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For all the women who lie buried at Crossbones Graveyard










Prologue


Your mother is holding your hand too tightly. You whimper and cling to her dress, because you know what will happen next. She stares at you, as if she’s forgotten how to blink. There’s one last glimpse of her face before she bundles you into the cupboard under the stairs. ‘Don’t make a sound,’ she hisses, ‘don’t even breathe.’ Darkness smothers you as the key twists in the lock. There’s a chance that he won’t find you, cowering on the floor, between the broom and floor mops, a stack of wellington boots.


Your father is closer now. Even his footsteps are angry, thudding too hard on the worn lino, while he looks for someone to hurt. He’s so close, you can smell him. Whisky mixed with the sickliness of the sherry he hides in the garage, and something else, bitter and hard to identify. Splinters of light needle you through cracks in the door. There’s dust everywhere. When you stand up the black skirt of your school uniform will be grey with dirt. Tomorrow he will shout at you when you come down to breakfast. You already know what he’ll say. He will tell you you’re filthy, you should be ashamed.


The footsteps move further away and you let yourself exhale. Through a knothole in the door you can see into the living room. Your mother is keeping her mouth shut while your father waits for her to move or argue, looking for his excuse. Your mouth is full of dust. You close your eyes and try to swallow. When you open them again your mother is trapped. He’s caught her by the tops of her arms, hands flapping against her sides. Your brother is trying to melt into the flowered wallpaper. It’s hard to tell what he’s thinking, his face frozen in a grimace or a smile. Your father lands punch after punch on your mother’s arms and ribs and belly. Tomorrow she will put on lipstick, go to work as usual, the neighbours will never know. But one day, he might go too far. An ambulance will take your mother away and no one will remember to set you free.


Your brother’s expression is the thing that frightens you most. Relaxed, as if he’s watching his favourite programme on TV. The cupboard is shrinking, in a few seconds the air will have been used up. You want to run into the light, but you must stay there, for as long as it takes. You listen to the dull beat of your father’s fists. Your mother is trying not to cry, but sometimes she can’t help herself and a breathless moan escapes her. Your brother leans back, making himself comfortable, storing your father’s actions in his memory.


The beating sound has stopped, and you know what will happen next. Your father’s footsteps are returning. There’s no point in crying, because he knows every hiding place. He has stolen the key from your mother’s pocket and he won’t care how hard you beg. Tears are for cry-babies he says, and when he hits you, it will be harder than before.










Chapter 1


I peered into the metal box without stepping inside. It had the familiar smell of all hospital lifts, handwash and antiseptic, an undertone of urine and fear. I had only managed the twenty-four-storey journey to the psychology department once, with my eyes closed, holding my breath. It wasn’t the speed that got me, just the space itself. Tiny and airless, no windows to escape through. I forced myself over the threshold, keeping the door open with my hand, but panic kicked in immediately, a surge of adrenalin just under my ribcage. My reflection stared at me from the mirrored back wall. My face was white and pinched, eyes glittering with anxiety. I looked like a small blonde child dressed up in her mother’s smartest clothes. I backed out of the lift and the doors snapped shut, almost catching my fingers. My only option was to take the stairs, all two hundred and seventy-eight of them. By now the signs on every landing were imprinted on my memory: oncology, urology, orthopaedics, X-ray. But at least the daily climb was keeping me fit – at a steady pace the ascent took less than six minutes.


I was out of breath by the time I arrived at my consulting room, with just a few minutes to spare before the first appointment of the day. I changed out of my running shoes into a smart pair of heels. One of the unwritten rules is that psychologists must be well dressed, to convince their patients that the world is safe and orderly. But I needn’t have bothered. There was a handwritten note on my computer, informing me that my morning appointments had been cancelled, and a police officer would collect me in an hour’s time. For a second my legs felt weak. I pictured my brother locked in a holding cell, just like last time, swearing his head off at anyone who tried to question him or bring him a cup of tea. Then I remembered that my name was on the rota for Met duty that week, and my heart rate slowed again.


My inbox was crammed with new emails: an invitation to speak to the British Psychological Society in April, eight GP referrals, dozens of circulars from drug companies offering extravagant bribes. I should have worked on my case notes, but my eyes kept drifting towards the window. The sky was a dull January white, threatening to snow, but the view was still staggering. London Bridge Station laid out like a train set, with half a dozen miniature engines arriving or leaving, and to the east the Thames curving past Tower Bridge to Canary Wharf. Red lights were blinking on the roofs of banks, while the money men cheated at sums. In the opposite direction office buildings lined the river, almost as tall as St Paul’s. To a girl from the suburbs it was still the most glamorous view in the world.


Switchboard called just after ten to say that a visitor was waiting for me in reception. When I reached the ground floor an enormous man was standing by the entrance. He was wearing a pale grey suit, and from a distance he looked almost completely round.


‘Dr Quentin?’ He walked towards me with surprising grace for a man carrying at least twenty stone. ‘DCI Don Burns, from Southwark police. Thanks for giving me your time.’


His accent was an odd hybrid of raw south London and genteel Edinburgh. Behind his thick black-rimmed glasses, his eyes were small and inquisitive in the pale moon of his face. I offered a polite smile in reply, but felt like reminding him that I had no choice. The department was obliged to carry out assessments for the Met whenever a request came in. Any other work, no matter how important, was put on hold.


When we reached the car park, DCI Burns took several minutes to squeeze behind the steering wheel of his drab blue Mondeo. The car smelled of stale coffee, cooking fat and smoke. He must have stopped at McDonald’s on his way to work, followed his breakfast with a quick fag.


‘I could have walked to the station,’ I commented, ‘saved you a trip.’


‘We’re not going there. I’ll fill you in on the way.’


He drove south, swearing under his breath at the traffic on Borough High Street. He seemed to have forgotten he had a passenger, completely absorbed in the journey, until we reached the embankment.


‘Detective Chief Inspector. That’s top rank, isn’t it?’ I asked.


He kept his eyes fixed on the road. ‘Not far off. I look after most of the borough.’


‘Quite a responsibility. Couldn’t one of your underlings take me?’


‘I didn’t want them to.’ We drove past Battersea Power Station. It looked like a massive table lying on its back, concrete legs pointing at the sky. ‘We’re going to see Morris Cley. Have you heard of him?’


‘Vaguely. He killed someone, didn’t he?’


‘That’s him,’ he frowned. ‘A prostitute called Jeannie Anderson in Bermondsey four years ago. He gets out of Wandsworth tomorrow because some hotshot lawyer got his sentence cut in half.’


‘How come?’


‘Unsafe evidence,’ Burns sighed, ‘which is total bollocks. He managed to con the judge into thinking Cley’s got learning difficulties.’


‘And he hasn’t?’


‘No way.’ He scowled at the traffic jam ahead. ‘Slippery little bastard pretends to be simple, but he kept us running round for weeks. I want to know how closely to watch him when he’s out.’


‘Sounds like he’s not your favourite client.’


‘Not exactly. The bloke’s as dodgy as they get.’ Burns gave the indicator an angry flick, like he would have preferred to snap it off and hurl it through the window. ‘Guess who his mum’s best mates were?’


‘Who?’


‘Ray and Marie Benson.’


I couldn’t think of a reply. I knew plenty about the Bensons because a friend from the Maudsley had been consultant psychologist during the court case, and Ray and Marie had kept the tabloids happy for months. Pictures of the girls they killed appeared on every front cover, as if they were movie stars. Some of them were found under the patio of the hostel the Bensons ran off Southwark Bridge Road. One in the garden, another sealed inside a disused chimney, and a few more dumped on waste ground. Anyone who could read or owned a TV knew more than they wanted to about the couple’s grisly recreational activities.


Wandsworth Common appeared in the car window. Women were pushing prams along the footpaths, joggers running slow laps round the perimeter, like there was all the time in the world.


‘Ever visited Wandsworth before?’ Burns asked.


‘I haven’t had the pleasure.’


‘Paradise,’ he muttered. ‘Sixteen hundred blokes, high as kites on every drug under the sun.’


The prison looked like a cross between a Gothic castle and a Victorian workhouse, with filthy windows and a gate big enough to drive a juggernaut through. It was so vast it blotted out most of the sky.


‘Welcome to England’s biggest clink.’ Burns flashed his ID at the entrance and we were waved inside.


The interview room was miles along a corridor that must have been white once upon a time. I was beginning to regret the clothes I’d chosen that morning. My skirt was too tight to take a proper stride, and my high heels clattered on the tiled floor like a pair of castanets. Rivulets of sweat were pouring down Burns’s face.


‘He’s in the Onslow Centre,’ he puffed, ‘for his own protection. The bloke won’t be getting many bon voyage cards tomorrow.’


‘How did he kill the girl?’ I asked.


‘There’s no nice way to put it.’ Burns wiped his face with a large white handkerchief. ‘Basically, he shagged her, then smothered her with a pillow.’


‘They were in a relationship?’


‘Christ, no.’ He looked appalled. ‘He says they were, but you’ll see why not when you clap eyes on him.’


‘I can hardly wait.’


Burns pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose with a stubby index finger. ‘She looked a bit like you, actually.’ His gaze rested on me. ‘Petite, green eyes, shoulder-length blonde hair.’


‘You mean, I’m his type?’


‘I’m afraid so, yeah.’


 


Footsteps grew louder in the corridor. I’ve always hated prisons. Everything about them makes me want to run for the door, especially the way sounds carry. You can hear keys twisting in locks half a mile away. When Morris Cley was shown into the interview room I could see why he had to pay for sex. Grey hair jutted from his skull in awkward tufts, and everything about his face was slightly wrong. Heavy eyebrows lowered above eyes that had sunk so deep into their sockets that I couldn’t tell what colour they were. From the dullness of his skin I guessed that he hadn’t been outside for weeks. When we shook hands he held my fingers for a few seconds too long. His touch was clammy, and it made me desperate to run outside, find somewhere to scrub my hands.


‘Afternoon, Morris,’ Burns barked from his seat in the corner of the room.


Cley’s thin shoulders were hunched around his ears, his eyes flitting from the floor to the window and back again. He lowered himself on to the plastic chair cautiously, as if it might be booby-trapped.


‘I hear you’re going home tomorrow,’ I said.


‘No home to go to.’ His voice was high-pitched and breathless.


‘Rubbish,’ Burns snapped. ‘You’re going to your mum’s.’


‘She’s dead,’ Cley frowned.


‘How long ago did you lose your mum?’ I asked.


Cley looked confused for a minute, then did a slow calculation on his fingers before answering. ‘Five months, one week, two days.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ I told him.


He studied the backs of his hands, thin fingers twisting into knots.


‘What about you, Morris?’ Burns’s voice was cold enough to freeze anyone in listening distance. ‘Are you sorry for what you did?’


The question had an immediate impact. Cley’s head slumped over his knees, as if someone had cut the string that held him upright. ‘It wasn’t me,’ he whispered. ‘I never touched her.’


‘Shut up,’ Burns hissed in disgust. ‘I’m sick of your rubbish.’


I kept my peace. It was easier to learn about Cley from watching his reactions than asking questions. His whole body was trembling, face still turned to the ground. A tear splashed on to the dirty lino.


‘Don’t give us any more play-acting, Morris,’ Burns groaned. ‘I had a bellyful the first time.’


When Cley eventually lifted his head his expression was a mixture of fear and resentment. He looked like a child who would rather run away than face another beating.


‘Tell me what happened to you, Morris,’ I said quietly.


‘Jeannie was my friend, I gave her money sometimes. I wanted her to have nice things.’ Cley’s falsetto relaxed to a lower pitch as he remembered her.


‘How long did you know Jeannie for?’


Cley considered the question carefully before answering. ‘A long time. I saw her every week. I asked her to be my girlfriend.’


‘And what did she say?’


His head lolled forward again and another fat tear landed on the knee of his grey prison-issue tracksuit. ‘She said she wasn’t good enough for me.’ Cley struggled to regain control, rubbing his eyes with his balled fists.


‘But you didn’t agree?’


He shook his head violently. ‘She loved me. I know she did, because she let me sleep in her bed sometimes.’


Burns gave a loud sigh and Cley’s mouth sealed itself. There was a rime of dirt around the collar of his grey top, and I wondered how often he risked using the communal showers. No wonder he was being kept in the secure wing. There might as well have been a neon sign over his head spelling out the word victim. When we got up to leave, his eyes lingered on my face.


‘Alice Quentin.’ He repeated my name slowly, as if he was doing everything in his power to commit it to memory.


 


On the way back Burns stopped at a greasy spoon on Wandsworth Road.


‘He took a serious shine to you,’ he commented. ‘You handled him well though. Some of my girls wouldn’t stay in the same room, said he gave them the heebie-jeebies.’


He was slugging down a large black coffee and I fought the urge to tell him to lay off the caffeine. The last thing his heart needed was a chemically induced workout. Beads of sweat had gathered on his forehead, as though sitting down was just as exhausting as standing up. The exchange at the prison had taught me more about his personality than about Cley’s. Obsessive, struggling to empathise, stress levels hitting the roof.


I stirred sugar into my cappuccino. ‘What’s Cley’s IQ?’


‘Less than fifty, but that means bugger all. Playing dumb’s his party trick.’


‘You told me he didn’t have learning difficulties.’


Burns shrugged. ‘The little shit probably cheated in the test.’


‘But you’re positive it was him who killed the girl?’


Burns nodded vigorously, double chins rippling. ‘Open and shut: his semen inside her, and bob’s your uncle, unanimous guilty verdict.’


‘Was there any other proof?’


‘He was her last punter.’ Burns gave me the long unblinking stare that liars always favour. ‘Trust me, it’s all there.’


‘Right.’ I watched him drop his gaze.


‘Okay, the case was a bit light on forensics but Cley had no alibi, nothing to defend himself with.’


‘So that meant he was guilty?’


‘With respect, Dr Quentin, that’s water under the bridge. All I need to know is how closely to watch him when he gets out tomorrow.’


‘So you can blame me if he kills someone else.’


Burns’s small mouth twitched with irritation or amusement.


‘Based on a thirty-minute observation I’d say he’s got learning difficulties, with the mental ability of a seven- or eight-year-old. Possibly he’s clinically depressed, and he’s still grieving for his mother, but no, I don’t think he’s an immediate threat to anyone.’


‘You’re positive about that?’


‘Except to himself, when he realises no one’s going to take care of him.’


‘My heart bleeds.’ Burns took a deep breath then slowly levered himself to his feet.


It was twelve thirty by the time we arrived back at the hospital car park. Burns’s beady eyes observed me as I undid my seat belt.


‘I’ll ask for you again, Dr Quentin.’


‘And why’s that?’


‘Because you don’t fuck about.’


‘I assume that’s a compliment, Inspector.’


‘It is. We had some bigwig from the Maudsley last year, for ever reeling out jargon, dazzling us with his intelligence.’ His mouth puckered, like he had swallowed something sour.


I watched as Burns’s Mondeo wove through the parked cars nimbly. The man behind the wheel could have been an athlete at the top of his game.


 


I saw three patients that afternoon. One for anger management, an agoraphobic and a girl called Laura with such advanced anorexia that I wanted to admit her immediately, but there were no beds. Six different wards refused to help before a staff nurse finally buckled and agreed to keep one free the following day. After my last appointment, I checked my email. One hundred and thirty-six messages with red flags, screaming for an answer. I could have stayed there until midnight and still not emptied my inbox.


