would dampen her friends growing panic. Did she leave a note? she asked instead.

Not that I can find, Franny said tightly, and Winnie imagined her frustration, her search limited by the range of her wheelchair. Nor would Franny have been able to check upstairs, she realized, thinking of a young woman in her home parish who had died suddenly of an aneurysm. What if Elaine, upstairs, alone, had fallen ill and been unable to call for help?

Look, Ill be right over. She gathered up her bag and jacket, forcing a lightness she didnt feel into her tone. But I imagine shes just decided to play truant for a day. Everyone deserves to play truant once in a while, even Elaine.

No, said Franny, refusing to be placated, her voice level now. Something dreadfuls happened to her. I know it.



The rain began as they crossed Waterloo Bridge. Kincaid had been glad to let Cullen drive, and now could look out at the Thames with the pleasure he always felt when crossing the river. He glanced upstream, at grey water melding into grey sky, then downstream, towards Blackfriars Bridge obscured by the curtain of rain. Beyond the bridge lay Tate Modern, the Millennium Bridge, the Globe, all part of trendy new Bankside, which so recently had been crumbling dockside. The transformation had been due, in part, to the vision of men like Marcus Yarwood.

Cullen, who had been quickly briefed, seemed to pick up Kincaids thoughts. Have you ever met Yarwood?

No, just seen him on the telly. Yarwood was not easily forgotten  stocky and balding, with a face mashed flat like a bulldogs, his speech and manner as blunt as his looks. In spite of his ingrained scepticism of all politicians, Kincaid had found himself both impressed and intrigued by the man.

Why all the fuss about him making a bob or two on a property venture? asked Cullen, deftly negotiating the turn from Waterloo Road into Stamford Street.

Kincaid thought about it for a moment. Its not that hes ever taken an anti-development position, but hes supported projects that benefit the community as a whole

And bringing in yuppie flat owners with money to spend doesnt? Cullen asked with evident sarcasm.

Yes, the new residents patronize restaurants and shops, Kincaid said, finding himself in the role of advocate. But what happens to the lower-income locals displaced by the renovation? They cant afford alternative housing in the area, and its these people who are the backbone of Yarwoods constituency. Yarwood had come from just such a working-class Southwark family, with roots in the neighbourhood that went back generations.

Well, Id be happy enough to contribute to the economy by buying one of his flats, if I could afford it. There was an edge of bitterness in Cullens voice. Kincaid knew how much his sergeant disliked his dreary Euston flat, and he suspected that Cullens girlfriend, the well-off and well-connected Stella Fairchild- Priestly, had friends with flats in the Borough or Bankside.

How is Stella, by the way? Kincaid asked.

Cullen glanced at him as if surprised by his apparent non sequitur, but answered readily enough. Bloody insufferable. Shes been promoted.

Kincaid knew that Stella, a buyer for an up-market home-furnishings shop, would only be content with Cullens choice of job if he were suddenly and miraculously promoted to chief constable, and he suspected that her impatience would only increase as her career advanced. Bully for her, he told Cullen, keeping his reservations to himself. Well have to have you over sometime soon, to celebrate, he added cheerfully, knowing Gemma would view the prospect with as much enthusiasm as root canal work. Although Gemma got on well with Cullen, her few encounters with Stella had not been successful.

The traffic began to back up as they reached Blackfriars Road, slowing to a crawl as they eased into Southwark Street. Looks like theyve still got things partially blocked off, said Cullen.

Ahead, Kincaid could just make out the red bulk of the fire appliances and the blue flash of lights on the Met patrol cars. A brigade utility lorry was pulled up behind the fire engine. Theres no bloody place to put the car, Cullen grumbled.

Then youll have to make one, wont you, Dougie?

Cullen flashed Kincaid a grin and pulled the Astra up, half on the double yellows and half on the pavement. As a uniformed constable trotted over to wave them away, Cullen held his ID up to the window.

Kincaid saw with relief that the rain had eased to a drizzle and he abandoned his umbrella, merely turning up the collar of his mac as he climbed from the car.

With his first breath, the smell hit him in a tangible wave, the bitterness of charred wood mingling with the darkness of wet ash in the back of his mouth. Looking up to the right, he saw what remained of Marcus Yarwoods Victorian warehouse. He recognized the building immediately, having noticed it when passing by because of its particularly attractive architecture.

Its four storeys were a solid grey-brown brick relieved by the graceful arches of large windows. The square edges of its corners were softened by gentle curves, its dark facade lightened by touches of cream brick round windows and roof.

Now the roof sagged and the front door hung crookedly from its hinges. The shattered windows glared like blind eyes, those on the front of the building ringed by the black stain of smoke. A firefighter in helmet and tunic raked through the broken glass and smouldering debris littering the pavement. Hoses still snaked inside from the brigade engine, along with cables from the utility lorry.

The building and the surrounding area had been cordoned off with crime scene tape. Pedestrians milled outside the barrier, a few sporting the telltale notebooks and cameras of the press. A sole television van remained, waiting, Kincaid assumed, for the removal of the body and a statement from the police.

Well, they could wait a bit longer, but hed have to deal with them eventually. Speaking to the media was a necessary part of a senior police officers job, but he didnt particularly enjoy it. Giving a brief thought to the tie hed put on that morning, a loud Liberty print Gemmas mum had given him the previous Christmas, he shrugged and smiled to himself. Maybe hed set a police fashion trend.

As they neared the warehouse entrance, Kincaid saw a uniformed fireman with an Alsatian dog. Beside him stood a tall man wearing a firefighters tunic over civilian clothes and a woman in a suit and tan wool coat. The tall man Kincaid pegged as a member of the Fire Investigation Team, and there was something in the womans bearing that marked her unmistakably as CID. There was a tension in their postures, as if theyd been arguing.

Youll be Scotland Yard, I expect, said the tall man, turning towards Kincaid and Cullen with an air of relief.

Kincaid introduced himself. And youre . . .

Fire Investigation Officer Farrell, South-East FIT, the man acknowledged. He was balding and bearded, with a lined, intelligent face and eyes that seemed narrowed in a permanent squint, as if hed spent too many hours poring over minute fragments of evidence. I was just telling Inspector Bell here that wed wait until you arrived to view the scene  the less disturbance inside, the better. My team and the Home Office pathologist should be here any moment.

The woman nodded at them but kept her hands firmly in her coat pockets. Maura Bell, Southwark CID. Her voice held a trace of Glasgow Scots. She was dark-haired, thirtyish, with a thin, sharp-boned face and a less than welcoming expression. Ive been asked to help you coordinate the local area investigation. Well set up an incident base for you at the station.

Bell might have been asked to assist, Kincaid thought, but that didnt necessarily make her happy about having Scotland Yard on her patch. Hed have to tread carefully if he wanted more than minimal cooperation from her. She must have guessed why theyd been called in, even if she hadnt been told outright  Southwark CID would have been responsible for informing Yarwood of the damage to his building.

Farrell turned to the uniformed firefighter. This is Sub Officer Jake Martinelli, and Scully.

Thats a name to live up to, Kincaid acknowledged, admiring the dog. She was black and tan, with dark comma-shaped patches above her eyes that gave her a quizzical expression. Search and rescue or explosives? The Alsatian sniffed his proffered fingers, then went back to gazing expectantly at her handler.

Martinelli gave Kincaid a friendly grin. Neither. Scullys an accelerant detection dog. Her nose is a hundred times more sensitive than the mechanized hydrocarbon sniffers

Dont let him start, broke in Farrell. Hell bend your ear till its blue. Not that Scully isnt a good advertisement, but as I was just saying to Inspector Bell, we cant take her in until the scene has cooled down sufficiently. The dog whined and moved restively, as if aware her name had been mentioned, and Martinelli stroked her head.

Easy, girl, he said to her, then added, She knows what shes here to do, and shes eager to get started.

Do you have reason to suspect arson at this point? Kincaid asked.

Theres always a possibility of arson with a fire, but no ones reported a man running from the scene with a can of petrol. Farrell grinned. We should be so lucky.

In Kincaids experience, fire investigation officers tended to be a cautious species, refusing to commit themselves to anything less obvious than whether or not the sun was shining until they had irrefutable evidence, and sometimes not even then. At least this one appeared to have a sense of humour. What do you have so far? Kincaid asked without great expectation.

The alarm came in at twelve thirty-six, Farrell began deliberately, ignoring the impatience radiating from the angular Inspector Bell as well as the drizzle, which was steadily growing heavier again. It occurred to Kincaid that perhaps Inspector Bells temper was not improved by being wet.

Nor was his, and he was beginning to sympathize with Cullens craving for hot coffee.

Called in by someone next door, a resident in one of the flats who looked out the window and saw flames, Farrell went on, nodding towards the adjacent building, of similar but less elaborate architecture. Together, the two structures had formed a bastion of grace among an array of concrete shopfronts.

Could it have been the arsonist? Kincaid asked, knowing that sometimes fire-raisers called in their own fires.

Not likely. According to Control it was a woman, and there were small children audible in the background.

No sign of anyone hanging about when the brigade arrived?

No, and the response time was under three minutes. The appliances came from Southwark Fire Station, just up the road. The station officer believed the fire had been in progress ten to fifteen minutes when they arrived. It was well established on the ground floor and beginning to take hold on the upper floors.

The door wasnt locked. The soft voice came from behind Kincaid and he turned, startled. A young woman stood there, dressed in jeans and anorak. Her corn-fair hair was tied back in a ponytail and she looked tired, her eyes red-rimmed. Im Leading Firefighter Kearney, she explained, seeing their expressions. My partner and I were first on the scene, BA crew.

Farrell seemed to assess her dishevelled appearance. Youre just off your watch, then?

Yes, sir. Thought Id make sure the relief had it all under control. Kearney smiled but shifted on her feet as if she felt a bit awkward under their scrutiny. And I thought, if you had any questions, Id save you waiting until the watch came back on duty tonight.

Youre interested in fire investigation? Farrell asked with a trace of amusement.

Yes, sir. The girl met his gaze squarely, her chin up. Although her face was scrubbed pink, her bare neck still bore traces of soot, and the contrast struck Kincaid as rather endearing. Both Cullen and Martinelli were eyeing her with obvious interest, but she didnt seem to notice.

Were there persons reported when you went in? Farrell asked.

No, sir. We were just doing a routine search, trying to lay a guideline for the hose. But it got really hot, and when Simms and I started to evacuate, I crawled into . . . it. She made a faint grimace. We could see there was no point in rescue.

Any smell of petrol before you went in? Martinelli asked.

Kearney frowned, then shook her head. Not that I remember. And then afterwards I had my mask on . . .

You said you found the door wasnt locked, Kincaid said. Is there more than one entrance?

Theres a side door, Farrell told him, gesturing towards the narrow street on their right. It was open when we got here as well. Theres no sign of damage to it, and none of the crew reported forcing entry.

So someone with legitimate access opened the doors?

Too soon to say, Farrell cautioned.

The builders might have left them unlocked accidentally, offered Cullen.

One, maybe, but both? Farrell shook his head. I suppose its possible, but not all that likely, in my opinion. Which takes us back to an illegitimate entry, but if thats the case, weve not turned up anything noteworthy on the preliminary outside search.

The station officer came up and spoke to Farrell. The SOCOs have finished their preliminary examination, guv, and the structure seems stable. I think its cool enough for the dog, if she wears her booties. He gave the dog a friendly pat, but she ignored him, all her attention focused on the building. When Martinelli pulled a set of paw protectors from his tunic pocket, she began to dance and strain at her lead.

All right, girl, all right, he soothed, kneeling to slip the rubber boots over her paws.

Let me get my kit from the van, will you? Farrell said, adding, Its Rose, is it? Since youre here, Rose, you can go through the scene with us, tell us if anything strikes you.

Farrell strode to the brigade van, returning with a bulky evidence collection bag and a notebook. Right, then, lets have a look.

They queued up behind Farrell single file  Indian file, Kincaid would have said as a child, and he felt a flicker of regret for a politically correct age in which his children would never be encouraged to play cowboys and Indians, or soldiers. He had done both, and had still grown up relatively civilized.

But any pleasant thoughts of childhood were quickly banished as he stepped through the warehouse doorway behind Farrell and Rose Kearney. If the smell had been bad outside, in here it was choking, a physical substance that permeated skin, hair, clothing, sinuses. As he blinked his watering eyes, he detected another odour beneath the pervasive char, the faint, oily sweetness of roasted flesh.

Water from the firefighters attack had pooled on the warehouse floor, standing several inches deep in places, and Kincaid made a mental note to be careful where he placed his feet. Swallowing hard against the burning in his throat, he focused his attention on Farrell, who had stopped a few feet into the interior. Stay behind me if you can, Farrell said. We dont want to muck things up more than necessary.

