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‘A thrill a minute – I loved it’

Clare Mackintosh

‘One of my favourite books of the year. The intricate, clever story is told well, and the characters are brilliantly drawn’

Rachel Abbott

‘Fast-moving. Unexpected twists. Punchy writing. This author has teeth! A perfect thriller for winter nights’

Jane Corry

‘Wow. Whether you like fast-paced thrillers or in-depth (spot-on) character-led mysteries, you’re going to love To Catch a Killer by Emma Kavanagh. LOVED it’

Caz Frear

‘A real white-knuckle ride of a thriller that packs a big emotional punch. This is top-class crime writing’

Tammy Cohen

‘I absolutely raced through it and loved every minute of the heart-pounding cat-and-mouse chase. DS Alice Parr is brilliant, three-dimensional, and utterly memorable, and I can’t wait to see more of her soon’

Elle Croft

‘This transatlantic thriller has elements of Bourne and Lee Child while remaining true to its British police procedural roots. Beautifully written, expertly paced and highly entertaining’

Sinéad Crowley

‘To Catch a Killer is a pacy cat-and-mouse thriller with real depth and a protagonist I want to go for a drink with. A brilliant character-driven story perfect for anyone who adores a twisting, turning read. I loved it’

Amanda Jennings



For my sister, Jessica.

For being my safe harbour in stormy seas.
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Prologue

There was a chill to the air, on the day that her story began. The fallen leaves had taken on a furled-up crispness that spoke of winter to come. And back then, with a new wife, the ring still a luminous glow on my alien finger, life was potent with possibility. I was thirty years old, Laurence McCabe, although everyone always called me Laurie.

I drove through the still sleeping city, watching the comforting homeliness of it slip by. Madison was my wife’s home by rights, not mine. And yet the past five years, it had taken root in me. It pulled me in until it felt like I had always been here, like my childhood on an Idaho plain was all just a story I had heard once. On that morning, I was headed out to Monona Terrace, an early-morning run along the footpath that ringed the lake. I was trying to lay it all down, set it in my memory before we left. I had accepted a new job, a firefighter out in Bloomington, Indiana, starting a week from that day.

I rounded the corner onto South Carroll Street, the dome of the Capitol building purple in the early rising sun. And I was looking at it, and thinking how much I would miss it once I was gone, and so I was distracted, lost in my thought. It took me longer than it should have to notice him.

Or then, was it a her? A person, made thick with a dense winter coat, too warm for the season, even with this chill that had sprung from nowhere. The figure hunkered down beside the Capitol, its shape dark against the light of the walls.

It shouldn’t have meant much to me. My mind should have gone to some poor soul, sleeping rough, trying to catch some shelter in the arms of the great white dome.

But my foot eased off the gas, and my heart rate began to climb and the little hairs across the backs of my arms stood up proud.

I have thought about this often in the years since, about what it was that made me stop that day. And the best I can come up with is a stirring in my gut, some deep-down notion of something being wrong here.

They say that the battlefield never really leaves you, that once you have fought, a part of your mind will live forever on burning-hot sands. They’re right.

I drove on a little ways, swinging a right onto South Hamilton, and then eased the truck to a stop, parking up on the still empty street. I remember sitting there, my fingers hesitating on the ignition key, wondering just what in God’s name I was doing. And then I turned it, the engine falling silent. I opened the door and slid myself out into the cool morning air. I turned, moving back towards the Capitol building.

My insides twisted, thinking of Oklahoma, only the year before, of a truck parked outside the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building, an explosion that ripped it near in two. More people than I could even imagine dead, and that was before you even started thinking about the kiddies. I slowed to a walk as I approached the Capitol, slipping into the shadows of the trees, and peered towards the building.

For a moment I thought that he – or she – had gone. Then I saw a movement, a shape shifting from the shadows, and I felt my body tighten up, a spring now, just getting ready to fly.

See, that’s the thing. Once you’ve seen combat, once you’ve served, and seen bombs blow and men who were once your friends shredded into little pieces of meat before you, it changes the very body of you. After, your brain is always waiting, for the next gunshot, for the next blast.

I could feel it, how shallow my breath had become, the way my eyesight had narrowed itself down so it seemed like I was looking through a dark tunnel. My body had done the math, had flung me five years back in time onto a god-forsaken spit of Iraqi land, where it seems that even the heat wants to kill you.

The figure, it just stood there, twisted around the corner of the building, its gaze hooked on something I couldn’t see. I moved closer, keeping low to the ground, fighting my brain to keep my vision clear, my thinking in check. The figure, its movements small, careful. And something else, some ill-defined shape propped up against the wall of the Capitol building, discernible only by the deepening of the shadows surrounding it. The figure fussed over it with delicate movements.

