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Blasted with sighs, surrounded with teares,


Hither I come to seek the Spring,


And at mine eyes, and at mine eares


Receive such balms, as else cure everything.


John Donne, extract from Twicknam Garden




















Part I


A Bath of Teares
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9 December 2000




 





Twilight drained from the sky in sudden streams. The ground felt damp. December winds had chilled the soil but had not frozen it. Crowan Frayne had hoped for a harder surface. Frozen earth makes no sound. Mud squelches and clings like an ugly memory. No matter. Frayne thought of forcing his face into the ground, to impress his image upon the earth. The idea amused him. He could peer down on the dead as God peers down on the living.


Tonight he heard music; voices abstracted by time. As if the piano in his mind was strung with the spirits of the dead, producing exquisite notes of pain at his every delicate keystroke.


The spot he had chosen was well concealed at the base of a dark cluster of elm trees. He could see the house clearly. The lights had come on an hour earlier. The garden – half illuminated – was small and neat. Flower beds huddled against the wooden panelled fence. In spring they would surge with colour but now they seemed skeletal and forlorn.


Frayne could make out the image of a woman beyond the windows. Young, tall, lean. She would be strong. He would have to be cautious. Finding her had been a Providence. Chance had dealt him an unexpected and brilliant hand. Lucy Harrington had fallen through his letter box.


He checked his watch. Not long. The details could not be left to chance. Precision was everything now. The house was old, a recently gentrified nineteenth-century cottage. The back door was ill-fitting, with an old-fashioned lock. He had already checked. The lock could be dealt with easily. None of the nearby cottages overlooked the garden directly. He would have privacy.


And time. She would need to leave by 7.50. The reception would last two hours at least. Time enough. An upstairs light threw a square of light onto the gloomy lawn. Crowan Frayne squeezed the flower in his left hand until his fingers were stained violet. He picked a scalpel from his selection of medical instruments and gently sliced the skin under his left eye. A spot of blood bloomed on his face. He spoke quickly and quietly as a single dark tear rolled down his cheek.








‘Let me power forth


My teares before thy face whilst I stay here.’











The words evaporated with his breath in the cold air. He became still. A hole in the night.




 





The cocktail dress fitted perfectly but Lucy Harrington was unhappy. Her shoulders were too big and her boobs too small. She wondered if she should have been a cyclist instead of a swimmer. Maybe a blouse would have worked better, been less unforgiving. She glanced at the clock. 7.52. There was no time. The reception started at eight and New Bolden was at least a ten-minute drive. It would have to be the dress. She straightened its soft lines and dabbed her favourite Issy Miyake perfume onto her neck. Satisfied, she grabbed her car keys and hurried downstairs.




 





Frayne caught his breath as the front door opened and Lucy Harrington emerged, silhouetted against the hall light. He knew that she couldn’t possibly see him, but he still felt conspicuous. As if the heat of his excitement created a variation in the texture of the night. She turned and double-locked the front door (as he knew she would) and walked quickly to her car. Her breath ghosted against the car windows as she fumbled with the lock.


This excited Frayne. He remembered that Donne had contorted the view of Aquinas that angels were spiritual entities that created bodies of air to assume visible properties. How did it go?








‘Then as an angel, face and wings


Of air, now pure as it yet pure doth wear …’











Perhaps Lucy Harrington would be an angel. He would help her.


The headlights blazed accusingly in his direction. Frayne sank low to the ground, until he feared that the earth might absorb him alive. The car spluttered to life and spat light against the ancient curtain of the woods. Inside the vehicle, Lucy Harrington cursed her vanity as her high heels slipped on the clutch and the engine stalled. Eventually, the yellow Fiat began to move away and, after a moment, passed within a few feet of the spot Crowan Frayne had just vacated.




 





It was a housebreaker’s trick. It only worked on older dwellings. New buildings had security locks fitted as standard and required different treatment. But, this time, Crowan Frayne’s research the previous night had proved correct.


He knelt at the back door. The cold stone grated at his kneecap. Moving rapidly, he withdrew a piece of card from his equipment bag and slid it under the back door, directly beneath the keyhole. The card in place, he carefully fed a narrow steel meat skewer into the keyhole until it stopped against the key that had been inserted from the other side. He held the skewer in place with his left hand and with his right picked up a hammer. He hit the skewer firmly once and heard the key fall gratifyingly from the lock inside. Smiling, he withdrew the card with great care from the crack underneath the door. Slowly the key emerged. Frayne snatched it up, inserted it into the lock and turned it. The whole operation had taken less than a minute. He was inside.


The warmth hit his face like a breaking Mediterranean wave. The door clicked shut behind him. He locked it and for the first time felt a flash of fear. Crowan Frayne placed his anxiety in a box: he would open it later.




 





The Civic Centre was crowded with journalists, local residents and dignitaries. It was hot and airless. Lucy Harrington found the atmosphere stifling. Still, this was what it was all about. All those lonely winter mornings in the New Bolden swimming pool, the pain of weight training, the sacrifice of a social life. She tried to enjoy herself and concentrate on what the Mayor was saying.


‘Few districts can boast their own Commonwealth gold medallist.’ New Bolden’s bald mayor paused for emphasis and breath. ‘Lucy’s achievement has put our town on the map.’ A firework display of camera flashes flared across the room as Lucy smiled a shy, embarrassed smile. The mayor continued, his forehead sparkling wet under the lights. ‘A personal triumph, yes. But one in which we can all share with a great degree of great pride. As the name suggests, New Bolden is a new town and Lucy is the first of its new generation of young people to make a real mark on the world. I therefore ask you to raise your glasses and toast the new Commonwealth 100-metre freestyle champion … Lucy Harrington.’ A noisy toast. A ripple of applause. Lucy Harrington rose nervously to her feet and fixed the audience with a grateful blue-eyed gaze.


‘I suppose a swimmer should never be out of her depth, but public speaking has always terrified me.’ Indulgent laughter. ‘I’m determined that this speech won’t last longer than my race did so that gives me about a minute to thank everyone. Swimming can be a lonely sport and athletes, almost by definition, have to be selfish individuals. But when I stood on the blocks last weekend I knew I had all of New Bolden right there with me. That feeling is hard to top.’ Lucy Harrington paused and looked around the room: the wallpaper of unfamiliar faces, the flashes from the press cameras. Suddenly she felt very tired.




 





It was 11.07. He had expected her back by now. However, Frayne was unconcerned: this had always been the variable and he was prepared. The time had passed quickly until now. He had familiarized himself with the house. He had checked and rechecked his instruments. Now he sat quietly and read. Lucy Harrington’s bedroom smelt vaguely of flowers and vanilla. A car rumbled up outside.


Crowan Frayne put his book away.