Im not sure muck is the appropriate word, Cullen muttered, and Kincaid heard what might have been a snort of agreement from Inspector Bell.

They stood in a large, open area, lit by floodlights powered from generators on the brigade lorry and by what weak daylight filtered in through the intact windows, but the illumination made only a feeble sally against the encroaching blackness. Walls, ceilings, floors, the unidentifiable objects that filled the room  all might have been black holes, absorbing light into a dense and solid darkness.

As his eyes adjusted, Kincaid began to differentiate shapes. To his left, near the windows, a long object resolved itself into a stack of lumber, but Kincaid couldnt tell if it had been new or salvaged from the renovation. Four posts, equidistant from the rooms centre, rose floor to ceiling, and he assumed they were the structural supports left behind when interior walls had been removed.

The charring on the posts seemed fairly shallow, but he still gave an anxious glance at the ceiling.

Then, to the left of the posts, he saw a large, lumpy pile of objects, an obscene parody of furniture. Blackened coils and springs protruded from the mass at odd angles, like a bizarre modernist sculpture.

Martinelli moved away from the group, murmuring words of encouragement to the dog as he began a careful circuit of the areas perimeter.

Tell us what you saw, Farrell said to Rose Kearney.

We couldnt see. Not more than a foot or two. The smoke was low, and black. She turned slowly in a circle, examining the space. We must have come straight in, but after a few yards there was nothing but the line to anchor us. We didnt know there werent any walls, so when I bumped into that  she gestured towards the furniture  I thought Id hit a wall or some sort of room divider. Then I realized it felt soft, but it still didnt make sense for a few seconds  you dont expect furniture to tower over your head.

At the invitation of a mate in the fire service, Kincaid had once suited up and gone into a burn house on a training exercise. The memory of the searing heat and complete disorientation still made him shudder, but the experience had given him tremendous respect for anyone who could face such a situation on a daily basis.

Where was it burning hottest? Farrell asked. Could you tell?

The fire was everywhere  it must have been close to flashover. But  Kearney frowned, nodding towards the furniture  Id say it was most intense there.

Turning to his little group of followers, Farrell said, The first thing we do in a fire investigation is identify the point of origin. Look. He pointed at the floor surrounding the furniture. See, the char is deepest here, as if it burned the longest. And there  he nodded at the rear wall, a few feet behind the piled furniture  see the V pattern?

Kincaid found that he could make it out, now that his attention had been directed to it  a faint lightening of the soot in a pattern wider at the top than at the bottom.

Fire tends to travel upward and outward, and to burn longer and more intensely near the point of origin. The expanding gases typically leave such a pattern, but there are other indicators, of course.

Youre telling us that the fire started in the furniture? said Inspector Bell, sounding interested in spite of herself. She edged forward so that she stood in front of Kincaid.

That would be my guess, but that doesnt tell us whether the cause of ignition was deliberate or accidental.

But surely if it started in the furniture, it must have been arson, Bell insisted.

Not necessarily. First off, until we interview the job foreman, we dont know whether the furniture was stacked up by the builders or by an unknown party. Farrell ticked one forefinger against the other, striking off an imaginary list. Then, even if the builders left the furniture this way, that still doesnt tell us if the fire was started by accident or design. The foam in these cushions and mattresses is highly flammable. One of the workmen could have dropped a cigarette, left it to smoulder. Or there might have been a spark from the wiring theyve torn loose. He pointed to a flex hanging from the ceiling, shrugged, then called out to Martinelli, Any hits yet?

No. Shes not picking up anything definite, Martinelli answered. Shes feeling a bit frustrated, he added as the dog whined and nosed at his tunic pocket.

If the dog doesnt find an accelerant, can you rule out arson? asked Cullen.

Oh, no. Farrell sounded almost gleeful. The accelerant could have burned off completely, or the fire could have been started without an accelerant. Amateur fire-raisers love to splash the petrol around, but often more practised arsonists prefer to start a fire using only whats available at a scene. More of a challenge that way, I should think.

Kincaid was beginning to sympathize with the dogs frustration and Inspector Bells impatience. Well, we do have one without-a-doubt fact here. Someone died, whether it was before, during or after the fire. What do you say we have a look at the body?

There. Rose Kearney stepped forward gingerly. We must have gone past the furniture, then turned slightly to the right.

Kincaid followed her, and as they edged into the gap between the furniture and the rear wall, he saw it.

The remains were identifiably human, at least. The body lay on its back, arms and legs drawn up in the pugilistic pose caused by muscular contraction, the skin blackened, the teeth showing in a grotesque parody of a smile. The few remaining tufts of hair were charred, and there were no traces of clothing. Although the tissue damage was extensive, the breasts were still recognizable, and that somehow made it worse. Kincaid swallowed against the sudden rise of bile in his throat.

Rose Kearneys hand had flown to her mouth, but as Kincaid glanced at her she forced it back to her side.

Bloody hell, Cullen mumbled, looking a bit green, and even Inspector Bell seemed momentarily to have lost her composure.

When a light female voice spoke from the warehouse doorway they all spun round as if theyd been caught at something unspeakable.

I take it Ive the right address? said the white-suited figure, and with a flash of pleasure Kincaid recognized Kate Ling, his favourite Home Office pathologist. Now they might get some answers.



Tony Novak pulled things from the bureau drawers and threw them into the open suitcase on his bed, the largest hed been able to find. Laura would have criticized his untidiness, but then Laura would not only have packed neatly, she would have made a list of essentials for the journey and ticked it off as she stowed each item.

And, of course, Laura would have criticized his impulsiveness, but there were times when impulsiveness could be a virtue. And, he reminded himself, it no longer mattered what Laura thought.

They had been polar opposites from the beginning of their relationship, first attracted by their differences, then, as time went on, just as fiercely repelled. If shed teased him at first, saying hed bluffed his way through medical school, hed thought there was some part of her that had admired his recklessness. Later, she had seen that quality only as a character defect to be mended.

What she had never understood was that his failings were also his strengths, interwoven with an intuitive understanding and an ability to make quick decisions, and it was these qualities that had made him a success at emergency medicine.

When theyd closed down Accident and Emergency at Guys his loyalty to the hospital had kept him on in Out Patients, but days spent dealing with flu and broken fingers, with objects inappropriately placed in body orifices, had quickly soured. He missed the adrenalin rush, the sense of flow that came only in a crisis, when time seemed to telescope in on itself. Glancing up, he caught a glimpse of himself in the bureau mirror, his face lean and tired, with new lines about the mouth.

Work was only a small part of the discontent hed felt lately  it was nothing compared with the gaping hole left in his life by the absence of his daughter since he and Laura had separated. He looked down at the suitcase, at the few things Harriet had accumulated during her weekends in his dreary rented flat on Borough High Street, and felt the familiar despair.

For a moment his courage failed him. But no, he had gone too far, and he knew Laura too well. He knew about her increasing involvement with the womens shelter, and he knew that the agency made it possible for women to disappear with their children. And hed known, when shed threatened him on Sunday, what it was she meant to do.

Well, shed lost her chance, he thought, his resolve returning. Hadnt it occurred to her that two could play at that game, and that he had the advantage? There was no place easier to vanish into with a child than Eastern Europe, and he had family in the Czech Republic who would help him. A change of name, a new set of papers, a job in a backwater town where doctors were desperately needed, all easily accomplished. He and Harriet would start a new life together, and nothing would separate them again.

The hospital would be in a bind for a bit, no doubt, losing him without notice, but there were other doctors who could bandage cuts and prescribe antibiotics.

It was Harriet that mattered, and he had Harriet safely tucked away  he hadnt dared wait until later in the day to pick her up. Once hed set things in motion, hed been driven by a mounting sense of urgency. Now, all that remained was a trip to the bank, and Harriets passport. The passport meant he had to get into Lauras flat, and he had to do it when he could guarantee no one would be at home.

Nor could he take Harriet with him, as he hadnt yet told her what he meant to do, so hed been forced to call on the one person he felt he could trust to take Harriet for a few hours. Hed arranged to meet them at London Bridge Station at noon, and then hed tell Harriet he had a surprise planned for her, an adventure. The truth could wait until they were across the Channel, away from England and all the misery of the past months. He would tell her when he felt the time was right, and he smiled at the thought that from now on, as far as his daughter was concerned, only his decisions mattered.






Chapter Three

. . . trifles make the sum of life.

Charles Dickens

David Copperfield



Well, were not likely to get an accurate temperature on this one, are we? Kate Ling said drily. She squatted beside the body, balancing on the balls of her feet with an ease that made Kincaid envy her thigh muscles. With anyone else the position would have looked awkward, but the Home Office pathologist even managed to carry off her white crime-scene overalls with grace.

Kincaid had worked with Kate Ling on a number of cases, and found her not only good at her job but genuinely interested in helping the police with their investigations, a trait not every pathologist exhibited. Some of them seemed to become almost territorial about the bodies in their possession, behaving as if it were a point of pride to reveal as little information as possible.

Kate pulled on her thin latex gloves. Anything to go on here? Witnesses? Missing person connected with the scene? She probed the corpse gently with a gloved finger.

Nothing so far, Kincaid told her, with a glance at Farrell for confirmation.

And no identifiers?

Nothing obvious. Farrell squatted beside her, his notebook open. Unless theres something under the body. Well do a grid sift, of course, once youre finished here.

Odd. A tiny crease puckered Kates forehead. Ive seen clothing literally fused to the skin, but the condition of the body doesnt indicate that sort of heat. Nor is there any jewellery that I can see. This woman may have been stripped before the fire. She lifted what remained of the victims left hand, and Kincaid heard a stifled protest from someone in the group. Some trace of a wedding ring usually survives a fire, even if the digits are completely destroyed.

Any guess as to the victims age? Kincaid asked.

Hard to say without X-rays and measurements. She seems on the slight side, but the heat can cause shrinkage as well.

Race?

The lab analysis will tell us, and Id rather not speculate in the meantime.

A homeless person would explain the lack of jewellery, Cullen suggested. Someone sheltering from the rain, maybe starting a little fire to keep warm, not realizing the furniture was highly flammable.

When have you seen a rough sleeper without a bin liner or a shopping trolley full of possessions? Inspector Bell said dismissively. And surely someone would have noticed a naked person wandering the streets?

Youve a better suggestion? retorted Cullen.

Any lividity visible? Kincaid asked, heading off an altercation. He wondered if she was as sharp with her own officers  it was not the best technique for fostering confidence in the ranks.

Kate lifted one side of the torso gently. There was a distinct lack of charring on the floorboards beneath the body, but the underside of the corpse still looked dark to Kincaid. There might be some bruising, yes, but Ill have to get into the tissue to be sure. And there is something else, Kate added, lowering the torso and edging her fingertips beneath the head. It feels like there may be quite a severe fracture to the back of the skull, but theres no way to tell whether its post-mortem or ante-mortem until I can have a look in the lab. The heat alone can cause shattering of the skull.

Kincaid knew that even if the pathologist could verify that the trauma had occurred prior to death, that wouldnt rule out an accidental injury. His gut instinct, however, told him that this death had not occurred by chance.

With that knowledge came the realization that his likelihood of spending the weekend with Gemma and the boys was rapidly evaporating. They had planned a Saturday morning excursion to Portobello Market, weather permitting, with a particular mission in mind.

Having shared a bedroom with five-year-old Toby since theyd moved to the Notting Hill house, Kit had asked if he could move into the third bedroom, the room they had meant for the nursery. When Kincaid had started to object, Gemma had stopped him, saying, Thats fine, Kit. Well do it up for you.

Gemma, are you sure Kincaid had begun, but Gemma had stopped him with a shake of her head. No, its all right. Kit needs his own space.

That was true, Kincaid had to admit. Since Kit had turned thirteen at the end of June, hed been finding it increasingly difficult to share with Toby, and now, with the beginning of the new school term, it was becoming clear that he would need a more private space for his school work.

Gemma had immediately thrown herself into planning and decorating the room, but to Kincaid her enthusiasm seemed brittle. It had been almost a year since her miscarriage, and on the one occasion hed gingerly brought up the idea of trying again, shed looked away and changed the subject. It was still too soon, hed told himself, but now he wondered if her willingness to give up the nursery to Kit meant shed rejected the idea altogether. The thought struck him with a fierce and unexpected sense of loss.

I think thats all I can do here, said Kate Ling, drawing Kincaid back to his surroundings. Lets bag and tag, and Ill get to the post-mortem as soon as I can.

Kincaid chided himself for letting his attention wander, and as he gazed at the charred remains of the body he felt a twinge of guilt for his aggravation over the change in his plans, surely a trivial thing when a human life had been so brutally snuffed out.

