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JO

It usually takes her ten minutes to find her stride. By that time, she’s run the length of the field and has been in the woods for a quarter of a mile. Her breath evens out, her pace becomes hypnotic. Nothing but the smell of the damp, compacted earth pounding under her trainers. Even Dixie has found his rhythm; he’s given up the sniffing and the scampering from bush to tree, it’s all about the run for him now, just as it is for her.

When she gets to this point, her mind wanders. Everywhere else in her life her mind is like a city rush hour: exhausting, hot, intense, sometimes it’s like nothing can get through. Here, in the woods, it all unravels like a knotted rope into a single zen-like thread. Patterns become clear. Conversations play out the way they should have done, there is clarity, calm. Hope.

Conversations like the one this morning, for instance, Jo sitting at the table in the kitchen, hands wrapped around a mug of mint tea. Sam comes in dressed for work, freshly showered, grey trousers, navy blouse. Her heavy blonde hair is still damp at the ends.

‘You’re up early,’ she says, kissing the top of Jo’s head. She drops bread into the toaster.

‘Yes. I’m going to the library.’ Jo can feel Sam gazing at her.

‘It’s only six. I’m fairly sure the library won’t be open for a while.’

Her voice is gentle but even so, Jo bristles at it. ‘I wanted to see you off to work.’

‘You’re not going for a run, are you?’

The toast pops up in the seconds before Jo thinks of her reply. In the end, she settles for the basic lie: ‘No.’

If Sam thinks she’s lying, she manages not to say. ‘That’s good. We can go out together when I get home from work, then.’

The truth is, Sam won’t be home until late, because that’s just the way it is. It’s getting dark by five, and Sam hasn’t been home that early since this job started a week ago. It’s a murder investigation, that’s all Jo knows about it. It’s usually either that, or a kidnapping, or a rape. She’ll be lucky if Sam’s home before bedtime. There will be no run this evening.

Sam eats her toast and Jo sips her tea, trying to think of something to say. Trying to be bright and happy and positive. She can’t even manage to pretend. The cloud is big today, big and black and overwhelming. For a moment she thinks twice about going for a run, despite Dixie twisting himself around her legs, his tail thumping against the table. She thinks about going back to bed, pulling the duvet over herself and waiting.

‘I wish I could stay home with you today,’ Sam says.

She’s noticed, then. She usually does.

‘I’ll be fine, it’s okay. I’ll be better when I’m out.’ Jo gets up from the table and washes her mug at the sink, even though it was still a quarter full, to hide the tears that are brimming.

Sam comes up behind her, slips her arm around her waist, nuzzles into her neck. Jo tries not to flinch. She has no reason to, but intimacy doesn’t seem to help when it feels this bad.

‘I’ll call you later,’ Sam says. And then, when she’s pulling on her jacket: ‘Promise me you’re not going to the woods?’

But the woods are the only place Jo can run. The roads are too busy, too many people, even in the middle of the day when they should be at work. Jo doesn’t like to see people. She doesn’t like to stop and chat and pass the time of day. She has a plan when she’s running: it takes her eight minutes to reach the post in the woods, seven minutes to get to the clearing in the centre. Any longer than this and she’s slacking.

She rarely sees anyone in the woods, but today there’s someone up ahead. She considers running past but the path is narrow; she’ll need to stand to one side. She pulls an ear bud out of one ear, calls the dog: ‘Dixie!’

The dog is ahead of her now, trotting up to the stranger. It’s a man, scruffy-looking, an unkempt beard and long hair – a rough sleeper? But his clothes are clean. He’s carrying a rucksack over his shoulder, which he drops to the floor as if it’s heavy. He’s patting Dixie, who’s wagging his tail. Jo has slowed to a walk, annoyed that her rhythm has been interrupted.

‘Morning,’ the man says brightly. ‘Nice dog.’

‘Yeah,’ Jo says in reply, taking deep breaths. ‘He’s a good runner.’

‘Likes the rabbits, does he?’

Jo’s wary now, because she knows people use dogs for lamping in the fields around here. She doesn’t want Dixie to be nabbed. ‘He’s not fast enough to catch anything,’ she says.

Dixie’s lead is around her neck. She wears it like this when she’s running, the ends clipped together, so she doesn’t lose it. But right now it makes her feel vulnerable. She clutches the lead clip and fiddles with it. The man looks at her fingers, and the smile drops from his face.

Jo is aware of the strands of hair sticking to the sides of her face, a trickle of sweat running between her shoulder blades. He’s looking at her chest. She feels a sudden clutch of fear, takes a small step back into the nettles.

He chuckles at her reaction, nods to himself. ‘Right,’ he says, and then he moves to pass her.

She feels relief, stands to one side to let him through. Dixie decides to let out a low growl, despite his friendliness just a few moments ago. Jo takes hold of his collar.

When he’s past her she prepares to run again, putting the earbud back into her ear, and then she hears something. She removes it again, turns: the man is facing her on the track. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says, ‘did you say something?’

‘I said, you should be careful, running out here, all on your own.’

He turns and heads off down the path.

Her rhythm has been disrupted by this encounter. Her heart is thumping with it, her breathing shallow and not helping her recovery. From somewhere quite close comes an animal sound, a low, throaty growl – so deep that it feels as if the ground itself is vibrating under her feet. The sound increases in volume and then fades. The first time she heard this noise, Jo had been terrified, imagining an earthquake or something, but a little investigation had revealed it to be nothing more sinister than the Eurostar trains thundering their way to France and Belgium, somewhere deep beneath her feet. Now she likes the predictability of the sound. She’s learned to time her run so that at some point between the beginning of the woods and the end, she will hear and feel the train. The continental dragon, growling at her from its underground lair.

The train makes her think of Mohammed. It always does. He didn’t come on the Eurostar, of course: he crossed the Channel on the top of the driver’s cab of an articulated lorry. He and his younger brother Hassan were hiding behind the windbreaker, holding on to each other and whatever else they could. ‘He says he was very afraid,’ the interpreter had told her. ‘He says he was worried his brother was going to fall.’

Nevertheless, something about the journey, the crossing, whether made by sea or rail, reminds her of him. Every time.

Dixie has seen a rabbit, his bat-like Podenco ears pointing forwards. He regards it and then gives Jo a look, as if to point out that he could easily catch it if he chose to; it’s just that right now, he’s busy with other things. The rabbit watches from the path ahead, assessing the risk, pushing its luck to the limit before skittering off into the bushes.

Within a minute, she’s back in her rhythm, and it feels good. Despite the cold air, the damp ground underfoot soaking through her trainers, she feels good. Her breath sounds heavy but even in her ears, rising above the hiphop beat she runs to. The clearing is ahead. Beyond it, she can see the path snaking through the trees towards the industrial units. At that point the path turns left, runs alongside the chainlink fence at the back of the warehouses. It’s a wide, open track, fresh tyre marks across the potholed concrete. If only she felt this good all the time! For a moment she feels almost euphoric and she can believe that she’s better, she’s fixed, the events of the past few months and the way she’s dealt with them – badly – are all behind her. Her thighs are burning – this bit’s uphill.

But now she’s started thinking about Mohammed, she can’t stop. He was fifteen. And she could have saved him.

The tears are making it difficult to see the path, so for a moment she stops, hands on hips, breathing hard. This is the highest point on her run, where the industrial estate ends and the fields start. From here, she will run on the footpath beside the field, back down to the woods and then home. She doesn’t normally stop, but since her rhythm was disrupted by that man, she has no reason to push the pace. Jo wonders briefly where he was coming from, with his heavy rucksack. There are no houses up here, just the buildings behind the chainlink fence, half of them unoccupied.

You should be careful, running out here on your own.