It was clear to me. Undeniable.

The figure had stepped back now, the darkness of it melting into the building’s outline. And I flexed my fingers, testing the grip of them. I would have to be fast. Seemed to me like my brain had shifted down a gear, settling to autopilot, the memory embedded in my muscles saying to me, It’s okay, we’ll take it from here.

I’m sorry. You probably don’t want to hear all this.

It’s just important to me that you understand. That you see the world the way I saw it on that day. I feel like you deserve to know the full and unadulterated truth.

And so for me, the sounds of the birds vanished and the rustling of leaves stopped, and all that remained was my breath, the figure and the shadowed shape pressed up against the side of the building. I moved about the tree, slow, steady steps, thighs burning with the crouching lope, and then I was running. It seemed to me later that the good Lord had infused my legs with a little extra something, a touch more fizz. The world fell away behind me, sidewalk, kerb, until I launched myself out into the open roadway, legs reaching for the grassy bank beyond. My entire body all twisted up in anticipation of the blast that would surely come now, of the lancing pain that would fell me.

I dove into the shadowed shape of the Capitol, willing my eyes to move faster, to adapt to the sudden darkness, flinging out my arms, coming up on …

Nothing but empty air.

I stopped, twisting in space. My vision clearing, the shadows spilling their secrets. Just a whitewashed wall, and a couple of fallen branches and me, breathing like I had just run a marathon. I forced myself to still, to listen. Because there would be footsteps, yeah? The sound of running, of soles hitting autumn-crisp leaves.

But all I could hear was my own breathing.

I stood there for a moment, and then a moment more, one hand resting against the smooth expanse of wall, the other propped against my thigh. And I parsed it all out, tried to think. I had seen it, right? Someone standing here, waiting and watching. I had … and then my mind shifted away, spinning in doubt. Because they said this. About guys like me, who’d seen the stuff I’d seen. That sometimes it breaks you, twists your mind so that you just can’t trust your own senses any more. And me … but I was fine. The odd nightmare, sure. Sometimes I’d jump, at the slamming of a car door, the popping of a cork, but that, that wasn’t this.

I felt a bitterness rise up through my gullet. What the hell was happening to me?

I sucked in breath, thought briefly about just giving it all up as a bad job, just turning around, heading back home to the divot in my mattress and my wife and her soft skin, that gentle smell of apple from her shampoo. Then I shook myself. Because you couldn’t, could you? Just go giving up like that. Life was so stuffed full of opportunities to quit, if you took every last one of them you’d be dead before the clock struck noon.

So I pulled in another deep breath, this one tasting of autumn mulch and a tangy cold wind, and I straightened my shoulders and began to turn, back towards the way I had come.

And that is when I remembered the shape, the one hidden low down in the pool of darkness where the wall met the ground.

I stepped closer, and it grew in me, that confidence, that, no, it wasn’t my mind, splintering the way so many others had. That I hadn’t imagined anything at all. Because there it was, that patch of darker darkness, just waiting for me.

I stepped towards it. Each step a careful one, like I was treading on a crystal floor, instinct trying to pick out the shape of it from in amongst all the plunging shadows. My senses looking for wires, listening for the sound of a ticking clock, time running out.

I was listening so hard, that when the sound came it all but knocked me from my feet.

It was a wail, loud enough that it pierced the dawn sky, sending a flock of starlings spiralling from the trees.

For a dizzy moment, it seemed to me that it was a siren.

Then the wail descended, faltering out into a barking series of sputtering coughs, before climbing back up again, a shriek now, angry and hoarse.

‘Holy shit!’ I muttered.

I apologise for the profanity, but that’s the truth of it.

I ducked down into the shadows, pulled the shape towards me, hard edges, all covered in a soft downy blanket. But I wasn’t afraid any more. I knew exactly what it was.

I eased the blanket away, rolling down the trimmed edge of it.

The baby within didn’t look at me. It – because the he or she of it all remained a mystery – was too caught up in the indignity of the whole thing. It had screwed shut its eyes, its apple-red cheeks flushed with fury. Small hands waved wildly beneath the blanket, shoving at the knit hat pulled low on its brow, pushing it lower, so that one eye was covered. A breathless silence, a moment of infantile disbelief, then a howl of fury, waves of sound growing louder and louder so that in the end it seemed that the whole world must know what I had found here.

‘Hey,’ I said.

Shaking like a leaf, I reached out, hooking the knit cap back up from the baby’s eye. The howl stopped then, as if cut with a knife, and the child froze, easing open sky-blue eyes and peering out at me, its forehead creased up into a furious frown.

‘I …’ I never had been good with kids. I struggled, casting about for the right words. ‘It’s okay, little one. It’s going to be okay. You’re safe now.’