 





A weary Lucy Harrington slammed her front door shut against the cold. She dropped her keys on the hall table and kicked off her shoes. She leaned against it for a second as fatigue began to build up behind her eyes. Then, just as she was about to enter the kitchen, she heard running water. The bath. She must have left a tap running. She swore quietly as she hurried upstairs and strode into the bathroom, expecting the room to be awash. It wasn’t. Water gushed noisily from the cold tap but the bath was less than a third full. She hesitated. Was she going mad?


As she bent over the bath and turned the tap off, Crowan Frayne stepped quickly up behind her and smashed a hammer into the back of her head. Blood spat against the tiles and Lucy Harrington slumped to the floor. He hit her again, harder. It was important to be certain.


It was done in a moment and she had hardly made a sound. Frayne worked quickly. He was well rehearsed. He rolled her onto her back and pushed back her left eyelid. The pupil was dilated, black and unseeing. He brought in his equipment box and withdrew a scalpel, scissors and a set of forceps. This was the critical challenge. He anticipated no problems removing the eyelid but severing the lateral ciliary muscles that supported the eye in its socket would be awkward. He didn’t want to damage the eyeball. That was vital. He saw his own face bloated and floating in Lucy Harrington’s dead black pupil. He addressed the darkness softly;








‘On a round ball


A workman that hath copies by, can lay


An Europe, Afrique, and an Asia


And quickly make that, which was nothing, All.’











Conditions were cramped and he needed more light. There was a metal reading lamp in the bedroom. No need to rush. He had plenty of time.
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10 December




 





Rain drummed against the bedroom window. Through the chink in the curtains, Underwood watched the droplets merge and stream downwards, sometimes flaring with yellow from the brightly burning street lights. He was grateful for the central heating but sweated beneath his T-shirt. He had kicked the duvet off an hour previously. To little effect. He found he had problems catching his breath. During the day, he scarcely noticed, except when battling up the stairs to the station canteen. However, at night, in the stuffiness of a centrally heated bedroom, he increasingly found himself short of air. Sleep rarely came easily to Detective Inspector John Underwood. Ugly dreams flew at him out of the darkness. He found it harder to drift off when he was alone, impossible when he was angry.




 





The alarm clock glowered at him. 3.17. Julia had been due back at midnight. He had last tried her mobile an hour ago. It had been switched off and that was always a bad sign. He knew he was being punished but couldn’t understand why. Maybe it was because he couldn’t understand why. Eighteen years of marriage seemed to have driven him and Julia further apart. Familiarity didn’t just breed contempt. It bred unfamiliarity.


He was getting annoyed now and mainly with himself. Thinking is the undoing of the insomniac. Once his anxiety generator had been switched on, Underwood knew he would end up tracing the ripples of paint on the ceiling. Sometimes, if he was lucky, the ripples would wash together in waves of exhaustion and he would sink: but not tonight. His throat was dry. He reached for the can of Pepsi that he kept on the bedside table.


A car drew up outside. He peered through a gap in the curtain. A minicab: another bad sign. Where could she have been until 3.17? New Bolden was hardly Monte Carlo. Once the pubs cleared out at 11.30 the only action was at the kebab van. His mind raced. None of the alternatives was appealing. Julia stepped from the car and hurried inside.


He heard her climbing the stairs. She was trying to be quiet. He counted her steps. The fourth stair was loose but he heard no sound. She must have stepped over it. She was trying not to wake him up. Why? Thoughts ricocheted through his brain.


It’s after three in the morning. She doesn’t want me to know when she’s coming in. Why? Because married women don’t stay out this late unless they’re fucking around. She doesn’t want to wake me so she can lie tomorrow about the time she got in. Why would she lie? Because she doesn’t want me to be suspicious. But if she’s lying, then I bloody well ought to be suspicious.


The bathroom light clicked on. He heard the sudden, brisk rush of the shower. A very bad sign. She had taken a shower before she went out. ‘Why would she have two showers in a night?’ His thoughts were spiralling and they kept spinning back to the same sharp, uncomfortable point. Underwood tried to block the thought from his head. He would not allow himself to think like that. Two plus two does not equal six. Do not pass go. Do not collect two hundred pounds.


The shower stopped. Julia opened the bedroom door, ever so quietly. She fumbled for her nightdress at the foot of the bed and cursed softly. Underwood could smell wine. He tried to breathe in and out with studied regularity. The bed creaked slightly as Julia slipped under the duvet. Then she lay, still as a corpse, until she was convinced that Underwood’s breathing pattern was authentic. Satisfied, she finally let her body relax. Underwood’s stomach had curled into a tight ball of frustration. His wife was playing games with him. And she smelled like a stranger. He was thirsty again but knew that reaching for his can would rupture his tactical advantage. Instead, he half-opened his eyes and tried to concentrate on the random collisions of raindrops against the black glass.
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Breakfast was strained. Underwood savoured the bitterness of an instant coffee. Julia hid behind the Telegraph. He knew it was just a matter of time now. The clock was ticking on their marriage. What would he do then? He felt like a wounded animal: he wanted to crawl away and embrace the comfort of oblivion. The idea seemed increasingly appealing.


‘So when did you get in last night?’ He tried to make his opening salvo breezy. There was a brief pause. He sensed his wife collecting her thoughts behind the newspaper.


‘I’m not sure, to be honest. Quite late. Maybe half-one, two o’clock.’ That was clever; use a small admission of guilt to mask the bigger lie. Give the interviewer what he thinks he wants to hear and defuse the situation. Smart. He’d heard it a thousand times before, from more accomplished liars than his wife. Still, he had to concede that she was getting more adept by the day and this had been going on for weeks.


‘Hmmm … late one. You must be knackered. Where did you get to?’


‘Madeleine and I went to the Haydn recital at St Peter’s: the Bellini Piano Trio. We had dinner at Marco’s at ten and then went for a bottle of wine at her place.’ Julia lowered the paper and looked straight at him. ‘We both got drunk and fell asleep in the living room.’


It was undeniably plausible. Madeleine certainly liked a drink. Julia’s deliberate eye contact was calculated to convey sincerity. The sequence of events was a bit too ordered, though. It reminded Underwood of the well-thought-out, unrealistically symmetrical alibis offered by novice criminals. He hoped he was wrong. In the terrible chaos of life, he knew that guilt usually cowered in the details.


‘What did you have for dinner?’


The phone rang. Julia jumped slightly.


‘Fusilli Alfredo.’


Had she answered too quickly? Underwood’s train of thought had been derailed. He stood up. Julia seemed to breathe a silent sigh of relief. He was aware of her gaze trailing him across the kitchen, like that of a nervous cat tensing itself in anticipation of an attack. Acid fizzed in Underwood’s stomach. He picked up the receiver.


‘Double six two four.’


‘Sir, it’s Dexter.’ DS Alison Dexter had a sharp, loud London accent. Underwood winced slightly. Bad news coming.