Jo wipes her eyes. She is ready to run again. And then she realises something is missing. She pulls her earbuds from her ears, listens. ‘Dixie!’ There is no sound, no answering bark, no crashing through the foliage, no tick-tick of his claws on the concrete. She turns around, her eyes searching the path. ‘Dixie!’

And just when she’s about to panic, the dog comes galloping up the path towards her, tail high, coated from ears to rump in something dark brown and noxious.



Transcript of Interview in relation to Op Jasmine, the death in police custody of Mohammed Reza on 27 August 2010

Officers interviewing:

William HOLMES

Christine HENRY

Witness:

PSE Joanna LARTER

Interview commences at 09:42

William HOLMES (WH): Can you confirm your name, date of birth and occupation for me, please?

Joanna LARTER (JL): Joanna Larter, fourteenth of November 1982. I’m a civilian detention officer based in Briarstone custody suite.

WH: How long have you been working there?

JL: Nearly nine months. I transferred from the Met.

WH: Can you tell us how you first encountered Mohammed Reza?

JL: He was brought in to custody in June. He’d been arrested for stealing food from the bins behind Iceland. They wanted to press charges, despite the circumstances.

WH: The circumstances?

JL: He was starving hungry, he had no way of getting anything to eat.

WH: And what happened when he was brought into custody?

JL: We contacted Language Line when he was brought in, to assist with the processing. When it was explained to him that he was being detained he started worrying about his brother. He said he’d left his brother with some men while he went to get food, that his brother would be afraid if he didn’t come back. He told me his brother was eleven years old. I asked him to tell me where his brother was, so we could go and make sure he was okay. He didn’t want to tell me. I kept asking, and eventually he tried to describe where they were staying. But he didn’t know the area, of course, he just knew they were behind a building in a shed.

WH: All this was through an interpreter?

JL: That was through Language Line. Once we’d booked him in we had to wait for the official interpreter so that he could be interviewed. That took hours.

WH: And what happened then?

JL: Between us we contacted all the partner agencies, the Border Agency, social services. The hard thing is, we never know how old they are, the asylum seekers. The older ones lie about their age so they get more help, so they don’t get sent to an adult detention centre. He said he was fifteen but he could have been older. The next morning when I went off duty, they were waiting for UKBA to come and get him.

WH: And what happened after that?

JL: A few weeks later, I saw he’d been arrested again in Charlmere, this time for criminal damage. I saw his image and the custody record related to a Mohammed Rezam, with an ‘M’ on the end of his name – and they’d created a duplicate record for it. Or maybe he’d deliberately given them another spelling, they do that sometimes, especially if they’ve got outstanding warrants. So I rang up Charlmere nick and told them we’d had him in custody before. I had to go down there that afternoon to cover for someone, so I got to see him again.

WH: You spoke to him?

JL: Yes. His English had improved – it wasn’t perfect, but we could have a conversation. He remembered me. He said I was kind to him. [INDISTINCT]

WH: Take your time.

JL: I’m sorry, I just … I find it difficult.

WH: Do you need to take a break?

JL: No, no. I’m all right.

WH: Can you remember anything else he said?

JL: He’d been put in a hostel in Charlmere. He said his brother had been taken into foster care, but after a few days he had absconded so they could be together. He said he had spent some time in a hostel for young people but there were older men in there too, who made him afraid. I asked him about the criminal damage. He told me he’d been cutting a wire fence to try and find a way into an abandoned building. At least, I think that’s what he was trying to do. It was quite hard to follow. He and his brother were living on the streets again. I promised him I was going to do my best to get them some help. I promised.

WH: Was there anything else?

JL: He was trying so hard. All he wanted to do was keep his little brother safe. He was just a child himself, really.

WH: I understand you have strong feelings about this case, Joanna, but I’d advise you to try and remain objective.

JL: That’s just the trouble. Everybody’s so objective. Nobody understands that these are vulnerable children, no matter where they’ve come from, or how they got here. The last time I saw him, you know what he said to me? I was trying get someone to take them in, somewhere they’d be safe, and he said to me, ‘you are kind like a mother.’

WH: I think we’ll take a break there, thank you.









SAM

‘Mind if I join you?’

Sam looks up from her mobile phone. ‘Of course not! Sorry, I was miles away.’

Lou Smith takes the seat opposite Sam’s, moving the tray out of the way. She has two coffees on hers. ‘I thought you might be ready for another,’ she says, pushing one of them across the table towards Sam.

‘That’s kind of you. Thank you.’

Lou is Sam’s closest friend here, the only real friend she has made since moving to Briarstone a year ago. Lou is on the official fast-track development scheme, has already made it to Detective Inspector. At first Sam – a Detective Sergeant, and not accustomed to socialising above her rank – was suspicious of Lou’s friendship, wondering what it was she’d got that Lou wanted, but her suspicions have been unfounded.

‘Everything okay?’ Lou says, indicating the phone.

‘I can’t get hold of Jo,’ Sam answers. ‘Been trying for a while.’

Sam has been thinking about how she and Jo first met, nearly five years ago. Jo had just started working in custody in Kentish Town. Sam was a DC then, working towards her Sergeant’s exams. She had been comfortably single for a while, but there was something about Jo, the way she smiled, her glossy dark hair that looked as if it would be silky to touch. In the end, after months of inappropriate flirting over the custody desk, to her delight and surprise, Jo had asked her out for a drink. She had moved in with Sam the following weekend. And for three years it had been amazing. They’d been on holidays to Vietnam, toured Eastern Europe, the USA and Ireland, bought and renovated a house together, laughed and cried. From the start, Sam could see nothing beyond this gorgeous girl. Jo had been her Forever.

Lou sips her coffee, watching Sam over the rim of the white mug. Then she says, ‘Want to take a drive over there? I’m sure I can think of a good reason why you need to head over that way.’

‘I’m sure she’s fine,’ Sam says, putting her mobile phone into her bag. She stares at the coffee for a little while, wondering when everything became so overwhelming.

‘How has she been? I haven’t seen her since … when was it I came over? Gosh, nearly a month.’

A month. And before that it had been two months since Jo had been signed off sick with stress. By now, the tablets the doctor gave her should have started to work. By now, she should be thinking about coming back, even if it was on reduced hours to start with. By now, they should be applying for foster carer status, filling out forms, having home visits. All of these things have been discussed, calmly, and then argued over.

Sam looks up. She can see herself reflected in Lou’s expression, can read the concern in her friend’s eyes. ‘Christ,’ she says. ‘Do I look that rough?’

‘You look like you could use a good night’s sleep,’ Lou says. ‘I’d offer you my concealer but I have a feeling you’d tell me where to put it.’

That at least raises a smile. Lou reaches out a hand and places it on Sam’s. A gesture of comfort at the perfect moment of despair, overwhelming nevertheless. Sam feels hot tears, wipes them quickly away.

‘Come on,’ Lou says. ‘Let’s go for a walk.’

‘You’ve got a million things to do,’ Sam replies quickly.

‘Never mind that. It can all wait. Come on.’

It is grey and damp outside but luckily not raining. They walk side by side along the edge of the playing field behind headquarters, listening to the shouts and screams from the school playground which is just the other side of the hedge. Sam is aware that Lou is waiting for her to speak. She doesn’t have long, she’s wasting time being out here. But where to start with something like this? How can you possibly define where things went wrong? In the end, it all comes back to one thing: Jo’s illness, and what has triggered it.

‘She won’t go to counselling. Says it doesn’t do anything for her. I’ve tried to persuade her, but each time she goes she comes back worse.’

‘It gets worse before it gets better.’ Lou says. ‘Isn’t that what they always say?’

‘She goes running every day, it’s the only thing that seems to help. Trouble is, she insists on running through the woods at the back of Baysbury village, where all the addicts and dealers hang out. I keep asking her not to go there, but she goes anyway. And she has bad dreams – that is, on the nights that she makes it to bed. She says she can see him lying dead, even though she wasn’t there, she never actually saw it.’