At seven I changed into my running gear and headed for the best part of the day. Soon I was running down the stairs so fast that it felt like flight, vaulting three steps at a time. When I reached the street the freezing air made me gasp. Commuters traipsed by, hands in their pockets, bracing themselves against the dark. As soon as I got to the river path the stress of the day evaporated. By HMS Belfast I was picking up speed, wondering why anyone ever bothered to go on board. The posters gave too much away, revealing the cramped living quarters where sailors slept in bunks as narrow as their bodies, stacked in alcoves like dinner plates. It would take ten seconds in one of those cabins for my claustrophobia to kick in.


I made myself run at intervals, jogging for a hundred metres then sprinting until my lungs burned, passing huge Victorian warehouses converted into expensive restaurants. By the time I reached China Wharf I’d been going for twenty minutes. I stopped by the railings to let my breathing steady. The water was oily and black, lights from the bus boats catching its dirty surface. God knows how many secrets were hidden underneath. I made my way home at a slow trot, enjoying the rush of endorphins – nature’s reward for nearly killing yourself.


There was no sign of my brother Will’s ancient VW camper van when I got home. Usually it was sitting in my parking space on Providence Square. Maybe he’d decided to move on, park his troubles outside someone else’s flat. The security door to the building had been left open as usual. A woman on the second floor worked from home as a reflexologist and her clients never remembered to pull it shut behind them. I took the stairs to the third floor and let myself in. The red light on my answer-machine blinked at me.


‘I wondered if you’d seen your brother.’ My mother’s voice petered out, but soon regained its emotionless Home Counties calm. ‘I’ll have to ring tomorrow, I’m going to the Phillipses’ for dinner.’


The second and third messages were from Sean.


‘All I can see is you in my bed, wearing red silk stockings,’ he sighed. ‘Call me, Alice, as soon as you get this.’


I deleted the messages then investigated the contents of the fridge. One ciabatta roll, past its sell-by date, a piece of mozzarella and half a family-sized bar of chocolate. I chopped up a few sun-dried tomatoes and smeared a dollop of pesto on the dried-out bread, covered it with slices of cheese and stuck it under the grill.


Curled up on the sofa, I planned my evening. I would turn off my mobile, eat chocolate in the bath, and for once go to sleep alone.










Chapter 2


When I woke up my uneaten meal was still on the coffee table, and someone was tapping on the front door. The sound was quiet but insistent, unlikely to go away. When I finally opened the door, Sean was standing there, clutching a bunch of sunflowers and a carrier of takeaway food. He gave me a long kiss, then pushed past me into the kitchen. It was impossible not to fancy him. Tall, blue eyes, clean-cut, and thirty-two years old, exactly my own age. I don’t know why I always resented the jolt of lust I felt whenever I saw him.


‘You were meant to ring me, Alice.’ Sean dumped the flowers on the table.


‘I fancied a night in. What time is it anyway?’


‘Eight thirty.’ He gave a narrow smile. ‘God, you’re hard work. If I didn’t know better I’d think you couldn’t stand me.’


I looked at the sunflowers’ ragged yellow faces. ‘Where on earth grows these in January?’


‘Somewhere an obscene, guilt-inducing number of air miles away.’


‘You villain. Let me have a shower, then I’ll try and be nice to you.’


The hot water put things back in perspective and afterwards I felt almost human again. When I slipped out of my bathrobe Sean was leaning against the doorframe, ogling me.


‘Don’t get dressed on my account.’


I ignored him, pulling on a silk jumper, then wriggling into a pair of jeans.


In the kitchen he unloaded the takeaway.


‘Vietnamese, my favourite.’ I rubbed my hands together.


‘Clear soup, sticky rice, duck in ginger sauce.’


‘Yum.’


The duck was perfect, with small, fiery chillies that sizzled on my tongue. Sean watched me plough through a mountain of food.


‘How do you stay so tiny, Alice?’


‘Lucky genes.’ I put down my chopsticks and looked at him. ‘What did you get up to today anyway?’


He shrugged. ‘Same old, same old. I cut people up, stitched them together again, listened to Marvin Gaye.’


‘A bit of Motown encourages you to chop people to pieces, does it?’


‘I don’t need encouragement, Dr Quentin.’ He pushed his plate away and grinned at me. ‘You fix sick minds and I cut people up. It’s what we do.’


‘You seem a bit preoccupied, that’s all.’


He glanced at his watch. ‘I am. And it’s a serious problem, actually.’


‘Yeah?’


‘The thing is, I’m on duty soon. I haven’t got long to ravish you.’


I rolled my eyes. ‘I don’t need ravishing, thanks all the same.’


‘But that wouldn’t be fair, would it? I’ve raised your hopes.’


He was on his feet, hand in the small of my back steering me into the bedroom. It crossed my mind to say no, and I realise now that I should have done.


‘It’s going to take three seconds to undress you,’ he muttered.


‘It won’t.’ I pulled my jumper over my head. ‘Because I always undress myself.’


The first time was too quick. But the second was slower and more considered. Sean was a natural show-off, and he had done his research, taught himself every fail-safe trick to make a woman come. Afterwards my lips burned; a combination of red-hot chillies and his stubble grazing my face.


‘How long have I been seeing you?’ Sean lay on his side, staring at me.


‘A few weeks.’


‘Longer, Alice. At least three months.’


A ripple of panic stirred under my breastbone. Before long he’d want me to go on holiday with him, or meet his parents.


‘Look, Sean, this is all getting a bit out of control, isn’t it?’


He kissed me again. ‘Absolutely. Deliciously out of control.’


And then he was up, gathering the clothes he’d scattered across the floor. It was impossible not to admire the taut muscles spanning his back as he pulled on his jeans. He slammed the door shut behind him at ten o’clock and I stared at the ceiling. My body felt smug and satisfied, but my thoughts were struggling to get comfortable.


 


At 6 a.m. I sat up in bed, heart racing. Someone was banging on the front door. It crossed my mind that Sean had come back for another helping of low-commitment sex, but only one person would dream of making such a racket at the crack of dawn. My brother was wearing a thin cotton shirt, teeth chattering, pupils so dilated his eyes looked black instead of green.


‘You locked the door,’ he muttered.


‘Come in, Will.’


‘You shouldn’t do that, Alice. Not ever.’


‘It’s okay, sweetheart, come inside.’


‘People will think you don’t like them.’


‘Of course I like you. Come on, you’ll get cold.’


It took ages to coax him into the hall, but I knew better than to touch him. Under the overhead light in the kitchen he looked even worse than he had the week before – unshaven, with hollows under his cheekbones, a deep sore on his upper lip. The muscles in his face kept twitching, his mouth stretched into a rictus like the Joker’s grin in the Batman films. God knows what he’d taken this time; ketamine maybe. Enough to send every nerve ending in his body into overdrive. He ran the tap and dipped his mouth to the stream of water, slurping greedily. I rummaged in the food cupboard. It was almost empty except for a bag of rice and a packet of tortilla chips. I handed him the chips and he tore open the packet, crammed a handful into his mouth.


‘Where are your keys, Will?’


He was too busy eating to reply, so I approached cautiously, dipped my hand into the pocket of his shirt and held them in front of him.


‘Look, they’re here. You could have let yourself in. I’d never lock you out.’


I must have gone too close, or maybe my tone of voice frightened him. He flinched, and then he came at me with both fists, crisps scattering across the floor. I ran out of the kitchen and along the hall, slamming the front door behind me. I got my key into the lock just in time, then leaned against the door to catch my breath. His feet pounded against the small of my back through the wood. I waited for him to exhaust himself, and when the noise finally stopped I ran downstairs to check his van. It was unlocked and a torn sleeping bag was lying on the fold-out bed, newspapers strewn across the slatted floor. Filthy shirts, underwear and towels were piled everywhere. I grabbed the clothes then forced myself to go back.


At the bottom of the stairs I weighed up the risks. There was an outside chance he’d beat me black and blue, but if I called an ambulance he’d leg it as soon as he heard the siren. I could have knocked on someone’s door and asked for help, but after a few deep breaths I let myself into the flat, legs shaky with adrenalin. Will was in the lounge, chattering peacefully to himself, rummaging in a cupboard. He had already forgotten whatever had triggered his rage. I piled his clothes into the washing machine and poured a liberal amount of detergent into the dispenser. He had found a shoebox full of papers to flick through. I hovered a safe distance away.


‘Found something interesting?’ I took care to make my voice as calm as possible.


‘Pictures,’ he murmured.


He was laying photos on the wooden floor like a game of solitaire. One was of a family holiday. My father’s arms were wrapped tight round my mother and me, and Will was standing outside the circle, already several inches taller than me. Another was of his graduation day at Cambridge; he looked invincible, hair almost white in the sun. He pulled another from the box. This time he was holding hands with one of the dark-haired beauties he went out with. She was gazing at him, determined not to let him go. I bit my lip. Normally it was easier to ignore the gap between then and now.


‘Is there anything you need, Will?’


He was too busy with his new game to reply, so I left him to it and got ready for work. By the time I had taken a shower and put on my make-up, Will had disappeared, leaving the front door hanging wide open. But he had been busy before he left: the lounge floor was covered with rows of photos, as evenly spaced as kitchen tiles. They ran in chronological order, starting with us as babies, a few in school uniform, then the pair of us in our twenties on a beach with Lola, right through to one of him outside the Stock Exchange when he started his job as a trader. He was beaming, as if someone had handed him the keys to the City. I dropped the picture face down into the box. Part of me wanted to burn the lot, train myself to accept that he would never look like that again – triumphant, like everything he wanted was easily in reach.


 


I cycled to work along Tooley Street. It was startlingly cold, frost glittering on the pavement. For a second I imagined making a getaway, pedalling until my legs failed me, forgetting about the sick people and the worried well, queuing for their appointments. A crowd had already collected outside the London Dungeon, hungry for waxwork murder and artificial gore. At Great Maze Pond I chained my bike to the railings and gazed up at the hospital: a thirty-four-storey shaft of grey concrete studded with minute windows. No wonder Guy’s had won prizes for being London’s ugliest building. If there had been time it would have been easy to calculate which pane of glass belonged to my room, twenty-four floors up, fifth from the left. Climbing the stairs was harder than normal. By the tenth landing my stomach was churning, and I was regretting skipping breakfast. Fourteen flights later my head was spinning, lungs heaving in more oxygen than they could hold.


A steady procession of out-patients filed through my door at forty-five-minute intervals, and the day went by on auto-pilot. There was one victory though. The girl with advanced anorexia had been safely admitted to Ruskin Ward. I found her hooked to a drip, feeding saline and minerals into her starving body. The chart at the bottom of her bed reminded me that she was Laura Wallis, fifteen years old, five stone and two pounds on admittance. Her mother was perched on an armchair beside her pillow, her face grey under the overhead lights. She looked like she hadn’t slept for days.


‘How’s Laura doing today?’ I asked.


‘I’ve never seen her this bad. She can’t even stay awake.’ The woman’s eyes had the hollow look of trauma victims, as if she was reliving the moments before a bomb exploded. ‘Why’s she doing this to herself?’ she whispered.


I could have reeled off all the clinical factors: depression, body dysmorphia, low self-esteem; but it wouldn’t have helped.


‘Laura’s got a good chance of beating this, believe me.’


Even in sleep the girl’s face looked tense, every bone visible under transparent skin. Her chances of survival were still stacked eighty–twenty in her favour, if she could be persuaded to eat.


‘I’ll see you both tomorrow.’


Mrs Wallis nodded, without taking her eyes off her daughter. Maybe she was afraid the girl would complete her vanishing act if she glanced away.


 


On the way home I stopped at the supermarket on Tower Bridge Road and bought fresh bread, milk, muesli, bananas, Camembert – two carrier bags heaving with food. At least if Will came back tonight the fridge would be full.


I went into the kitchen, dropped a lump of butter into a frying pan, two eggs, three rashers of bacon. I ate them with a huge doorstep of bread, standing in the kitchen, without taking off my coat.


The phone rang just as I finished the last bite.


‘Hello?’


‘It’s your turn to pay me a visit.’ Sean sounded relaxed. He must have finished his shift in the operating theatre then played a game of squash, like he always did.


‘I can’t, sorry. My brother might be coming round.’


‘Fine, I’ll come to you then. I’ll get to meet him at last.’


I glanced around the kitchen. Evidence of Sean’s presence was everywhere. His scarf hanging from the back of a chair, an overnight bag huddled by the door, containers from last night’s takeaway still stacked by the sink. I took a deep breath.


‘Look, I’m sorry, but I think we should take a break.’


When he finally replied his tone was icy. Another man seemed to have picked up the receiver. ‘What’s your definition of a break?’


‘I mean, we’ve been seeing so much of each other.’


‘Sounds like you’re trying to end it.’ Sean’s voice was rising with anger.


‘I’m sorry. I feel a bit suffocated, that’s all.’


‘Jesus, Alice. We’ve just spent the last three months in bed. You never complained.’


I tried to explain, but he had stopped listening. I held the phone away from my ear while he ranted. Eventually I agreed to meet him the following day to talk.


Afterwards I sat on the settee in the stupor that follows a huge meal or a hard decision. It was half past eight when the moon appeared: a fragile white crescent in the corner of the window, outlined by a fuzz of yellow. For some reason it made me desperate to be outside.


I felt better as soon as my feet hit the pavement. Running is the best form of therapy. It’s impossible to fret or feel guilty when you’re struggling to breathe. I jogged until a rhythm set in, gradually picking up speed. Smokers were loitering outside the Anchor Tavern at Butler’s Wharf, watching a dredger haul itself upstream, like an old man crawling on his hands and knees. I stopped to stretch my hamstrings by the Golden Hinde. The replica ship was lit up to please the tourists, dripping with gold paint, new windows gleaming. Francis Drake would have laughed himself sick. By now the endorphins were working their magic, my brain pulsing with a sublime belief that everything could be fixed. I looped back down Marshalsea Road, and for some reason I turned again at Redcross Way, searching for the river and the quickest way home.


That’s when something caught my eye. Two ironwork gates I’d never noticed before, with dozens of ribbons and tags of paper hanging from the railings. Then I glanced down and my endorphin glow evaporated instantly. A second look confirmed that my eyes were telling the truth. A hand was lying on the pavement beside my foot. It was even smaller than mine, holding out its palm, as if it was waiting to be filled with coins.










Chapter 3


The hand was connected to a fragile wrist, and the fingertips looked raw, as if they had been burned. I forced myself to press two fingers against the freezing skin, but there was no pulse. When I peered under the ironwork gate the body was less than a foot away, swaddled in black cloth, too dark to tell whether it was a boy or a girl. My thoughts raced away from me. The killer could be anywhere, watching me panic. The street was deserted: a row of vacant office buildings, an abandoned warehouse, no one in sight. The nearest building with lit windows was a hundred metres away, or I could run to the Marshalsea pub in a couple of minutes. Scanning the road warily, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and dialled 999. A woman with a calm voice promised to send an ambulance immediately.


‘You can stay on the line if you like, until it arrives.’ She sounded like a concerned grandmother, plump and middle-aged, a cup of tea at her elbow.


But my thoughts were taking too long to translate into statements, so I thanked her and zipped my phone back into my pocket. Chill from the pavement was travelling up through my legs into my vertebrae. For some reason I didn’t want to leave the body alone, even though it was too late to matter who kept it company.