Book One



Chapter 1

Now

‘She can’t expect you to stay a baby forever.’

I grunted, not turning away from the computer screen. ‘What my mother expects and what reality dictates are two very different things.’

‘Well, sure.’ From behind me came the sound of Eve setting her soda can down on the desk. ‘But, dude, you’re twenty-five years old. You have a master’s behind you, a PhD on the way. You, Rosa Fisher, are officially a grown-up. I mean, surely even your mother gets that you’re going to have to move out at some point.’

I glanced over my shoulder at my best friend, her magenta lips stark against mahogany skin. The lips were currently pouting. ‘This is the same woman who still buys me string cheese because I said I liked it when I was twelve. My mom is not going down without a fight. I mean, look, Drew and Addie, they’re up, they’re out of the house …’

Eve snorted.

‘Okay, well, Drew is mostly out of the house,’ I conceded. ‘Mom, she’s just trying to cling on to that last little piece of my childhood.’ I sighed, swivelled about in my chair to face her. ‘I’ll tell her. I promise. I just, I have to pick the right moment, is all. Like when she’s unconscious.’

‘You ever get sick of it?’ asked Eve. ‘Being the baby for them, I mean.’

And I took my time, considered my answer. And in the end shrugged. ‘I guess we all play a role, one way or another.’

My older sister, Addison, the wife of a cop and mom to two little girls and anyone else who happened to find themselves in her orbit. Andrew, two years younger than Addie, four years older than me, the wild child, a new job every two weeks, who can never quite seem to make a relationship stick and has a frankly unhealthy fixation with Michelob Ultra. And me. Rosa the baby. Rosa the good girl.

Eve frowned at me. ‘It’s just you’re so … not like that … not with me, at least.’

And I pursed my lips, and failed to point out that maybe I was playing a role for her too. The PhD student, the psychologist taking a deep dive into the minds of the con artist. Calm. In control.

Was that any more me than what my family saw?

Eve folded her arms beneath her ample bosom, giving me a long look. ‘Whatever. But my lease is up in January. And I am not signing up for another year with Charlie and Rhi, the dope-smoking dummies.’ She shook her head. ‘I swear, I’ve gotten stupider since living with them.’

I grinned. ‘Good. Give the rest of us a chance to catch up.’

I twisted back towards the computer screen. And tried to concentrate on the article I was editing, to not think of my mother, her sing-song voice saying, What would I do without you, Rosa-bel? I guess it was the way of it, when you were the youngest of three. Your mother, she watches her older children grow up and fly the nest – even if some of them don’t fly too far, and insist on returning to the nest every time they run out of fresh underpants – and with each one that leaves, she loses a little piece of who she was. Until, in the end, all that is left is the baby, and suddenly that baby becomes your whole world.

Yet the truth of it was, my mother’s embrace had begun to feel like a stranglehold, what had once been affection mutating into a straitjacket.

‘What time are you leaving for Chicago?’ asked Eve.

‘Three. Addie has to wait for Gray to take care of the kids.’

‘Should be fun,’ Eve offered.

I sniffed in response. ‘Girls’ trip’, my mother kept calling it. A belated birthday present from my sister and me, a two-day trip to Chi-town. With Hamilton tickets. So … yay. Only the truth of it was, most of me was bracing for it, preparing to pack myself away, tuck the real Rosa up tight in some closet, stepping into character. Rosa-bel.

The path had been laid out early, you couldn’t say we weren’t warned. Grow up, stay out of trouble, marry, punch out a couple of kids. Stay close. And Addison, the eldest of us all, she was the poster child, the shining light of what a good daughter could be. She had checked all the boxes, the husband and kids all coming right on time and in precisely the right order. Drew … well, he’d married. Had lasted a year before the whole thing had collapsed in on itself like a dying star. Had mostly stayed out of trouble, the odd DUI notwithstanding. He had stayed close, his trailer park only a mile or so down the road from the family farm, although, truth be told, he spent more time in his childhood bedroom now than he did when he was an actual child.

And then me.

First one to go to university. A degree. Then a master’s. Then, just about the time when everyone is muttering about me being a perpetual student, embarking on a PhD, a course which pretty much confirmed all their worst fears about me. Maybe, my mother had offered, you could do something, you know, normal instead? What about teaching kindergarten?

I had reached the end of my first year, there or thereabouts, the prep work done, the subject well beneath my belt. White-collar crime. Like somehow it’s cleaner than the other types.

The goal, my goal, was to develop an understanding of what has to happen in life before someone with no criminal history, someone who is ostensibly a good sort, turns, biting the hand that feeds them. What has to happen to allow someone who thinks of themselves as an innocent to bilk their company for thousands, hundreds of thousands.