‘What’s happening with the investigation?’

‘I only know what’s been on the news. They won’t tell me anything. I think that’s making it all worse, really. Jo’s blaming herself when she can’t possibly have been to blame – she was off sick, after all, she wasn’t even there – and since nobody’s telling her otherwise, she can’t seem to …  I don’t know …  pull herself back from it.’

‘Oh, Sam. I’m so sorry you’re dealing with all of this.’ Lou puts a hand on Sam’s shoulder, gives it a supportive pat.

‘It’s the people who were on duty at the time I feel sorry for,’ says Sam. ‘With all this press coverage, the management team are going to have to be completely ruthless. And we’ll escape all that, we’ll get through it.’

‘Yes, you will. Of course you will.’

‘I love her so much, Lou. It’s unbearable seeing her like this. We moved to get away from stress, not have more of it.’

‘Is there anything I can do? Take you both out, get you away from the house for a night, something like that?’

‘Thanks,’ Sam says. ‘I’ll ask her. When I can get hold of her, that is.’ Her mobile phone is in her hand, the inert, silent weight of it both comforting and ominous.







JO

‘Oh, Dixie, bloody hell. What have you found?’

The dog stinks to high heaven and he’s looking both guilty and secretly pleased with himself, trying not to wag his tail too hard. It’s obviously poo of some kind, fox probably, and he’s managed to find a nice wet pile of it to roll in. Jo might have known. As if her day wasn’t going to be trying enough, when she gets back she’ll have to haul him into the bath before she does anything else. The thought of it makes her want to cry with frustration. As it is, she’s dreading going home.

‘Come on, then, stinky,’ she says, breaking into a run. Dixie trots beside her and then runs ahead, under the stile and into the field. The path curves around to the left, back into the woodlands.

Something has changed. The minute she gets into the woodland the light seems different, as if the sun has gone behind a cloud. There’s no sun today, it’s uniformly grey and damp, but in here it feels colder.

Jo runs, increasing her pace to make up a little for the stops and starts, keeping an eye on Dixie who is ahead of her, dipping in and out of foliage in pursuit of a scent. She runs faster and faster, her heart pounding, head down, which is why she doesn’t see the boy until she’s almost on top of him.

‘Shit!’

He appears in front of her without warning and it’s hard to tell who’s more scared. Jo stops abruptly, turning her ankle in the process. Dixie crashes out of a bush up ahead, trots up to them with interest.

‘Sorry,’ she says, ‘you made me jump.’

It’s only a matter of seconds; she has just a moment to take in the dirty parka jacket that’s too big for him, his skinny legs in mud-streaked jogging bottoms and a pair of trainers with no socks. She looks up into eyes that are green, pale, almost khaki-coloured in a grubby face, wide with fright. Jo has seen eyes like that before.

And then he’s off.

He turns and runs, not back along the path, but off into the bushes, thrusting aside branches and clambering up the slope to get away from her.

‘Wait!’ she says, following him. ‘Stop, hold on a minute!’

She pushes her way through the undergrowth, although it’s harder because she’s so much bigger than him, and even though it’s late autumn and there are no leaves on the trees the ground is slippery and muddy, the branches spiky and unyielding. Ahead she can hear twigs snapping, the sound of his feet running, and then she reaches the top of the slope.

She’s out of breath now, her legs burning with the effort. She stops and waits, listening. There is silence in the woods now. He must have got away, he was so much faster than her. She debates her options: she should go home and phone 101 and report it. And say what, exactly? There’s a boy in the woods. He could be anyone. Just because he was a bit scruffy, just because he should have been at school and he’s in the woods, on his own …  What can they do about it? Nothing, probably. It’s not a crime, is it? She can talk to Sam about it, tonight, ask her what to do.

Something catches her eye, a reflection, a movement, and she sees it: a dark shape in the undergrowth, hidden in a tangle of bindweed and evergreen. When she gets closer it’s a navy blue tarpaulin, caught in the branches of a bramble. She crouches down and looks into the blackness. She can hear him breathing. He is huddled at the back of the makeshift shelter, a dirty blanket around his shoulders as if this will offer some sort of protection. A pair of green eyes, wide with fear, stare back at her.

‘Hassan,’ she says. ‘You’re Hassan, aren’t you? Mohammed’s brother?’







SAM

Sam gets home as early as she possibly can, leaving emails unanswered and paperwork incomplete. This is not like her. She does not, ever, leave work without finishing things off. She likes to be able to go home and shut the door on the day, knowing it’s been dealt with to the best of her abilities. It’s her way of coping with the stress: standing between people who are off their faces on something or other, determined to ‘sort it out’; catching a glimpse of the look on the face of a child, waiting patiently in a doorway while her parents scream and swear at each other; listening to a young girl explain why her boyfriend beating her up is okay, really, because he doesn’t mean it and it’s only because he’s got anger management issues and she said the wrong thing and wound him up.

Today she spent an hour in a house with two small children, waiting for social services to turn up. Their mother, a heroin addict, was dead from an overdose on the bathroom floor. The children were young – the youngest a crawling baby with a massively swollen nappy, the elder of the two a little boy with enormous blue eyes and bruises on his arms. They had been in there, on their own, for some time. A neighbour had heard them crying. After a day of it she’d had enough and called the police, because after all who else was there to call?

Sam has decided that tonight, as promised, she and Jo will talk about fostering. Talk about it properly. For the past two years they have gone through phases of discussing their future together; a civil partnership, maybe, although Sam would prefer to wait until the government decides to allow them to get married properly. The possibilities of Jo using a donor to get pregnant and have a child herself has been considered, although Sam has always found this idea hard to take. And why bring another child into such a world? Jo argues that having a child is not like getting a pet. After that, they adopted Dixie from a Spanish rescue charity and Sam had thought that might be it. It was not. The discussions shifted to adoption, and then, when that was deemed potentially too difficult in the Met, a move to Eden where the waiting list of children exceeded the list of potential adoptees was swiftly brought to fruition. Less stress – apparently – a better quality of life, somewhere nice and rural to bring up a family.

Sam thinks about the two small children and wonders what life they’ll have now. And suddenly fostering seems like a good idea.

But when she gets inside, all her thoughts and plans disappear. She can hear voices – well, Jo’s voice, and for a moment she’s pleased and dismayed at the same time by the prospect of visitors.

‘Jo?’

‘In here!’

Sam opens the living room door. A boy is sitting on the sofa watching cartoons, his black hair sticking up in tufts, wearing one of Jo’s T-shirts and a pair of yoga pants rolled up at the bottom. He looks at Sam with huge eyes that instantly remind her of a thousand kids she’s dealt with over the years. Dixie, his fur fluffed as though he’s had a bath too, is lying at the boy’s feet.

‘Don’t be angry,’ Jo says.

Sam turns to look at her. She’s in the doorway to the kitchen, her thin arms hugging herself, her head down, dark hair over her eyes. She’s looking at Sam from under her lashes, her eyes pleading. Sam is struck by how tiny she seems, how much weight she has lost in the last few months.

Sam turns her attention back to the boy, sits down on the sofa opposite him so she’s not towering over him. ‘Hello,’ she says. ‘My name’s Sam. What’s your name?’

The boy says nothing, looks from her to Jo and back again, clearly not understanding a word.

‘Can we … ?’ Sam says, indicating the kitchen.

Jo has clearly been expecting this. She leads Sam to the kitchen and shuts the door behind her. ‘Don’t be angry,’ she says again.

‘I’m not angry,’ Sam says. In truth she does not know how she feels. ‘I just want to know what’s going on.’

‘That’s Hassan. Mohammed’s younger brother. He was living rough in the woods.’

‘You went into the woods?’

