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PROLOGUE

Twenty-four years ago

There were snippets, fragments too small to mean anything. A pause before her mother had answered that was a moment too long and a flash of a mismatch between expression and reply. And then her ever-warm hands, which had become cold and restless. They didn’t clasp properly. They didn’t wrap around in a comforting way. Instead, they gripped, claw-like, mechanical, as though the wiring had too much electricity flowing through it.

Her sentences grew shorter and more frequently ended with a question mark.

Ronnie supposed when she looked back on that morning and overlaid those little signs, that they had been enough to sharpen her wits. That together they had made the difference.

The memory of that day was pieced together. It had been fragments, little snippets of the picture that had been accumulated and assembled after countless hours of therapy.

Children’s minds could be open to suggestion. False memories could be implanted. But she was confident that none of these images were anything but the real thing.

October the fourteenth had been cold, dismal, wet. A dirty north London day and their mother had bundled them in coats and scarves, thick layers that made their arms sit wide of their sides. Ronnie remembered the scarf, close to her mouth, getting dewy with the dampness of her breath. And the urgency as they walked, one on either side of their mother who towed them along, at not quite a run, but faster than a walk. Every few yards, Ronnie remembered scuttling forward a little, working hard to keep up, and it must have been worse for her brother George. He was three and she was five and that much taller.

It was the route they went on when they occasionally visited their grandmother in central London. Ronnie hated visiting her grandmother. She was frail and angry and never remembered who either of them was. And the visit there was always preceded with false excitement. Lots of build-up, lots of reluctance on her part. There had been none of that on this particular day. But she had known they were headed somewhere.

As an adult Ronnie had gone back many times and had retraced the steps she’d taken in the few hundred yards up to Highgate Station. The road was straight, lined with a variety of shops. Busy pavement, busy road, grubby everything and perpetually noisy.

She’d never understood what she’d expected from those visits but once, maybe twice a year for years she’d felt compelled to walk along that pavement in the hope of non-existent answers.

Her brother had begun to cry, somewhere in the last hundred yards she guessed.

Half sob, half whine. She remembered being miserably silent and wanting him just to shut up. She’d said nothing, though, and when they reached the station, her mother had maintained her tight grip on each of them. And she’d still wanted her brother to be quiet but at the same time, she’d recognised that he’d been voicing the misery that she had felt, the drudge that the day was to become.

He wailed that he wanted to go home. She stood wondering where they were going but said nothing. Apparently, they weren’t long like that. The way she remembered it, they could have been standing there for hours, but apparently it was three minutes and twenty-six seconds.

Three minutes and twenty-six seconds between stepping onto the platform and their mum hauling them across it and trying to fling all three of them into the path of the 10.26 through-train.

And that final part she didn’t remember. Could never and would never remember, she was sure of that. She only knew the outcome. That in those seconds, her little brain pieced everything together, and that she’d squirmed and fought her way from her mother’s grasp.

A single sound stuck in her head.

A certain frequency that occasionally she would hear, even now, and it would send her cold. Whether it was the scream of the train, the scream of her mother, her brother, bystanders even. Or all of them rolled together. A dirty, heavy, deafening, all-encompassing squeal of something that marked the end of everything.

Her mum had called her Veronica that day. The name she used when she was angry or tense or brewing up to one of her tempers. She had never been Veronica since. Would never be. From that day onwards, she was Ronnie. And she was on her own.




CHAPTER 1

Ronnie hauled her oversized suitcase from the luggage bay of the coach. It had pulled to the kerb on a treelined road bordering a large green. She stepped back, out of the way of the other passengers as the driver reunited them with their luggage. She needed a minute to catch her breath.

Light was rapidly fading, and the pavement was damp and the grass glossy under the streetlamps. The smell of wet mud rose to meet her; fresh, natural and nothing like the air in London, which hung heavy with a cocktail of traffic and people, and their daily lives. Here the air seemed clear and empty as though she could take a deep breath and have time just to focus on her own life. The thought of it terrified her; she had never run her life that way.

Instead, she had kept her head down and worked her way through eight years of investigating serious crime with her personal life trailing behind like a tatty rag. She’d liked it like that, hadn’t wanted it any other way. She had never expected to be snatched up and thrown on a different path, landing in Cambridge to live with her half-brother and their sister’s child, Noah.

This was the first time she’d set foot in the place despite opportunities to visit her brother in the past. She knew no more about the city than the next person. Less in fact. Until this morning, she had thought it the home of the dreaming spires, only to discover that the title belonged to its closest rival.

She didn’t have high expectations; as far as she could work out Cambridge was a bunch of medieval buildings sitting in a pancake of land, probably packed with rich and entitled students, little crime and a Neanderthal police force.

The passengers dispersed and the coach’s hydraulics hissed as its doors shut and it pulled into the traffic. It had been obscuring her view of the opposite side of the road, and it was only then that she realised she was facing Parkside Police Station. It was a coal-coloured lump of a building which looked as though it had been prefabricated and dumped as a single block. It managed to look both out of place among the other buildings and, at the same time, completely forgettable.