It was the quintessential slippery slope, minor missteps paving the way for massive crimes, until in the end, the unthinkable twists into the inevitable.

It was the kind of crime that seemed to evolve from a heartfelt intention to be honest and good, until, somewhere along the way, something changed. Until eventually you are weighted down by opportunity and by pressure and by the ability to rationalise what you are doing, and before you know it, you’re a criminal.

It felt like a calling, although it seems hyperbolic to call it that. But, throughout my life, I had always been fascinated by the bad guys. When we were kids, Drew and Addie would insist on being the superheroes, with towels knotted about their shoulders as capes, their underwear tugged outside their pants, much to Mom’s consternation. But me, I always wanted to be not Superman or Batman, but rather Lex Luther, the Joker. They were, I would say, just more interesting.

I had fought hard, and yet had also been luckier than most. At the eleventh hour, a finance company out of New York had come forward with a scholarship, a full funding of my research, a stipend to live off. It is important to us, the letter had read, to reach an understanding of how an employee might justify to him or herself the committing of a financial crime against our company, and to develop a strategy for identifying vulnerabilities in such people.

I blew out a heavy sigh, focusing back on the screen.

‘What turns white-collar criminals red? An examination of violent index offences’. By Rosa Fisher and William Beddows.

The journal article was written, albeit in rough form. I shouldn’t forget, my PhD supervisor had said, that it was early days. That the study was still in its infancy, okay not to already have publications rolling in. Only it wasn’t okay, was it? I felt a familiar burn creep across my cheeks. I had been lucky, the scholarship was generous. Eve, on the other hand, had been less so. She was struggling on with help from the Bank of Mom and Dad, together with as many part-time jobs as she could cobble together. And luck like mine, it brought with it pressure, to prove that you are worthy. And no small measure of guilt.

The knock on the door came sharp, and I twisted to look over my shoulder, as Will stuck his head in. My PhD supervisor was in his late thirties and better-looking than he had any right to be. I half glanced at Eve, her head tipped coquettishly, suddenly looking far more enthusiastic about life, and I pushed down a laugh. She had a nuclear-level crush on Will. I like older men, she’d protested. Older, bearded men, who look like they know a thing or two about what a woman wants. I’d stopped listening at that point, in the interest of self-preservation. Tragically for Eve, Will was firmly married, and what time wasn’t swallowed up by marriage and 2.4 kids was devoted to his research. Also, I’m pretty sure Eve terrified him.

‘Hey. How’s it coming?’

‘Nearly there. I just want to run through it a couple more times before I submit,’ I said.

Will leaned around the door, handing me an envelope. ‘This came for you.’ He grinned. ‘Looks like you made a friend.’

I sighed. ‘Another one? God!’

He gave a brief laugh. ‘Just don’t reply, keep any interactions you have to have clinical, and if you have to have any face-to-face, don’t go alone. You’ll be fine.’ His eyes sparkled. ‘When you work with psychopaths, you haven’t really made it until you have your first death threat.’ His voice got wistful. ‘I remember my first death threat …’

‘You guys are weird.’ Eve looked from me to Will, shaking her head. ‘These criminals of yours, they creep me out.’

I laughed. ‘It’s great. Seriously, these guys, they spin a great line of bullshit. It’s hugely entertaining.’

Eve gave me a look. ‘Yeah, well, you creep me out too.’

‘And on that note …’ Will retreated back out of the office. ‘Rosa, have a good trip, yes? And give yourself a break, okay? You’re doing great.’

My stomach did a little flip-flop. ‘Thanks, Will.’

I slid open the envelope, pulling out a card from inside. It had butterflies on it, ‘Thank You’ embossed in gold across the front. I flipped it open, inside, in large looping letters, the words ‘Thanks for listening. Carl.’

‘Boyfriend?’ asked Eve, wryly.

I waved the card at her. ‘Sixty-three-year-old pastor. Married. Four children. Caught defrauding his church of somewhere in the region of fifty thousand dollars.’ I pursed my lips. ‘Not entirely sure he’s my type.’

‘Sounds like mine,’ muttered Eve, ruefully.

My desk phone rang, and I reached for it, gaze still on the card, thinking not of the call, but of Carl in that studio apartment he was renting on the outskirts of Pittsburgh, of the wedding ring he still wore in blatant defiance of reality and all his soon-to-be ex-wife’s pronouncements. Poor Carl. Poor, stupid Carl.

‘Hello, Rosa Fisher.’

‘Rosa?’ My sister’s voice sounded different, all high-pitched and sharp-edged. ‘It’s Mom. Something happened. She’s on her way to the hospital.’
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