It felt like hours until the police arrived. By then I had been through every reason why a body would be lying on an abandoned lot in Southwark. Maybe someone had got on the wrong side of a gang, or a teenage runaway had fallen asleep and given in to hypothermia? My hands had stopped tingling, fingers completely numb. When the ambulance and two police vans finally pulled up on the opposite side of the road, everything swung into motion, like an episode from Casualty. A man in a long overcoat seemed to be in charge. Police officers buzzed around him, following his instructions, then moving away again, lifting boxes of equipment from the van. When he came towards me it was too dark to make out the details of his face, apart from the contrasts: dark eyes and eyebrows against pale skin. He seemed to have forgotten how to smile.


‘Alice Quentin?’


‘That’s me.’ My teeth chattered as he peered down at me.


Men spilled out of a van behind him. Lights were being set up; someone else was working on the gates, using bolt cutters on the chain.


‘How long have you been here?’ he asked.


‘Twenty minutes or so.’


A bright light flicked on. The man was standing too close, as if the rules about personal space had ceased to apply. He was as thickset as a boxer, black hair spilling across his face.


‘What were you doing by yourself, on a street like this?’ He scowled at me like I might be the perpetrator.


‘Running. I do it all the time.’


‘Then you’re mad.’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘Certifiable.’


‘Arrogant shit,’ I muttered under my breath as he strutted away.


The gates were open now, arc lights cutting through the dark. A woman in white overalls was tying black and yellow tape to the telegraph pole I was leaning against. She unwound the reel, stranding me inside the circle, like I was another piece of evidence to be bagged up and taken to the lab. I edged closer to the gates. People were rushing in and out, collecting things, taking things away. Someone paused to scribble down my witness statement. Over the policeman’s shoulder I caught a glimpse of the naked body. It belonged to a young woman, her small bare feet sticking out under a tarpaulin. Another white-suited drone leaned over her and released a searing flashlight, inches from her face. The detective in the expensive coat marched by again.


‘Can I go home now?’ I asked.


‘Exactly how do you plan to get there?’ he sneered.


‘On foot.’


‘You’re joking,’ he shook his head. ‘Come with me.’


I was too tired to argue when he opened the passenger door of his car, or to protest when he fastened my seat belt, his forearm skimming my thighs. He sat back and studied me.


‘Why in God’s name go running at night, in an area notorious for knife attacks and gun crime?’


I returned his stare. ‘I run pretty fast. If anyone bothered me I’d leave them standing.’ When he started the car his jaw was set, face immobile. ‘I bet you’re great at poker, aren’t you?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Your expression never changes. You look angry all the time.’


He frowned. ‘Most days I’m the calmest man in the world, but people like you taking unnecessary risks, that annoys me.’


‘I’d gathered that. I bet you’d like to change the law, wouldn’t you? Keep women indoors, doing needlepoint.’


His jaw clenched even more tightly, fists gripping the steering wheel. He was a perfect candidate for the anger management group I ran on Friday afternoons. At least by the time he parked on Providence Square he was beginning to simmer instead of boil.


‘Anyone home to look after you?’ he asked.


‘I’m fine, honestly.’


He laughed. ‘You’re kidding, take a look at your hands.’


They were twitching in my lap, refusing to obey instructions.


‘Come on, I’ll help you in.’


He leaned over me to release the door, so close that his hair brushed against my mouth. His hand gripped the top of my arm as he helped me out of the car.


‘I can manage, thanks.’


‘You can hardly stand up.’ His fingers were still locked round my arm.


‘Really, I’m okay,’ I said firmly. ‘Believe it or not, I can climb stairs all by myself.’


‘Have it your own way.’


As his car sped away I realised that he hadn’t even bothered to introduce himself. My brother’s van was back in my parking space on the opposite side of the street, but his light was switched off. Either he was sleeping, or keeping warm in a shelter somewhere. The security door to my block was unlocked again. I made a mental note to put up a sign the next day, reminding everyone to keep it shut.


Will must have been in the flat recently. He had helped himself to the remains of the bread and a block of cheese, and emptied his clothes from the dryer. I poured an inch of brandy into a tumbler, and held it to my mouth, the glass clattering against my teeth. My thoughts ran in circles when I finally got into bed, looking for a safe place to rest. Eventually they settled on the stocky dark-haired man with the permanent scowl, and I fell asleep.


 


The phone rang at quarter to eight. Somehow I’d managed to sleep through the alarm. The voice was familiar and insistent, a toned-down version of refined public school.


‘Alice, it’s me.’


I rubbed my eyes and tried to think straight.


‘Sean,’ I mumbled.


‘I can’t stop thinking about you. You know you’d be mad to end this, don’t you?’


‘Look, I can’t talk now, sorry. You wouldn’t believe what’s been happening, it’s too crazy to explain.’


‘Tonight then, after work,’ he insisted. ‘Jesus, Alice. Are all shrinks this unpredictable?’


‘Statistically unlikely, I think.’


There was a choking sound at the end of the line. ‘Just as bloody well.’


 


I made a detour on my way to work, cycling back along Redcross Way. By daylight there was nothing scary about it. It was just a drab Southwark street with no trees, a cluster of ugly office blocks dominating the view. The area was still cordoned off with black and yellow tape, but there was no one around so I ducked underneath. Ribbons and artificial flowers fluttered from the railings, glittering in the winter sun, and a brass plaque caught my eye:


 


CROSSBONES YARD


THIS IS THE SITE OF CROSSBONES CEMETERY. OVER A THOUSAND PROSTITUTES WERE BURIED HERE, BETWEEN THE MIDDLE AGES AND THE 1850S. IN 1994 THE GRAVEYARD WAS PARTIALLY CLEARED TO MAKE WAY FOR A POWER STATION TO SERVE THE LONDON UNDERGROUND, BUT LOCAL RESIDENTS FOUGHT THE DECISION AND CONTINUE TO PETITION SOUTHWARK COUNCIL TO ESTABLISH A MEMORIAL GARDEN, TO COMMEMORATE THE LIVES OF THE WOMEN WHO LIE HERE.


 


I stood on my toes and peered over the gate, but there was nothing to see; just an expanse of black tarmac with nettles and buddleia forcing their way through the cracks. The site was as featureless as an ice rink, except for a few crisp packets and Tesco bags the wind had carried in, and some shattered bottles bored teenagers had lobbed over the wall. I half closed my eyes and tried to imagine a thousand women standing together, staring back at me. Someone tapped me hard on the shoulder.


‘Can’t you read?’ It was a policewoman, her voice an outraged squawk. ‘This is a crime scene.’


‘I wanted to see the graveyard.’


‘There’s nothing to see.’ Her face was rigid with cold and disapproval. She flapped her hands at me, like I was an unwelcome cat. ‘Go on, get on your way.’


 


It was a relief to spend the morning buried in other people’s worries, with no time to think about anything except treatments and referrals, therapeutic cures. When the phone rang at one o’clock I was just about to eat the sandwich I had grabbed from the staff canteen. It was DCI Burns, his voice a mixture of cigarettes, Bermondsey and the Scottish Lowlands.


‘Too many coincidences,’ he muttered. ‘You said Morris Cley wasn’t a threat, but, hey presto, this happens the minute he’s out.’


I thought about Cley’s expression when I interviewed him, puzzled as a child dealing with the mysteries of the adult world. ‘There’s no way it was him.’


‘We can’t rule him out,’ Burns sighed into the receiver. ‘The girl he killed lived a stone’s throw from Redcross Way. It’s his patch.’


‘Have you interviewed him?’


‘He’s nowhere to be seen.’ There was a long pause. ‘The thing is, Dr Quentin . . .’


‘Alice.’


‘I’d appreciate your help.’


‘To do what?’


‘The whole thing’s too close to the Southwark murders. This has got Ray and Marie’s fingerprints all over it.’


‘But the Bensons are in prison, aren’t they?’


‘Marie’s been in Rampton for six years. Ray died last year at Broadmoor.’


‘So it’s a copycat?’


‘Worse than that. He knows stuff the press never got hold of, like the way they carved crosses all over the girls’ skin.’


‘And where do I come in?’


‘The thing is, Cley’s got to be involved. He must be working with someone else. But whoever it is, they know their stuff. They’ve done their research and they’ll want to use it again.’


‘I can’t help, Inspector. I’m not a forensic psychologist. It’s not my job to work out why people are dead, I help them stay alive.’


‘That’s why I need you, Alice. I want you to take a look at the girl’s body, see what you think.’


‘What good would that do?’


He scrabbled around for an explanation. ‘You might spot something. Something we’ve missed.’


By the time the conversation ended he had worn me down. I kept picturing the dead girl’s hand lying on the pavement, reaching out to me, like I was her only hope. Somehow Burns had persuaded me to get involved, and I had a pain in my upper back, right between my shoulder blades.


 


I left work just after seven and cycled towards London Bridge, chaining my bike to a lamppost beside Southwark Cathedral. I stopped to admire the building. It had been restored a few years earlier, when public cash was still available to beautify historic buildings. Every stone gleamed. If I’d been a believer I’d have ducked inside, said a quick prayer for the Crossbones girl, and for Will, but nothing ever happened when I closed my eyes. The marketplace was deserted, discarded fruit and vegetables the traders hadn’t bothered to sweep away still littering the ground.


Sean’s flat was above a shop on Winchester Walk. His living room smelled of coffee and spices, drifting from the storeroom downstairs. I glanced around while he fetched me a drink. His flat was the opposite of mine: shelves loaded with CDs and books, his piano crammed in the corner, jazz magazines and newspapers heaped on the coffee table. For some reason when he put a glass of red wine in my hand, I told him everything – from finding the girl’s body to meeting the world’s most arrogant policeman.


‘Stay here,’ Sean said. ‘You shouldn’t be on your own. I’ll sleep on the settee, if you like.’


‘You wouldn’t last five minutes.’


‘Give me some credit,’ he smiled. ‘I’m sure I could manage ten.’


‘I’d better go.’


His hand settled on my waist, and it was suddenly much harder to stick to my plan. Instinct kept telling me to shut up and let myself be persuaded.


His dark blue eyes pinpointed me, and the smile had disappeared from his face. ‘Two things to consider, Alice, before you make up your mind.’


‘And they are?’


‘The first is that I’m great in bed.’


‘You’ve proved that already. That’s not what this is about.’


‘And I’ve fallen for you, hook, line and sinker.’


I didn’t know how to reply, so I dropped my gaze and started to head for the door.


‘You’re not getting away that easily.’


For the first time, I noticed something odd in his expression, the clench-jawed determination of obsessives, or maybe he was just a bad loser. He stood in front of me, and for a minute I thought he might not let me go.


‘Change your mind, Alice. This is crazy.’


‘I need to leave, Sean. You’re blocking my way.’


A muscle flickered in his cheek. ‘I could keep you here, if I wanted to.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous.’


‘This is what you always do.’ An ugly sneer spread across his face. ‘First you say no, then you say yes, like I’m not worthy of you.’


‘That’s not true.’ I pulled in a deep breath. ‘It’s over, Sean. I’m sorry, but it is.’


The finality in my tone forced him to snap back into reality. He dropped his gaze and stepped to one side. On the doorstep he bundled a carrier bag into my hands, which contained everything I had left at his flat.


It was a huge relief to get outside. My breathing felt easy and relaxed for the first time in months. I stood on the pavement and peered into the bag. There wasn’t much to show for three months’ worth of visits: a silver bracelet with a broken clasp, a packet of contraceptive pills, a white camisole and a birthday card from Sean promising to take me to Paris. I dropped the bag in the nearest rubbish bin and jumped on my bike.


The ride home took less than ten minutes, but for some reason it exhausted me. All I wanted to do was stumble through the door and into the bath, but when I reached my floor I heard a noise. The light on the landing wasn’t working, and someone was hovering by my front door. I held my breath and got ready to sprint back down the stairs.










Chapter 4


‘Al, is that you?’


It was Lola. I would have known her voice anywhere. It hadn’t changed since we were at school, still husky and excitable, like she’d spent a weekend in bed with the most attractive man in the world. I gave her a hug then helped her wheel an enormous red suitcase into the hall. The backpack she was carrying was bursting at the seams.


‘God, Lola. What’s happened?’


‘I’ll give you the whole tragic saga when we’ve drunk these.’ She thrust two bottles of wine into my hands. It was the same pattern as always. Months went by, then Lola would arrive out of the blue bearing gifts, and things carried on just as they always had. Two glasses of Beaujolais later, she was still haranguing her landlord.


‘Scum of the bloody earth.’ She twisted a long auburn curl around her finger. ‘One month in arrears, and what does he say?’


‘I can guess.’


‘Be nice to me, and we’ll skip the rent. Like a fucking pantomime villain.’ She shook her head in disgust. ‘All he needed was a black cloak and a fake moustache.’


‘And what did you say?’


‘Nothing, I was too busy running away. God knows, I wish he’d been shaggable, then I could have stayed in my lovely flat.’ Lola was revelling in the drama, freckles scattered across the bridge of her nose, hands buried in her gorgeous hair. ‘And I’ve been to loads of auditions this month. Not a single call back.’


‘You can have the spare room as long as you like,’ I said.


Her pale green eyes lit up. ‘Can I? Just till I find somewhere.’


‘Of course. But you know that Will’s in and out, almost every day.’


Lola’s expression softened. ‘How’s he doing?’


‘Not brilliant.’


‘Still in his van?’


I nodded. ‘I keep hoping he’ll move in, but it never happens.’


‘I’d love to see him,’ she beamed. ‘It’ll be like the old days.’


‘No, it won’t, Lola.’ I caught her hand and forced her to look me in the eye. ‘You need to understand. Will’s different these days, he can be scary.’


‘Scary?’ She looked disbelieving. ‘In what way?’


‘Jittery, bouncing off the walls most of the time. You really don’t want to be around if he loses it.’


Lola shook her head in disbelief. ‘Do you remember when we went to Crete? Girls queued up to dance with him. He was always the golden boy. I can’t get my head round it.’


‘I can. It’s been like this for eight years.’


‘Jeez. Is it that long?’ Something in my expression must have warned her to change the topic. ‘So, tell me, how are things with the surgeon?’


‘Gone the way of all things.’


‘You’re kidding. He sounded like the most eligible man in London.’


‘He was,’ I smiled ruefully.


‘So what was it this time?’ Lola glanced at me. ‘Or are you just sticking to your policy of ditching them the second they get keen?’


‘I don’t know.’ I took a swig of wine. ‘Maybe I’m just an evil man-hating bitch.’


‘Nah,’ she laughed. ‘You want my theory?’


‘Go on, Dr Tremaine, psychoanalyse me.’


‘You work too hard. And you only go out with serious, professional men.’ She waved her empty wine glass in the air. ‘You need more fun.’


‘That’s your diagnosis, is it?’


‘More parties. I prescribe dancing and more alcohol.’ She filled both of our glasses to the brim. ‘Did I tell you about the director?’ She launched into an elaborate story about an American film director who kept bombarding her with phone calls since she had done a screen test for him. ‘Dinner, weekends away, photo shoots, you name it. He won’t give me a part in his fucking film though.’


‘You’ll have to stop being irresistible, Lo.’


‘Impossible, darling.’ Lola’s grin widened. ‘It’s in my DNA.’


She entertained me for the rest of the evening with a string of anecdotes, complete with foreign accents and a huge cast of characters. By the time I checked my watch it was 2 a.m. and we’d polished off both bottles of wine.