Can you rule out self-immolation? Doug Cullen asked as Ling stood and stripped off her gloves.

Farrell answered, Again, it seems unlikely unless we turn up some trace of clothing or a positive on accelerant. Lets give the electronic sniffer a try, he added, removing the bulky hydrocarbon detector from his evidence collection bag and taking Lings place beside the body. After running the collection nozzle over the remains and the surrounding charred area, he shook his head. Im not getting a reading.

He motioned to Martinelli, who had almost completed his outer circuit of the room. Jake, try over here, will you?

The others edged out of the way as Martinelli brought the dog over, giving the team room to work.

Kincaid found himself standing beside Rose Kearney. The young woman stood with her hands shoved firmly in the pockets of her anorak, her shoulders hunched. Is this your first body? he asked quietly.

When she glanced at him in surprise, he saw that her eyes were a clear cornflower blue. How did you know?

He shrugged. Im not sure. Ive seen a lot of coppers at their first crime scene.

She seemed to consider this for a moment, then she looked back at the group surrounding the victim and said thoughtfully, Ive pulled people from buildings who I knew werent going to make it, tried to revive them. And Ive worked my share of fatal road accidents. But this is different, somehow. Maybe its not having a job to do. In a fire or a rescue, you only have time to think about what youre going to do next.

It must have been bad in here. As Kincaid looked round the ruined space, he realized that water was seeping into his shoes.

The worst Ive seen, Rose agreed. I didnt realize how fast you could lose it, you know? One minute youre on top of it, youre in charge, then the next it all goes to hell.

Do you want to go back? he asked, studying her, his curiosity roused by her candour.

An unexpected smile lit her face. Oh, yeah. Absolutely. Theres nothing like it.

No joy, Martinelli called out, patting the dog who looked as if she took her failure personally. If anything was used here, its burned up. Well keep looking, but if theres nothing at the seat of the fire, Im not hopeful.

The station officer appeared in the doorway and signalled to Farrell. The mortuary vans here, Chief.

About time. Farrell turned to the others. Lets get out, let them get on with it. Try to keep to the same track you used coming in.

Kincaid felt an unanticipated shudder of relief as they stepped out onto the pavement again. He realized hed been tensing his shoulders as if personally preventing the ceiling from collapsing.

As the mortuary attendants and the white-suited crime scene specialists conferred with Farrell, he decided hed grab the opportunity to ring Gemma. It was still raining, a steady and relentless drizzle. Ducking across the street, he sheltered in the doorway of an office building and dialled Gemmas mobile number.

Hed been half expecting her voicemail, but she answered herself, a lift of pleasure in her voice. I wasnt expecting to hear from you until later today. Dont tell me; youre off early. Her tone was half teasing, half hopeful, and he hated having to puncture her mood.

No. Sorry, love. Somethings come up. A special request from the guvnor. Its a fire in Southwark, with a possible homicide. Ill fill you in on the details later.

There was a moments hesitation before she said, Youll be tied up for the weekend, at least. Kit will be disappointed about tomorrow.

Go to the market without me. Its better than postponing.

And tonight?

It was only then that he remembered theyd had plans to take Gemmas friend Erika out for a meal. Oh, bugger. Youd better cancel, at least on my part. Erika Rosenthal was an older woman of whom Gemma had become quite fond, and Kincaid had been promising to meet her for months. Maybe we can reschedule for next weekend.

Right. Look, Ive got to dash, Gemma said a bit abruptly. Ring me when you can.

* 

Winnie pushed the bell at the Ufford Street house, then let herself in when she heard Frannys voice, knowing it was hard for the invalid to get to the front door in her wheelchair.

She stepped directly into the sitting room, marvelling, as she always did when she came here, that a woman of Chinese descent would choose to create a room that was more English than the English. Shelves on the pale green walls held pottery jugs filled with dried flowers, 1930s green glassware, clocks and hand-painted china; the open spaces between the shelves were filled with cottage watercolours, crewelwork still lifes and, in the place of honour above the mantel, a large print of a contemplative black and white cat among pots of flowers.

The furniture was pine, the squashy settee chintz, and in the back of the room, strategically placed for the view into the tiny garden, was a green velvet chaise longue.

Beside the chaise, the small Asian woman sat in her wheelchair, and if her cotton print dress and beaded cardigan seemed coordinated with the room, the metal frame of the chair provided a harsh contrast. Her delicate hands were twisted in the cashmere shawl on her lap, the smooth oval of her face etched with worry.

Thanks for coming, Franny said, her voice quavering as Winnie came across and clasped her cold hands. I didnt know who else to call.

Lets start with some tea, shall we? said Winnie. You can tell me everything, then well see whats to be done. She went into the kitchen at the rear of the house. Toaster and kettle, along with the necessities for both, were arranged on a low table in front of the window. Although Franny had had a small bathroom with roll-in shower built off the scullery, shed told Winnie she refused to have the cabinets and worktops refitted to wheelchair height. Nor had she put in a wheelchair lift for the stairs. To her, both those things had seemed like admissions of defeat.

Franny was determined to walk again, and while Winnie had learned that people often did make at least a partial recovery from Guillain-Barr syndrome, she knew it could be a slow and laborious process.

Is there anything you need doing? she called out as she put the kettle on to boil.

No. I can manage the basics pretty well on my own, Franny answered from the sitting room, her voice steadier. Its just the getting out thats difficult.

As she gathered the tea things, Winnie looked round for anything odd or out of place in the small kitchen, but everything seemed the same as on her previous visits. Carrying the steaming mugs back into the sitting room, she pulled a worn wooden chair up to Frannys and sat down.

Lets go back a bit, she said. Was Elaine at home last night?

Yes. Although she was a bit late getting in from work, but shes been late several times a week the past few months, and I didnt think anything of it.

Was there anything else unusual? Did she seem upset or worried?

Franny wrapped her hands round the mug and frowned into its depths. No, no, not really. She made us scrambled eggs on toast for supper, then we watched a bit of telly. She didnt stay down to watch the ten oclock news with me, but she made my milky drink before she went up.

Could she have been feeling unwell? Winnie asked, remembering her earlier fears.

Not that she said. Franny looked up, fear in her dark eyes. You dont think . . . Surely Id know . . .

Why dont I start by having a look upstairs. Forcing a reassuring smile, Winnie found a spot on the mantel for her mug and crossed the room to the stairs, which rose from near the front door. She climbed quickly, trying to ignore the dread tingling at the base of her neck.

There were three doors on the landing. She opened the first door on the right with trepidation, then gave a small sigh of relief. The room, obviously Frannys, with its inlaid mahogany bed covered by a lilac quilt, was tidy and had the slightly musty odour of disuse.

Winnie closed the door softly and tried the next. It was the bathroom, tidy as well. Both the towels on the rack and the soap in the dish on the basin were dry, and cold air poured in through the partially opened window. An escape route? Winnie wondered, but as she pulled the window closed she saw that it was a straight drop down to the small paved patio outside the scullery. Not unless Elaine had grown wings.

That left the third door, the room that faced the front of the house. Winnie knocked softly, then, realizing she was holding her breath, exhaled deliberately and pulled open the door.

The room might have been a monks cell. The starkness came as an almost physical shock after the cocooning clutter of the rest of the house. A single bed stood against the wall, its worn white quilt reminding Winnie of the one on her parents bed when she was a child. A pine bedside table held a clock and a small lamp  nothing else. The surface of a matching chest of drawers bore nothing other than a faint layer of dust. Beside the chest a straight-backed chair stood awkwardly, like an uninvited guest. No prints or pictures graced the magnolia walls, and there was no mirror.

The bed looked as if it had been made hastily, a lack of care that seemed oddly in contrast to the rest of the room. Winnie opened the doors to the built-in wardrobe. A few hangers hung empty among the trousers and jackets, but she had no way of knowing whether the bare spaces indicated clothing removed for flight or the ordinary breeding of hangers in cupboards. There were no other signs of packing or of hasty departure.

Winnie left the room and descended the stairs more slowly than shed gone up, wondering what could possibly have happened to Elaine.

Shes not here, she said when she reached the sitting room and saw Frannys anxious face. And I cant tell whether or not shes taken anything away. Are you sure you didnt hear anything in the night?

No. Frowning, Franny picked at the fringe of the shawl in her lap. I only remembered sensing something wrong as soon as I woke this morning. Its odd  I dont usually sleep quite so soundly. Oh. She looked up, her eyes widening. I dreamed I heard a door close.

It must have been Elaine, as it doesnt look as though she went out a window, and she cant have vanished into thin air. Have you any idea what time this was?

No. Im sorry. Im not usually so groggy.

And you said you rang Elaines work and she hadnt come in? Did they tell you if shed called?

No. Only that she wasnt there. Theyre not allowed to give out more information than that over the phone.

Well, thats the first thing, then, Winnie said with relief, glad to have a goal. Ill go and have a word with them. She works at Guys?

Yes, in Medical Records.

What about family? Does Elaine have anyone you could ring?

Franny shook her head and a strand of her fine dark hair came loose from its clip. No. Theres no one. Her parents are dead and she hasnt any siblings. That was one of the things that She stopped, her eyes filling with tears. We were both alone.

Winnie knelt by Frannys chair and gave her hand a squeeze. Youre not alone. Ill help any way I can.

Returning the pressure, Franny forced a smile. Thanks. Sorry for being so wet.

Youre just fine, Winnie reassured her, then added hesitantly, Franny, if we find that Elaine hasnt been in touch with the hospital, I think we should call the police.

No! Franny jerked her hand free.

Why ever not? Winnie asked, startled.

But . . . surely thats not necessary. If shes just out for a lark or something, shed be furious.

Youre afraid that if shes all right, shell be angry with you? Wouldnt she understand that you were concerned? Winnie was beginning to feel there was something very odd here.

Yes, but . . . you have to understand. Elaines a very private person. She doesnt like . . . I dont think . . . I think we should wait. After all, she did leave of her own accord, Franny added, but she looked even more worried.

It does seem that way, but Winnie stopped, deciding this was not the time to express her own uneasiness. And hadnt she heard that the police wouldnt allow a person to be reported missing until twenty-four hours had passed? She needed advice, and suddenly she knew exactly whom to call.

Look, she said to Franny. Dont worry. Ive a much better idea.



There was no point taking her disappointment out on Duncan, Gemma told herself, regretting her hastiness as soon as shed hung up. Shed sounded a right cow, and it wasnt as if she hadnt had to duck out of family plans herself, especially in the past few months, but somehow that didnt make being on the receiving end any easier.

She knew the investigation that had lately consumed so much of her time and energy had disturbed her equilibrium, but that was no excuse for acting the harpy.

A child had gone missing on her patch, a six-year-old girl, and the current easing of her workload was due not to a resolution, but to the fact that the case had gone cold. Not only was it the first time Gemma had dealt personally with such a case, but as SIO, she felt responsible for her teams failure.

The parents grief and anger had been particularly hard to bear, and shed not been able to shake off the case outside working hours, something she knew to be essential if one were to survive the job. Her fears for the missing child seemed to have transferred themselves to Toby and Kit, and she found herself worrying whenever they were out of her sight.

Which was all the more reason to take the boys to Portobello on her own, where shed have both of them under her nose for the day. Shed promised Kit theyd look for an antique specimen cabinet for his room, and having begun the redecorating project, she didnt dare falter. Theyd already framed sets of nineteenth-century botanical and zoological drawings theyd unearthed at one of the markets print stalls; shed painted the walls a strong aqua, and set up bookcases and a desk complete with microscope and dissecting instruments.

Although Kit had seemed thrilled with the idea of organizing his new room around his scientific interests, Gemma hadnt neglected a concession to adolescent fashion  shed covered a portion of one wall with cork squares, ready for his growing collection of music posters.

But in spite of Kits enthusiastic response to her efforts, she knew that nothing she did could compensate for Duncans lack of participation. It shouldnt matter, she told herself, slamming her desk drawer and pinching her finger in the process. She swore loudly and shook her injured hand, realizing shed failed to find the pen shed been rooting for in the drawer when her phone had rung.

There was a knock on her office door and Melody Talbot, the PC who often assisted her, looked in. You all right, boss?

Just a little accident with the drawer, Gemma said, embarrassed by her outburst. Whats up? she added, as Melody seemed inclined to linger.

Its the sergeants birthday. Some of us were planning to go along to the pub after work, buy him a round or two. Want to come?

Gemma had worked hard to improve her relationship with Sergeant Talley, who had initially resented her posting. It would certainly be politic to join in the festivities, even if only for a few minutes. Could she juggle things with the children, now that she knew Duncan would be late  if he got home at all? Ill try she began, when her mobile phone rang again.