‘Morning, Dex. What’s up?’


‘Shit start to the day, sir. We’ve got a stiff.’


Underwood was too tired to make the obvious joke. Besides, he knew that you didn’t flirt with DS Alison Dexter; it was like falling into a thorn bush. In any case, a flirty joke with his assistant would have ceded some of the moral high ground to Julia and he wasn’t prepared to do that. This was the endgame of their marriage. Tactics were all that remained.


‘Male or female?’


‘Female. Mid-twenties.’


‘Sex thing?’


‘Not sure yet.’ She paused. ‘You should come quickly, sir. I think it’s that Harrington girl.’


‘The swimmer?’ Underwood groaned inwardly. He had read the papers. New Bolden’s local heroine was fast becoming a national celebrity. This was going to be a nightmare.


‘Yeah. Someone really messed her up.’


‘OK, Dex. Seal the place off. Get Forensic out there. The press will be all over this like shit on a bed sheet. Try and keep a lid on it.’


‘That’s going to be difficult, sir. They’re already here.’


Underwood took down the address and grabbed the heavy blue jacket that he wore for work. He downed the remains of his coffee and turned to face Julia. She still hid behind the Telegraph, wide-eyed, not reading.


‘Three-seventeen,’ he said.


‘Sorry?’


‘Me too.’


She watched him leave. A bitter tide of guilt and frustration surged within her. She no longer had the energy to swim against it. Julia Underwood was exhausted.


4


Hartfield Road snaked out of the richer suburbs of New Bolden into Cambridgeshire’s cheerless flat countryside. A cold mist hung over the Fens. Underwood drove north towards Ely, trying to block the previous night from his thoughts. His chest felt tight. The damp didn’t help.


The journey to Fawley Close took him ten minutes. The four old cottages nestled at the southern edge of Fawley Woods. Previously occupied by farmworkers, a forward-thinking landlord had renovated the cottages a few years previously. They had been sold to young couples; mainly office professionals and teachers who worked in New Bolden or Cambridge. Lucy Harrington with her lottery grant cheque had been a recent arrival.


A police squad car blocked the entrance to the cul-de-sac, its blue lights twirling hypnotically. A few spectators had gathered nearby. Underwood parked on the main road. He could see DS Dexter outside one of the cottages; her dark hair was severely cropped. She seemed to bristle with authority. Dexter dealt in certainties. Underwood envied her.


The unforgiving air slashed at his lungs as he approached. There were puddles and, at the roadside, leaves crushed brown with mud that softened underfoot. Underwood coughed painfully as he approached.


‘Sounds nasty, sir.’ Dexter’s bright green eyes were watery with the cold.


‘It is, I’m getting old.’


‘You already are old.’


Underwood appreciated the joke despite his discomfort. Maybe it was an intimacy. ‘Thank you, sergeant. What have we got, then?’


‘A mess. A journalist at the New Bolden Echo got a call at 7.30 this morning. Man’s voice told him that Lucy Harrington was dead and gave him this address. Journo called our duty sergeant.’


‘Did the guy have an accent?’


‘Nothing obvious. The journo’s over there if you want to speak to him.’


‘I’ll see him later. What else?’


‘We got here after eight. Her car’s in the drive.’ She gestured at Harrington’s Fiat. ‘Tried the door and called her phone. No reply. So we went in.’


‘Any signs of a forced entry?’


‘None. Apart from ours, of course. New Bolden CID – interior devastators.’


Underwood smiled. Dex was a live wire. The Met had been right about her. She continued, encouraged: ‘Inside is horrendous. The body is in the bathroom. Forensic are up there now. There’s blood everywhere. It looks like a slaughterhouse. The killer left the bath taps running, so the whole place is awash. Upstairs is flooded. Getting decent forensic evidence is going to be a nightmare.’


‘Clever if he meant it.’ said Underwood thoughtfully. Dexter seemed uneasy.


‘There’s something else, sir.’


5


Ten miles away. A small terraced house. There are flowerpots outside but the flowers are withered and dead. The curtains are drawn for privacy, respect and celebration. Crowan Frayne sits on the patterned carpet in the living room. He sits cross-legged like a child. There is a plaster under his left eye. He still has blood under his fingernails. He will need another bath. He is tired but quietly triumphant.


In front of him is a photograph of an old woman. She is smiling. Her band rests on the shoulder of a small boy who  might be Crowan Frayne. Next to the photo frame is an African violet. Its flowers are richly coloured. He has nurtured it. Some of the flowers have fallen. There are violet petals on the carpet.


From his inside coat pocket, Frayne takes a small, polished wooden box. There are small brass letters screwed onto the lid. They spell out ‘V. A. Frayne.’ He places the box carefully on the carpet. Slowly, and with curious respect, he opens the box. It has a purple silk lining. It holds Lucy Harrington’s left eyeball. There are two remaining spaces in the box. Frayne is satisfied. The back and sides of the eyeball are damaged. His forceps have gouged unsightly scars on each side. An occupational hazard. His first operation. Next time will be tidier.


He closes his eyes. He is on the desert planet where he likes to hide. Sand is all around him, sand and mountains, rocks and sky. The sand is black and the mountains have eyes: the rocks talk when the sky replies. Ahead of him, lying on the sand, is a giant mathematical compass. Its pointed steel legs glitter though there is no sun. He climbs over the compass and walks to the giant flea that winks within him. It is as high as a building, purpled and turgid with the blood of a billion innocents. The flea belches blood.


‘Marke me,’ says the flea.


The flea jumps over a giant grand piano that changes colours like the sand. The piano stool is two metres high. Frayne climbs up and stands on the white keys that soften like glue. The lid is heavy, so heavy, like lifting an ocean. Eventually he moves it and looks inside. A billion souls, stretched and screaming, sing their agony and absurdity back at him. The lid smashes shut.


He is back in his living room, Lucy Harrington’s eye in his hand. He licks its smooth surface as if it were a highly polished jewel.
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Underwood clipped the standard-issue plastic covers to his shoes and entered the house. It was old-fashioned inside, with white-painted walls and dark exposed beams. The carpet squelched unpleasantly underfoot. He looked up the stairway. Water and blood streamed down. The carpet had previously been blue but was now horribly stained and smeared with blood. He had never seen such a mess at a crime scene. The smell was terrible: a mildewy, damp deadness. Dexter was right. The chances of finding hair or DNA evidence from the killer would be small.


Police pathologist Roger Leach stood at the head of the stairs at the entrance to the bathroom. He was a heavy man, bearded and thickset. His habitually ferocious expression softened slightly as he saw Underwood gingerly clambering up the narrow staircase.


‘Need a hand?’ Leach smirked. ‘You look rather strained.’


‘Feeling my age.’ Underwood was out of breath.