‘That’s enough fun for me tonight,’ I smiled. ‘Bedtime.’


‘Can you wake me? I’ve got an audition in Hammersmith at ten.’


‘Great. What’s the part?’


‘Ophelia’s maid.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘Still, beggars can’t be choosers.’


 


Lola wouldn’t wake up in the morning. She was out for the count, curled up in the middle of the bed like an exotic cat. She had already colonised the spare room. A rainbow of high heels lined the walls, and a bright green leather jacket was draped across the chair. I set the alarm clock for eight and left it beside her pillow. My head was still throbbing from last night’s booze, so I knocked back a breakfast of Nurofen and orange juice, then dragged my bike downstairs to the street.


I took a different route into Guy’s that morning, crossing the quadrangle of Georgian buildings, through the centre of the old hospital site. I was cursing DCI Burns for making me do something so horrible it was bound to linger with me all day. The mortuary was hidden behind Pathology, blinds lowered, keeping itself to itself. I ran my pass card through the reader and let myself in. There are two mortuaries at Guy’s. The first is for people who die under normal circumstances. Their bodies are kept cool, between 2°C and 4°C for a week or two, before being taken away for burial or cremation. The second is the cold room, where the temperature stays below freezing point, between -15°C and -25°C. Bodies spend months or even years there, while forensic work is done, or the unidentified wait to be claimed. Roman Catholics would describe it as a particularly chilly version of limbo.


I let myself into the cold room, scanning the wall for yesterday’s date, then forced myself to pull out the drawer. Dead bodies unsettle me. It was one of the reasons why I chose psychology over general practice. I didn’t fancy being called out in the middle of the night to comfort relatives and rubber-stamp death certificates.


Taking a deep breath, I unzipped the silver body bag, releasing a cloud of freezing condensation and the bitter smell of formaldehyde. The girl looked about seventeen, maybe even younger. Her face was completely unlined, brown roots growing through her bottle-blonde hair. She was so thin I could count every rib. It didn’t take a degree in pathology to see how she had died. Her throat had been cut, the wound so deep that her severed windpipe and larynx were exposed. I stared at the grey rubber floor of the mortuary for a second, fighting to hang on to my chemical breakfast. Hundreds of small, deep crosses had been carved into her skin, across her breasts and torso, the insides of her thighs. Hopefully the cuts had been made after she died. I looked at her hand and remembered how small it had seemed, lying on the pavement. The ends of her fingers were bloody, fingernails torn, as if she had spent days trying to claw her way through a brick wall. A tattooed butterfly hovered on the girl’s shoulder, simple as a child’s drawing, with a tiny pink heart at the centre of each wing.


After a minute I let the drawer slide back into place. A mortuary assistant had written ‘Crossbones Girl’ on her label. There was nothing I could do for her. For the time being she would have to stay in the freezer by herself, nursing her wounds.


 


The rest of my morning was quiet: a team meeting, phone calls, an hour to catch up on case notes. But the afternoon was busier. Eleven out-patients attended my anger management group. It was easy to tell who wanted to be there, and who had no choice, because their social worker or probation officer insisted. We went through the usual steps: confide in people before the problem escalates, monitor your breathing, count to ten, walk away. One middle-aged man jumped to his feet halfway through the first exercise, his face brick-red.


‘Fucking bollocks, the lot of it,’ he spluttered. ‘I don’t need this shit.’


He slammed the door so hard on his way out that the doorframe shook. I glanced around at the group’s startled faces. All of them were so used to yelling at people or using their fists, they had forgotten how it felt to be on the receiving end.


‘Christ, it’s not pretty, is it?’ one of the women muttered. She looked surprised, as if she had glimpsed herself unexpectedly in a mirror, without make-up.


 


At five o’clock I cycled south, following the rush-hour traffic out of the city to neighbourhoods where you could still afford to buy, the drivers kidding themselves that Wandsworth was almost as desirable as Hampstead. I arrived at Southwark Police Station to find DCI Burns wedged so tightly between the wall and his desk it was a wonder he could still breathe. He motioned for me to sit opposite him on a battered plastic chair.


‘Not looking her best, is she?’ Burns peered at me. ‘I wanted you to see what we’re up against.’


‘Someone who isn’t crazy about women, that’s for sure.’


‘You can say that again.’


‘Did the Bensons do that to all their victims? Cut their skin to shreds?’


‘Put it this way, the girls wouldn’t have won any beauty contests by the time we found them.’ Burns grimaced. ‘We haven’t identified this one yet, no one’s reported her missing. Looks like the poor kid was kept locked away somewhere for a week or two, with no food.’


‘And you’ve got some suspects?’


‘Cley’s still on my list. He’s only been back to his mother’s place once since he got out. We’re searching for him.’


I blinked at him. ‘There’s no way he could do something that elaborate. And how could it be him? You’re saying the girl was held somewhere for days before he was released.’


‘I never said he was acting on his own.’ The phone on Burns’s desk jangled. ‘Ben, can you join us for a minute?’


‘Is that your deputy?’


Burns nodded. ‘He’s keen to get you involved. He looked you up on the Internet, says you’re the best around.’


The bad-tempered detective who had given me a lift home appeared in the doorway. He was wearing black trousers and a white shirt with the top button undone, grey tie loose around his neck, as if he was afraid it might strangle him. He looked different by daylight. His black hair and pale skin made him look exotic, Middle Eastern maybe, starved of sunshine for much too long. There was still no indication that he knew how to smile.


‘You two have met, haven’t you?’ Burns asked.


‘But I didn’t get your name.’


‘DS Alvarez,’ he snapped. He wasn’t acting like he had asked for my help on the case. Meeting me again seemed to be a spectacular waste of his time. His broad shoulders were tense with stored energy.


‘Can you give us an update, Ben?’


‘What do you want to know?’ Alvarez lowered himself reluctantly onto the chair beside me. ‘With respect, boss, this isn’t the best time. We’ve got dozens of interviews to do. We just need to get on with it.’


‘You’ll get back to it soon enough.’ Burns drew in a deep breath. ‘And you said yourself, Alice can help us build a better profile.’


Alvarez sighed. ‘It’s pretty close to the Southwark killings. The Bensons locked their victims away for weeks, raped them, then slit their throats and dumped them on waste ground. One was buried in the garden and others under the patio.’


‘But this girl wasn’t raped?’ I asked.


‘Apparently not.’


‘That’s the only difference?’


‘Looks like it,’ he nodded. ‘She was skin and bone by the time he killed her. Then he brought her to Crossbones and got into the site through a broken fence. He dragged her body over to the gate, so she’d be found.’


Burns caught my eye. ‘The thing is, Alice, Morris Cley was in and out of the Bensons’ hostel like a yo-yo. He never admitted anything, but maybe he heard all about how they mutilated the victims’ bodies. No one else would have known.’


‘Apart from everyone on the original investigation,’ I commented.


‘So it’s one of us now, is it?’ Alvarez snarled.


‘Just thinking aloud. Information must get leaked sometimes.’


A muscle twitched in Alvarez’s jaw, as if he was struggling not to call me every name under the sun.


‘All right, Ben,’ Burns said abruptly. ‘We’d better let you get back to it.’ He sounded tense, like a teacher trying to prevent another fight breaking out in the playground.


Alvarez vanished without saying goodbye.


‘Don’t mind him,’ Burns muttered. ‘He’s been working like a dog since this kicked off.’


‘Not exactly the friendly type, is he?’


‘He’s had a hell of a year, poor sod. You’ll get used to him.’


 


I left Burns to deal with his deputy’s attitude problem and cycled home. Lola was there already, weeping into a cup of coffee. There was no need to ask whether or not she’d got the part. She was looking ridiculously glamorous, in a bright red silk top and short black skirt. When I told her that the only reason they couldn’t cast her was because she was too gorgeous and poor Ophelia would be upstaged, she began to brighten. After a few minutes she had rallied enough to go and wash her face.


‘I’m a blubbering wreck, Al. Sorry.’


‘I’ve seen worse.’


A casserole was bubbling on the hob; when I lifted the lid an aroma of herbs, garlic and red wine wafted out.


‘I made dinner for you.’ Lola was almost back to her normal self. Even when we were at school her depressions never lasted more than ten minutes.


We ate the stew with chunks of warm French bread, but she turned down a glass of wine.


‘I’m on the wagon, until I get to the pub.’


‘Where are you going?’


‘Soho, to see Craig and his mates. You’re coming too.’


‘Too knackered, sorry.’


‘You’re meant to be having fun, Al.’ She shook her head at me. ‘Come and meet some new people, let your hair down.’


‘Next time, I promise.’


‘Your loss. One of them’s just your type, a blond Adonis.’


‘No thanks.’ I held up my hands. ‘I’m off men for the time being.’


 


Lola threw on a dark red coat, then dashed out of the door. The kitchen seemed to have been hit by a whirlwind. Every saucepan had been used, potato peelings were clogging the sink, and there was a coffee stain on my pristine wooden worktop. I loaded the dishwasher and cleared everything away. Afterwards I stepped out on to the balcony for some fresh air. It was incredibly cold. Under the orange streetlights a thick frost was already sparkling on the roofs of cars. Across the street Will’s van was still in my parking space; the interior light was on and the curtains drawn.


I pulled on my shoes and ran downstairs. Will didn’t answer my taps on the window, so I put my hand on the freezing door handle and slid it open. He was lying on the narrow bunk, propped up on a filthy pillow. The air inside the van was only slightly warmer than outdoors, beads of condensation forming on the windows. When I touched his shoulder he startled awake. His hand lashed out, but his movements were so uncontrolled, he didn’t make contact.


‘Don’t touch me.’ His words slurred, as if he was talking in his sleep. ‘Leave me alone.’


‘It’s freezing, Will. Come inside.’


‘Let me sleep.’ He shifted away, turning his back on me.


‘Jesus. You’re fucking impossible to help.’


I slammed the door and headed inside, fists clenched so tightly that my nails dug into my palms. Ever since his breakdown he’d been impossible to reach, and the problem was exaggerated by the drugs he took. Whatever he could get his hands on: ketamine, heroin, cocaine. He refused to see a doctor since he was diagnosed bipolar, but he self-medicated all the time. Anything to keep the demons at bay.


I rooted in a chest of drawers for a blanket, then ladled a large portion of stew into a bowl. Five minutes later I was back in the van.


‘Lola made this for you.’


He stirred on the bed. ‘Lola?’


‘She’s staying for a bit. You can come in and see her.’


I spread the blanket across his legs. By now he was sitting up, spooning down huge, greedy mouthfuls of stew from the bowl I had given him.


‘It’s good,’ he mumbled.


‘I know. She’s still the comfort food queen, isn’t she?’


It was a relief to see him eat something substantial for once. I wanted to reach out and brush his matted hair back from his forehead; it had faded from gold to the colour of wet straw, greying prematurely round his temples. When he finally put down the empty bowl his eyes had come back into focus.


‘Why do you bother, Alice?’ He sounded so calm and like his old self that I couldn’t reply. ‘After everything I’ve done to you, everything I’ve seen. Why waste your time?’


I rested my hand on his foot. ‘You’re my big brother, that’s why.’


His eyes closed again. Whatever he’d taken was making it impossible for him to stay awake. Pulling the blanket up to his shoulders, I dropped a kiss on his cheek.


‘Come indoors when you wake up, Will, or you’ll freeze.’


I don’t know what made me so angry when I walked away from the van. The exact reason was hard to pinpoint. On my way into the building I gave the rubbish bin a vicious kick, but it didn’t help.


When I got back inside I turned on the TV. Normally I don’t bother with it. I’d rather spend my evenings running, or reading, or listening to the radio in the bath, but I was too tired to think. Flicking through the channels, I settled on a romantic comedy with Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan, which was like every film they starred in, slushy and comforting. It must have sent me to sleep because something woke me with a start. It was Will’s familiar loud knocking on the front door. He must have seen sense at last, and decided to come in and keep warm.


But the man standing in the doorway wasn’t my brother. Afterwards I realised I should have slammed the door in his face and called the police, but my reactions were too slow. By then there was nothing I could do.










Chapter 5


Morris Cley was standing in front of the door, blocking my escape route. My heart battered against my ribcage.


‘What are you doing here, Morris?’


He looked exactly as he had at Wandsworth: frizzy grey hair, misshapen features, unable to look me in the eye.


‘You were nice to me,’ he stammered. ‘A lady in the library helped me find where you work on the computer. I followed you home afterwards, to see where you live.’


My tongue kept sticking to the roof of my mouth. Cley must have walked out of the huge gates of the prison, intent on tracking me down immediately. ‘You shouldn’t have done that, Morris. The police could put you straight back inside.’ I tried to steady my breathing. ‘But now that you’re here, would you like a drink or something to eat before you go home?’


He shook his head. He was growing more agitated, shifting his weight from foot to foot, clenching his fists. I glanced behind me, trying to remember where I’d left my phone.


‘I like you, you see,’ he said. ‘I thought you’d let me stay here.’


‘There’s no room, I’m afraid, Morris. My friend lives here too.’ I looked at my watch. It was nearly midnight. Lola must be drowning her sorrows. Or maybe she was already asleep on someone else’s settee.


Cley’s face contorted. It was hard to tell if he was angry or afraid. ‘I can’t go back there. My mum’s stuff’s in every room.’


‘And you can’t bear to look at it.’


‘She left her slippers by the door, all her bits and bobs.’ His eyes were brimming.


‘Where have you been staying then?’


‘In the park last night. There’s nowhere else to go.’


‘You can’t have had much rest.’


‘Jeannie let me sleep in her bed.’ He smiled and took a step towards me. ‘You look just like her.’


When I looked into his eyes I could see abject loneliness, but no hint of violence. Then common sense kicked in and my heart rate doubled. It dawned on me that a convicted murderer was telling me I was the spitting image of his victim.


‘No, Morris. You have to go home. Right now.’


I reached for the handle of the front door, but he caught my arm.


‘Please, just for tonight.’ His fingers locked round my wrist. ‘I’ll leave in the morning, I promise.’


He grabbed my other hand before I could free myself. Instinct told me that my best chance was to fight my way past him, get out into the corridor. But he was determined, and twice as strong as me. I tried to wrench myself free, then there was a burst of pain as my skull hit the doorframe.


God knows how long I was out for, but the next thing I remember was lying on my back in the hall, with Lola peering down at me.


‘Hell,’ she said, ‘that looks nasty.’


There was an odd, metallic taste in my mouth, black spots appearing and disappearing in front of my eyes. Drops of blood were falling on to the floor.


I sat up cautiously. ‘What happened?’


‘I bashed him with the lamp.’ Lola sounded as if she expected a medal for conspicuous bravery. ‘Then I called the police.’


Pieces of the china lamp base were scattered across the floor.


‘But he got away?’


She nodded. ‘He had you against the wall, trying to hang on to you.’


The raw skin on my cheek burned when I touched my face.


‘Stay there,’ she said. ‘I’ll get some ice.’


I was still sitting on the floor with a bag of frozen peas against my eye when DS Alvarez arrived. I gritted my teeth. He seemed determined to give me another dose of industrial-strength arrogance when he crouched in front of me.


‘You don’t have much luck, do you, Dr Quentin?’


‘That’s not true, actually. This is the exception.’