I’ll see you tomorrow, she thought and gave the building the smallest nod, also saying goodbye in that instant to everything she’d left in London; her hard-won career with the Met, her compact but well-ordered flat, her uncomplicated single life which allowed her to come and go as she pleased. She hoped it was all going to be worth it, not for her, but for her nephew Noah.

Noah was her half-sister Jodie’s son and Jodie was dead. It would have been far harder to let him down than to give up all those other things.

There was a short line of taxis further along the road. She wheeled her case towards the nearest, stooped to speak to the driver through his open window, ‘Victoria Park?’

He nodded and the journey began.




CHAPTER 2

Ronnie’s half-brother Alex had bought the property in Victoria Park about two years earlier. He’d moved from north London for a new job and a new relationship – only one had worked out and he’d been saddled with a succession of lodgers as he hung on to a house he could barely afford.

Ronnie knew she should have visited before and had felt a tug of guilt about it. Now she realised, it was coming back to bite her because it meant she was moving into a house she’d never seen, not in bricks and mortar anyway.

She’d looked on Google Earth.

The road was tear-shaped, splitting part way down to make room for trees on a small green. Or maybe it had been the other way round and the trees had been there all along, and the houses had been built around them.

Either way, the bay-fronted properties at that end of the road didn’t stare into each other’s windows but looked out on to the grass. The houses were similar to one another, brick built, Edwardian she guessed. A few were detached, most semi-detached and Alex had one of those, the left-hand one of a pair.

She recognised the house as the taxi drove up to it. She had seen it from the inside too, on Rightmove before Alex and his ex had bought it. It had looked airy, neutral, ‘modernised with original features’. Probably smelling of fresh bread and newly brewed coffee, just as the property shows recommended.

Alex opened the door before she reached it. Although neither of them took after their father with any physical characteristics, they had ended up with a similar, skinny frame and the same, easy-to-tan complexion. He leaned towards her, they briefly hugged, and she used the moment to look over his shoulder and down the hallway. It was cluttered with coats and shoes, and a couple of bikes. The only decor was a 1977 Star Wars poster facing the front door, with Luke Skywalker looking as though he was taking aim at her. She knew then that she might as well forget anything she’d seen on Rightmove.

‘Did my stuff arrive?’ she asked.

‘It’s all in your room.’

‘And Noah?’

‘Believe it or not, he went to bed.’

‘So early?’ It was only a few minutes past seven. Ronnie wasn’t sure what time eight-year-olds went to bed but had the impression that refusing to sleep was a major childhood skill.

‘Long day at school, I guess.’ Alex shrugged. ‘He does that sometimes. He asked if you would say goodnight to him when you arrived, but don’t worry, he’s already asleep.’

Alex led the way, weaving past the bikes and stepping round a couple of boxes and piles of papers that were stacked on the stairs. There were four bedrooms although the fourth was barely big enough to accommodate more than a cot. That one was going to be Ronnie’s office.

Her room contained a bed, a wardrobe, and a pile of uniformly sized removal boxes filled with anything she’d thought worth keeping from her flat. She stood in the centre of the floor, momentarily feeling adrift. ‘How many bathrooms?’

‘Just the one and a toilet downstairs.’

She frowned, too tired to muster even a weary smile.

He folded his arms, but not in a defensive way, more as though he needed a hug. ‘So, what’s up?’

She answered carefully; she knew he was apprehensive about the challenges of looking after Noah. ‘It’s a big adjustment, I guess, after living alone I mean. Is this going to work?’ she asked.

‘It’s a start.’ He sobered as he processed her question properly. ‘Beyond that, all we seem to have in common is that we’re two anti-social people, living with a kid who’s dumb enough to actually like us.’

Ronnie felt herself uncoil a little and managed that smile. ‘I’ll do my best.’

‘Me too.’ He left her without saying more. The door closed behind him, and she stood for several minutes, adjusting to the room and the silence of the house, then she slipped across the landing and into Noah’s room. He was, as Alex had said, asleep. She stopped short of the bed. ‘Goodnight, Noah,’ she whispered, ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

She returned to her room and sat heavily on her unmade bed. More than anything she needed a few hours of restful sleep before she had to report for work. Sleep was the cure-all that settled her thoughts and added perspective but too often it eluded her. She stripped down to her T-shirt and didn’t bother looking for her pyjamas, toothbrush or even clean bedding.

She lay flat on her back and stared up at the ceiling. Closing her eyes wouldn’t make any difference; some kind of sleep would come in the end. But first, just like on every other night, memories flooded over her. Through her. She had tried sleeping tablets. Alcohol. Staying busy until she dropped.

It was inescapable.

She had to replay the words. See the reaction. Ride the sick feeling in her gut.

And all over again, night after night, she watched Jodie die.
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