‘You’re younger than me.’


‘Only just.’ The carpet gave up more blood. Underwood grimaced. ‘This is like a horror film.’


‘It doesn’t get any better, I’m afraid. I haven’t seen anything like this before.’ Leach heard Underwood’s rasping breath. ‘You sound a bit ropy, old man. I might be having a look inside you soon if you don’t get some exercise.’ Underwood finally joined him at the doorway and looked in.


‘Jesus Christ.’


‘That was pretty much my response.’ Leach moved carefully into the bathroom. Underwood stayed at the door.


Lucy Harrington lay on her back, still wearing the black cocktail dress from the previous evening. She lay in a terrible slush of blood and water that seemed to have engulfed the entire room. The bath brimmed with water, its taps finally turned off. Harrington’s face was unrecognizable, streaked red and distorted. Her right eye stared blankly at the ceiling. Her left eye was missing, the socket black with blood.


Underwood felt his stomach tighten. He bit his lip. The smell was getting to him. He looked up from the body. On the back wall of the bathroom the killer had written a short sentence in what looked like blood. The lettering had run down the white tiles and Underwood struggled to make out the words:


‘Draw not up seas, to drowne me in thy spheare,’ he mouthed quietly.


‘Freaky, isn’t it? Very Jack the Ripper.’ Leach had crouched over the body and was carefully inspecting the wound at the back of Harrington’s head.


‘Any idea what it means?’


Dexter had arrived at the bathroom. ‘Some mad shit from the Bible, I expect. An eye for an eye and all that,’ she said without enthusiasm.


‘Sounds more like Shakespeare to me,’ Leach replied.


‘So what else have we got here, Roger?’ Underwood was becoming increasingly uncomfortable. He wanted to get away from the house quickly.


Leach leaned back on his haunches and thought for a moment. ‘All this is subject to the post-mortem, of course.’ He gently turned Harrington’s head so they could see the wound in the back of her skull. ‘Cause of death: massive blow to the cranium with a blunt instrument. Must be metal to have done this much damage. The entry wound is ragged at the edges but is basically round, about an inch and a half across. Hammer, I’d say. Or a steel pipe. Your boy bashed the back of her brains in.’


‘One blow?’


‘Two, maybe three. The lights went out immediately after that, I’d say. Looking at the blood-spray pattern on the tiles above the bath, my guess would be she was bending down over the bath when he clocked her. She fell forward, face first, and then he flipped her over.’


‘What about the eye?’


‘Well, it’s hard to say – he’s taken most of it. Judging by the nature of the damage to the socket, I would say that he started very carefully but got increasingly frustrated. It’s a tricky procedure and our boy is no surgeon. He’s cut through the ciliary muscles tidily enough but the eyeball was eventually wrenched from the socket. The optic nerve and a chunk of the eyeball were left behind.’


Underwood frowned. ‘You don’t think our man’s a medic, then?’


‘No. At best, he’s a well-read enthusiastic amateur.’


‘Time of death?’ Dexter asked the obvious question that Underwood had missed.


‘Expensively educated guess – eight to ten hours ago. Can’t be certain before the post-mortem. The water has mucked up her body temperature. Mine too, as it happens.’


‘She was out at some reception until elevenish,’ Dexter observed. ‘Probably got home at about eleven-thirty. Assuming she didn’t stop somewhere first.’


Underwood had seen enough. ‘OK. We’ll assume death was around midnight until we get the PM results. I’ll get Harrison to start the house-to-house.’


‘John, you should understand that getting reliable forensic is going to be damn’ nigh impossible. Marty Farrell is dusting for prints where he can but my hopes aren’t high. I’ve never seen such a fucked-up crime scene. Whoever did this is smart –’ Leach looked around him despairingly ‘– and very ill.’


‘Do what you can. Dex, make a note of that writing before it slides off the wall. Find out if it means anything. He’s trying to tell us something.’


‘Fair enough.’ Dexter flipped open her notebook and carefully wrote down the strange text.


‘I’m off to find that journalist.’ Underwood shot a final glance at the bloody mess that had once been Lucy Harrington and cautiously made his way downstairs.
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George Gardiner stood outside the cottages, rain beginning to prick at his bald head. He was trying to fight off impatience with the knowledge that he was at the centre of the biggest story New Bolden had ever seen. It beat the crap out of the car accidents and crimes against cats that he usually ended up reporting on. He consoled himself with a Marlboro Light and leaned against the bonnet of a squad car. Underwood emerged from the house.


‘You George Gardiner?’ the inspector asked.


‘About bloody time.’ Gardiner jabbed at Underwood with his glowing cigarette. ‘I’ve been waiting for an hour. It’s bloody freezing. Without me, you buggers wouldn’t even be here.’


Underwood felt the smoke sting at his lungs, scratch at his throat. He coughed. Gardiner smirked.


‘Tell me what happened, then.’ Underwood was running low on patience too.


‘Got a call on the news desk at seven-thirty. Some of us do a full day’s work.’


‘Get on with it.’


‘Bloke asked for me by name.’


‘Why you? Are you the crime reporter or something?’


‘No. There are only four of us on the news desk. We’re hardly the New York Times. Perhaps he appreciates my prose style. I picked up the phone and this geezer says that Lucy Harrington is dead and he gives me her address.’ Gardiner looked up at the house. ‘This address. I asked him who he was and he said I should concentrate on his great conceit.’


‘Conceit?’


‘That’s what he said. He sounded like an arrogant bastard.’


‘Did he have an accent?’


‘Not that I noticed. He didn’t say much. He hung up. I called you lot.’ Gardiner pulled out his notepad. ‘Now, if you’re finished, I’d like to ask you a few questions. We’ve all got our jobs to do.’


‘There’ll be a press conference at the station. Before you piss off, I want you to talk to one of my officers and get them to write down exactly what this bloke said to you. Do you know DS Dexter?’


Gardiner sniffed. ‘Looks like a dyke?’


‘I won’t tell her you said that.’


‘You can if you like.’ Gardiner blew cigarette smoke into the cold East Anglian morning.


‘Just tell her what you told me.’ Underwood walked away. He felt drained and it was only nine-thirty.


‘Thanks, by the way,’ the journalist shouted. ‘Thanks for nothing.’ But Underwood had gone.
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There was a narrow side alley next to the cottage, sandwiched between the kitchen wall and the high wooden garden fence. Underwood edged around to the back of the house, realizing again that he had to lose some weight. He was struck by the garden’s simplicity: it was virtually all lawn and flower beds. Low maintenance. Lucy Harrington was obviously a reluctant gardener.