‘And you got me out of bed. The station called me because Cley’s at the top of our wanted list.’ He leaned towards me. ‘Let’s see your face.’ There was a vertical frown line between his eyebrows, as if he spent all his spare time worrying about things he couldn’t fix. He winced when I looked up at him. ‘I’d better run you to the hospital.’


‘For a split lip and a few bruises? Don’t be ridiculous. If it’s bad in the morning I’ll get it checked out.’


He reached forward and pressed the compress to my cheek. ‘Look, I don’t want to give you another lecture about personal safety.’


‘Praise the lord.’


‘But why put a spy-hole in your door if you don’t intend to use it?’


‘I do normally. I was expecting someone.’


‘Your boyfriend?’


‘No.’


‘She was expecting me.’ Lola emerged from the living room.


Alvarez reacted the way men always do when they see Lola for the first time. She hovered in the doorway, tall and pale-skinned as a lily, red curls flowing across her shoulders, the original Pre-Raphaelite stunner. Eventually he dragged his gaze back to me. Maybe it was the effect of concussion but his face was too close. I could read the dark smudges under his eyes, judge the exact length of his five o’clock shadow. I edged away, pressing my spine to the wall.


‘Cley didn’t mean any harm,’ I muttered.


‘You’re defending him now?’ Alvarez shook his head in amazement.


‘He’s afraid, that’s all. He wanted somewhere to hide.’


‘It’s crazy. You don’t seem to realise when you’re in danger.’ He rose to his feet. Maybe he had decided I was a lost cause. ‘Use both locks on that door in future.’


The heavy soles of Alvarez’s shoes thundered along the corridor as he made his escape.


‘Jesus,’ I muttered. ‘He talks to me like I’m five years old.’


‘At least he talks to you.’ Lola’s eyes were misty and out of focus. ‘Why are the gorgeous ones always married?’


‘You thinks he’s attractive?’


‘God, yeah. But did you clock his wedding ring? It’s half an inch thick.’


 


The next morning I stayed in the shower for a long time, soaping away the remains of the day before. My encounter with Cley hadn’t left any ill-effects, apart from a slight throbbing behind my right eye. When I confronted myself in the mirror the damage looked worse than it felt. There was swelling across my cheekbone, with a streak of dark blue bruises, but my vision was fine. The split in the middle of my lip was already beginning to heal. I dabbed on some make-up, pulled on my black wool skirt and white silk shirt.


Lola was in the kitchen in a bright blue tracksuit, drinking coffee. She stared at me in amazement.


‘You’re not seriously intending to go to work.’


‘Course I am.’


‘Al, some madman attacked you last night. He knocked you out cold. Lie on the sofa all day eating chocolate like a normal person.’


‘I can’t. I’d be bored rigid.’


‘Jesus wept.’ She threw her hands in the air. ‘You’re an android, aren’t you? No human feelings at all.’


‘You finally rumbled me. Where are you off to, anyway?’


‘Dance class. I’m trying to get back in shape.’


She peered down at her mile-long legs anxiously, as if they might have lost a few inches overnight.


 


Fortunately people at work were too polite to mention my injuries. Psychologists are famous for it. Years of training makes it impossible to ask a direct question, or say exactly what you mean.


My boss Hari drifted up to me in the corridor. He’s been a friend for years and I’ve never seen him look less than immaculate, with his saffron turban, expensive suit and well-groomed beard. He’d been circling all morning, trying to find the right time for a meaningful conversation. They’re his speciality because he’s an expert on counselling skills, impossible to offend, upset or surprise.


‘Just ask me how I got the shiner, Hari. Go on, you’re dying to know.’


He gave his usual peaceful smile. ‘By saying that, I assume you’re dying to tell me.’


‘Reverse psychology, Hari. My favourite technique.’


Hari’s dark brown eyes studied my face thoughtfully, and I could see why my friend Tejo had married him. If it had been the sixties he could have grown his beard and become a guru. Pop stars would have paid fortunes to sit at his feet cross-legged, absorbing his advice.


‘I’m not going to ask how you hurt yourself, Alice, but I do think you’re working too hard, and that concerns me. You’re my star player. Don’t run yourself into the ground.’ He rested his hand on my shoulder for a second before turning away.


After my last appointment I walked down to Ruskin Ward to see the anorexic girl I’d admitted. Her mother was still sitting motionless by her daughter’s bed, like she had been there since the dawn of time. She nodded a greeting, but seemed too exhausted to speak. A piece of apple pie was balanced on Laura’s tray, swimming in bright yellow custard. She was conscious, but her skin was white and papery. When I stood at the end of her bed she stared at me, eyes so deeply shadowed she could have been fifty, instead of fifteen. There was a fuzz of downy hair on her cheeks. A sign that her hormones were running riot, while her starving body consumed the last of her fat reserves. Her anger flared up out of nowhere.


‘You can’t make me eat that shit.’ She shoved the pudding bowl away with surprising energy, custard slopping across the table.


‘I know I can’t.’ I held her gaze. ‘I can help you, but you’ll have to do the hard work for yourself.’


I felt relieved as I walked away, because I knew she’d recover. Her rage showed that she was still fighting to stay alive. The ones you have to worry about have already shut down. They lie under the covers without moving, willing themselves to disappear.


 


There was no sign of Lola when I got home. It was dark outside and a pile of mail was waiting on the doormat, which I scooped up and dumped on the kitchen table. I looked out of the window. Will’s van had gone, but a police car was parked across the road, two officers inside, eating sandwiches. I didn’t know whether to be grateful or afraid that Ben Alvarez was keeping an eye on me, in case any more ex-cons decided to pay a call.


I stepped into my trainers and ran down the stairs two at a time. One of the policeman gawped at me in amazement. Obviously I was failing to display appropriate victim behaviour. It was a relief to get moving, heading west, towards Tower Bridge. It’s always been my favourite, delicate as a cat’s cradle, but robust enough to carry a million cars each year. And it can open its jaw wide enough to allow the largest battleship in the naval fleet to sail through.


Reaching St Katharine’s Dock, I tried to imagine what it had been like before the property developers got hold of it, and it still belonged to the East India Company. Tall ships must have docked there every day, loaded to the portholes with spices and silk. I sprinted along Capital Wharf, keeping the river to my right. The tide was almost out, sluggish water drifting slowly east. By Wapping Old Stairs the backs of my legs were burning. I sat on the top step and watched a River Police boat dart up the central channel. Yards of dark brown silt gaped in front of me. It smelled of sewage and brine, everything the river had been forced to swallow.


 


It was after nine by the time I got home and the police car had disappeared. Sean had left two messages on my answer-machine. The first one was calm and reasonable, but the second sounded like a different man.


‘You’re a coward, Alice,’ his words slurred. ‘You ran off because you were starting to feel something, weren’t you? It’s too fucking weird. I know you’re the shrink, but you need some help, you really do.’


The message rambled on for several minutes, explaining that I was afraid of my own feelings and listing reasons why we should be together. His tone veered between tenderness and rage. At times he sounded completely unhinged. He must have got back from work and sunk a bottle of wine. I pressed the delete button and went into the kitchen and boiled water for spaghetti, rooted in the fridge for ragu sauce and the last crumbs of parmesan.


When the meal was ready I browsed through the post. An animal welfare charity had written to me, enclosing a photo of a golden Labrador gazing longingly at the camera, like I was his last hope. My bank statement showed that my mortgage was consuming two-thirds of my wage. Stuffing it back in the envelope, I tried not to calculate how many years of debt were hanging round my neck. I gulped down another mouthful of spaghetti and moved on to the next envelope. It had been posted in central London. The writing was unfamiliar, tiny black letters leaning backwards, like a strong wind was blowing them in the wrong direction. The letter had been written on good quality white paper, no address or date, unsigned.


 


Dear Alice,


I feel I know you already. You’re the kind of person who works late because you imagine you can help people. Then you go running, almost every day. You look different when you run. Relaxed, as if no one could catch you, and there’s nothing to fear. One thing you don’t know yet is that pain is a kind of intimacy. It’s fulfilling. When someone’s in pain they can’t hide anything. You can see right inside them.


I am looking forward to seeing inside you, Alice.


 


My fork dropped out of my hand. Suddenly the heap of spaghetti looked disgusting, a splatter of red sauce congealing on the pale strands. I scraped my plate into the bin, then walked out on to the balcony. I couldn’t decide whether to shred the letter or accept that it was like the worst kind of toothache, unlikely to go away.










Chapter 6


I chose my clothes carefully the next morning. Normally the weekends are an opportunity to be scruffy, and slouch around in jeans and battered trainers. But that Saturday I picked black, slim-legged trousers, a cashmere cardigan, high-heeled boots, then combed my hair into a ponytail and slipped on my best coat.


Outside there was no sign of Will’s van, but the police car was back, with a new pair of coppers inside. A young woman was sitting in the passenger seat, flirting with the man at the wheel. They were so busy enjoying the chemistry that they didn’t even notice me leave. My walk took me down Tooley Street with my hands buried in my pockets, wishing I had worn gloves. At London Bridge I waited by platform eight for my train, watching people on the concourse. The station changed its identity completely at the weekend. For once you could wander at your own pace, without an army of sharp-suited executives barging you out of the way.


The journey south took less than half an hour, the train skimming across familiar territory: Camberwell’s high-rise flats; the grubby roof of Lewisham shopping precinct; mile upon mile of Victorian redbrick terraces that had seen better days. I arrived in Blackheath just after ten. The grey pound was out in force, walking their well-groomed dogs and window-shopping outside designer kitchen shops. I caught sight of my mother before she spotted me. She was sitting at the table she always reserved, by the window in her favourite coffee shop. She looked the same as always: immaculate grey hair, elegant, understated clothes.


‘Darling.’ She kissed the air beside my cheek.


‘I hope I’m not late, Mum.’


‘Your poor face,’ she murmured. ‘Whatever happened?’


‘Nothing. Just a slip on an icy pavement.’


She studied my black eye in horror.


‘What are you having?’ I asked.


‘The usual, I think.’


I scanned the menu. ‘Eggs Benedict for me, and granary toast.’


‘At least you’re eating, darling. That’s a good sign.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You mustn’t lose any more weight, Alice. You’re quite thin enough.’


‘I haven’t lost an ounce, Mum. I’m a ten, like I’ve always been.’


‘It was meant as a compliment.’ She raised both hands, like she was calming a dangerous animal. ‘My goodness, you’re snappy. Is work stressful at the moment?’


I counted to ten before answering. ‘It’s great, thanks. In March I get my very own trainee.’


My mother’s pale grey eyes studied me intently. She was wearing the same make-up as always, so subtle you could hardly detect it, blending away every shadow and blemish. She nibbled the corner from her almond croissant.


‘Have you seen your brother?’


‘A couple of times this week. He’s pretty much the same.’


She watched me devour my breakfast. ‘Is he still going to that group of his?’


‘I’m not sure,’ I shrugged. ‘He never tells me anything.’


My mother frowned. Suddenly she looked her age, a network of deep lines appearing around her eyes.


‘Couldn’t he stay with you for a while, Alice?’


‘I’ve told you, it’s not that simple.’


‘He can’t go on for ever in that wretched van. And you’re settled now, in your own flat.’ Her voice was increasingly strident, as if she had forgotten we were in a public place.


‘Or he could live with you, Mum, couldn’t he?’ I kept my voice level. ‘You’ve got a spare room.’


‘That’s below the belt,’ she scowled. ‘You know he doesn’t even return my calls.’


I put down my fork. ‘Let’s drop this, please, before we argue.’


‘All right, subject closed.’ Her pale eyes bored into me. ‘But remember that he’s your brother, Alice. You should be helping him.’


I returned her stare. ‘We should both be helping him, Mum.’


There was no point in explaining how many times I had begged Will to move in. There would only be something else to criticise. The pattern of blame hadn’t shifted much since Dad died. And it was easy to understand why she always deflected any hint of blame. Denial had become a way of life. It was how she held herself together. The house could be falling down around her ears, my father staggering drunk, looking for his next victim. But none of it was ever her fault. So long as the outside world thought we were getting along fine, just like any other respectable middle-class family, she had fulfilled her duty. Maybe it had broken her heart that she couldn’t keep Will and me safe when we were kids, but it was unlikely she would ever talk about it, because that would involve removing her ice queen mask for a minute.


We struggled through our brunch in the usual way. She told me about a party she had attended for fellow retirees from the library, her friend Sheila’s insufferable husband, a sculpture exhibition she had seen at the Hayward Gallery. And I told her nothing whatsoever.


‘Surely there are some nice men at that hospital of yours, Alice?’


‘I’m not looking.’


‘Maybe you should, darling.’


Her hand hovered above my shoulder when she said goodbye, like she wanted to make contact but didn’t know how. ‘Same time, two weeks today?’


‘Okay, Mum. I’ll call you.’


She belted her charcoal trench-coat and pulled on a pair of suede gloves, which were either perfectly preserved or brand-new. I ordered another espresso and watched her stroll away, jaunty and straight-backed, as if her life had always been trouble-free.


There was time for a walk on the heath before catching the train home. As a child I crossed it every day on the way to school, the sky so empty and blameless that it was comforting. The horizon was more complicated now, tower blocks hovering in the distance. Without them the view from the heath would have been unchanged since the nineteenth century: grand terraces of four-storey Georgian buildings, the open land in front of them criss-crossed by paths so the genteel families could promenade.


The wind cut through me on the way to Morden Road. It was the first time I had gone back to the house since it was sold. But when I got to the junction I nearly chickened out. My heart was pounding, but I forced myself to stand in front of the big Edwardian semi. It looked completely different. The sash windows had been ripped out and replaced by double-glazing, and the tatty picket fence had given way to expensive silver railings. I tried to talk myself through the exercise that works best for patients with phobias. Stay close to the object you fear, until you learn it can’t hurt you, let the anxiety run its course. The instinct to run was overwhelming, but I made myself wait on the pavement for five minutes, eyes flitting from the gabled roof, over the pale bricks, to the cherry tree my mother planted when I was five years old. Maybe I was expecting someone to run out and drag me back into the past, and hold me prisoner there against my will.


 


Lola was lounging on the sofa when I got back, watching a black and white film. I flopped down next to her.


‘Perfect, isn’t she?’ Lola sighed. Katharine Hepburn drifted across the screen in a black cocktail dress and opera gloves. ‘It’s the cheekbones.’


I watched the characters argue and make friends again for fifteen minutes, without taking anything in.


‘Where’ve you been, anyway?’ Lola glanced at me.


‘Blackheath.’


‘The old stamping ground.’ Her eyes widened. ‘Do you need a drink?’


‘Gin, please. Don’t worry about the tonic.’


She giggled. ‘As bad as that? Never mind, there’s a party later.’


‘What’s it in aid of?’


‘It’s a party, Al. It doesn’t have to be in aid of anything.’


‘I’m not really in the mood.’


‘You will be. Come on, let’s check out that enormous walk-in wardrobe of yours.’


Lola went through my clothes like a whirlwind.


‘God, Al, you should be an undertaker. You’ve got six black suits.’


‘Maybe I could retrain.’


Lola pulled out a silver mini dress and held it against me.


‘No way,’ I protested. ‘I haven’t worn that for ten years.’


‘Great for dancing.’


‘I probably couldn’t even get into it.’


‘Bollocks.’ Lola gave me her fiercest look. ‘You’re coming out, Al, and that’s that. I’ll perk you up a bit before we go.’