‘Look, it doesn’t matter about that. He’s got nowhere to go, Sam. If we take him to social services he’ll just run away again, he can’t trust anyone. He’s all on his own. He has nothing, nobody.’

Sam takes in her earnest, tearful eyes, the frantic hand gestures. Jo is trembling. She opens her arms and folds her into a hug. Jo sobs into her shoulder. ‘He has nobody,’ Jo says again, her voice high.

‘Jo, this can’t happen, you know it can’t.’

‘Don’t say that! Anyway, what was I supposed to do?’ Jo says. ‘I couldn’t just leave him there. It took me nearly half an hour to persuade him to come with me. In the end it was only because some men came.’

‘Men?’

‘There are lots of them, living in the woods. Hassan’s the only child. How vulnerable does that make him, Sam? He’s living under a bit of plastic in a bloody bush. On his own. He’s only eleven.’

‘There are ways of doing this, for our safety as well as for the child’s. We can’t just keep him. He’s not a stray dog.’

Jo pushes her away. ‘I knew you’d do this,’ she says. ‘I knew it.’

‘We can make sure he’s safe,’ Sam says. ‘We can find him somewhere he’ll be safe, I promise.’

‘No!’

‘Jo, seriously, I’m going to make a few phone calls … ’

‘If he goes, I go too.’

The statement hangs in the air like a poisonous cloud.

‘What?’ Sam says.

‘I mean it. If you ring social services, I’ll leave and take him with me.’

She knows that Jo is not well. She knows she is struggling with coming to terms with Mohammed’s death, that even the pills aren’t helping. But surely she can see that what she’s proposing is madness. There are tears on Jo’s cheeks but she’s defiant, arms folded. She may be close to the edge but right now she is strong, fearless.

‘He’s not your child, Jo. He isn’t your responsibility.’

‘I know he’s not mine!’ Jo explodes. ‘I’m not stupid! And I also know that whoever you call, whoever turns up at the door will only be able to do so much, because procedures need to be followed and although everyone means well and tries their hardest, children are falling through these gaping holes in the system. He’s been in social care. Why do you think they run away as soon as they can?’

‘Lots of reasons. You know that. They don’t understand what’s happening, they’re scared, so they run. But he’s not old enough to know what’s for the best, Jo. Mohammed was a teenager, this lad – whoever he is – he’s just a child. Surely you can see we can’t let him stay?’

‘He’s a guest, I’m not holding him against his will. He can walk out if he wants to.’

‘You’re an adult. He’s a child. He’s not able to make decisions like that on his own, that’s why he needs trained people to support him … ’

She is weakening, Sam can tell. She looks exhausted, beyond tired, and Sam wonders how much energy this has taken out of her. She sags into one of the kitchen chairs, resting her head on her hands.

‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘I feel like if we hand him over to someone else I’m just leaving him to die, like Mohammed.’

As gently as she can, Sam says, ‘Jo. It wasn’t your fault.’

‘He died because nobody was willing to help him.’

‘He had lots of help. He kept running away from it.’

‘I could have saved him,’ she wails. ‘If I’d only been there. I promised him I’d help, I promised, and I let him down … ’

‘Jo.’  Sam’s arm around her shoulders, holding her close. She pulls Jo around, folds her into an embrace. ‘It’s okay. It’ll get easier, I promise.’

Holding her, feeling the bones in her shoulders through her thin top, at first Sam’s aware of nothing but the girl she loves and how she can possibly make things better. And then, gradually, she realises that the trembling is actually shivering, and it’s freezing in here, a cold draught coming from under the closed kitchen door. She releases Jo slowly, goes to the door and opens it. The front door is open. She goes to the living room to check, but she’s too late: the boy has gone.



Transcript of Interview in relation to Op Jasmine, the death in police custody of Mohammed Reza on 27 August 2010

Investigators interviewing:

William HOLMES

Christine HENRY

Witness:

PSE Joanna LARTER

Interview commences at 11:22

William HOLMES (WH): Let’s talk about the events of Friday 27 August 2010. You were scheduled to work that day, weren’t you?

Joanna LARTER (JL): Yes.

WH: But you called in sick?

JL: Yes. [INDISTINCT]

WH: I understand this is very upsetting for you. Take your time.

JL: You don’t understand, you don’t get it at all. I should have been there when he was brought in. If I’d been there, he might not have done it. He would have had someone to talk to, someone he recognised. As it was, he was all alone, again.

WH: When you were at home on the evening of 27 August, you received a phone call from Sergeant Phil Doherty from his personal mobile phone. Can you tell us how that conversation went?

JL: He rang me to tell me Mohammed had been brought in. I asked how he was, he said he wasn’t happy. They booked him in via Language Line and when he realised he was being kept in, he got upset. He’d been crying and wouldn’t talk to anyone. Phil wanted to ask me if I had any ideas while they were deciding whether they were going to detain him. I told him I was going to come in.

WH: But you didn’t do that?

JL: No, I stayed at home.

WH: Why was that?

JL: Phil told me not to. He said they could manage, that Mohammed would be fine. He said they’d just checked him and he was settling down. I could tell they were busy. He was very quick on the phone. I felt guilty for being off sick.

WH: Did he call you back after that?

JL: No. I didn’t hear anything else until the next morning. Mohammed’s death was on the news, that’s how I found out.








JO

As well as spending most of the night searching for the boy themselves, Sam had called in and reported what had happened. A patrol turned up and performed a search of the area, referring the matter on to social services. Jo heard this particular phone conversation since it took place in the living room.

‘His name is Hassan Reza,’ Jo had said. ‘R-E-Z-A.’

‘Actually,’ Sam added, ‘We’re not sure of that identification. Best go on the description.’

But he had already repeated the name to the social services officer.

‘Oh, you know him, do you?’ the officer said, eyeing Jo as he did so. He was a middle-aged man carrying more than a few extra pounds under his utility belt and Jo took an instant dislike to him. She felt judged. But then, she’s getting used to that.

Sam finally left for work at a quarter to nine.

Now Jo is in the kitchen with a cup of coffee in front of her, thinking things through. Dixie, who hadn’t wanted to leave her side, has been shut out in the garden to give her a chance to concentrate. This morning she managed to avoid Sam completely, took Dixie out for a walk while Sam got ready for work. Although nothing was said, Jo is sure that Sam is going to put in a full report today. She has to do this, of course, because the patrols knew all about it last night and if Sam denies it, she will be putting her career at risk. Better to get in first. Before too long they will all know how Jo enticed Hassan out of the woods and in to her – and Sam’s – home. She’s hoping they will not let this distract them from the most important task, which is finding the boy.

The only thing she can hold on to right now is the fact that Hassan knows where she is, and that he might come back. Last night the patrols paid a visit to the makeshift camp in the woods, but nobody matching Hassan’s description was found. They arrested two adult males, apparently. Jo knows nothing else.

It could all have been so different last night, if Sam had only listened, if she had only tried to understand. Instead, she’s missed the point completely. The system that’s designed to help is actually making things worse. If you want to make a difference to a child’s life, you have to do it yourself. You can’t rely on anyone else. You just can’t.

Jo has spent most of the night in tears and now fresh ones fall, for Mohammed who she couldn’t save, and for his little brother who has slipped through her fingers. But he at least is alive, he still has a chance. If only he would come back. If only she could get him to trust her.

She stands awkwardly, stiff from a sleepless night, and looks out of the kitchen window to see Dixie at the bottom of the garden, staring at the shed. His tail is wagging.







SAM

For the second day running, Sam is home early. She has been trying to call Jo all day, and whilst she knows there is a great immovable barrier between them right now, she is hoping that at least she can persuade Jo to talk to her. In the meantime, she tells herself that Jo is possibly catching up on some sleep.