All of the back windows were intact and shut. There were no obvious signs of entry. The back door was locked from the inside. He thought for a moment. Lucy Harrington’s killer had surprised her upstairs. He had almost certainly been inside the house when she’d arrived. He hadn’t used the windows or the front door. There was no other way into the house: he had to have used the back door. But it was locked. What did that actually prove? Only that the killer didn’t leave that way. Maybe he found another key somewhere. Underwood looked around for a loose paving stone or a brick under which Lucy Harrington might have concealed a spare key. He saw nothing obvious. He rejected the idea. A single woman living alone was unlikely to leave keys lying around outside. He looked again at the back door.


It was heavy and needed repainting. There was a single large glass pane in the door. The house was set slightly higher than garden level and Underwood climbed the three concrete steps. He studied them carefully. Rain would have washed away any residual mud from the killer’s shoes. In any case, he hadn’t seen any mud inside the house. He crouched on the top step, noting the crack between the bottom of the door and the kitchen floor. Something caught his eye. Wedged against the foot of the door frame was a tiny purple flower petal. Was it significant? Doubtful. Underwood thought of his own house: all sorts of crap got stuck under doorways, especially those that backed onto gardens. Still, it was something. He looked down the line of the fence at the colourless flower beds; it hadn’t come from there. He picked the petal up between his thumb and forefinger and bagged it.


‘Any thoughts, sir?’ Dexter emerged effortlessly from the narrow alleyway.


‘Assuming she didn’t let him in the front door, and I don’t believe she did, he had to come in through here. But the door’s locked. Have you got a pencil?’


Dexter handed over one of her small notebook pencils. She always carried two. Underwood took it and forced it into the keyhole. The space was tight and he was concerned that the pencil might snap. After a moment of awkward fumbling he managed to wedge the end under the tip of the key. At the third attempt, Underwood managed to lever it from the socket. There was a soft clunk on the other side of the door as the key fell to the floor; just as it had ten hours previously.


‘Bingo,’ said Underwood.


‘That’s an old trick, sir.’ Dexter was unimpressed. ‘Why not just break a window? There’d be less risk of cocking up.’


‘But more risk of her noticing it when she got home. He planned all this very carefully. He wanted to be in the house waiting for her. He wanted her to come upstairs. There’s a good chance that if she’d come in and seen a broken window she’d have twigged that something was up.’


‘Makes sense.’ Dexter was annoyed she hadn’t thought of that. Something else was troubling her. ‘How did he know she lived here? Maybe he knew her; a boyfriend or someone she’d met.’


‘You think a jealous boyfriend would bother to hack her eye out?’ Underwood said dismissively. ‘Or write all that rubbish up on the wall?’


‘Why not? He might be trying to confuse us.’ Dexter looked around at the small cluster of houses. ‘I mean, if he didn’t know her, it’s not an obvious place to come looking, is it? Way out here in the arsehole of beyond.’


Underwood felt instinctively that the killer hadn’t known Lucy Harrington personally. His rational mind sought for a reason. It was the timing. If he had known her, Underwood reasoned, her killer could have knocked on the front door whenever he wanted and strolled right in. Why wait until a night when everyone in New Bolden knew that Lucy Harrington would be out somewhere else and force an entry? Everyone in New Bolden. The thought niggled at him.


‘There was a newspaper article about her recently, wasn’t there?’ he asked.


‘Lots. All the local rags ran a feature on her winning that medal. Big news for a tinpot town like New Bolden.’ There was still something of the cockney snob about Dexter, Underwood thought to himself.


‘Not as big as this, though,’ he said.


‘The reception was well publicized,’ Dexter continued. ‘Anyone in New Bolden who can read would know that Lucy Harrington was going to be in the Civic Hall at eight p.m. So that narrows it down to you, me and the mayor.’


‘Behave.’


‘Sorry, guv, but I don’t see what you’re getting at.’


‘I don’t think he knew her. There’s something else going on here. He’s got some kind of fucked-up agenda. I think he saw a newspaper article, got horny about it and started planning. He’s very thorough. Leaves nothing to chance. Still, neither should we, I suppose. Put together a list of her friends and family. People she knew socially, people she trained with.’ It sounded pathetic. Underwood knew it would be a waste of time. He looked out at the dense clumps of trees, darkly entangled beyond the back fence. Dexter read his mind.


‘There are footpaths through the woods, aren’t there?’ she said. ‘Some lead out to London Road, some don’t go anywhere at all and some lead on to Hartfield Road. I wouldn’t fancy finding my way through there in the dark. You think he came in that way?’


Underwood had started to walk across the lawn, his eyes fixed on the grass. ‘I certainly think he left that way. Do you remember that article we all got from the police shrink about mental maps and criminal activity?’


‘Vaguely.’ She looked left into the near distance as she always did when retrieving information from her memory. ‘It was about how individuals make their own mind maps of areas where they live. A place looks different based on your own perspective.’ She was warming up as the article came back to her. ‘So, if you ask a Londoner to draw a map of London, they’ll put their own locality nearer the centre of the map than it should be and make the Thames look straight instead of bendy because as far as they’re concerned it is.’


‘Something like that. Most rape cases occur within five miles of the offender’s home.’


‘This isn’t a rape, as far as we know.’


‘No. But how would you know about these woods and pathways …’


‘Unless you were local.’ Dexter finished the sentence.


They looked more closely at the fence. There was a small amount of blood, a streak at the corner. Underwood gestured toward it. ‘He came out over here and into the woods. Somehow he knew where she lived. He knew she was going out at eight p.m. and wasn’t going to be back quickly. That gives him bags of time of to muck about with the back door, get inside and then do whatever it is he does to prepare himself.’


‘Put her knickers on and dance about, probably.’


‘Get the uniform plods to do a sweep of the paths behind the house. Our boy might have dropped something on the way out. I think that’s unlikely but it was dark and he was in a hurry. We’ll need to find out where these paths emerge onto London Road and Hartfield Road. Check for places he might have parked a car. Someone might have seen something.’ Underwood was short of breath. The cold air dug at his chest again. He coughed painfully, covering his mouth with cupped hands. His eyes filled with water. Dexter watched him closely for a moment before tactfully withdrawing to the house. Underwood hacked again. This time he had blood on his hands. It wasn’t Lucy Harrington’s.
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Southwell College, Cambridge meant different things to different people. To Shelley, it had been a ‘medieval mediocrity’. To tourists, its sprawling gardens and curious chapel made it a convenient diversion en route to The Copper Kettle. To its undergraduates, it was a kind of baroque holiday camp. To Dr Heather Stussman it meant recognition. Or, at least, a decisive step towards it.