Lola’s idea of perking involved heated rollers, eyelash curlers and half a ton of foundation. When we were ready to get in the taxi, she made me look in the mirror again. The silver dress shimmered in all the right places. Lola towered over me in a short green dress and skin-tight leggings.


‘We look amazing,’ she purred. ‘They’ll be fighting over us.’


 


Lola’s friends lived near Waterloo in a flat with a tiny living room. The party was well under way by the time we arrived. The air reeked of dope, and the guests must have been actors, because the volume of conversation was twice as loud as normal, a sea of hands gesticulating wildly. Lola did her usual vanishing act as soon as we got through the door.


‘I’d better schmooze, Al. This place is full of casting agents.’


Soon she was leaning against the wall, listening to a short, unattractive man pontificate, like he was the most riveting conversationalist in the world, and I was remembering why I had stopped going to parties. The room was so crammed it was hard to breathe. A blond man with abnormally white teeth grinned at me.


‘I’ve seen you in something,’ he said. ‘Chekhov, wasn’t it, at the Donmar?’


I shook my head.


‘Come on. I’ll get your life story later.’


He grabbed my hand and pulled me through some French doors on to a roof terrace. People were dancing to a mix of Motown and trance, as if two different generations were fighting over every track. The man told me his name, but the music was too loud to hear. Once we started to dance, I didn’t care. It always took a few drinks to get me on the floor, but once I started, there was no stopping me. It had the same effect as running, a mixture of booze and feel-good chemicals flooding my system. After a few songs everyone looked more attractive and the trip to Blackheath slipped to the back of my mind.


‘Want another drink?’ the blond man yelled in my ear. 


When I shook my head he disappeared. He was replaced immediately by a man with beautiful North African features, then a woman with red lipstick and incredibly short hair. And then I was dancing alone, oblivious to the cold, the music carrying me. When the music slowed down I finally gave up and went inside, edging through the crowded kitchen for a glass of water. The man with the immaculate teeth looked straight through me. By now his arm was locked around a girl in gold hot pants, as if he was terrified she might escape. Lola was still listening to the short man holding forth; luckily he hadn’t noticed how despairing she looked. I blew her a kiss on my way out.


Two hours of dancing had done the trick. My body was completely relaxed, sweat still warm between my shoulder blades. Rather than catch cold waiting for a taxi or a night bus, I began to walk down Stamford Street, but within half a mile my shoes were crucifying me. People were still milling around on the South Bank, coming out of a party on the ground floor of the Oxo Tower. By City Hall the booze had almost worn off. Every step hurt, and I was questioning the sanity of women who only wear high heels. Maybe they had discovered a technique for long-distance walking without injuring yourself.


The streets were growing quieter. A handful of tourists lingered by Tower Bridge, waiting for taxis, but after that there was no one. The boardwalk by China Wharf was deserted. I crossed the wooden bridge between the warehouses that towered above me, at least eight or ten storeys high.


For some reason I felt jittery. I could hear footsteps, but there was no one in sight. Alcohol-induced paranoia probably. When the footsteps drummed closer it was a struggle to stay calm. Maybe it was my heartbeat, or the echo of my ridiculous heels clattering on the walkway. It was a relief to arrive at Providence Square. There was no sign of either the police car or Will’s van.


‘You’re out late,’ a voice came from behind me.


‘Jesus.’ My heart lurched against my ribcage. ‘What are you doing here?’


DS Alvarez stepped out from the alleyway between the flats. ‘I drew the short straw.’


‘Sorry?’


‘It’s my turn to keep an eye on you.’


I didn’t know how to reply. As usual he was standing too close, wearing his trademark black coat. My eyes were level with his mouth.


‘Where have you been?’


‘A party,’ I snapped. ‘Not that it’s any of your business.’


‘Is this how you always react to GBH?’ He shook his head disapprovingly. ‘Put your glad rags on and hit the town?’


‘Better than moping at home.’


‘Does anything actually bother you, Dr Quentin?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Or is all that emotional stuff just for your patients?’


‘You know fuck all about me. You’ve got no right to make judgements.’


I started to walk away, but his hand closed around my wrist and then he leaned down to kiss me. It crossed my mind to let him, but I turned away just in time. His warm breath touched my cheek. An odd tingling feeling ran across the back of my neck.


‘Sorry,’ he muttered. ‘That was completely out of order.’


‘It certainly was.’ He was still standing too close, my hand resting on his shoulder where I’d pushed him away. His face hovered above me. It looked like he was weighing his chances, wondering whether to try again.


‘I could report you, you know,’ I whispered.


‘Who to?’ He studied my face carefully. ‘Burns wouldn’t do a thing.’


‘To your wife, then.’


He looked shocked. ‘I can explain.’


‘That you’re planning to separate?’ I sneered.


This time he didn’t try to stop me walking away. My legs felt weak as I climbed the stairs, as if they couldn’t be relied on. The kitchen clock said that it was nearly 2 a.m., but there was no point in going to bed. My thoughts would only keep dancing around in my head, refusing to slow down.










Chapter 7


It took a long time to get to sleep. I was too angry, with Alvarez for trying to kiss me and with myself for wanting to kiss him back. Maybe he made a habit of approaching women he met at work, then sneaking home to his long-suffering wife, complaining about the demands of his job. It unsettled me that I could still remember the pressure of his hand on my wrist, and his stare, as if he was determined to read my thoughts.


When sleep finally came I dreamed of Crossbones Yard. I was looking through the ironwork gate into the darkness. The tarmac had been replaced by a garden, and a huge crowd of women were holding a party. Lanterns swung from the trees, young girls dancing, while others chatted beside a bonfire. For a time none of them noticed me spying on them, then one by one they turned in my direction. The chatter stopped and so did the music. The dead girl had come back to life, but the crosses on her skin were still there, chains of them circling her wrists like bracelets. She was standing alone at the edge of the crowd. The women’s faces swam in front of me, their expressions neither friendly nor hostile. They were expectant, waiting for me to make the next move. They carried on watching me as I surfaced from the dream.


My head was spinning. Lola’s diet of gin and late nights definitely didn’t agree with me. In the kitchen I knocked back half a litre of orange juice, straight from the carton. My feet still ached from the marathon walk home. I was checking the fridge to see if I could face eating anything when someone banged on the door. Will was standing on the doormat, twitching from head to foot. For the first time in weeks he came in without having to be coaxed. There were black, greasy stains on his jeans and his hair looked matted, as if it hadn’t been washed in weeks.


‘Do you want some breakfast, Will?’


‘He came back.’ His eyes were so wide open that the dull whites were exposed.


‘Who’s he?’


‘In the night,’ he insisted. ‘I’ve seen him before, but I don’t know what side he’s on.’


‘Ssh.’ I pressed a finger to my lips. ‘Lola’s asleep.’


‘He wanted me to go with him.’


‘Calm down, Will. Come in here and tell me about it.’


He stood in the middle of the kitchen, legs moving compulsively, like a sprinter warming up for a race. My heart was thudding too hard inside my chest. It always upset me when Will described his apparitions. Most of the time I kidded myself that he was on the mend, ignoring his delusions and paranoia. I piled cheese on two slices of bread, and stuck them under the grill. When I handed him a glass of juice the tremor in his hands sent half the liquid slopping on to the floor. It was hard to tell if it was the effect of drugs, or another night sleeping in the freezing cold. He ate his food too fast, melted cheese smearing around his mouth.


‘He knocked on my window.’ Will crammed another chunk of toast into his mouth. ‘I recognised him.’


‘Was it the police?’


Will shook his head. ‘He said he’d give me food and money and a bed for the night.’


‘But you can have all those things here.’


‘He didn’t want anything back, he wasn’t trying to control me.’ The bitterness in Will’s voice ignited then fizzled out. When he spoke again he sounded like a little boy. ‘I said I’d go with him, Al, but he ran off. I must have said something wrong.’ He looked ready to burst into tears.


‘You don’t need to go off with strangers, Will. Come here if you need anything. You know you can do that, don’t you?’


He perched on a stool, chattering quietly to himself, as if an invisible friend was sitting beside him. It was hard to know whether the man he had seen the night before had been real or imaginary, but at least the food was settling him. Maybe later he could be persuaded to take a bath. His smell lingered in the kitchen: damp clothes and sweat with a sour, chemical edge. By the time I had showered and eaten breakfast, Will was asleep on the settee in the lounge, breathing deeply, like he hadn’t shut his eyes for weeks. Just as I was about to go and buy a Sunday paper Lola emerged from her room, wrapped in my favourite blue kimono.


‘Morning, disco queen.’ She gave me a bleary smile. ‘How are you feeling?’


‘A bit frazzled. Will’s flaked out in there.’


Lola’s face lit up. She had always had a soft spot for Will, but the smile slipped from her face when she pushed open the living room door. His thin form was stretched out on the settee, like a living scarecrow.


‘Jesus,’ she whispered. ‘How long’s he been like that?’


‘About six months, but the last few weeks have been the worst. He won’t see a doctor, because he thinks his GP wants to slam him back in hospital. And he’s using every fucking drug he can lay his hands on, except the lithium he needs.’


Lola sat beside me and pressed her hand on top of mine. ‘Why didn’t you tell me, Al?’


‘What could you do? I’ve taken him to specialists, but he always runs away.’


‘God, you poor thing.’ Lola’s green eyes fixed on me. ‘When’s the last time you had a good cry?’


‘On my thirtieth birthday. Too much vodka.’


‘You worry me, Al. You really do. I cry if the bus is late, but you’ve forgotten how. You’re so bloody controlled.’


‘So everyone keeps telling me.’


‘Because it’s true.’


‘Someone’s got to be, in my family,’ I said sharply.


‘You don’t have to do it all by yourself.’


‘I do, Lola.’ I stared at her. ‘I’m all he’s got.’


She wrapped an arm round my shoulder. ‘Do you know what you need to do?’


‘I dread to think.’


‘Watch Love Story. Do you the world of good to bawl your eyes out for a few hours.’


Lola retreated back to bed with a plate of toast, and I carried on racking my brains. I’d already rung Narcotics Anonymous, and researched rehab centres in the UK and abroad, but none of it was any use unless Will agreed to be treated. He was still fast asleep, hands balled into fists, fighting monsters in his dreams. I tiptoed into the hall and peered under the flap of his rucksack. It was crammed with dirty clothes: socks, shirts and jeans that hadn’t seen a washing machine in weeks. Underneath them there was a copy of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, a scrap of paper with phone numbers scrawled all over it and a silver foil package, no bigger than my thumb. I held it to my nose: it was a lump of cannabis resin, giving off its odd smell of treacle and musk. God knows what other drugs he kept hidden under the seats in his van.


I was just about to put everything back when something else caught my eye, glinting against the canvas. I fished it out and let it rest in my hand, cold and compact. Our teacher showed us flick-knives once at school. He warned us that they were lethal, so all the boys wanted one. A gang of them disappeared behind the science block at lunch break to show off their weapons. I released the safety catch and a six-inch blade flicked out, sharp enough to slice my fingers to the bone.


A picture of my brother as a boy appeared out of nowhere. I remembered the way he used to stand there, completely passive, when my father lashed out at my mother or me. For some reason it was never his turn. All he had to do was watch, and I’d never questioned why. I’d always assumed that he took the path of least resistance, too scared to run or call for help. But the expression on his face had been more complicated than pure fear. There was a mix of emotions there: excitement, voyeurism, maybe even envy of my father’s power.


I stared down at the blade in my hand, then folded it back into its sheath. By now Will was shifting in his sleep, beginning to wake up, so I dropped the knife back into his bag.


By the evening he was less agitated. Lola ran him a bath, and he didn’t even flinch when she teased him about his beard.


‘Going for the beatnik look, are you, William?’


‘I ran out of razors, that’s all.’


‘Use one of mine. Go on, liberate that handsome face of yours.’


Sitting in my room I listened to Lola trying to flirt with Will, as if nothing had changed. It was months since he’d sounded so relaxed. He could string whole sentences together if he chose to. There was no more talk of strangers arriving in the night. Maybe he was fine with everybody else, and it was only me he struggled with.


 


It was just after nine. No doubt Alvarez would say I was criminally insane if I went for a run, but my trainers were tempting me, sitting patiently beside the wardrobe. When I got outside there was still no sign of a police car. Maybe they were bored of waiting in the cold, or they had found Morris Cley and slammed him back in his cell. It took a long time to hit my stride. I ran west along the river for a while, trying to pace myself, the backs of my legs aching. But by the Tate Modern I felt like I could run for ever, follow the river through Chelsea and Putney, until it flowed through fields instead of streets. At Lambeth Palace I forced myself to stop. A security guard glared at me through the railings. Maybe he expected me to hop over the wall and throw stones at the stained-glass windows.


After five deep breaths I started the run home, taking a short cut past a line of men queuing for burgers outside Waterloo Station. These were the kind of streets Alvarez wanted women to avoid, full of neglected council blocks and boarded-up shops. For some reason I ended up by Southwark Cathedral, less than a hundred yards from Sean’s flat, with a stitch in my side. It hurt every time I breathed. Sean’s lights were on above the shop, and it was tempting to knock on his front door. At that moment all I wanted was for him to run me a bath, soap my back, then fall into his bed. But it would only be a matter of time before the pressure and the expectations started up again.


The stitch got the better of me as soon as I began to run again. I slumped on a wall outside a run-down pub and tried to catch my breath. The pub sign showed an angel, with a sly smirk on her face and a lopsided halo. I leaned forward and waited for the pain to go.


‘Are you all right, love?’


A dark-haired woman in heavy make-up and a breathtakingly short skirt perched on the wall beside me.


‘Fine, thanks, just a bit out of breath.’


‘Overdone it, have you?’


‘Looks like it, yeah.’


She must have been about my age, but there were deep lines carved around her mouth, as if she had been born with a cigarette between her lips. Her eyes were a soft, out-of-focus blue. She gave an exaggerated shiver.


‘Fucking freezing tonight, isn’t it?’ Her teeth chattered when she spoke.


‘Go back in, don’t worry about me.’


She looked at me as if I was simple. ‘I can’t, love. I’m working.’


‘Working?’


She nodded at the cars crawling past. ‘I might miss one of my regulars.’


I glanced at her outfit: sheer black tights, stilettos, crimson lipstick, Cleopatra lines circling her eyes.


‘Sorry,’ I muttered. ‘Not enough oxygen getting to my brain.’


A car pulled up on the opposite side of the street and the driver’s window lowered a few inches before he sped away.


‘Fucking charming.’ She made a V sign at the departing car.


‘How long have you been doing this?’ I asked.


‘Longer than I want,’ she said, her smile wavering. ‘Did you hear about the girl at Crossbones?’


I thought about confessing that I had been the one who found her, but decided against it. ‘Did you know her?’


The woman shook her head. She fumbled in her bag and brought out a pack of Silk Cut. ‘I stayed at home a few nights after that, I can tell you.’


I thought about the girl, lying in the hospital freezer, eyes wide open, staring at the lining of her silver body bag.


‘I’m stopping in September.’ Her milky eyes kept shifting in and out of focus. ‘I’ve got a place at college to do hairdressing.’


‘That’s great,’ I nodded. ‘What are you called, anyway?’


‘Michelle.’


There was no time to tell her my name, because a black car pulled up and flashed its headlights. It was too dark to make out the driver’s face.


‘That’s one of mine.’ Michelle’s expression hardened. She ground her cigarette into the pavement with the toe of her stiletto.