Melody gave her a little wave of acknowledgment and slipped out the door.

Assuming it was Duncan ringing her back, Gemma flipped open the phone without checking the ID. Look, Im sorry. I was

Gemma? The voice was female and puzzled. Its Winnie. Ive a favour to ask.



He mingled with the crowd, moving around the fringes, careful to keep his expression neutral, careful not to watch too greedily. Hed left the scene last night before the brigade arrived  staying to watch a burn was a luxury hed long since learned to deny himself  and had only come back after full daylight, when theyd begun to clear up.

A purposeful air was an essential part of his camouflage. A morning coffee, a bit of shopping, a paper from the newsagent  hed even brushed deliberately against one of the detectives as the man sheltered in the doorway of an office building, making a phone call.

Hed seen the CID arrive, of course, and smiled to himself as they poked through the debris, looking for clues he hadnt left.

Hed seen the pathologist, too, and had watched the removal of the body bag with mild surprise. The body was a first, a bonus, like the prize in a Christmas cracker after the pop. He felt no remorse, only curiosity and an unexpected spike of excitement. The future might prove more interesting than even he had thought.






Chapter Four

The Borough of Southwark . . . consisteth of divers streets, ways, and winding lanes, all full of buildings. As a subsidy to the king, this borough yieldeth about . . . eight hundred pounds, which is more than any one city in England payeth, except London.

John Stow
 Survey of London, 1598



As she hunched her shoulders against the persistent drizzle Maura Bell grimaced at the stench coming from the damp wool of her coat. Even in the relatively fresh air outside the building the cloth held the rankness of smoke and a faint scent of corruption. The coat was new as well, carefully budgeted for and put on for the first time early that morning. To think shed been pleased at the drop in temperature, unusual for September, that had allowed her to wear her purchase early. Now shed have to send the coat to the drycleaner as soon as she could change, and God knew if even that would salvage it.

It amazed her to think that there were those, like Farrell and Jake Martinelli, who chose to work fire scenes on a daily basis  but then there were plenty whod say the same about her choice of profession. Not that there werent days when shed agree with them, and this was certainly looking like one of them.

Shed organized the uniformed constables into search teams for the house-to-house  or rather building-to-building  and was now awaiting the arrival of the warehouses construction foreman, one Joe Spender. In a futile effort to keep out the damp she hitched her collar up and wished it were possible to organize a crime scene while holding a brolly. That was all she needed, to prance about like Mary bloody Poppins when she had Scotland Yard on her patch.

In retrospect, the day had begun well enough. Shed got into the station early, beating the traffic from her flat on the Isle of Dogs. She liked to drive rather than take the train and the tube; the time cocooned in her car allowed her to sort her thoughts, gear up or unwind, and having the car in the Borough gave her the freedom to follow up case leads without depending on the station motor pool.

First on the rota, shed been pleased to draw a major case, a suspicious fire with a possible homicide, and when a trace on the buildings ownership had returned a holding company linked with Marcus Yarwood, shed felt a shiver of excitement. Sensitive, yes  Yarwood was an important presence in the Borough  but this was the sort of case that could add rocket fuel to a career.

Then her chief superintendent had called her into his office and told her Marcus Yarwood had requested that the Yard be brought in, and shed been fuming with resentment ever since. Power and influence, that was what it was all about, and if shed thought the job was proof against that sort of corruption, shed been a fool.

And what had high-and-mighty Scotland Yard accomplished so far? Theyd slouched through the crime scene; the superintendent had nipped off to make a phone call, and the sergeant was chatting up one of the female SOCOs. Even had she been disposed to feel charitable towards the Scotland Yard superintendent sent to pour oil on the waters, his casual demeanour would have raised her hackles. Youd have thought he was out for a walk in the park for all the urgency in his manner, and he was too good-looking by half. Maura distrusted handsome men in general, and found the combination of looks and rank particularly threatening.

The sergeant, now, he wasnt so bad, although a bit rabbity with his fair English colouring and his Harry Potter glasses. Not her type, of course; she liked her men big and brawny, but he seemed friendly enough and not too full of himself.

She fished in the pockets of her coat for the cigarettes shed been trying to give up. Might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb, she thought with a grimace. Surely no one could complain that her hair and clothes smelled of cigarette smoke, not after her exposure to the fire reek. Not, she reminded herself, that there was anyone likely to complain.

Inspector Bell. It was the sergeant, Cullen, followed by an enormous man in a flat cap and yellow safety jacket. This is Joe Spender, the job foreman.

Mr Spender. Maura hastily stuffed the unlit cigarette back in her pocket and forced herself not to step back as Spender loomed over her. He must have been all of six foot five, with a belly that hung over his belt, and the florid complexion indicative of high blood pressure. What can you tell us?

He was shaking his head even as she spoke, his eyes flicking towards the ruin of the warehouse. I cant believe it. Couldnt believe it when Mr Yarwood rang me this morning. His accent was East End, comfortable. Yesterday, when we finished up, everything was shipshape.

Kincaid, the Scotland Yard man, had finished his phone call and come across to the group, but he stood a few feet back, listening.

You didnt leave anyone behind in the building? asked Maura.

No. But thats the first thing I thought when I heard. What if one of my blokes forgot his lunch box or something and went back? But I checked right off, and all my crew are accounted for. Crazy idea, anyway, as Im the only one with a key.

And you locked the premises before you left?

Course I did, Spender said vehemently, but Maura thought she saw a bit of the colour leach from his flushed face. I always lock up, side door and then the front. Yesterday was no different.

Anyone else have access to your key? asked the superintendent. When Spender gave him a startled glance, he introduced himself. Scotland Yard. Im Superintendent Kincaid.

Spender glanced at his warrant card, shaking Kincaids hand a little more enthusiastically than he had Mauras. Not unless you count my wife and my two girls at home in Poplar. Theyre eight and six, by the way, my girls.

What about the furniture? Maura put in quickly, determined not to lose control of the interview. The man would be pulling out wallet photos of his kiddies if she wasnt careful. Where did it come from?

Spender turned back to the building. Cheap furnished flats, thats how the place was being used when Mr Yarwood bought it. Not much better than squats. He had a time getting the last of the tenants out, had to cut the power and water, but then we were able to get in.

We started on the ground floor, pulling out walls to make the restaurant space. Then we moved all the furniture from the flats downstairs, ready for the skips. Should have come yesterday, the skips, but there was a delay.

Restaurant space? Kincaid asked, frowning.

Luxury flats upstairs, restaurant downstairs. A celebrity chef, you know, like whats his name, the cheeky chappy. But now . . . Spender sighed, shrugged. Who knows how long it will take to get this sorted, if at all.

Problem with the insurance? Kincaid commented easily, as if it was to be expected, but Spenders reply was wary.

Not that I know of. Its just these things take time. You know how it is.

Kincaid gazed at the building, hands in the pockets of his Burberry. Word has it the leases havent sold as fast as Mr Yarwood had hoped.

Its too soon to say that. Spenders voice held the first trace of irritation. Theres no doubt theyd have sold, a place this close to the South Bank and London Bridge Station.

Lets get back to the furniture, shall we? said Maura, grinding her teeth. How did you leave it yesterday?

Piled in the middle of the bloody room, wasnt it? To give us as much working space as possible.

It didnt occur to you it was a fire danger?

What else were we going to do with the stuff? Put it out in the street for a traffic hazard?

What about your boys? Any of them smoke?

Look, Inspector. Spender took a breath and seemed to gain another inch or two in height. The friendly aura had vanished. None of my lads left a fag end to smoulder and set that furniture alight, if thats what youre thinking. Theyve more sense than that, and Ive told you I checked the building over before I locked up. We left nothing out of place.

And youre absolutely positive you locked both doors? she asked.

Of course Im bloody sure. Do you take me for an idiot?

Maura saw Sergeant Cullen glance at her and thought she read a trace of amusement. Mr Spender, she began tightly, we do need your cooperation here

Mr Spender, excuse me, Kincaid broke in with his easy smile. You may be able to account for your key, but surely theres more than one?



Following Winnies instructions, Gemma took the tube to Waterloo and walked south along Waterloo Road, passing the hulk of the railway terminal and the grimy brickwork of the lock-ups that abutted it. The rain had let up, but puddles stood on the pavement and the sky was still as solidly grey as gunmetal.

How odd, she mused as she picked up her stride, that she should find herself on the edge of Southwark, when Duncan had only that morning been summoned out to a case in the same borough. And odder still, the call from Winnie Montfort, who was not one to make spur-of-the-moment demands.

Fortunately, Gemma hadnt anything too pressing scheduled for her Friday afternoon, and as her lunch usually consisted of a sandwich brought up from the canteen she didnt feel terribly guilty about taking a longer than usual lunch break. She had, in fact, been feeling rather restless and unsettled, and was glad of an excuse to stretch her legs and breathe in the cool, damp air flowing from the river.

She and Duncan had managed to see Winnie only once since Winnie had come up to London from her Somerset parish, and that had been on one of the weekends when Jack had joined her. Winnie and Jack had come to Notting Hill, duly admiring the house and giving Gemma the opportunity to try out her very unpolished cooking and entertaining skills. Gemma had never had much time to cook and, until now, had certainly never lived anywhere with the space or atmosphere conducive to giving dinner parties

There had been times that evening, watching the group around her candlelit dining room table, when shed felt like a child playing at dressing-up. But if shed felt like an impostor in her own home, she had also, rather to her surprise, enjoyed herself. Not that she was in any danger of turning into Stella Fairchild-Priestly, Cullens girlfriend, who was the queen of hostesses, but perhaps her social life had begun to evolve past spag bol and a bottle of plonk.

Of course she and Winnie had ended the evening with promises to get together soon, but then work had intervened on her part and she supposed the same had been true for Winnie. It was a shame, she thought now, as she was beginning to realize how desperately she missed having a close female friend since Hazel Cavendish had gone.

Reaching The Cut, she turned left, passing the Old Vic on one side and a council estate on the other. Winnie had suggested they meet for a quick lunch at a pub called the Hope and Anchor, near her church and her temporary accommodation. Then, Winnie had promised, shed explain why shed rung.

The Cut, for all its unusual name, was an unremarkable street, lined with small grocers shops, cafes and tapas bars that had become trendy. Damp squares of betting slips littered the pavement outside a bookies premises, and Gemma smelled a faint tang of cigarette smoke beneath the traffic fumes.

Just as she spotted the pubs name above an unassuming shop front, she saw Winnie standing outside, watching for her. If Winnie Montfort was not classically beautiful, most people forgot this as soon as she smiled. Her pleasant face radiated honesty and humour, and she had the knack of making those she spoke to feel they had her undivided attention. Today, her soft brown hair curled about her face in the damp, and her clerical collar provided a slash of contrast beneath her cherry-coloured raincoat.

Her face lit with pleasure at Gemmas approach, and she gave her a quick hug. Gemma, thanks for coming. Theyre holding a table for us  Ive just checked.

Busy place? Gemma asked as she followed her inside.

Its gaining quite a reputation as a gastropub, Winnie told her, grinning. Awful term, isnt it? Always makes me think of some unmentionable complaint. But the food is good, and its more or less my local.

The bar, with simple wooden tables and an upright piano in the corner, took up the right-hand side of the space, while partially drawn velvet curtains marked off the restaurant area to the left. A waiter seated them at a small table near the back of the restaurant and handed them laminated menu cards.

When theyd ordered  cod and greens for Gemma, a chicken and mushroom pie for Winnie  they settled back with their drinks. All right, first things first, said Gemma, spreading a piece of brown, crusty bread with pale butter. Hows Jack? Is he coming up to town this weekend?

 Fraid not. The commission in Bristol is keeping him busy. He may not get away again until the jobs complete.

Can you not go to him?

I only have one day off a week  not long enough to go to Glastonbury and back. And even that day is subject to emergencies.

Sounds a bit like the police, Gemma said ruefully. Good thing you picked an understanding bloke.

It is, isnt it? agreed Winnie, sipping at the glass of Pinot Grigio shed ordered with her meal. Although sometimes I wonder if Id feel less guilty about juggling the job and the relationship if he werent so understanding. What about Duncan and the boys? Any news on the Eugenia front?

Weve a preliminary hearing scheduled next week. As if their family situation werent already complicated enough, Kits maternal grandmother, Eugenia Potts, had applied for custody of him. Kits mother, Victoria, had been Kincaids ex-wife. It was only after Vics murder the previous year that Kincaid had realized her son might be his child, born without his knowledge not long after their separation. Vics second husband, Ian McClellan, was still Kits legal guardian, but since he had moved to Canada, he had allowed Kit to live with Duncan and Gemma.