She cast her gaze around the ancient Combination Room, where the Fellows of the College took their meals. Even now, at lunchtime, the room seemed dark and oppressive. The steward had nurtured a raging fire in the sculpted stone fireplace that now threw strange shadows against the oak-panelled walls. Stussman was too close to the fire for her liking and was starting to get uncomfortably warm beneath her academic robes. The food was extremely rich and Stussman could feel her heart racing. The gloomy oil portraits of previous college masters stared down disapprovingly at her. Southwell only had one other female Fellow, a particle physicist, and she appeared so infrequently that Stussman assumed that the resident misogynists had shooed her off. The male Fellows treated her with a mixture of disdain and a kind of horrified curiosity. Still, she had expected a degree of hostility.


‘Who are you?’ the wolf-eyed Professor Dixon boomed at her from across the table, peering over his half-glasses.


‘Heather Stussman. We met last week, Professor Dixon, at the Master’s drinks.’


Dixon seemed surprised. ‘What do you think of our Master?’ he asked.


‘I found him delightful,’ Stussman replied. ‘He has been very helpful to me.’


‘Of course, he’s a raging queen, you know,’ Dixon opined learnedly. ‘A terrible poof. I only voted for him out of a misplaced sense of irony. Sadly, so did everybody else and now we’re stuck with the old fraud.’


Stussman was aware that another fellow, Dr McKensie, was eyeing her as he chewed his noisettes de chevreuil Cumberland. He reminded her of a hyena coveting a corpse.


‘You’re the new English Literature research Fellow, aren’t you? The woman,’ he asked between delicate mouthfuls.


‘That’s right.’


‘Extraordinary world, isn’t it, Roger,’ he said to Dixon, ‘that we should have an American researching English Literature?’


‘I guess the world is moving on. We’re no longer divided by the same language,’ Stussman said quietly. Her collar felt uncomfortably tight.


‘Do you know what we call a female Fellow here?’ McKensie beamed. Stussman could feel the hyenas closing in around her. Other fellows were starting to tune in to their conversation.


‘I’m afraid not.’


‘A fellatio!’ McKensie squawked triumphantly. There was a ripple of laughter. Even Stussman managed a smile.


‘That should be pronounced fell-ah-tee-oh,’ she responded. ‘But maybe you are unfamiliar with the concept.’


‘Whereas you, clearly, are not.’


‘What exactly is your speciality?’ asked Dixon. He was still confused.


‘The metaphysical poets – John Donne in particular.’ Stussman put her fork down. She was not enjoying her first formal lunch.


‘Your book proved rather controversial,’ said McKensie.


‘You can’t make an omelette without breaking a few eggs,’ she said, trying to be cheerful. The blank expressions deflated her. She continued, ‘I’m surprised you’ve read it, Dr McKensie.’


McKensie was sprinkling salt onto his sautéed vegetables. He looked horrified. ‘Oh, Lord. Not all of it. I made it to chapter three.’


‘What did you think?’ It was a dumb question. She regretted it immediately.


‘I thought your naivety was endearing.’ Conversation over. McKensie turned away, no doubt relishing the tang of his own acidity. Stussman fumed inwardly, attempting to console herself with the knowledge that these terrible people were only a means to an end. Cambridge still carried more academic clout on a CV than did the University of Wisconsin – for the time being, anyway. She retreated mentally into the subject matter of her forthcoming lecture series, Donne’s songs and sonnets. ‘The back of your mind is a good place to hide,’ her father had once told her, ‘but the back of a poet’s is better.’ Batter my heart, three person’d God / As yet but knocke, breathe, shine and seeke to end / Your force, to break, blowe, burn and make me new. Not for the first time she marvelled at Donne’s verbal dexterity and manipulation of metre. She returned to her noisettes de chevreuil Cumberland.
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Dexter set up the Incident Room with her characteristic speed and accuracy. Her ability to focus was almost frightening to Underwood. All he had over her was experience, and every day Dexter was eating into that advantage. Underwood knew that it wouldn’t be long before she wanted to move on; before she realized he was holding her back. He wondered if Julia felt the same. Maybe he was paranoid. He was certainly scared. Scared of being alone. Underwood had never been alone before. He knew he would be soon: alone with himself.


The room was filling rapidly. Dexter had co-opted three detective constables to work with Harrison and herself on the house-to-house enquiries and two secretaries to work on the phones and the cross-referencing of information. A large white board had been put up at one end of the room. Dexter had pinned on it a picture of Lucy Harrington – obtained from the girl’s parents in Peterborough – next to the official crime-scene photographs. She always did this in a murder case. She liked people to remember that the victim was a person, not just a name or a set of horrific photographs. It was smart psychology but the juxtaposition made Underwood uncomfortable. Dexter had also attached cut-outs of recent newspaper articles about Harrington’s gold medal. Above them was a large blue paper sheet detailing the known facts of the case. Underwood and Leach were standing in the centre of the semicircle of plastic desks. There was a polite white noise of chatter. Marty Farrell, one of the scene-of-crime officers, was leaning back against a radiator. He offered Dexter a cigarette. She refused.


Underwood was finding it increasingly difficult to order his mind. Julia infected his every thought like a virus. Drawing energy from some hidden reserve, he eventually addressed the room.


‘Let’s get started. Lucy Harrington, twenty-six years old, single. Famous swimmer and local celebrity. She leaves a reception at the Civic Hall last night at around eleven o’clock. Drives home. It takes about fifteen minutes, assuming she didn’t stop anywhere. We don’t think she did.


‘Once inside the house she was attacked from behind and killed. The body was found in her bathroom this morning after a tip-off, presumably from the killer, was received by a reporter at the New Bolden Echo.


‘I have asked Sergeant Dexter to put together a list of Harrington’s family and acquaintances. However, this is a particularly unusual assault: almost ritualistic in certain aspects. We should consider the possibility that we might have a serial murderer on our patch.’ Underwood nodded at Leach who cleared his throat and began his report.


‘Post-mortem has confirmed that time of death was sometime between eleven last night and one o’clock this morning. I’m afraid I can’t be much more accurate. The body and clothes were partially immersed in cold water. Cause of death was massive trauma to the brain following at least two sharp blows to the back of the skull.’


He held up a grisly picture of the back of Lucy Harrington’s head. ‘The occipital bone was impacted here, pretty much on the line of the lambdoidal suture. The diameter of the wound was approximately two inches. I would guess that the murder weapon was a steel hammer, a metal pipe or something very similar. Death would have been almost instantaneous. Considering what happened next we should be thankful for small mercies, I suppose.


‘After inflicting these blows, the killer turned the body over and surgically removed the victim’s left eye. This would have taken some time.’ Leach brushed the sweat from his brow as he continued. ‘He tried to do it scientifically at first but eventually resorted to brute force. I would guess one to two hours. Presumably after he had completed the operation, the killer turned on both bath taps and flooded the room. The search for forensic evidence is ongoing, but we don’t hold out much hope.’


A hand went up. DC Jensen: she was blonde and attractive. Heads turned quickly.


‘Was there any sexual interference, sir?’ she asked Underwood.