When she gets home the house is unbearably quiet. From the hallway Sam knows instantly that the house is empty, that Jo has gone. There is a hollowness about the space that wasn’t there before, a darkness that isn’t eased by the turning on of lights. Besides anything else, Dixie usually meets her at the door. He, too, is absent. Walking towards the kitchen, Sam doesn’t even bother to call out.

The note is on the kitchen table. Sam snatches it up and reads.

Gone to Mum’s x

Sam looks quickly around the kitchen. Jo’s car keys are gone, Dixie’s bowls and the dog food from the shelves under the worktop. She breathes out when she sees this, only aware then of the panic. You don’t take dog food with you if you’re going to top yourself. Upstairs, the small suitcase has gone from under the bed, some clothes from Jo’s side of the wardrobe. In the office, the fireproof box is open and Jo’s birth certificate, driving licence and passport have also gone. This is reassuring. Nevertheless, she has to check.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, Sam uses the phone to call the last number dialled.

‘Hi, Maureen. It’s Sam.’

‘Oh, Sam. I’m glad you’ve called. How are you holding up?’

‘I’m— is Jo with you?’

‘Yes. And the dog. And— ’ She cuts herself off, adds hurriedly, ‘She’s upstairs, do you want me to see if …?’

‘Don’t worry, honestly. I was just – you know. Just checking she’s okay.’

‘I can ask her to call you back?’

‘Thanks. Tell her … I don’t know. Tell her I called?’

‘I will. Take care of yourself, dear.’

There is a finality about the conversation. Even though she has not taken everything – and they have a house together, a mortgage in both their names, even though Sam pays the bills – she knows Jo isn’t coming back. They’ve bickered before but nothing like this. It’s a chasm rather than a rift. A gorge that’s getting wider, that can’t be crossed. She is going to have to report that the boy is likely to be with Jo; but maybe just not yet.

Sam lies on the bed, on Jo’s side, looking into the open wardrobe and at the empty hangers, trying to recall what it looked like before. Wondering about the stuff she took and the things she left behind. She presses her fingers to her eyes, trying not to cry. Sometimes you make all the right decisions and still things go wrong. Sometimes you fail even when you try your hardest.

Extract from the Eden Evening Times, November 19th 2010


‘Perfect Storm’ of Incidents Responsible for death of fifteen-year-old Asylum Seeker

The release of the Quentin Report into the death of Mohammed Reza whilst in police custody in August will make for uncomfortable reading for Eden’s Chief Constable, Michael Spearman. Coming at the end of a year which saw crime figures in the county soar, and the resignation of the Chair of the Eden Police Authority following corruption allegations, the flaws highlighted in the report put the force under serious scrutiny.

The report identifies a number of missed opportunities and failings in the system which is supposed to protect vulnerable young people who are brought into police custody, describing the night of 27 August 2010 as a ‘perfect storm’ of events which led to the young asylum seeker remaining in a cell, unchecked, for an hour and ten minutes during which he cut his wrists using a razor blade that had somehow been missed.

At the time the custody suite at Briarstone Police Station was under ‘immense pressure’, caused by staff absences and budget cuts which meant less than half the requisite officers were on duty. Friday 27 August was the start of a Bank Holiday weekend, with the town centre packed full of payday drinkers out for the night. Any spare officers had been deployed to police the streets on that night, resulting in no additional cover for the custody office.

But when Mohammed Reza was arrested at 8pm, things were still relatively quiet. He had been arrested for stealing £20 from an elderly lady in the foyer of a supermarket. Despite CCTV footage appearing to show a woman calmly handing something to Reza, a store security guard had detained the youth until police arrived. The woman in question has never been identified.

Reza was reported to be agitated when he was processed at the custody desk. His custody photo shows a young man in tears, clearly exhausted. He had been arrested before, and he knew he was going to be held for several hours at least before he could be bailed. Reza was searched, and his shoelaces and other items were confiscated. But Reza had a razor blade and other items concealed that were missed. At a quarter to nine in the evening, Reza was locked in a cell.

Despite attempts to contact an interpreter to facilitate an interview, none could be found. The duty solicitor was called, but requested to be called again once the interpreter arrived. Reza was checked intermittently through the early part of the evening and statements showed that he appeared to be asleep. Standard procedure is not to wake apparently sleeping prisoners but to check on them through the ‘spy-hole’ in the cell door. Custody officers reported Reza was lying on his side, facing away from the door, with the blanket over him.

The CCTV camera in the cell in which Reza was held was not working on that night, but as the young man had calmed down, he was not assessed to be high risk.

At around ten o’clock that night a number of serious assaults took place outside one of the town’s nightclubs, culminating in a fight involving two large groups. Officers made a total of four arrests and all were taken straight to Briarstone’s custody suite, already nearly at capacity following a drugs operation earlier in the day. Police procedures recommend that in such circumstances detained persons should be taken to various custody suites elsewhere in the county to avoid the potential for further confrontations. However, the Quentin Report highlights that, on 27 August, no other custody suites in the county were available. In the previous months, two suites (in Denham and Charlmere) had been closed down, and a third suite in Knapstone was closed for refurbishment. All the other suites in the county were fully occupied.

In Briarstone police station, the overstretched staff began the task of processing the intoxicated, aggressive individuals. CCTV footage from the inside of the reception area show officers struggling to cope, with arguments breaking out between those waiting to be put into cells. Officers were forced to perform a procedure known as rapid cell exit, in which several officers are used to take an uncooperative prisoner to a cell.

At eleven thirty, Reza’s hourly cell check was already fifteen minutes overdue. The officer who performed the check saw what he had seen previously: the young man apparently asleep on his bed; but this time, he grew aware something was wrong. He called out to the young man to rouse him. When the young man did not move, the officer entered the cell and approached. He then saw the blood that had pooled around the plastic mattress, much of it soaked into the blanket and Reza’s clothes. He raised the alarm, but despite multiple attempts at resuscitation, Mohammed Reza was already dead.

Little is known of the teenager whose death has instigated such a thorough review of custody procedures, and that also highlights some of the problems government services face in ensuring reasonable care. It is believed that he was fifteen and that he had come from Iraq, although he had no official paperwork and it is common for asylum seekers to lie about their age in order to avoid swift deportation, or internment in an adult detention facility. Reza had previously claimed that he made his way to the UK via Calais with his brother, and that he had been living in various hostels and in makeshift camps ever since. Sadly their story is by no means unusual, and the sheer volume of young people entering the UK makes the process of providing them all with appropriate assistance even more difficult.

In attempting to assign responsibility for the tragic death, the Quentin Report identifies failings in achieving minimum staffing levels on the evening of 27 August, suggesting that the forthcoming Bank Holiday weekend had not been adequately risk-assessed by management. Official procedures put in place to ensure the welfare of detainees were not followed, although the Report concludes that under the circumstances, this would have been difficult to achieve.

What the Quentin Report does bring into sharp focus are the tragic shortcomings of a system designed to protect vulnerable young people, a system that can now no longer cope. As a nation we are guilty of turning our faces away from the truth that young asylum seekers in our communities are in desperate need of help and support that, currently, they are not always able to access. The Chief Constable of Eden Police will undoubtedly feel the same way.

There is, however, some brighter news. Mohammed Reza’s younger brother, Hassan, was picked up by social services following a call from a concerned member of staff at a motorway service station. A foster home has been found for him and recent reports say that he is doing well, and attending school. Although there are many young people falling through the net, this one at least seems to have a secure future to look forward to.









Author’s Note

Promises to Keep was inspired in part by an article by Amelia Gentleman in the Guardian (‘Asylum seekers:  nowhere boys’, Saturday 22 June 2013). As the mother of a ten-year-old boy, the thought of children and teenagers making their way across continents alone and vulnerable terrifies me. Whatever your politics, asylum seekers of every age have become something of a faceless statistic and I wanted to try and give a voice to some of these boys. Of course, however, all of the characters and events in the story are entirely fictional. I would like to express my grateful thanks to Lisa Cutts and Gill Fewins, who took the time to check my procedural accuracy with regards to police custody and social services.