Eugenia, however, appeared to blame Duncan for her daughters death, and could not bear the idea of her grandson living happily with his father. And although Kit despised his grandmother, who had treated him badly after his mothers death, hed not been willing to take the DNA test that would prove Duncans paternity without a doubt, thus giving Duncan clear legal rights. The boy seemed to be afraid that if the test proved negative he would lose his new family, and Duncan and Gemmas reassurance of their commitment to him, regardless of the test outcome, had not managed to convince him otherwise.

Kits stubbornness over the testing meant that Duncan and Gemma would be forced to rely on the understanding of the family court judge, and on the hope that the judge would see Kit as old enough to decide where and with whom he wanted to live. It was all very worrying, and since Eugenia had filed her petition the previous May tensions had been running high in their household.

We had an outing planned to Portobello Market tomorrow to look for some things for Kit, Gemma told Winnie, and found herself expressing feelings she hadnt been able to articulate to herself. I really thought we should all be together, as a family, to reassure Kit that well continue to be a family . . . But Duncan cant make it . . .

Work?

Gemma nodded. A case came up. Here in Southwark, as a matter of fact.

I wouldnt worry about your outing, said Winnie. Kit knows how committed you are, and the last thing he needs now is to feel any sort of divisiveness between you and Duncan.

Im sure youre right, Gemma admitted. Its just nerves. I suppose I hate the idea of being put on show as a model family. What if we dont measure up?

You measure up as far as Kits concerned, and Im sure thats what counts. Winnie buttered a slice of bread for herself. What about your friend Hazel? Im sure shed testify on your behalf.

She would, but shes in Scotland.

Trying to make a go of her distillery?

Gemma nodded, fighting back the sudden, mortifying prickle of tears. After the tragic events of the previous spring shed encouraged Hazel to do what she thought right, even if it meant staying in Scotland, but she hadnt realized what it would mean to lose the supportive presence of her closest friend.

She took a sip from her half pint of cider, concentrating on the feel of the bubbles against her tongue, hoping that her voice wouldnt betray her. She and Tim are talking, at least, and theyve agreed for the time being not to sell the Islington house.

Any hope of a reconciliation?

Gemma sighed. I dont know. It would be hard, after whats happened, for either of them. Their meals arrived, and Gemma was glad of an excuse to change the subject.

Now, why dont you tell me why you rang? she said, picking up her cutlery as a cloud of steam rose from the perfectly arranged food on her plate. Im dying of curiosity.

Well, I hope I havent been hasty, confessed Winnie. But this is outside my experience, and I wasnt sure if it was a matter for the police, so you seemed the obvious person to consult. And my parishioner wasnt too keen on the idea of going to the police . . .

I was the unofficial solution? Gemma asked, a little amused, imagining a teenager caught stealing or an accumulation of unpaid parking tickets. She hoped she hadnt been called out for a kitten stranded up a tree, but in any case it looked as if she was going to get a good lunch for her time.

As Winnie began to tell her about Frances Lius missing housemate, her amusement quickly faded.

Ive been round to Guys Hospital, where Elaine works, Winnie continued, and got them to tell me that not only did she not turn up for work this morning, she didnt call in. Her colleagues say shes very punctual and dependable; shes seldom missed work at all, and never without notice.

Does she have family you could ring? Boyfriend? Ex-husband?

Not that Franny knows of, and that strikes me as a bit funny as well. I mean, how many people do you know without connections of some sort?

Had she been behaving oddly?

Not that Franny noticed . . . or not that Franny admits noticing, anyway.

Deciding her food had cooled enough to taste, Gemma took a bite of meltingly tender white fish and sauted greens. Blimey, she said, closing her eyes in bliss. This is wonderful. Swallowing, she forced her attention back to the matter at hand. What about the local hospitals? Did you check to see if shed been admitted?

I checked Guys and St Thomas, answered Winnie. No one by that name and no one unidentified. And that left me at a dead end. I thought that perhaps if you were to talk to Franny, you could convince her to report Elaine missing.

Do you know why shes so reluctant?

The pub had filled to capacity since theyd come in, and Winnie leaned a little closer in order to be heard above the rising babble of voices. She said Elaines very protective of her privacy, and would be angry if Franny called attention to her unnecessarily. Winnie frowned and toyed with a forkful of her chicken pie. But I also think that Franny has a horror of making a fuss, of being seen as the hysterical invalid.

Thats understandable, I suppose, Gemma said thoughtfully. But although the most likely explanation is that her friend has done a runner, I think the situation is odd enough for her to sound an alarm. Does she live nearby, then? she added, thinking reluctantly of the work that would be piling up on her desk at Notting Hill. She wouldnt be getting away early that evening to toast Sergeant Talleys birthday.

Not five minutes from here, just across from my church. Winnie smiled. Itll give me a chance to show you where I slave away my days.

*

Kath Warren shut herself in the toilet adjoining her office and leaned against the basin, holding on to the cold porcelain edge as if it were the only anchor in an unstable universe. She took deep breaths, counting in, counting out, and after a moment she turned on the cold tap and held her wrists beneath the stream. When the faintness began to pass, she shut the water off and reached for the towel, only to find it had disappeared from the hook  nicked by one of the shelter residents, she supposed, as per bloody usual. Tearing off a bit of toilet tissue from the roll, she dried her hands and gazed at herself in the fly-specked mirror over the basin.

She saw carefully streaked hair, expensively feathered over her ears and at the nape of her neck; regular features, nose a bit turned up, skin taut and evenly tanned from weekly sessions in the tanning salon. A good face, she told herself, an attractive face, but in the cold light filtering through the toilet window there was no denying it was the face of a forty-five-year-old woman.

How could she possibly have convinced herself it didnt matter? Shed risked her job, her marriage, her children, her comfortable semi-detached house in Peckham, all for a few quick encounters on the stained and threadbare sofa in her office.

Encounters. That was a euphemism even shabbier than passed on or developmentally challenged. She could at least be honest with herself. It had been sex  sweaty, pulse-racing, heart-pounding, skin-tingling sex  and she had wanted it with a ferocity she hadnt known she possessed.

And she had believed that it mattered as much to him as it did to her. She had been an utter fool, a stupid, pathetically middle-aged fool, and now she would have to deal with the consequences.



The phone call had come that morning as Marcus Yarwood was downing a last cup of coffee in his Birmingham hotel room before beginning the first day of a three-day Labour conference. While the official agenda listed topics such as Communicating with Your Constituents and The Question of Tax, the real purpose of the meeting was to meet and greet, to make or cement alliances that would further ones political ambitions. If he had been naive enough in his early days as an MP to think that his own convictions mattered, he had long since realized the error of his ways. But if hed learned to play the game, hed also learned to enjoy it for its own sake, and hed been looking forward to the weekend as a way to take his mind off more personal troubles.

Then the police had rung his London office, and the dominoes began to topple. His secretary had rung him, her voice squeaky with distress; he had taken the first available train, then a taxi from the station, stopping only to drop off his overnight bag at his flat. Now he stood staring in disbelief at the remains of his building, struggling for breath as if hed just been kicked in the chest by a carthorse. He hadnt imagined it would be so bad, hadnt really visualized the gaping windows, the piles of rubble on the pavement.

Reduced to rubble. Maybe it was fitting for a bricklayers son with aspirations above his station. Hed been eighteen when hed bought his first small delivery van with the earnings from his second job; twenty-five when hed stood for his first council seat. Hed balanced his roles as business owner and Labour activist by his rejection of the greed-driven methods of big business and his unswerving dedication to improving his borough. Until, driven by his worries over Chloe, hed given in to the temptations of the property market, and now he was facing financial disaster.

His secretary had informed him that the prime ministers office had unofficially requested that Scotland Yard oversee the case, and that was the last thing he needed.

Or maybe there was worse. A movement caught his eye. Turning, he saw a reporter coming towards him, accompanied by an assistant wielding a handheld videocam like an unnatural appendage. For a moment he wondered wildly if he had conjured them up from the depths of his imagination. But no, they were real enough. The red eye of the camera held him mercilessly, and he struggled to resurrect his public face as the reporter held out a mike.

But before the reporter could speak, there was a touch on his shoulder and a quiet voice said, Mr Yarwood? Im with the police. If we could have a word.

*

Kincaid had recognized Yarwood immediately, but had been content to observe him for a few moments. The man was smaller in stature than he appeared on television; he did not seem to have the assurance that had always leapt from the screen. Was it shock, Kincaid wondered, or did the camera amplify certain character traits?

Yarwood wore no overcoat  he had not, perhaps, planned to spend his day standing in the rain  and the fit of his dark suit suggested Savile Row. No amount of tailoring, however, could make the man look as though he belonged in a suit. He was too burly, too barrel-chested, his arms and shoulders out of proportion to the rest of his body, his legs short as a wrestlers.

It had seemed strange to see Yarwoods bulldog face wiped clean of its usual cheerful belligerence; stranger still to see his expression of dismay at the journalists approach.

Seeing no advantage to letting the press have their way with Yarwood just yet, Kincaid hurried to the rescue. When hed introduced himself, deftly turning Yarwood away from the camera, he looked round for a place where they could talk.

The rain seemed to have stopped for the moment at least, making shelter less of a necessity, but it was still difficult to find somewhere that afforded privacy and less likelihood of being trampled by firefighters with rakes and axes. The side street between Yarwoods warehouse and the similar building next door had been blocked off completely with crime scene tape. Making a quick decision, Kincaid ducked under the tape and led Yarwood towards a spot by the opposite buildings side door.

Cullen was busy taking details from Spender, the job foreman, but DI Bell caught his eye and came to join them. Kincaid introduced them, but Yarwood seemed not to take it in. He stared at the burned building as if mesmerized.

The body  they say you found a body  is it still . . . His eyes shifted towards the building like an involuntary tic.

No, Kincaid told him. Its been taken away for examination. Have you any idea how a woman ended up dead in your building, Mr Yarwood?

A woman? Was it Kincaids imagination, or had he seen a jolt of panic in the mans eyes? If so, Yarwood managed to disguise it, shoving his hands in his pockets and rocking on the balls of his feet. My guess would be that the builders left the building open and some poor soul wandered in off the street.

That occurred to us as well, Kincaid said agreeably. But Mr Spender, your foreman, says he checked the locks himself when they finished for the day, and both doors were well fastened.

Well, perhaps hes mistaken, Yarwood ventured after a moments pause. It was obvious he didnt want to call his foreman a liar.

Or maybe someone came along later and unlocked it again, suggested Bell, her Scots accent sounding clearly. Where were you last night, Mr Yarwood?

Yarwood stared at her in surprise. Youre not suggesting

If Kincaid had needed a partner in good cop/bad cop, he had certainly got one. Its routine, you understand, Mr Yarwood. We have to ask these things, and its to your benefit to get the facts clear from the beginning.

My benefit? Yarwood sounded puzzled.

We have a possible murder and possible arson here. As you are the owner of the property, the Fire Investigation Team will naturally need to rule you out  as will your insurance company. Insurance fraud is more common than youd think.

Yarwood ran a hand through his short, thinning hair, and seemed to gather himself. Of course. I understand that. I was in Birmingham, at a party conference. I had dinner in the hotel restaurant with some other attendees, then went to bed.

Mr Spender says you have the only other set of keys to the warehouse. Did you have them with you? asked Bell.

No, theyre at home in my flat. Why would I carry them with me?

Why indeed? agreed Bell lightly, but there was no humour in her voice. Well need the details, of course, Mr Yarwood, but even if you were safely up in the Midlands last night, that doesnt rule out a bit of professional help.

Now look, Inspector, you cant accuse me of setting my own warehouse alight. Yarwood glared at her with a return of his characteristic attitude, as if he were suddenly on firmer ground.

No, not at this stage, anyway. Bell allowed herself a small smile. But there are rumours going round that you were in financial trouble, that the flats werent selling fast enough to cover your construction costs.

Thats simply not true, Yarwood said with assurance. The projects barely off the ground, and we never expected to sell off all the leases until the flats were finished. He frowned at Bell, his heavy forehead creasing. You said possible arson. That means youve no proof that the fire wasnt an accident.

Not yet. Bells tone implied that it was only a matter of time, and she gave him a challenging stare.

Kincaid thought he should intervene before they resorted to blows. Mr Yarwood, lets just say that we find that the fire was started deliberately. Have you any idea why someone would want to burn your warehouse?

No. Absolutely none. Yarwoods denial was firm, accompanied by a sharp shake of his head, but this time Kincaid had no doubt. Hed seen the flash of fear in the mans eyes.






Chapter Five

The chief features in the still life of the street are green shutters, lodging-bills, brass door-plates, and bell-handles; the principal specimens of animated nature, the pot-boy, the muffin youth, and the baked-potato man.