‘Apparently not,’ he replied.


‘The victim was found fully clothed and there does not appear to have been any sexual violation. We can’t find any bite marks, semen or saliva residues from the killer. Although I should point out that the water prevents us from making any final conclusions,’ Leach added.


Underwood took over again. ‘There are woods at the back of the property. My guess is that the killer came out the front door and made off through the back garden, climbed the fence (there are traces of Lucy’s blood on it) and legged it through the woods.’


He paused for breath. ‘Uniform are sweeping the woods but as yet they’ve drawn a blank.’ He moved to a large map of the area that Dexter had pinned to the board at the far end of the room. ‘The paths through the woods end at these points.’ He gestured at the five red stars on the map. ‘Three come out on London Road and two on Hartfield Road, here and here. If he drove – and bearing in mind that he was covered in blood afterwards, I think he had to – then he must have parked near one of these locations. I want you to check with the locals, see if anyone saw a car or a van parked nearby.’


DS Harrison had been carefully making notes, his face furrowed with ever-deepening lines of confusion. He looked up at Underwood. ‘Guv, I just can’t get a handle on this. What’s his motive? It’s clearly not a burglary gone pear-shaped. It’s not a sexual assault, as far as we know. If he just wanted to kill her – you know, like a domestic gone haywire or something – then there are much easier ways to do it. And why did he screw with her eye? The Doc said that takes time. Time means risk. He must have really wanted it.’


‘A souvenir,’ Dexter suggested. ‘I’ve read that some of these sick bastards like to take something that belonged to the victim. So they can relive the event afterwards.’


Harrison was unconvinced. ‘Yeah, but why not a lock of hair or some of her clothes? Much easier and far less messy. I think this guy has a seriously twisted imagination. I reckon he’s going to do it again.’


Underwood nodded. ‘The eye obviously has some special significance for him. The killer also wrote some text on the bathroom wall with some of the victim’s blood. Have we figured out what it is yet, Dex?’


‘Not yet, sir.’ She flipped open her notebook and read aloud: ‘Draw not up seas, to drowne me in thy spheare.’


‘Water,’ said Harrison. ‘He flooded the place, didn’t he? Maybe it wasn’t just to corrupt the crime scene. To drowne me in thy spheare. “Spheare” could mean eye. Draw not up water to drown me in your eyes. Don’t drown me with your tears. Sounds like a love song.’


The image of the blood-blackened eye socket and the filthy, thick water flashed across Underwood’s mind. Eyes. Water. Blood. Harrison had made a connection of sorts. It was something. They were up and running.


‘Dex, get Harrison to help you find out where that text comes from.’ Dexter nodded and shot a dark look at Harrison. She was irritated that he had made a connection she had missed. Underwood’s request implied that Harrison was more likely to source the text than she was. That rankled. However, now that the savage peculiarities of the murder had become clearer to her, she did agree with Harrison on one thing: this was just the beginning.
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Heather Stussman left her rooms in Southwell College’s Osbourne Court and headed for the porter’s lodge. It was late afternoon. The interminable East Anglian rain had finally passed. Sunlight was starting to drizzle through the fragmenting grey clouds, glinting in the large puddles of rainwater that had gathered in the corner of the Court. The rain had scared off the tourists and the old college was wonderfully quiet. The air was clean and sharp like newly cut glass: maybe things were starting to look up.


Mr Johnson (the head porter) nodded curtly as Stussman entered the lodge. He didn’t speak. Presumably he was as unimpressed with her as McKensie and Dixon had been at lunch. Her pigeonhole was crammed with mail: university flyers, adverts for music recitals, a letter from her publisher, two personal letters – one from her mother in America and another written in a spidery hand she did not recognize. She stuffed the wedge of paper into her rucksack and headed out of the lodge up Trumpington Street. She turned left at the Silver Street junction and crossed the river over Silver Street Bridge, catching a waft of beer from The Anchor on her way.


Her lecture series, ‘Reconstructing Donne’, was based on her recent book. Stussman had set about the academic orthodoxy on the Metaphysical Poets with a ferocity she was beginning to regret. The New York Times Book Review had pretty much caught the critical response: ‘Stussman’s attack on post-structuralism is memorable more for its vigour than its rigour.’ The others weren’t much better. ‘Try to avoid meeting Dr Stussman down an intellectual dark alley,’ warned the Washington Post: ‘her vitriol is fatal at ten paces.’


Both of these reviews were better than the one in the Sunday Telegraph, which had described her as ‘bereft of empathy, temptingly putdownable and probably certifiable’. The controversy had sold more books than she had ever expected. Her lecture classes were extremely well attended. However, she had clearly got the bird from the grey-hairs at the English Faculty who had given her the highly unpopular five p.m. lecture slot. Perhaps she was being paranoid. She doubted it.




 





The faculty site at Cambridge was a spectacular architectural horror. The dismal cluster of buildings resembled an old Eastern Bloc military hospital. The lecture rooms were no better. They were small, badly ventilated and uncomfortable. Stussman longed for the airy auditorium at the University of Wisconsin, with its remote-control slide projector and sound system. Still, at least the room was full and not many lecturers could claim that distinction. She noticed that for the second week running her audience was mostly male. Next time she would wear trousers.


‘Last week, we talked about the intellectual context of metaphysical poetry. We talked about its associations with the religious uncertainties of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries and with the rise of humanist philosophy during the Renaissance. Today, I’d like to consider the anatomy of metaphysical poetry. In particular, the intellectual and stylistic devices deployed by the poets to force home their points. If we accept the view that many of these pieces were composed for a highly specific coterie audience, then we need to understand what that audience was looking for. Foremost among the literary devices used was die “conceit”. Who can explain that to us?’ There was a shuffling of feet and a couple of nervous coughs. She had expected this. British students were notoriously taciturn. She pointed at a shaggy student in the front row who seemed to be fixated on her ankles. ‘How about you?’ He jumped slightly and sat up in his chair.


‘Well, a conceit is a kind of metaphor. A clever image used to make an argumentative point.’


‘Good. A conceit is a metaphor or simile that appears at first glance to be unusual, improbable or even shocking. However, as the poet develops the image, the reader is gradually persuaded of its intellectual value.’ She heard a few students starting to scribble notes. The sound was always rewarding. Screw the New York Times Book Review. ‘John Donne famously compares a humble flea with a marriage bed. He is trying to seduce a woman and bitterly complains that because the flea has sucked his blood and his lover’s it has enjoyed a closer intimacy with her than he has.’ More scribbling. She was beginning to relax. Next week she would try making a joke.




 





It was dark when Stussman left the Faculty. The reflected lights of Queen’s College wobbled brightly in the black Cam as she retraced her steps across Silver Street Bridge. There was a lot of traffic in Cambridge, far more than the small town deserved, and Stussman was soaked with spray from the roadside puddles by the time she arrived at her rooms. She could hear her phone trilling sharply behind the door. She fumbled with the key and stepped quickly inside, making it to her cluttered desk just in time.