‘Thanks for the company,’ I said.


‘Best give up the jogging, love.’ She grinned at me. ‘You’re not fit enough.’ She strutted towards the car and leaned down to negotiate with the slimeball behind the wheel.


I thought about calling her back, paying her to go home, but she would only be out again tomorrow, working her patch. I bent over to stretch my hamstrings, and by the time I looked up again the black car had vanished.


 


Will was still at home, watching TV with Lola, wearing a clean pair of jeans. He looked like a changed man. Even his ragged beard had disappeared.


Lola dragged her eyes from the screen. ‘We saved you some pizza, Al.’


In the kitchen I helped myself to a slice loaded with ham and pepperoni from the takeaway box. The front door slammed before I had taken two bites.


‘Jesus.’ Lola peered out of the window. ‘He was out of here like a bat out of hell.’


‘That’s how it goes,’ I nodded. ‘You think he’s doing okay, then you don’t see him for weeks.’


We watched Will’s van speeding away around the corner.


‘He was just beginning to relax.’ Lola’s eyes were brimming.


‘You did well.’ I put my arm round her shoulders. ‘You even got him to take a bath. He never does that for me. You must have special powers.’


‘I just want to help him, that’s all.’


‘I looked in his bag today, while he was asleep.’


‘Did you find what he’s been taking?’


‘He’s got a knife, Lo. A nasty one, with a horrible long blade.’


‘Jesus, the poor soul.’ Lola covered her mouth with her hand.


‘What do you mean?’


‘He’s terrified. He thinks the whole world wants to hurt him.’


I drew in a deep breath. ‘Do you think he’d ever use it?’


‘Course not, Al.’ Lola’s eyes were round with shock. ‘He’s still our Will, isn’t he? He wouldn’t harm a fly.’


She rested her head on my shoulder for a moment then went into the bathroom. Before long the flat filled with the scent of bath oil and her voice singing operatic scales, a fraction off-key.










Chapter 8


The lift took several minutes to arrive the next morning. The interior looked the same as always, slick metal, big enough for six people to pack themselves shoulder to shoulder, like sardines. The whirr of the air-conditioning reminded me that you don’t die if you step inside. Lifts may look like coffins, but they rarely are, if you can hold your nerve. I jumped in before there was time to change my mind, and the floor lurched upwards as panic bubbled in my chest. The advice I gave my patients seemed ridiculous: distract yourself, control your breathing, imagine yourself somewhere safe. None of it worked. By the eighth floor I felt like an astronaut stuck in a capsule, oxygen supply almost exhausted. The walls played tricks on me, expanding and contracting like a concertina. And then I was back in the cupboard under the stairs, with no chance of escape, my father’s footsteps pounding on the floor above, bringing the ceiling down around my ears. The emergency button was no use. Pressing it would only make the lift stop immediately, and I would be trapped between floors. The idea made me want to claw through the metal walls. Luckily the lift juddered to a halt at the sixteenth floor. A student nurse watched me stagger into the fresh air.


‘Are you okay?’ she asked anxiously. ‘Do you need to sit down?’


I tried to smile, but my legs were buckling. I made it to the toilets before the shaking kicked in, and the anger. Gradually my breathing slowed down. It was a syndrome, that was all. Fear of confinement, a terror of losing control. People conquered claustrophobia all the time. After six cognitive behavioural therapy sessions they could use the Underground again, sit on a packed bus, walk through a busy shopping centre. But I still couldn’t do any of those things. My avoidance was getting worse. I had stopped travelling at rush hour, steered clear of shopping centres, anywhere where there would be crowds. My reflection stared back at me. I gave myself a forced smile, tried to make myself look like a normal person, rather than a neurotic idiot crippled by irrational fears.


Laura Wallis was already dressed and waiting for me on Ruskin Ward, eyes huge in her emaciated face. She observed me closely, like I might be dangerous, while I scanned her chart.


‘It’s looking good, Laura. At this rate you’ll be home in a few weeks.’


‘You’re not going to ask me loads of questions, are you?’ Her voice was a mixture of resentment and fear.


I smiled. ‘Not today. We’re just going for a walk.’


‘Where are we going?’ Laura shuffled along the ward like an old woman, skin stretched tight across the hollows of her face.


‘Not far. How about going round this floor, just once?’


She said nothing to start with, pausing every few metres to catch her breath. And then she began to explain, which is what always happens. Something about motion frees people to say what’s on their minds. The story ebbed out of her, a few sentences at a time. Bullying at school, her mother’s suffocating kindness, and the magazines she bought, populated by models who kept themselves child-sized. I don’t know why I took a liking to Laura. I think it was her determination to resist instructions, and the way she was trying so hard not to be afraid. She leaned on my arm as we dawdled back through the ward, an odd combination of a geriatric and a child. I laid a blanket across her legs and sat down on the edge of her bed.


‘You’ll come back tomorrow, won’t you?’ Her eyes glistened.


‘Course I will.’ I touched her hand for a second and was surprised that she didn’t try to draw away.


 


Someone was waiting outside my consulting room when I got back. I could see who it was immediately. In his pale grey suit he looked like a huge boulder, dumped in the middle of the corridor. DCI Burns raised himself slowly to his feet and held out his hand.


‘Sorry to bother you at work, Alice.’


‘Don’t worry. I’ve got a few minutes before my next appointment.’


‘I thought you’d like an update.’


Burns sat opposite me. His shrewd eyes took in the details of my room. I wondered what he made of the abstract landscape an ex-patient had given me, and the cheese plant in its tiny pot, struggling to stay alive.


‘How’s the investigation going?’ I asked.


‘Not great,’ he sighed. ‘The official position is that we are following all available lines of enquiry.’


‘But having no luck?’


‘Fuck all, to be honest. The post-mortem told us what we already knew. The kid was starving by the time she died. The pressure sores on her back mean she was kept somewhere too small to stand up in, like the Benson girls.’


My eyes closed for a second. ‘He kept her in a box.’


‘Or a very small room.’ Burns flicked through his notebook as if he had lost interest in the topic. ‘No news on Morris Cley either, except he was spotted at London Bridge Station two days ago. He hasn’t been to his mum’s place since he attacked you.’


‘So long as he keeps his distance, I’m happy.’


‘I bet.’ Burns peered over the top of his glasses. ‘How’s the face?’


‘Fine. I haven’t exactly been maimed.’


Burns’s smile was a tiny pink crescent against the pallor of his face. ‘You don’t believe in making a fuss, do you, Alice?’


For a second I thought about shopping Alvarez. No doubt Burns would take a dim view of coppers flirting with the women they were meant to protect. ‘There’s something I meant to tell you,’ I said. ‘I got a letter.’


‘Fan mail?’


‘Not exactly. It’s pretty nasty actually, posted to my flat.’


‘I’d better take a look. Bring it in if you like, or I’ll send someone round.’


‘It’s probably nothing,’ I said. ‘If a patient’s delusional, you can work your guts out and they still think you’re the enemy. And it can’t be that hard to figure out my address, if Morris Cley managed it.’


Burns looked aghast. ‘God almighty, there’s no way on earth I could do your job.’


‘No?’


‘Wouldn’t have the patience. That’s the good thing about my work. Someone does something wrong’ – he clapped his hands together as if he was closing a book – ‘and that’s it. End of story.’


‘Except it’s not always that simple, is it?’


‘Not this time.’ Burns passed a large white handkerchief across his forehead. ‘That’s why I came to see you.’


‘I thought there’d be an ulterior motive.’


‘The thing is, Alice, I need you to go and see Marie Benson. She’s in London for some hospital treatment.’


I stared at him open-mouthed. The idea of going to see the woman the tabloids billed as the most evil in Britain didn’t appeal at all. It sounded like the worst imaginable way to spend an evening, and it was bound to leave me processing the experience for days. If our memories were like hard-drives I wouldn’t have minded so much. That way I would be able to delete the experience as soon as I’d given Burns the information he needed.


‘I can’t do that. Sorry.’


Burns rested his heavy jaw on his hands. ‘Please, Alice.’


‘It’s not my specialism. I’ve told you, I don’t do forensic work. I’d be out of my depth.’


‘But you’ve been involved from the start.’


I leaned back in my chair. ‘More involved than I want to be.’


‘If you do it, I won’t ask for any more favours. I promise.’


Burns’s eyes bored into me. He was oddly hard to resist. There was something dogged about him, a pathological commitment to his work, no matter how tough it got. God knows how his wife would keep him occupied when she finally forced him to retire. Somehow he coaxed an agreement out of me, then levered himself out of his chair with unusual speed. Evidently his strategy was to escape before I had time to change my mind.


 


My next patient was a woman I had just begun working with. Her face was already swollen with anger because the start of her session had been delayed. As soon as she sat down she launched into a description of the rage she felt when she woke up each morning, the way it stuck to her like a dress she couldn’t take off, even when she went to bed. Another person inhabited her body. It made her yell at her kids. Yesterday she had punched her husband, for no reason she could identify. A torrent of words flooded out of her and I waited for a gap, so I could explain that anger is often a symptom of depression. No gap came. She was so busy venting her spleen that she didn’t notice me staring out of the window, worrying about the devil’s bargain Burns had squeezed out of me.










Chapter 9


Running downstairs gave me no pleasure that evening. Normally it’s a crazy four-minute dash past every landing, desperate to fly through the exit doors into air that hasn’t been filtered. But knowing what I had to do made me want to hide under my desk. I considered turning up my collar and sneaking away, but by now Burns would be waiting, and I couldn’t let him down.


A black car crawled past, lights flashing. Alvarez was in the driver’s seat, wearing his smart coat and his usual unreadable expression.


‘Where’s Burns?’ I snapped.


‘Stuck in a meeting. He sends his apologies.’ Alvarez parked in an empty space and turned to face me as I got in.


‘Can we just go, please? Let’s get this over with.’


‘Okay.’ He held up his hands. ‘But I should apologise first, shouldn’t I?’


‘You should,’ I agreed, ‘but the question is, do you know how?’


‘It’s not easy for me.’ He ran his hand over the back of his neck. ‘I’m Spanish, you see. My family are from Valencia.’


‘Is that meant to be some kind of excuse?’


‘Spanish men don’t apologise.’ His face was grave, but his tone suggested that he might be joking. ‘That would be a sign of weakness. It would be una pérdida de honor.’


‘What does una pérdida de honor mean?’


‘A loss of honour.’


‘Maybe you could do with losing some. We can start over, if you say sorry.’


He took a deep breath. ‘Le ruego que me disculpe.’


‘How do I know that’s an apology?’


‘Trust me, it was hard to say.’


I expected him to turn away, but he carried on studying me, beyond the point of comfort. His gaze passed across my face. He seemed to be memorising the colour of my eyes, the exact set of my mouth.


‘Shouldn’t we get moving?’


‘If you insist.’ Eventually he put his hands back on the wheel.


The car eased into the traffic on Newcomen Street and I glanced at him. His hair was too long, flopping across his forehead, dark stubble turning into a beard. Apart from his expensive clothes, he had forgotten how to take care of himself. I wondered what his wife felt about him coming home late every night. Maybe they had one of those marriages where no questions got asked, each doing exactly what they pleased.


‘I bet Burns had to twist your arm to do this,’ he said.


‘Too right. I wish I’d said no.’ I stared out of the window. We were crawling down the Walworth Road at walking pace. A group of women in hijabs were standing outside a halal supermarket. It was hard to tell whether they were talking or silent, black veils obscuring their mouths. ‘It’s not my idea of fun.’ 


‘I thought psychologists were fascinated by the workings of sick minds.’


‘I am, but there’s no point in working with psychopaths. Most of them are untreatable. If you have a personality disorder, no one exists except you. You’ll march over the dying bodies of your children to get what you want, without any guilt at all.’


Alvarez glanced at me. ‘Sounds like you’re scared.’


‘Not scared, just a bit apprehensive.’


‘Same thing, isn’t it?’


I was about to correct him, but we were already pulling into the car park of the Maudsley, on Denmark Hill. I’ve always had a soft spot for the place. I did my training there and lived with Tejo for five years in a flat in Camberwell that shook every time a train went by. We got used to it after a while. Every fifteen minutes the jam jars rattled in the cupboard like teeth chattering.


I followed Alvarez through the colonnaded entrance of the hospital. I’ve always loved the grandeur of the building, with its pillars and chequered marble floors. The Maudsley was built on a wave of Victorian scientific optimism, when they believed that even madness would find a cure.


Alvarez trotted ahead of me up the stairs. By the fourth floor he wasn’t even out of breath. I felt like challenging him to race me to my office at Guy’s, to see if he’d survive.


I couldn’t predict what kind of woman would be waiting for us in the consulting room. When I was a girl I was convinced that our faces held a record of our lives. If you studied someone’s expression for long enough, you would find an inventory of their deeds. Marie Benson had changed since her picture was splattered across the tabloids six years earlier. Back then she was the archetypal barmaid with a gap-toothed smile, bottle-blonde hair, a penchant for low-cut tops. She was unrecognisable now.


When she turned in our direction her face was expressionless. There was no evidence of the murders she had carried out, all the lies she’d told. It could have been exhaustion, or maybe she had been in solitary confinement so long that she had forgotten how to interact. Her grey hair was badly cut, a ragged frizz that almost reached her shoulders. She couldn’t have been more than fifty, but already she looked like one of those old women you see in the lounge of OAPs’ homes, washed up on a tide of daytime TV.


Her gaze flickered in my direction when I introduced myself. ‘And who’s that with you?’


‘DS Alvarez, Marie. You remember me, don’t you?’


‘How could I forget?’ She primped her hair for a second, then folded her hands neatly in her lap, like gloves waiting to be put away.


When I sat down I noticed that her eyes were fixed on the middle distance, never anchoring on anything. It dawned on me that she must be almost completely blind.


‘What’s this about then?’ Benson’s voice was roughened by years of smoking. She angled her face to catch my reply, using her ears instead of her eyes to pick up nuances.


‘The police asked me to visit you, Marie. It’s nothing to worry about.’


She gave a loud, nasal laugh. For a moment I caught a glimpse of the woman who kept the journalists intrigued for all those months. She must have used that odd, leering smile of hers as a magnet to draw people into her orbit.


‘Nothing worries me these days, Doctor.’ She touched the small gold crucifix around her neck. ‘I’ve got everything I need.’


‘How’s Rampton treating you?’


Benson held the cross between her fingertips, like I was an evil spirit that only her faith could keep at bay.


‘Could be worse. They let me go to church, and I’ve got a radio, so I know what’s going on in the world. A woman reads to me now and then.’


She had hardly moved since the conversation began, hands lying tidily on top of each other. Her body was completely under control and, unlike most people, she wasn’t afraid of silence. Most of us cram every gap in a conversation with excess words, but she was on her best behaviour like a well-raised child, speaking only when she was spoken to.


‘But you’re still campaigning to get out, aren’t you? Still defending your innocence.’


She gave another loud, scoffing laugh. Laughter seemed to be the only impulse she couldn’t suppress.


‘I can’t stop my supporters gathering their petitions, if they want to. But that’s not why you’re here, is it?’


For a moment I almost felt sorry for her. Blindness had made her vulnerable. She must have known we were staring at her, subjecting her to our scrutiny, but she had no way of guarding herself. Maybe that was why she had developed that mask-like expression.


‘I’d like to talk to you about the hostel, if that’s okay.’