Dixie (or Dixi) is real; he is the brother of my own Spanish rescue dog, unfortunately still waiting for his forever home. You can read more about him and the work of Spanish Stray Dogs UK here: http://www.spanishstraydogs.org.uk/dixi.









Now read the beginning of Elizabeth’s latest novel

Under a Silent Moon






Day One – Thursday 1 November 2012

09:41

Dispatch Log 1101-0132

**CALLER STATES SHE HAS FOUND HER FRIEND COVERED IN BLOOD NOT MOVING NOT BREATHING

**AMBULANCE ALREADY DISPATCHED – REF 01-914

**CALLER IS FELICITY MAITLAND, HERMITAGE FARM, CEMETERY LANE MORDEN – OCCUPATION FARM OWNER

**INJURED PARTY IDENTIFIED AS POLLY LUCAS, FAMILY FRIEND OF CALLER

**CALLER HYSTERICAL, TRYING TO GET LOCATION FROM HER

**ADDRESS YONDER COTTAGE CEMETERY LANE MORDEN VILLAGE

**LOCATION GIVEN AS OUTSIDE VILLAGE ON ROAD TO BRIARSTONE, PAST THE LEMON TREE PUB ON THE RIGHT HAND SIDE

**SP CORRECTION POLLY LEUCHARS DOB 28/12/1984 AGED 27

**PATROLS AL23 AL11 AVAILABLE DISPATCHED

**DUTY INSPECTOR NOTED, WILL ATTEND

10:52

In years to come, Flora would remember this as the day of Before and After.

Before, she had been working on the canvas that had troubled her for nearly three months. She had reworked it so many times, had stared at it, loved it and hated it, often at the same time. On that Thursday it had gone well. The blue was right, finally, and while she had the sun slanting in even strips from the skylight overhead she traced the lines with her brush delicately as though she was touching the softest human skin and not canvas.

The phone rang and at first she ignored it. When the answering machine kicked in the caller rang off and then her mobile buzzed on the windowsill behind her. The caller display showed her father’s mobile. She ignored it as she usually did. He was not someone she really wanted to talk to, after all.

Seconds later, the phone rang again. He wasn’t going to give up.

‘Dad? What is it? I’m working—’

That was the moment. And then it was the After, and nothing was ever the same again.

11:08

Thursday had barely started and it was already proving to be a challenge for Lou Smith. Just after ten the call had come in from the boss, Detective Superintendent Buchanan. Area had called in a suspicious death and requested Major Crime’s attendance. A month after her promotion and the DCI on duty, it was her turn to lead the investigation.

‘Probably nothing,’ Buchanan had said. ‘You can hand it back to Area if it looks like the boyfriend’s done it, OK? Keep me updated.’

Her heart was thudding as she’d disconnected the call. Please God, don’t let me balls it up.

Lou reached for the grubby A–Z on the shelf in the main office; it’d be a darn sight quicker than logging on to the mapping software. She couldn’t remember ever having to go to Morden, which meant it was probably posh. The paramedics had turned up first and declared life well and truly extinct, waited for the patrols, and then buggered off on another call.

The patrols had done what they were supposed to do – look for the offender (no sign), manage the witnesses (only one, so far, the woman who’d called it in) and preserve the scene (shut the door and stand outside). The Area DI had turned up shortly afterwards and it hadn’t been more than ten minutes before he’d called the Major Crime Superintendent. Which meant that this was clearly a murder, probably not domestic.

‘Nasty,’ the DI said cheerfully when Lou got to Yonder Cottage. ‘Your first one, isn’t it, ma’am? Good luck.’

‘Cheers.’

Lou recognised him. He’d been one of the trainers when she’d been a probationer, which made the ‘ma’am’ feel rather awkward.

‘Where have you got to?’ she asked.

‘They’ve started the house-to-house,’ he responded. ‘Nothing so far. The woman who found her is in the kitchen up at the farmhouse with PC Gregson, the family liaison. Mrs Felicity Maitland. She owns the farm with her husband Nigel – Nigel Maitland?’

The last two words were phrased as a question, implying that Lou should recognise the name. She did.

Maitland had associates who were known to be involved in organised crime in Briarstone and London. He’d been brought in for questioning on several occasions for different reasons; each time he’d given a ‘no comment’ interview, or one where he stuck to one word answers, in the company of his very expensive solicitor. Each time he had been polite, cooperative as far as it went, and utterly unhelpful. Each time he had been released without charge. Circumstantial evidence, including his mobile phone number appearing on the itemised phone bill of three men who were eventually charged with armed robbery and conspiracy, had never amounted to enough to justify an arrest. Nevertheless, the links were there and officers in a number of departments were watching and waiting for him to make a mistake. In the meantime Nigel went about his legitimate day job, running his farm and maintaining his expensive golf club membership, the horses, the Mercedes and the Land Rover and the Porsche convertible, and stayed one step ahead.

‘Mrs Maitland’s in charge of the stables, leaves all the rest of it to her husband,’ the Area DI said. ‘The victim worked for them as a groom, lived here in the cottage rent-free. I gather she was a family friend.’

‘Any word on an offender?’

‘Nothing, so far. Apparently the victim lived on her own.’

‘What happened?’

‘She’s at the bottom of the stairs. Massive head trauma.’

‘Not a fall?’

‘Definitely not a fall.’

‘Weapon?’

‘Nothing obvious. CSI are on the way, apparently.’ He indicated the patrol officer standing guard. ‘This is PC Dave Forster. He got the short straw.’

PC Forster grinned.

DI Carter disappeared shortly after that, back to the station.

Yonder Cottage was a square, brick-built house separated from the main road by an overgrown hedge and an expanse of gravel, upon which a dark blue Nissan Micra was parked. The scene tape stretched from the hedge to a birch tree and outside of this was a roughly tarmacked driveway which led up to a series of barns and outbuildings. Beyond this, apparently, was the main house of Hermitage Farm.

‘Right,’ Lou said, more to herself than to PC Forster, ‘let’s get started.’

Her phone was ringing. The cavalry was on the way.


	Email
	 


	To:
	DCI 10023 Louisa SMITH


	From:
	DSupt 9143 Gordon BUCHANAN


	Date:
	Thursday 1 November 2012


	Subject:
 	Op Nettle – Polly Leuchars


	Louisa,
	 






Hope the MIR is coming together. Ops Planning have given us the name Op Nettle for the murder of Polly Leuchars. Let me know if you need any further help.

Gordon





	Email
	 


	To:
	Central Analytical Team


	From:
	DCI 10023 Louisa SMITH


	Date:
	Thursday 1 November 2012


	Subject:
	Op Nettle – analytical requirement






Could someone please contact me asap about providing an analyst for the Major Incident Room of Op Nettle. I have a full MIR team with the exception of an analyst and I have failed to reach anyone by phone.

DCI Louisa Smith

Major Crime




11:29

Julia Dobson, fifty-eight years old and current Ladies’ Golf Champion at the Morden Country Club, pulled the heavy velvet curtain slightly to one side and peered out. From where she stood in the bay window of Lentonbury Manor – which was not actually a manor house, in much the same way as Seaview Cottage, a few yards further towards the village, did not actually have a sea view – she could see some distance up Cemetery Lane towards the entrance to Hermitage Farm on the left, and Hayselden Barn on the right.

‘That makes three,’ she mused. ‘Good lord, what on earth is going on?’

Ralph, her husband, murmured in reply from behind his copy of the Financial Times, delivered by the newsagent’s van an hour ago. They didn’t have a paperboy any more. The last one had nearly been run over by a tractor, and his mother had insisted he went and got a Saturday job at the greengrocer’s instead.