Charles Dickens
 The Pickwick Papers



Gemma and Winnie left the pub, crossing the busy road, then turned into the aptly named Short Street. Winnie pointed out her church, a nondescript brown brick structure built parallel to the street on their left.

And thats Mitre Road. Winnie gestured to the street of neat Victorian terraces that ran off to the right. My flats about halfway along, first floor. Its quite nice  cosy compared to my draughty vicarage at home. I promise Ill have you both over for a meal.

And Frannys house is just there, she added as Short Street came to an abrupt end at Ufford Street. Practically on my doorstep.

They were neat as dolls houses, thought Gemma as she studied the two-storeyed terraces lining Ufford Street. The houses looked cheerful even on such a grey day, the red tile roofs steeply peaked, the gables white, the narrow front doors a glossy black. Most of the houses, she noticed, sported flowered number plaques and hanging baskets. A black iron fence ran the length of the terrace, separating tiny front gardens from the street. A glance towards the end of the street revealed a massive grey brick warehouse and, looming above it, the unexpected silhouette of the Millennium Wheel.

Its easy to forget how close we are to the Thames, said Winnie, following Gemmas gaze as they crossed the road. And that everything here in Southwark used to revolve around the river. The churches still hold remembrance masses for those lost at sea. She opened one of the iron gates and led Gemma up to a porch. A wheelchair ramp bridged a slight incline to the front door. She rang the bell, then opened the door and called out, Franny? Its Winnie. Ive brought a friend.

Oh, what a lovely smell, exclaimed Gemma as she followed Winnie into a sitting room as green and flowery as a cottage garden brought indoors.

Do you like it? The woman in the wheelchair rolled towards them, her small oval face lit with pleasure. Its one of my candles. I make them from soy wax and essential oils. This ones a blend of bergamot, lavender and ylang-ylang  its meant to be calming. On a small table near her chair a candle burned in a green glass jar. Beside it lay a cordless phone.

Franny single-handedly supports the church bazaar, added Winnie, when shed introduced Gemma. Her candles are the biggest seller. Its not only the scents that are wonderful  she uses all sorts of things for containers. Teacups, antique glass jars, flowerpots

Basically, anything I can get my hands on, Franny explained. I used to haunt car boot sales; now I have to make do with what friends bring me. Elaine She stopped, her voice suddenly unsteady.

Winnie pulled up a chair for Gemma before sitting on the end of the chaise longue. Have you heard from her? she asked Franny.

On closer inspection, Gemma saw that Franny Liu looked tired, and that her dark eyes were red-rimmed as if shed been weeping.

No. Franny shook her head. Nothing. I tried her office again, just in case.

And youve rung her mobile phone? Gemma asked.

She doesnt have one. An unnecessary expense, she said. Elaine likes to mind her pennies. Franny studied Gemma for a moment, her head tilted to one side. Winnie said you had something to do with the police, that you could advise us. But youre not quite what I expected.

No uniform? Gemma smiled. Im in CID. We wear plain clothes. Why dont you tell me about your friend? she added, leaning forward in her chair, her hands clasped on her knee. Start from the beginning.

Her name is Elaine Holland. She . . . Frannys 
voice wavered and cracked. She . . . she works in the Medical Records department at Guys Hospital. Shes 
an administrative assistant.

Winnie said she rents a room from you, prompted Gemma, when Franny paused. How did the two of you get together?

I posted a notice on the hospital board. I was a nurse before my illness, so I knew it was a good way to find someone compatible. I offered a reduced rent in return for help with chores around the house and shopping. Elaine was the first applicant I had.

How long ago was that?

Almost two years.

Gemma smiled. So you must have got on quite well.

I . . . Yes, we did. We do.

You said this morning that her parents were dead, and she hadnt any brothers or sisters, put in Winnie. But what about a boyfriend or an ex-husband? Or a school friend? Is there anyone else she might have gone to?

Elaine didnt Elaine doesnt like to talk about personal things, Franny said quietly, not meeting their eyes, and Gemma thought that Elaines reticence must have hurt her. But I dont think shes ever been married. Somehow I cant imagine her married, she added, trying for a smile.

And she never brought anyone here, to the house?

Franny shook her head. Never. I told her she was welcome to have her friends in, when she first arrived, but then after a while the subject just never came up. I suppose we got into a routine.

A slight thump came from the kitchen, and a black and white cat appeared in the sitting room doorway. It regarded them seriously for a moment, as if assessing their suitability as guests, before jumping into its mistresss lap and curling into a ball. This is Quinn, Franny explained to Gemma, stroking the cat. He has his own cat flap so I dont have to let him in and out. Elaines allergic to cats, so its better if he doesnt spend all day in the house. Shes all right as long as he stays out of her bedroom, but you know how cats are  its a battle of wits between them. If she leaves her door open for a minute hes in like a shot.

Gemma smiled, thinking of their cat, Sid, and his unerring talent for picking out those with a feline phobia. Did Elaine have any other health problems that you know of? she asked. Fits? A bad heart?

No, not that she ever mentioned. But she was good at looking after others  I mean, she knew how to do . . . things. A flush of embarrassment rose in Frannys cheeks. I asked her once, in the beginning, if shed done any nursing, but she said no. She was a bit sharp about it, to be honest. She looked up, meeting Gemmas gaze. You think shes fallen ill somewhere, dont you. But Winnies already rung the hospitals . . .

I think its a possibility we have to consider. Gemma looked round the room, suddenly aware of the one thing missing in the clutter. Franny, do you have a photo of Elaine?

No. She frowned as if the realization surprised her. I cant remember there ever being an occasion to take one.

She didnt bring any photos of her own?

Not unless theyre upstairs in her room.

Winnie gave Gemma a quick negative shake of her head.

Glancing at her friend, Gemma thought it was no wonder Winnie had rung her. All her instincts told her there was something not quite right here. Why dont you give me a description, then? she suggested to Franny.

Well, shes about my age, mid-thirties, Id say. Franny looked at Winnie as if for verification and Winnie nodded.

You dont know exactly? Gemma asked, curious.

Elaine didnt hold with birthdays, Franny murmured, her hands twisting in the cats fur, but he only stirred a little and narrowed his eyes.

Okay. Gemma smiled, trying to put her at ease. What else?

Um, shes tallish. Fair complexion. Brown hair, about like this  Franny held a hand level with her chin  with a bit of wave to it. Light brown eyes.

I think thats good enough for a report. We can just ring

Franny was shaking her head, her eyes wide with distress. I told Winnie I didnt want anything official. I dont want

Look, I understand you dont want to upset your friend. Gemma tried to soothe the womans agitation. But I think you have a serious concern here, and for Elaines sake you must report her disappearance to the police. What if shes lying ill somewhere and needs help? Well ring the local station, then Winnie and I can wait with you until they send someone round.

Youd do that? Franny sounded surprised, and Gemma wondered how much support Elaine had actually provided.

Of course we would, Winnie assured her.

Franny closed her eyes for a moment, her hands still on the cats back. Then she sighed, as if coming to a decision, and looked up at Gemma. Okay. But will you call? She nodded towards the phone. I . . . I dont want to have to explain why I cant come in to the station.

Its all right. They wont expect it, Gemma told her, but she was happy enough to comply. She rang the local station directly, and identified herself. The duty officer said hed send someone round as soon as he could, but they were a bit short-handed because theyd had a fire.

Got half my constables tied up with house-to-house and perimeter control, the officer responded. Southwark Street, not far from your address.

It was close, Gemma thought as she hung up, visualizing the page of the AZ shed glanced at before meeting Winnie. Maybe she could take the tube from London Bridge Station, rather than Waterloo, when she returned to the office. Her route would take her right past Southwark Street; she could see what was going on, have a word with Duncan.

In the meantime, however, she had another idea. As Winnie volunteered to make them all a cup of 
coffee, Gemma said, Franny, do you mind if I have a 
look at Elaines things? I might see something that 
Winnie missed this morning.


Franny gave her a bleak smile. If somethings happened to her, it wont matter that she wouldnt like it.

Gemma climbed the narrow stairs and looked in the first room at the top. The flowers and antiques identified it as Frannys, but it had the desolate feel acquired by rooms whose inhabitants had died. An ornate mahogany dressing table held the personal photos she had expected to see downstairs  Franny as a girl, posed between a well-dressed Asian couple who looked both proud and rather formal, as if the portrait had been an occasion. Franny playing in a garden with a Border collie, laughing into the camera. Franny alone, in a nursing sisters uniform, her expression grave. Gemma touched the photo with a fingertip, then went out, closing the door firmly behind her.

She examined the bathroom more closely, this time looking for traces of Elaine Holland. The medicine cabinet held only paracetemol, plasters, cotton buds, a bottle of over-the-counter cough remedy. If Franny took prescription medicines, she must keep them downstairs. Frowning, Gemma tried the cupboard above the toilet. It held only toilet tissue, tampons, a few bars of inexpensive soap and a bottle of Boots bubble bath.

Perhaps Elaine kept her personal things in her bedroom, Gemma thought, moving on to the third room in the corridor and opening the door. Winnie had told her over lunch that the room was bare, but the description hadnt prepared Gemma for the bleakness that met her eyes as she stood on the threshold.

In Gemmas experience the need to stamp ones personality on ones living space seemed a basic human need, one that surfaced as soon as the essentials of food and shelter were provided. Shed seen prostitutes rooms decorated with ribbons, pictures  only bits of tat from the street markets, but much loved tat nonetheless. Shed seen nursing-home rooms filled with personal mementos. Shed even known rough sleepers on the streets guard their few possessions as fiercely as they did their blankets, as if those possessions allowed them to keep a remnant of the identity life had stripped away.

But this room bore no more imprint than a cheap hotel room slept in for a night  it was as if Elaine Holland had vigilantly erased herself every day of the two years she had lived in this house. There were no photos, no books, no magazines or CDs, no clothes haphazardly strewn across the bed or the chair. Gemma crossed to the chest of drawers and ran a finger across its surface  there was only a light coating of dust.

Methodically, she opened the drawers. At least the woman wore underwear, she thought with a grin, although it was nondescript Marks and Spencer cotton knickers and bras. One drawer held a pad of cheap writing paper with matching envelopes, a few stamps, elastic bands, and pens marked with the hospital logo, but there were no bills or personal documents.

She went on to the built-in wardrobe with as little success. A few pairs of sensible shoes, trousers and jackets in neutral colours suitable for work and, Gemma noted, in the same size she wore. A shelf held neatly folded blankets and bed linen. The wardrobe was quite deep and, on an impulse, Gemma lifted down the linen, then pulled over the chair and climbed up on it so that she could reach all the way to the back of the shelf.

Her fingers closed on a small cardboard box and she drew it into the light, exclaiming as she saw the bright colours. It was the packaging for an Orange phone, and it was empty.

So, in spite of her protestations to Franny, Elaine owned a mobile phone. But why had she lied?

Flushed by her success, Gemma climbed down from the chair and stood back, surveying the storage space. There had to be more  she was sure of it. Pushing all the hanging clothes aside, she was rewarded for her diligence. A low door was set into the back wall of the cupboard, a not unusual feature in many old houses. The extra storage space was remarkably easy to access, once you knew of its existence, and the latch was a simple hook and eye.

Kneeling, Gemma swung open the door. A faint odour of old mothballs wafted out, and she saw immediately that she had struck gold. Some of the open boxes on the floor held strappy, high-heeled shoes, others an assortment of lacy lingerie. Folded over hangers on a low bar were sequined tops and sleek skirts, a few low-cut cocktail dresses, a beaded vintage cardigan.

Gemma sat back, wondering what to make of her find. One thing was certain  there was more to Elaine Holland than her housemate had dreamed.



When asked by her fellow firefighters why she still lived at home Rose would say the decision was purely practical  there was room in her parents house, after all, and why should she waste money paying rent when she could be saving towards a deposit on a place of her own? Living in London was prohibitively expensive, and firefighters earnings were towards the low end of the scale.

She didnt talk about her fathers unexpected death from heart failure the previous year, nor about her reluctance to leave her mother alone in the house her parents had shared for the thirty years of their marriage. She was even less likely to admit that she couldnt yet bear the thought of leaving the house that still bore such tangible reminders of the father shed adored.

The drive from Southwark south-east to suburban Forest Hill usually came as a relief at the end of her watch. With some of the money she saved on rent shed splashed out on her car, a fire-engine-red Mini with a Union Jack painted on the top. She loved the way the little car handled, and the sense of physical engagement she felt as she drove helped her shed the stresses of her shift. The blokes teased her about the car, of course, but it was the good-natured ribbing of approval. They could understand her attachment to a collection of nuts and bolts.