‘How did I guess?’ Benson’s mouth twitched. ‘You want to know about Ray, don’t you?’


‘I want as much detail as you can give me.’


‘I know why you’re here.’ Her blank eyes skated past my face. ‘I heard what happened at Crossbones on the news.’


‘You’ve been to Crossbones, have you, Marie?’


‘Course I have, I lived just round the corner. It’s the prostitutes’ graveyard, isn’t it?’


‘Not exactly. It’s just a piece of unhallowed ground where the bodies of sex workers were dumped, because the Church didn’t approve. No headstones, and the graves weren’t even numbered.’


Benson’s expression remained as blank as ever, but her body language gave her away. She was leaning forward in her chair, as if she was expecting a morsel of prime gossip.


‘Tell me what the hostel was like, Marie. I hear it was full, every day. All those rough sleepers must have thought they’d landed in heaven.’


She gave a narrow smile then crossed her arms. ‘Do you know how many people have visited me over the years, Dr Quentin, digging for information?’


‘Dozens, I expect.’


‘Hundreds, more like. Police, shrinks, journalists. And it’s been worse since Ray went. Now there’s just me to chuck your questions at.’


‘Who knew, Marie?’


‘Knew what?’


‘About your special rules. Keep them in the dark, gagged and blindfolded, no food, no water, all those little scars. You told someone, didn’t you? It was too much to carry on your own.’


‘I didn’t know a thing, Dr Quentin,’ Benson whispered. ‘Ray ran the place, and he told me those girls had packed their bags and moved on. I had my head down, cooking, scrubbing floors, making beds. The cellar was Ray’s empire. He made furniture down there, when we first got married. He never let on where he kept the key.’


Benson’s words came out like a mantra. Maybe she had repeated them so often she believed them herself.


‘Five girls are still unaccounted for, aren’t they, Marie?’


‘So they tell me.’ Her hand flew up to her crucifix. ‘But how can I say where they are, if I don’t know?’


‘That cross comforts you, doesn’t it?’


‘I’ll be wearing it when they put me in the ground.’ She covered the cross protectively with the flat of her hand. ‘It reminds me I’m not alone.’


‘And what about your husband, Marie, did you see him before he died?’


‘The judge wanted us kept apart. We couldn’t see each other or use the phone. He said we were a toxic combination.’ The idea seemed to amuse her. ‘Bloody ridiculous. I worked my guts out in that place. No thanks from anyone.’ Benson looked aggrieved, like she was still waiting for someone to give her a promotion.


‘We’d better leave you in peace.’


‘Leave me with Sergeant Alvarez, if you like.’ She twisted her body in his direction, giving her best open-mouthed smile, blank eyes trying to pinpoint him.


Alvarez’s expression was even more hostile than usual.


‘You’re out of luck, Marie,’ I said. ‘He’s married.’


‘Pity.’


‘Here’s my card. Call me if you feel like talking.’ I placed the card in her outstretched hand, taking care not to touch her.


‘I might just do that. It helps pass the time.’


Benson looked disappointed when we got up to leave. In her position any kind of human contact must have been better than none.


‘It’s not me you should talk to,’ she called as I opened the door. ‘Sergeant Alvarez knows exactly what Ray got up to in his spare time.’


Her eyes made direct contact with mine, and for a second I wondered if her blindness was just another lie.


 


‘What did she mean about you knowing Ray Benson?’ I asked Alvarez when we got back to the car.


He seemed reluctant to answer, as if he was admitting to something shameful. ‘It was me that heard Ray Benson’s confession. Fourteen hours, over two days. We picked him up at eleven o’clock from a pub in Borough. He was paying for last orders.’


‘And you grilled him all night?’


‘Off and on.’ Alvarez looked straight ahead, hands balanced on the dashboard.


‘That’s one hell of a conversation.’


‘He took twelve hours to break. Then the last two hours I couldn’t shut him up if I tried. He told me what he did to eight of the girls, every detail.’


‘But not the other five.’


‘He stopped talking and that was that,’ Alvarez frowned. ‘He hanged himself at Broadmoor five years later.’


‘Jesus.’


‘And that bitch could tell us exactly where those girls are buried right now, if she wanted to.’ A muscle twitched, just above his jaw.


‘What do you mean?’


‘I thought you knew.’ Alvarez stared at me. ‘Ray was only following her instructions. She wrote down the time she wanted it to take, the knives she wanted him to use.’


I closed my eyes and Marie Benson appeared out of nowhere, with her empty face and nondescript clothes. It was hard to imagine her possessing the energy to damage anyone. Maybe that was why she made someone else carry out her plans.


‘Did you get any counselling after listening to all of that?’ I asked.


He shook his head. ‘No need.’


‘Of course not. That would be una pérdida de honor, wouldn’t it?’


He gave a low laugh. ‘Go on then, diagnose me, Dr Alice, I can see you’re dying to.’


‘Post-traumatic stress disorder. But you knew that already, didn’t you? You’ve checked your symptoms on the net.’


Alvarez shook his head and leaned back in the driver’s seat. ‘Very smart. Except you’re a mile wide of the mark. And now I expect you want a ride home, don’t you?’


We didn’t speak on the way back. My head was busy cleansing itself, putting things back in their place. When we got to Providence Square I thanked Alvarez for the lift and tried to open the door. The handle rattled but wouldn’t budge.


‘Your lock’s broken.’


He leaned across me, his shoulder pressing against mine. ‘It just takes a bit of force, that’s all.’


His face was so close I could have kissed his cheek without moving a muscle. It was a struggle to remember my rule about not sleeping with married men. When the door finally swung open I leapt out of the car and said goodbye, before there was time to change my mind.










Chapter 10


Lola’s belongings were scattered across every room when I hauled myself out of bed the next morning. Her purple scarf was draped over a chair in the hall, a pair of leopard-skin boots by the settee, cartons of Chinese takeaway littering the kitchen counter. Already she was more at home in the flat than I was. Comfortable enough to leave a trail of glamorous jewellery in the bathroom, and finish my most expensive face cream. But somehow when she emerged from the spare room it was impossible to stay annoyed. She was so delighted to see me.


‘Al! Where’ve you been?’ She looked gorgeous and dishevelled, a sea of dark red curls flowing across her shoulders.


‘You don’t want to know.’


‘I do, actually.’ Lola curled herself into a kitchen chair, clutching her knees.


‘Wasting my time talking to vicious psychopaths.’


‘You’re kidding.’


‘Unfortunately not. I had to interview Marie Benson last night.’


‘God, how creepy.’


‘Creepy’s an understatement.’ I put a cup of coffee in front of her. ‘She’s like an alien species. What have you been up to anyway?’


‘Not much.’ She rested her head on her hand, as if it was a burden to carry. ‘I had an audition, for a dance job in Covent Garden.’


‘Any luck?’


‘The director liked me, I think. But I haven’t heard a dicky-bird.’


I sipped my coffee. ‘You will, today, I bet you.’


‘This came for you, by the way.’ Lola rooted through a pile of junk mail that had accumulated on the kitchen table, then dropped a white envelope beside my cup. ‘I meant to put it under your bedroom door.’


‘Shit. It’s from him.’


‘Who?’


‘The weirdo who sent me the death threats.’


‘God, Al, why didn’t you tell me?’ Lola grabbed the envelope from my hand and peered at it. ‘Funny handwriting for a bloke. My aunt writes like that. She’s so uptight, every word has to be perfect, or she rips it up and starts again.’


Lola used a long, scarlet fingernail to slice open the letter. Her expression changed from curiosity to horror as she scanned the page.


‘Jesus, Al. The sick bastard.’ 


‘Go on, read it out for me, please. I had to deal with the first one on my own.’


‘If I must.’ She took a deep breath and began to read.


 


Dear Alice,


Do you really think you can mend the great cracks running through your patients’ minds? How can you, when you’re a fraud? You’re weaker than they are, just a little girl, tottering on high heels you can’t even walk in. You want to hurt me, Alice, and you’ll pay for that. You don’t know what real pain feels like yet. Soon you’ll understand.


 


Lola’s hand shook as she put the sheet of paper back on the counter.


‘Who would send you something like that, for fuck’s sake?’


‘God alone knows.’


‘He’s stalking you, Al.’ Lola’s green eyes were round with panic. ‘He’s got your address, and he says he wants to hurt you. Promise me you’ll tell the police.’


I held my hands up. ‘All right, all right.’


‘Today. Promise me.’


After a dramatic pause Lola refilled her coffee cup and headed to her room before I had time to tell her about my flirtation with Alvarez.


Someone knocked on the front door just as I was dialling the police station. The face that appeared in the spy-hole made me do a double-take. I stepped away then looked again, to reassure myself before letting him in. My brother looked like a different person. He was wearing clean black trousers and a smart jacket I hadn’t seen before. Even his face looked different. His dark blond hair had been cut short and he was clean-shaven. His eyes still looked spooked and bloodshot, but if someone met him for the first time, they would never guess he lived in a van.


‘My God, you look great, Will! Ten years younger.’


‘Thanks,’ he said quietly. His mouth twitched into an anxious smile.


‘Where did you get the clothes?’


‘Oxfam. Lola took me yesterday.’ He ran his hand across his forehead self-consciously. ‘And her friend cut my hair.’


‘She’s transformed you.’ I touched his shoulder for a second, felt his collarbone under my thumb, only a thin layer of skin covering it.


Will fished in his pocket and brought out matches and a pouch of tobacco. I had given up the fight about smoking indoors, it was always a losing battle. His hands trembled as he dropped a trail of brown leaves on to the cigarette paper.


‘I’m going to start again, Al.’ He said the words tentatively, trying them on for size. ‘It’s not too late. I’m only thirty-five.’


‘That’s brilliant, Will. Where are you off to?’


‘I’m seeing this therapist Lola’s friend told me about.’ His foot tapped out a rhythm on the wooden floor, as if he was listening to dance music no one else could hear.


‘So that’s why you look so smart.’


‘Partly,’ he agreed, then took a long drag on his roll-up. ‘I want to show her I mean business.’


‘She’ll know that as soon as she talks to you. What time’s your appointment?’


‘Ten o’clock, in Clapham.’


‘What kind of therapy is it?’


Will shrugged. ‘She uses crystals and stuff. She’s amazing, apparently.’


My optimism evaporated. There were so many charlatans in the phone book, promising expensive cures to the desperate, with nothing to offer except hot oils, vitamin pills and incantations. God knows what kind of therapist thought she could cure bipolar disorder by balancing rocks on someone’s skin. I bit my lip.


‘I hope it helps, Will. Maybe it’ll relax you.’


He stubbed out his cigarette. ‘The thing is, I need to borrow some cash.’


‘How much do you need?’


I was breaking all my own rules. Normally I bought him things; filled his van with diesel every few weeks and encouraged him to eat my food, but I never gave him money. The idea of him using it to buy drugs that might kill him was more than I could bear.


‘Eighty quid. Forty for the assessment, then forty for the first session.’


‘I’ll make out a cheque if you tell me her name.’


‘Can’t remember.’ He scrabbled in the pocket of his jacket and pulled out a scrap of paper. ‘I’ve only got her address.’


‘Okay, let’s go to the cashpoint then. Give me a minute to get ready.’


I went into my room and pulled on my running things, packing my work clothes into my rucksack.


‘Ready?’


Will was sitting exactly where I’d left him, perched on an uncomfortable stool. When he followed me to the door I noticed that even his walk had changed. In the old days he strode along so fast that I couldn’t keep up. Now even his pace was unreliable. He seemed to have forgotten how to measure his steps.


‘Maybe they’ll give me my old job back,’ he mumbled as we crossed Providence Square.


I smiled at him. ‘Or you could try something completely new.’


He shook his head vehemently. ‘There’s no time, Al. Carpe diem, Lola says.’


Carpe diem had been Lola’s motto ever since we saw Dead Poets Society at an impressionable age. Maybe she hadn’t worked out that it didn’t apply to Will – he would have to bring himself back under control before anything stayed in his hands. We walked along Tower Bridge Road together, until we came to the cashpoint. Will tucked the twenty-pound notes carefully into the pocket of his new jacket. His eyes were brimming.


‘Thanks, Al,’ he muttered. ‘I won’t let you down.’


‘I know.’ I touched his cheek for a moment. ‘Where are you going now? It’s a long time till your appointment.’


‘Back to yours. I’m making breakfast for Lola.’


‘Sounds like you’ve got a new best friend.’


‘She’s brilliant, Al.’ His face lit up. ‘I never realised.’


I gave him a brief hug, then watched him hurry away with his odd, unsteady gait. He looked as if the first strong breeze could bring him down.


 


Tower Bridge Road was already solid with traffic, Mercedes and Audis spitting out fumes as they piled into the City, in search of even bigger bonuses. I jogged left, into the heart of the old leather industry. The street names in Southwark had taught me more local history than visiting a museum could ever have done. Mason Close, Tanner Street, Leathermarket Street. I pictured the leather workers as I ran, in their long aprons, up to their elbows in grease, skin stained with a hundred different dyes. The city’s idea of industry had changed completely in a hundred years. Factories had become designer flats, people flooding out of them every morning, heading for the Square Mile and another day behind their computers, then the tube home, without once raising a sweat. No wonder everyone was depressed. Cutting through the back streets behind London Bridge Station, I saw a man sleeping in a doorway, a border collie standing guard at his feet. At Borough High Street I slowed down. There was no choice. The pavements teemed with people, waiting for buses and collecting takeaway coffee from the Greek and Turkish cafés the area specialised in.


 


The receptionist at the police station was prim but officious, her grey hair permed into hundreds of rigid curls that a force nine gale wouldn’t have disturbed. She spent a long time explaining that members of the public couldn’t just walk in and demand to see the station’s most senior officer. Her manner softened when Alvarez appeared; suddenly she became everyone’s favourite granny.


‘It’s okay, Sheila,’ he explained. ‘Alice works with us. She’s a psychologist.’


The woman looked at my shabby running gear in horror, proof positive that the medical profession was in terminal decline.


Alvarez led me down the corridor, walking even faster than normal, as if he would have been more comfortable sprinting. When we reached his office, I dropped the two letters on his desk before he could say anything.


‘Some light reading for you.’


Alvarez stood beside me, and his shoulder brushed mine as he scanned them.


‘Charming,’ he muttered. ‘And you got the second one today, did you?’


‘Yesterday. My friend forgot to give it to me.’


Alvarez raised his eyebrows. ‘You’ve received two death threats, but you didn’t bother to bring them in?’


‘I told Burns, but I didn’t want to give the bastard the reaction he was after.’ I crossed my arms. ‘He wanted me to be afraid. In fact, he wanted me to shit myself. Why give him the pleasure?’


Alvarez observed me, as if I was one of life’s great mysteries, before stepping out into the corridor. It gave me the chance to snoop around his office. A poster of a lush green landscape filled the space behind his desk, the sun hovering over mountains, a haze of blue water in the distance. It was positioned to greet him each morning, like he was stepping into Shangri-la. His desk was covered with files, stacked in separate heaps, keeping chaos at bay. There were two photographs of the same woman on top of his filing cabinet, in plain silver frames. For some reason my breath caught in my throat. She was standing on a beach in a red dress, dark hair flowing in the breeze, beaming at the person behind the lens. The second was a wedding photo, on the steps of a church. She was almost as tall as Alvarez, her long-fingered hand resting on his chest, a flutter of confetti falling around them. Before I could get a closer look the door swung open.
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