‘Ralph, you’re not listening,’ she said peevishly.

‘Three, you said,’ and then a moment later he shook his paper and looked up: ‘Three what?’

‘Police cars, Ralph. Three police cars in the lane. The first one had the siren going. You must have heard it! I wonder what’s going on?’

He put the paper down and joined her at the window, mug of coffee in one hand, in time to observe an ambulance driving at speed down the lane. It turned into the driveway of Hayselden Barn, which was just within sight before the road bent sharply to the left. A police car rounded the bend from the opposite direction, and followed the ambulance into the driveway.

‘Barbara must have had one of her turns,’ Julia murmured.

‘“Turns”?’ he snorted. ‘That’s a new word for it.’

Julia set her lips into a thin line. ‘Well, there’s only one way to find out.’ Without further ado she retrieved the phone handset and dialled the number for Hermitage Farm.

12:45

Taryn stared at her screen, trying to catch the reflection of the activity that was going on in her boss’s office, behind her and to her left.

‘They’re talking,’ Ellen said. She was sitting at the desk opposite and had a commanding view.

‘Have they all sat down?’ Taryn asked.

‘No. Reg is sitting behind his desk, but the two police are just standing there. Oh, hold on, here we go … ’

Taryn heard the office door open and couldn’t help turning round to look. Reg was heading in her direction. The two police officers were still in the office. One was a woman, which indicated that whoever they were here to see was about to receive some bad news.

‘Taryn, would you step into my office, please?’ Reg said, giving her a look that should have been empathetic but was somehow the wrong side of slimy.

Please, let it not be about Chris, she thought. Prayed. Reg scuttled off in the direction of the kitchen. Maybe they’d told him to go and make a cup of tea – first time for everything, Taryn thought.

She entered the office and shut the door firmly behind her.

‘Mrs Lewis? I’m PC Ian Richardson from Briarstone police station, and this is PC Yvonne Sanders. Would you like to take a seat?’

They sat too and she wanted to say: Tell me now, tell me straight away. But the words wouldn’t come.

‘I’m here about your parents, Mrs Lewis. I’m afraid it’s bad news.’

‘My parents?’ That was a word she hadn’t heard used with any degree of accuracy since she was eleven years old.

‘Mr and Mrs Fletcher-Norman—’

‘Barbara Fletcher-Norman isn’t my mother.’

This obviously was news to the young police officer and he seemed to momentarily lose his thread.

‘I’m sorry,’ Taryn said, ‘please go on.’

‘I – er – your father, Mr Brian Fletcher-Norman, is in hospital and I’m afraid he’s seriously ill. Your stepmother, Mrs Barbara Fletcher-Norman, was found dead earlier today. I’m very sorry.’

Taryn looked at her hands. ‘Oh. I see. Thank you.’

Now it was the female officer’s turn. ‘Is there anyone we can contact to be with you? I understand this must be difficult for you.’

‘No. Thank you.’

They seemed to be waiting for her to say something more, so she looked at them in turn and said, ‘Can I get back to work now?’

The officers exchanged glances.

Taryn felt sorry for them. ‘I don’t get on with my father,’ she said patiently. ‘I haven’t seen him for … a long time. Thank you for your kindness, but really, I’m fine.’

She stood and the officers got to their feet in unison. At the door she stopped and turned. ‘Do you need me to do anything?’

The policewoman shook her head. ‘Not at the moment, Mrs Lewis. But if you did decide to go and visit your father, he is in intensive care at Briarstone General.’

‘Thank you.’

Taryn slid back into her seat just as Reg slopped a coffee onto her desk. I don’t drink coffee, she thought, but Reg had never offered to make her a drink before so how would he know? She was trying to think when she had last been at the barn. Maybe April? It had been the argument about the bike, and instead of making the effort to put things right she had left it, and left it. It was the longest they’d gone without speaking.

‘Well?’ Ellen said, eyes eager. ‘What was all that about?’

‘Oh. My father’s in hospital, that’s all.’

‘That’s all? Goodness, are you all right? Shouldn’t you take the rest of the day off?’

‘No.’ She took a swig of the coffee despite herself, because it was there, and because her throat was horribly dry. ‘I haven’t seen him for ages. We don’t get along. So really, I’m fine. And I’m sure he will be too.’

Ellen had no reply to this, so she left it, although she did continue giving Taryn the occasional odd look over the top of her screen.

Despite her desire to get on with things, it was quite hard to concentrate, after that. Only half an hour later did she remember what they’d said about Barbara. Had they really said she was dead?

13:02

Louisa sat on the edge of a table, her mobile pressed to her ear. All around her was chaos and next to her a telecoms engineer plugged in a phone, which rang immediately. One of the DCs picked it up.

‘Incident room. She’s on the phone, I’m afraid. Can I help? Who? OK, what’s your number there? Hold on; let me find a piece of paper. Right. OK, I’ll get her to call you.’

It was amazing how quickly the room was coming together.

The first desk set up had been the Reader-Receiver’s. Barry Holloway was there, monitoring everything coming into the room. Initial witness statements, intelligence reports, transcripts of calls from the public; nothing came in without first going through Barry. He checked everything, gave it an audit log number, decided how urgent it was and who should get it next.

Who should get it next was still up in the air. Desks were being pushed together, people arriving minutes after being assigned to the operation.

On a whiteboard behind her, Louisa had written a notice in foot-high black letters:

OP NETTLE

BRIEFING 1600hrs.

She checked her watch, wondering if it was out of order to task one of the DCs with going to the canteen to get her a double espresso, when finally the phone was answered.

‘Senior analysts.’

‘Ah, so there is someone alive in there?’

‘Yes, there is.’ The man’s voice was decidedly chilly, and with an unexpected accent. American or Canadian? ‘Can I help you?’

‘This is DCI Lou Smith. I’m waiting in the MIR for Op Nettle in the hope that we might get an analyst.’

There was a pause.

‘I’m sorry. Bear with me.’

He didn’t sound sorry. He sounded pissed off. There was a longer pause.

‘Les?’ Lou said, putting a hand over the mouthpiece. ‘Can you save my life and go and get me a double espresso? And a KitKat. Cheers.’

Then, in her ear: ‘I’m afraid there’s no one available today – they’re all out.’

What the fuck? Lou took a deep breath. ‘This is a murder investigation. What do you mean, there’s no one available? There must be sixty bloody analysts and I only want one!’

‘Actually, since the reorganisation there are in fact only thirty-two analysts and they are all assigned to other duties. I’m the only senior here, and—’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Jason Mercer.’

‘Jason, please, find me someone in time for the briefing at four, and someone else who’s prepared to do the late turn.’

A heavy sigh. ‘For sure.’

Definitely Canadian, Lou decided.

13:15

After.

Flora had spoken to her father and at the time she’d been calm, almost serene. She’d asked the right questions: When? How? And then she had put down the brush that was still in her hand, stared at the canvas that she knew already she would now never complete, and left.

When she drove past Yonder Cottage there were police cars blocking the drive, an ambulance on the gravel outside the house. The PC who was standing beside the fluttering tape in his fluorescent jacket regarded her closely.

She went on to the next turning, the main entrance to the farm. She drove up the driveway, which, at the top, curved round through the yard and back down towards the cottage. She parked outside the farmhouse.

Flora’s mother, Felicity Maitland, was sliding into comfortable oblivion. Nigel Maitland had poured her a tumbler of brandy in the hope of calming her down before she made it into a full-on panic attack.

Following her call to the police, Felicity had been looked after by the ambulance crew and the police had taken an  initial statement from her at the cottage. Then she’d been walked back to the farmhouse by someone in a uniform.

Now, hours later, Felicity was still in a state, vacillating between shuddering sobs and unnatural, staring stillness.