But today not even the drive had helped her unwind, and as she pulled up in front of the semi-detached house not far from the main parade in Forest Hill she realized she had the steering wheel clenched in a white-knuckled grip. She flexed her fingers and stretched the kinks from her neck, making a conscious effort to ease the tension from her body. It was a ritual with her, trying not to take the job inside, even though she knew her mum would be at work. The house was her sanctuary, the one place she could be entirely herself.

She gazed at the familiar curve of the bay window, the gingerbread of the porch gable with the distinctive crosses at the bottom ends, the stained glass of the front door. At work, only Bryan Simms knew she lived in a Christmas house. The passion for the house had been shared with her dad, and it was an area still too tender for public exposure.

Edward Christmass company thrived between 1888 and 1930, and while his houses werent as well known as those by Arts and Crafts architects such as Voysey and Lutyens, they had a wealth of detail and a unique charm. Her parents had bought the place cheaply in the late seventies, before the resurgence of interest in the builders work, and throughout her childhood her father had spent his spare time lovingly restoring each distinctive feature. And shed helped him, becoming comfortable early on with woodworking and power tools, brick pointing and glass repair  all things that had stood her in good stead in the male culture of the fire station. Hey, get a load of that! The flower can use a chainsaw! The memory of her sub officers surprise still made her smile.

A magpie landed on the gate a few feet from the car and examined her, its bright, beady eye mocking as if it knew the truth about her. Shed worked so hard at showing she could do the job, at fitting in  had she blown it all that morning? What would her station officer say when he heard shed gone back to the scene, off duty, without clearing it with him first? Charlie Wilcox was a good boss, a fair man who preferred encouragement to criticism, but she had a sinking feeling that shed violated some unwritten protocol, made a fool of herself, and by association of her watch. There was nothing worse than that. The magpie took off with a sharp clap of wings, and her shoulders jerked involuntarily.

What had possessed her? Had she been afraid shed missed something, made some mistake that would come to light? In the three years shed been in the fire service, shed only worked half a dozen large-structure fires, and last night was one of the few times shed had the nozzle. To have the nozzle, be first on the hose, that was what every firefighter lived for  it was the ultimate experience, it was what made you real. She could still feel the exhilaration in her veins, and in an instant of clarity she knew she hadnt done anything wrong, shed simply done what shed been trained to do, and shed never felt more whole in her life.

Then why did her brain keep replaying the spongy feel of flesh beneath her gloved hand, the glimpse of the contorted face with the bared and blackened teeth? Shed seen worse, for Gods sake  why did this one somehow seem to be her responsibility?

She had to let it go. She had to sleep or shed be useless on her watch tonight. That she couldnt afford, especially with the FIT coming in to question the rest of the watch. Her visit to the fire scene was bound to come out; there was no avoiding it. Shed just have to take the flak from Wilcox and the others, if necessary, and put the whole episode behind her.



Not wanting to say anything about her discoveries in front of Franny, Gemma waited until the constable had come and gone, then spoke briefly to Winnie as they stood outside the church office.

Winnie shook her head in bewilderment. Why go to so much trouble to hide things away when she knew Franny couldnt climb the stairs? And why hide the things at all? Dont most single women have a few pairs of sexy knickers?

If they dont, they should, Gemma replied, grinning. In spite of her newly married status, Winnie could still display an endearingly innocent honesty. What about the phone? she asked. Do you suppose Elaine thought Franny would be a nuisance if she knew she could reach her on a mobile?

Its always seemed to me that Franny goes out of her way not to make demands on Elaine. Winnie shrugged. But maybe Elaine perceived it differently. I cant guess at this point. Should we have told the constable about these things?

I dont think having a stash of slightly tarty clothes and a mobile phone constitutes significant detail. But it has made me curious, she added. Will you let me know if she turns up? Do you think Franny will be all right?

Ill look in on her this evening, Winnie told her. Thanks for all your help.

After a quick hug Gemma went on her way, cutting up Blackfriars Road into Union Street. The rain had begun again, a drizzle too light for umbrellas but heavy enough to be annoying. She turned up the collar of her coat and clutched it closed at her throat, trying to keep the occasional drops from slipping down the back of her neck.

There was one thing shed noticed that she hadnt felt comfortable sharing with Winnie. Franny had frequently used the past tense when talking about her friend, although shed corrected herself a few times. Did she know more about Elaines disappearance than shed let on?

Thats a nasty suspicious mind youve got, Gemma chastised herself aloud, earning a surprised glance from a passing man in a pinstriped suit. The woman was confined to a wheelchair, for heavens sake, she went on to herself  she couldnt possibly have had anything to do with her friends mysterious disappearance.

And Gemma certainly had enough on her plate, with her own caseload and Kits hearing coming up on Monday, without taking on another problem. Shed lost half her afternoon as it was, and she imagined Melody Talbot beleaguered, ready to send out a search party for her. Fishing her phone from her bag, she gave Melody a quick call, explaining that something had come up but that she was now on her way back to the station.

Her ruminations and her phone call having taken her as far as Southwark Bridge Road, she took a moment to orient herself before turning north, towards the river, then right into Southwark Street. She caught sight of the distant cluster of emergency vehicles almost immediately, but it wasnt until she was almost upon them that she was able to see the scene of the fire itself.

Her first thought was one of regret, for the building had been beautiful, its form and symmetry a striking example of the best of Victorian architecture. How could someone wilfully damage something so lovely? she wondered, then remembered that Kincaid had called it a suspicious fire. It might not have been arson.

The appliances had gone but the generator lorry remained, and against the grey sky the lower windows of the warehouse glowed with the eerie brightness of the floodlights. Piles of blackened rubble had been raked out onto the pavement, and even from a distance the stench made her throat constrict.

There were several marked police cars and a couple of unmarked but vaguely official-looking vans. She recognized Doug Cullens slightly battered Vauxhall Astra parked over the kerb. She was about to ask one of the constables guarding the perimeter where she might find Kincaid when she saw him, standing a few yards down the side street with Cullen and a dark-haired woman in a tan coat.

Gemmas lips curved in an involuntary smile; familiarity hadnt dulled the jolt of pleasure she felt on seeing him after a few hours separation. Then he looked up and saw her, his eyes widening in surprise.

Gemma! he said, hurrying towards her. What are you doing here? Is everything all right? The boys

No, no, theyre fine, she hastened to reassure him. Its just that I was in the area  Winnie rang and asked me to lunch  and I thought Id stop by and see how you were getting on.

Very slowly, he said, slipping an arm round her shoulders for a quick hug and giving her a grin that told her he was glad to see her as well.

Gemma realized that the dark-haired woman was watching her with a less than welcoming regard. I dont want to trespass on your patch. If its inconvenient

Youre fine. Dont worry about the grim-visaged Inspector Bell, he added in her ear. She improves as she thaws. Were just about to have a word with the woman who reported the fire. Come along with us  Ill be glad to have your take on this. Then you can tell me about Winnie.

Theyd reached the others. Doug Cullen took her hand warmly, then introduced her to DI Maura Bell. Bell put out her hand in response to Gemmas, but jerked it free after the slightest press of fingers. Slam-bam-thank-you-maam, Gemma thought, amused. This was a woman who obviously did not relish physical contact or having an uninvited investigator on her case.

While were waiting for the fire investigation officer, Bill Farrell, I can give you a quick rundown of what we have so far, Kincaid said, ignoring Bells scowl. The building belongs to Marcus Yarwood, the MP, who was in the process of turning it into luxury flats with a restaurant on the ground floor. The emergency call came in just after half past twelve last night, and the fire was well advanced by the time the brigade arrived. They entered through the front door, which they found unlocked, and they later discovered the side door unlocked as well. He gestured towards the door facing them across the narrow side street. The rear of the building jutted out in a sort of attached tower with a window at each level, leading Gemma to assume that the door opened onto a rear staircase.

The firefighters found their progress into the ground-floor space impeded by a pile of soft furniture gathered in the centre of the room, Kincaid continued. Behind the furniture they discovered the charred body of the victim. Bill Farrell, the FIO, thinks it likely that the fire started in the furniture, but theyve found no obvious signs of arson.

Does that mean the death may have been accidental? asked Gemma.

Possible, but Id say not likely, as Kate Ling found a massive fracture to the back of the skull.

Kate was here? Gemma felt a twinge of jealousy. She knew that Kate fancied Kincaid, but how he felt about Kate shed never quite been able to work out. Obviously, he respected the doctor professionally, and just as obviously he found her attractive, but it never seemed to occur to him that the feeling might be reciprocated. Men could be so clueless, thought Gemma, but in this case Kincaids blind spot was a blessing. She just hoped he never saw the light where Kate Ling was concerned.

Been and gone. Shell get to the post-mortem as soon as she can. He turned to greet a tall, balding man. Heres Farrell now.

Are these flats, then? asked Gemma when shed been introduced, looking up at the building they were about to enter. It was larger than its burned neighbour, and a bit more ornate, but it showed obvious signs of decay and neglect. You said someone called from here after midnight.

Not flats, Farrell told her. Its a family violence shelter. He pointed out a small plaque near the door which bore the legend HELPING HANDS. It was one of the residents who called in the fire. Were going to have a word with the director before we interview the young woman. Ive got the entry code from the constable who took the original statement.

The street door stood open, showing a small entry hall floored with stained coconut matting, but as Gemma tailed after the others, she saw that an interior door had been fitted with an expensive new security keypad. Farrell entered a code and, when the door swung open, led them into a dingy stairwell. Looking back over his shoulder, he said, First off, we need to make sure they havent misplaced a resident who fits our victims description.

I doubt they were expecting a delegation, Maura Bell muttered as they climbed.

A delegation of detectives? Kincaid quipped. Or would a murder of detectives be more appropriate? I rather like that.

Gemma touched Kincaids arm. Wait. Are you saying your victim was female? I just assumed, when you said you had a possible murder, that the victim was male, someone to do with the site.

No. Weve got a female, no ID, and burned beyond recognition. Why?

Gemmas mind raced. Surely it was too much of a coincidence  but was it? The fire scene was only a few streets from Franny Lius house . . . But what would Elaine Holland have been doing in an empty warehouse at night?

Unless shed been moonlighting as a prostitute, and that might explain the hidden clothes and shoes, the secret mobile phone. Gemma remembered hearing that call girls worked Union Street at night  a doorway in nearby Southwark Street might have provided a quieter rendezvous, a bit more privacy. But then

Gemma? Kincaids voice snapped her out of her speculations. They had reached the top of the stairs.

She shook her head. Nothing. Just a wild idea. Ill tell you later.

A woman awaited them in the first-floor corridor. Hi, Im Kath Warren, Helping Hands director. Youre the police? Shed started to offer her hand but let it fall to her side, seemingly daunted by their number. Gemma guessed the woman to be in her well-preserved forties, with an air of no-nonsense competence. She wore a honey-coloured trouser suit that complemented her fair skin, and her green eyes held a hint of wariness.

Farrell stepped easily into the breach. Im Bill Farrell, from the fire brigade. He nodded at the others, clustered behind him like ducklings, as he made the introductions. Superintendent Kincaid, Scotland Yard. Sergeant Cullen. Inspector Bell. Inspector James, he added last, with a questioning glance in her direction to assure himself hed got it right.

Kath Warren looked round the corridor as if realizing its unsuitability for conversation. Um, perhaps wed better go into my office. Its not much larger, but at least theres somewhere to sit.

I should say our office, she added as they followed her into the first room off the corridor. This is Jason Nesbitt, the agencys assistant director.

The room held two utilitarian desks, a sagging sofa, several mismatched straight-backed chairs, and ranks of metal filing cabinets. A young man sat at the second desk, one hand on the telephone, the other balancing a manila file folder. At their entrance he returned the handset to its cradle and stood up.

Its the police, Jason, said Kath, motioning them to the assorted furniture as she slipped behind the other desk.

So I gathered. We must be important. His grin was sardonic but engaging. He was tall, rail-thin, with blond-tipped hair and a wide, expressive mouth. His dark shirt and tie hinted at a certain vanity, and a closer look made Gemma revise her estimate of his age to nearer thirty than twenty.

Please sit down. Youll have to excuse our lack of elegance, said Kath, with a shrug that indicated the office. The place is a bit of a tip, but were funded primarily by the council, and that leaves no room for frills.

Cullen and Bell sat rather awkwardly together on the sofa, while Farrell and Gemma perched on two of the hard-backed chairs. Kincaid remained standing, resting his hip against a filing cabinet.

You take in women whove been abused by their husbands? said Gemma, forgetting for a moment that it wasnt her place to ask. Bell gave her a dark look.