‘It was so utterly horrible,’ she said now. ‘Blood all over the walls, everywhere! The whole place will have to be redecorated, and we only did it last summer.’

There were times Flora wanted to slap her mother, hard. She went to make toast for everyone, not least to soak up the brandy. The plain-clothes police officer who’d been assigned to them was leaning against the breakfast bar, fiddling with her mobile phone.

‘Would you like me to do that?’ she asked, when Flora came in. ‘No, it’s fine, thanks. Do you want some tea?’

And at that moment Felicity’s voice rose again in a wail: ‘Oh God! Who’s going to do the horses?’

‘I’ll do them,’ said Nigel.

‘Oh God! I’ll have to put an advert in the paper, then it will be interviews! I can’t bear it, I can’t!’

‘What about Connor, Dad?’ Flora shouted. ‘I thought he was supposed to be a groom?’

Nigel didn’t reply. Other than the phone call, he had not spoken directly to Flora.

‘He can’t be trusted,’ Felicity wailed. ‘Polly said he was always sloping off. I don’t know why you insist on having him here, Nigel, he’s more trouble than he’s worth, and—’

‘Oh for God’s sake!’ Flora called sharply. ‘I’ll do the bloody horses.’

The toaster popped up and Flora applied herself to the task of buttering, slicing into halves. Tea. Must make the tea. What had the police officer said to her offer, yes or no? She couldn’t remember. She would make one anyway, not wanting to ask again; aware of the way the woman was watching her. Pretending to be here to help, but they were being watched, that was the truth of it. And right now the police-woman was watching her.

Flora could remember the exact moment of the exact day when she fell in love with Polly Leuchars. It was on the fifteenth of December, almost a year ago. Half past ten in the morning and Polly was sitting at the kitchen table in the farmhouse, her long blonde hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, wearing a jumper, jeans and thick socks. Her boots were on the mat.

‘Where’s my mum?’ Flora asked, wondering who this was.

‘Are you Flora? My, you’ve grown up since I last saw you,’ the person said, with a beautiful smile. ‘I’m Polly. You probably don’t remember me. I’ve come to work.’

It turned out that Felicity had known Polly was coming but had neglected to tell anyone else. Polly was the daughter of Cassandra Leuchars, an old school friend of Felicity’s. Polly needed a job for a year or so before she went travelling. And when she was reminded, Flora remembered her from years ago, from family holidays when Cassandra had been abroad and had left Polly with them.

She was twenty-six, and the most beautiful thing Flora had ever seen. It was hard to believe that the thin, quiet blonde girl who lurked on the fringes of her childhood memories could have turned into this lithe, confident, always-smiling young woman.

Who on earth would want to hurt Poll? Who could do it?

15:37

Nearly time for the briefing. Lou had asked Barry Holloway to do most of the talking for the first one. Not, strictly speaking, the way it was usually done, but to his credit he didn’t argue or ask her to explain. She wanted to watch the room, keep an eye on them all, see their reactions – gauge from it who she could use, who she would need to keep an eye on.

The room was almost ready – it had previously been the central ticketing office, but they’d been moved to the new traffic unit two weeks ago. Fortunately, as it turned out, because the room usually reserved for MIRs was already in use. There had been three armed robberies in the space of a month, a bank manager and a member of the public shot dead, and the investigation for that was well underway.

In a way this room was better, Lou realised; the area briefing room was right next door, which meant they could use it without having to lug all the equipment backwards and forwards, and the canteen was just up the corridor. The downside was that the only windows looked out onto a brick wall and a few had bars on them because it was the former cell block. The nearest custody suite was now a few miles away in Briarstone nick, which wasn’t ideal, but no one asked anyone who was ever actually affected by these management decisions what they thought.

A knock on the door of her goldfish bowl office which was right in the corner; Mandy, one of the HOLMES inputters. ‘More for you,’ she said, handing over another pile of papers to add to the collection.

‘Thanks. How’s it looking out there?’

‘Well,’ Mandy said, with a discreet cough, ‘were you expecting DI Hamilton?’

‘Oh, shit.’ Lou felt the blood drain from her cheeks. ‘What’s he doing here? I asked for Rob Jefferson.’

‘Apparently DI Jefferson’s done his back in. Sorry. Thought you should know.’

Lou pulled herself together and managed a smile. ‘Thanks, Mandy. All the photos ready?’

Mandy nodded, and left her to it.

Fucking Andy Hamilton – that was all she needed. Another knock at the door, and Lou looked up to see Andy’s bulky frame filling the glass window. She took a deep breath and beckoned him in.

‘Guv,’ Andy acknowledged, giving her his best charming smile.

She regarded him steadily. He’d put on weight since she’d last seen him, but he was still attractive, that dark hair and dark, neatly trimmed goatee. Eyes that were wicked, that suggested imminent misbehaviour.

‘Andy. How are you?’

‘Great, thanks. You’re looking … well.’ His eyes had managed to travel from her new shoes, up her legs, to her face, within a fraction of a second.

She gave him a smile so tight it pinched. ‘We’ve got a briefing in twenty minutes. Have you got a desk?’

‘I’ll find one. It’s going to be great working with you again, Lou.’ He was disarmingly relaxed. Not fair.

‘How’s Karen? And the kids?’

Andy’s expression tensed, but only slightly. ‘They’re all fine.’

‘Is Leah sleeping through yet?’

‘Not quite. We have the odd good night here and there.’

‘This is going to be a tough case, Andy. If you’re finding it difficult fitting it around home, I want to know about it, OK? I can’t have you not with us a hundred per cent on this.’

‘You know me, boss. Loads of energy and up for anything.’ He finished with his cheekiest grin, and a wink.

Lou felt something twist inside her. She looked up at him. ‘Strictly work, Andy, OK?’

‘Sure thing.’ And he was gone.

But he had always had trouble taking no for an answer.

15:40

Flora pulled her cold wellington boots on over her thick socks in the mudroom at the back door.

‘Can I come with you?’ the policewoman asked, appearing in the doorway.

‘Sure,’ Flora said, her tone unnaturally bright. ‘You’ll need boots. Here, try these.’

The woman slipped off her shoes and pulled Felicity’s old boots over the top of her smart grey trousers. ‘They’ll do,’ she said.

‘What’s your name?’ Flora asked, giving in at last.

‘Miranda Gregson,’ came the reply.

As soon as she heard the name Flora remembered it. ‘Of course. Sorry.’

‘That’s OK. It’s a difficult time.’

She gave Miranda one of her father’s jackets to wear and they set off towards the stables. It was already starting to get dark, a wind blustering and swirling around the farm buildings, tugging at their clothes.

‘I used to go riding when I was younger,’ Miranda said. ‘I helped out at some stables at the weekends. Loved it.’

Flora didn’t answer. Given a choice, she would much prefer to work with this woman than Connor Petrie. Nigel had phoned him twenty minutes ago and told him to get his arse down to the stables. He’d been somewhere else, clearly, even though he was supposed to be working.

Petrie, leaning against the horsebox, gave them a wave as they approached. ‘Who’s this, then?’

‘This is one of the police officers,’ Flora said quickly. ‘Miranda.’ ‘You here about Polly?’ he asked. ‘Boss told me. Lots of blood everywhere, right?’

‘Shut up!’ Flora snapped at him. ‘Have some bloody respect. You’re here to work.’

‘I’m the Family Liaison Officer,’ Miranda said, her tone even. ‘Here to help, if I can.’ She offered her hand and after some shuffling and wiping, Connor gave it a brief shake.

Oh God, this was no good. The ugly little bastard was going to have her crying in a minute. She had come out here to try and take her mind off the subject of Polly’s death, lose herself in mindless physical activity. She walked away from them to the hay store. Connor could talk to the police all he wanted, she wouldn’t be there to listen. Didn’t care any more, in any case.
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