Women and their children, more often than not. Kath Warren seemed more comfortable behind her desk. Not that men arent sometimes victims of spousal abuse, but the council makes other arrangements in that case. We give women a safe haven, a chance to sort things out, and if thats not possible we help them move on to new lives.

How many rooms do you have? Kincaid asked.

Ten, all full at the moment. Not the most salubrious of accommodation, but that may not matter for much longer. It looks as if our time here is limited. This building, like the one next door, is ripe for redevelopment. The front half is already vacant, and the asking price for the property will be much more than the council can afford.

It seemed to Gemma that what had begun as a practised spiel had become personal, that the impending loss of the agencys premises affected Kath Warren in some intimate way. What will happen then? she asked.

Oh, theyll find a new spot for us eventually, but it may mean our shutting down for some time. The council will do their best to find places for our residents with other agencies, of course. She forced a smile. But Im waffling on about things that dont concern you when Im sure you have questions.

Jason Nesbitt had been listening, his eyes darting occasionally from Kath to the others, but his mobile face was unreadable. It occurred to Gemma that the impending closure might mean that both Nesbitt and Kath Warren would be out of a job.

Your residents, Ms Warren, interjected DI Bell, almost springing from her seat in her impatience, are they all accounted for?

Yes, of course. The residents must sign a log when they exit or enter the building, and we have a ten p.m. curfew. Sometimes at night the women start to miss their husbands and the curfew helps prevent lapses. And its Mrs Warren, by the way, she added, but she looked down at her hands as she spoke, twisting her wedding ring, rather than at DI Bell. We saw the mortuary van, you know, and the attendants loading the . . . body . . . into it. Does this mean you dont know who it was?

An unidentified female, said Bill Farrell. Thats been released to the media and is really all we can say at the moment. Now, we understand that one of your residents notified the fire brigade of the fire?

Yes, Beverly Brown-Mouse, we call her. Both her kids have got bad colds at the moment, and she was up with one of them when she looked out the window and saw the flames. She had to use the phone in the hall  we cant allow residents to have mobile phones. Again, it makes access too easy for both parties.

Nesbitt stood up. Ill just get Mouse, shall I? Without waiting for an answer, he eased his way round his desk, and as he passed her Gemma caught the musky scent of expensive cologne.

That seems rather an infringement of their rights, ventured Cullen, speaking for the first time.

They come here voluntarily, but to enter the programme they must agree to the rules. Its a waste of our time and theirs if theyre not willing to make changes  thats the only way to break the pattern of habitual abuse. Kath Warren stood, as if the waiting made her nervous. Can I get you all some coffee? We keep a pot going in the kitchen.

By the time they had all refused and Kath had answered a few more questions about the shelters programme, Jason Nesbitt had come back with his charges. He ushered the woman and the two children into the room, then stood behind them protectively.

If ever someone looked in need of protection, it was this woman, thought Gemma. She was small and slight, appearing hardly more than a child herself in her T-shirt and combat trousers. Her skin had a junkies pallor, and a streak of pure white hair sprang from her widows peak, making her look more like a little badger than a mouse. Her face was pinched with fright, and Gemma guessed that talking to a roomful of coppers was not her idea of a good time.

The children were girls, perhaps two and five, pale as their mother and snotty nosed. They clung to their mothers legs, ducking their faces behind the meagre barricade she provided. A good thing too, thought Gemma, as she had to fight the temptation to pull tissues from her bag and give their faces a good scrubbing.

Do you want to sit down, Beverly? asked Kath Warren, but the woman shook her head. These people are trying to find out what caused the fire last night, and they need to ask you a few questions. Im sure it wont take long.

Its all right, Mouse, said Jason Nesbitt. They wont bite you.

Beverly nodded, eyes wide, but didnt speak.

Bill Farrell shifted his chair to face her. Beverly, can you tell me exactly what you saw last night? You can start by describing what you were doing before-hand.

It was Brittany, she said in a soft, high voice that made the reason for her nickname evident, pulling the older child out from behind her leg as if wanting to prove her existence. Her cough was that bad, she couldnt sleep. The child coughed on cue, a racking sound that made Gemma cringe. I went down to the kitchen to boil a pan of water for her to breathe. When I came back to the room I made her sit over it, you know, with a towel to keep the steam in. Ten minutes, I told her, and I promised to watch the clock. Thats when I looked out the window. Her voice had grown stronger, as if she was encouraged by their interest. At first I thought it was weird, you know, there was a red light in the building across the street. I thought why would someone have a red light, must be a wild party. And then I saw it flicker, and suddenly I go wow, its not a light, its a fire.


And thats when you called 999?

Yeah. They were fast, you know. Couldnt have been much more than a minute before we heard the sirens.

And you kept watching?

Well, yeah. It was exciting. She ducked her head, as if not sure that was an acceptable response. Brandy woke up too, so we all watched.

Farrell smiled at her. Theres nothing like a good fire. Id be the first to agree with you on that. Now, did you see anything else before the brigade arrived? Anyone on the street or coming out the side door?

No. There wasnt nobody.

The building would have burned down if it hadnt been for Mummy, piped up Brittany. She wiped a fist across her nose and glared at Farrell, as if daring him to contradict her.

Thats right, sweetheart, Farrell said kindly. Your mummy saved the day. Now, you know what to do if you see a fire, dont you?

Call 999, Brittany informed him, puffing out her little chest in its stained Scooby Doo T-shirt. I know where nine is on the phone. Three nines. I can count them.

Thats great, sweetheart. Farrell turned back to her mother. Beverly, did you see anything before you noticed the fire? Or hear anything unusual?

Beverly shook her head perhaps a bit too quickly, Gemma thought. No. I was asleep. It was only Brittanys coughing that woke me up.

What about earlier in the evening, before you went to bed? Kincaid asked. Did you see anything then?

No. I didnt look, did I? I was putting the girls to bed. She turned to Kath Warren. Can I go now, Kath? I have to take Brittany to the clinic.

Kath glanced at Bill Farrell, who nodded.

Farrell handed Beverly a card. Theres my number, if you think of anything else, he told her.

Yeah, okay, she said, with an obvious lack of enthusiasm. She slipped out the door, her children still clinging like limpets, and Gemma noticed that she adroitly managed to avoid touching Jason Nesbitt.



Is there somewhere we can talk? Gemma shielded her eyes against the rain, which was coming down harder now, the drops stinging her skin like biting midges.

Kincaid looked round at the warehouse frontages and at the office buildings across Southwark Street, none of which offered any protection from the downpour; then he shouted at Doug Cullen, who was conferring with Farrell and a firefighter with an Alsatian. Hey, Dougie! Lend us your keys for a minute, will you?

Cullen tossed them over with a grin. Careful you dont fog up my windows.

They sprinted for the car, and when Kincaid had managed to get the doors unlocked, fell inside, laughing.

I left my brolly at the office, he admitted, wiping his face.

Me, too, said Gemma. I thought it had stopped. She could almost feel her hair curling from the moisture, springing free from its clip.

Here. Kincaid retrieved a box of tissues from among the gum wrappers and crisp packets littering the car floor. Will these help?

Gemma pulled out a few tissues and dried her face. Then, looking round for somewhere to put the soggy remains, she grimaced at the mess. This cars a tip. I wouldnt have thought it of Doug.

I think hes rebelling against having to keep his flat spotless for Stella. Now. He turned towards her. Tell me whats up with Winnie. Are she and Jack all right?

Of course. Touching his cheek, she remembered his reaction when hed seen her. She was so close she could see the tiny patch of stubble hed missed when hed shaved that morning and smell the damp warmth of his skin. Youre a bit mother hen-ish today.

Maybe I dont like fires, he confessed with a shrug. Theres something about a burned body, as illogical as it is.

Gemma felt the lump of Franny Lius candle inside the bag on her lap, a sudden burden weighted with possibility. Okay. I know this is going to sound far-fetched. She took a breath and proceeded to tell him about Winnies phone call, about Franny Liu and her missing housemate Elaine Holland, and about her theory that Elaine might have been moonlighting on the street and somehow ended up in Yarwoods warehouse.

Kincaid tapped his fingers on the steering wheel for a moment when shed finished, gazing out at the warehouse through the slanting curtain of rain. It is far-fetched, Ill give you that, he said slowly. But its the first report of a missing woman weve had that fits the time frame. I think that alone makes it worth consideration. But say, just for the moment, that youre right and she was with a punter, sheltering in the doorway. How did she end up inside the building?

Maybe the client had a key?

His eyes widened. Right now, that would narrow it down to Marcus Yarwood and his foreman Spender. Were already checking their alibis for last night. But there are other possibilities. Estate agents, former owners, cleaning services . . .

I dont envy you that, Gemma said, thinking of the massive amount of paperwork involved in following up these leads. What about Elaine Holland? Will you want to speak to Franny again today? What about a proper search of the house?

He thought for a moment, then shook his head. No, lets wait until we get the results of the post-mortem. Theres no point in jumping the gun here. For all we know, at this point the PM may tell us something that would rule her out entirely  say, the victim was a teenager or non-white. Kate said shed try to schedule the PM tonight or first thing tomorrow, and shell keep me informed. Well go from there. But in the meantime Id better fill in the others. He turned back to her and reached out to cup her cheek in his hand. I dont know when Ill get home.

I know.

Then wed better make the most of the moment, he said, sliding his fingers down to her chin and turning her face so that he could brush his lips against hers. He tasted very slightly of coffee.

Gemma struggled, laughing, as he nuzzled her neck. Dont do that. Someone will see us.

Thats the idea. You wouldnt want to disappoint Doug, would you?



Why the hell didnt the woman answer her bloody phone?

Tony Novak stood in London Bridge Railway Station, mobile phone in hand, panic rising in his throat. Hed told Beth to bring Harriet to meet him at the flower stall at twelve oclock, and there hed been standing for the last hour.

After half an hour had passed, hed started ringing Beths mobile, but the stupid fucking thing went directly to voicemail. It was only then that the truth began to dawn  he had a name and a mobile number, nothing else, and hed left his daughter with her.

Dear God, what had he been thinking? Sweat stung his armpits, stuck his shirt to his back, and his knees felt suddenly as if they might give way. He sank down onto the large suitcase, rubbing his face with his free hand. People milled past him, wheeling luggage, clutching briefcases, as if the world hadnt come to a dead stop. A pretty girl slowed, gave him a tentative smile, then looked away and hurried on as if something shed seen in his face had frightened her. Good bloody riddance.

They had always been his downfall  girls, women. He attracted them like flies to honey, and in spite of the best of intentions, he had never learned to say no. This little weakness had ruined his marriage to Laura, as well as every other relationship hed had since adolescence.

And that was how hed met Beth, in the bar at the George Inn in Borough High Street, near his flat. An attractive woman, obviously looking for company; he in the throes of post-separation shock, an easy mark. When shed chatted him up, hed seen no reason to refuse. Hed taken her back to his flat that night, surprised but intrigued by her ferocity.

Afterwards, lying naked in his bed, shed told him she was married, her husband a commercial traveller, a jealous man. She said she would come to him again if he wanted, and he had wanted it. It helped fill the hours, numbed his mind, and he had liked the fact that she was married, unavailable for more than their regular trysts.

Lately, though, things had begun to change. He should have seen it coming  hed never known a woman to remain satisfied with simple sex. He recognized the signs easily enough  hints of dissatisfaction with her marriage, hints that things might be different between them  and hed begun to think of finding a way to terminate the relationship.

Then things had blown up with Laura and his life had spun out of control. His plans hastily conceived, hed realized he needed someone to watch Harriet while he retrieved her documents from Lauras flat and withdrew his funds from the bank, and Beth had seemed the logical choice.

It was only now that he remembered the odd look on her face last night when hed told her what he meant to do, but then shed smiled and said yes, of course shed help him, and in his hurry and his relief hed quickly buried any uneasiness.

A garbled announcement came over the tannoy, a train departing for some unidentifiable location. The sound made his head hurt. He rubbed at his face again, trying to clear his mind, trying to bring back any little titbits of information that Beth had revealed in post-coital conversations.

She worked in an estate agents in the Borough; she had told him that much. Shed grown up in South Africa, a daughter of missionaries, and had only come to London in her late teens. Shed been married once before, but it hadnt worked out.

Fat lot of good any of that did him. What was he going to do, go round to every estate agents in the Borough, hoping to find her? He might as well ring directory inquiries and ask for a listing for Beth. It was madness.

Mary, mother of Jesus, how could he have been so stupid? He stood again, looking round wildly, as if his daughters face might suddenly appear in the crowd.

Had Beth taken Harriet to the authorities? But in that case wouldnt she have also told them where he was? Hed been waiting in the same spot for close on an hour and a half now, and no one had approached him.

But the alternative was more terrifying still. If she had not reported him, what in hell had she done with his child?
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