‘Heather Stussman.’ There was a faint crackle of electricity. Then she heard the voice that would come to haunt the silent spaces of her existence.


‘Your book is promising.’


‘Pardon?’


‘The newspapers have mistaken your originality for carelessness. Sadly, your obsession with logical clarity seems to have dulled your empathetic reflexes.’


‘I’m sorry. Who is this?’


‘Did you receive my letter?’


‘If you don’t tell me your name, I won’t know if your letter arrived or not.’


‘It would have arrived this morning,’ the voice said simply.


Stussman paused. This was getting weird. Her mind chewed over the alternatives: a practical joke, maybe. It was probably Mark, an ex-boyfriend from Wisconsin now researching Milton in Edinburgh. He could do all sorts of funny accents. She reached into her rucksack and pulled out the envelope, still unopened, that she had received earlier in the day. She wedged the phone between her right cheek and her collarbone and tore the envelope open. Inside was a neatly folded piece of writing paper.


‘What does the letter contain?’ said Crowan Frayne.


‘A line of poetry.’


‘You recognize it, of course?’


‘Is this some kind of joke? If that’s you, Mark, I’m going to kick your ass.’


‘Tell me.’ The voice was insistent. Stussman could feel the frustration rising within her.


‘It’s a fragment from “A Valediction: Of Weeping” by John Donne.’


‘You are familiar with it?’


‘It’s all in the book, Buster – maybe you should read it more closely.’


‘I read it voraciously,’ Frayne said. ‘I am a poet. Watch the evening news.’


‘Who is this?’ Stussman’s patience had never been her strongest feature and now it evaporated completely in the sudden heat of annoyance. Whoever this was, it wasn’t Mark.


‘Explain it to the police.’


The line went dead. Stussman slammed the phone down angrily and closed the door to her rooms. It was probably some student trying to freak her out. Or one of McKensie’s cronies. She looked out of her small window across the dimly lit courts of Southwell College and its braying cabals of students. Car headlights crawled interminably up Trumpington Street as the early-evening rush hour tightened its grip on the ancient city.


Heather Stussman felt very alone.
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Underwood sat at a desk in the Incident Room. A list of Lucy Harrington’s known friends and local acquaintances lay in front of him. Harrington’s parents had managed to provide most of the names that afternoon before heading back to Peterborough. None of the names struck him as particularly promising. Most of the people they belonged to were female and none had criminal records. Lucy Harrington was a serious-minded athlete and her social circle was limited, consisting mainly of her fellow swimmers. Underwood felt that the curious and savage circumstances of the case would require more complex treatment. They were hunting a predator.


Dexter was opposite him, frantically writing a crime-scene report. She had brought in an electric lamp from home and Underwood found its hard white light hypnotic. He was a rabbit in Dexter’s headlights. Now she was tiring him out and he was finding it hard to concentrate. A brief conversation with Julia ten minutes previously had done nothing to improve his mood. She was apparently going to the cinema with her sister.


Underwood didn’t believe her. His stomach flipped again. He had to find out what was going on. He had learned to beware the banal, suspect the plausible. His wife was a good liar: too good, in fact. Underwood dealt with liars all the time. He recognized the symptoms.


‘Have you got a minute, sir?’ DC Jensen was standing at his side. Dexter tensed visibly. Underwood wondered for a second if his sergeant was the jealous type. He crushed the thought. Jealous of what, exactly? Don’t flatter yourself, pal.


‘We are continuing the house-to-house, sir. Nothing as yet. We’re going to work up one of those “Did you see anything?” major-incident posters for motorists and put them up on Hartfield Road,’ Jensen said.


‘And London Road.’ Dexter shot across Jensen’s bows without looking up. Jensen ignored the detective sergeant and continued.


‘Harrison and I have been going through the newspaper articles that were printed after she won her medal.’


Dexter swore under her breath. She had been planning to do that herself.


‘Good,’ said Underwood. ‘What have you got?’


‘There’s an article in the Echo, sir,’ Jensen waved the paper in front of him, ‘Can I read you a section?’


‘Go ahead.’


‘It’s just one paragraph, actually.’ Jensen sat on the edge of Dexter’s desk and read aloud. ‘“Lucy Harrington returned home today after a triumphant Commonwealth Games. Lucy won the hundred-metre freestyle in a new European record time, narrowly defeating Australian world champion Suzy Baker-Douglas. Lucy, of Hartfield Road, Fawley will be guest of honour at a Civic Reception on December 9th. Tickets available from the Town Hall.”’


‘So?’ Dexter put her pen down firmly. ‘I imagine they all say much the same thing.’


‘They don’t, actually.’ Jensen smiled, ever so sweetly. ‘This is the only one that says where she lives.’


‘It doesn’t give her address, though. Hartfield Road goes on for miles. She lived in a cul-de-sac off the main road anyway,’ said Dexter dismissively. ‘There’s no mention of that.’


Underwood shook his head. He was getting the point. ‘Think about it. Hartfield Road, Fawley.’ He got up and walked over to the map board. ‘Fawley isn’t a village or a town. The area only has that name because of Fawley Wood.’ He pointed at the green smudge on the map that represented the woodland behind Lucy Harrington’s house. ‘The implication of the article is that Harrington lived somewhere along the Hartfield Road as it cuts through the wood. If you look, there are only two groups of houses in this section of the map: Fawley Close and Sherling Drive. It wouldn’t have taken our man long to figure out which one she lived in.’


Dexter thought for a second. ‘Who wrote the article?’


Jensen checked. ‘George Gardiner.’


‘That’s the journo the killer called this morning,’ Dexter said. ‘If the killer read the Echo then he’s almost certainly local. It’s delivered through the letter box.’


‘Well done, Jensen.’ Underwood watched the detective constable as she walked away. The double helix of desire and despair twisted darkly inside him. He tried to crush it. ‘Dex. We should pull up records of people arrested for burglaries in the county over the last five years. The way our boy gained access to the house suggests to me that he’s done it before. If he’s local, he might already be in our system.’


‘Right. That’ll be a long list,’ she said tightly.


‘What’s up, Dex? Jensen gets your hackles up, doesn’t she?’ Underwood asked.


‘Off the record?’


‘Always.’


‘Jensen is a slag. She screws around. She thinks she knows it all. She’s a bright girl but you should see her off duty –’ Dexter was warming to her theme ‘– staggering around the pubs with a fag in one hand and a double gin in the other.’


‘Doesn’t make her a bad person.’


‘It makes her a bad police person. You don’t become one of the lads by screwing them. The way she behaves affects the way the other coppers look at me.’


‘That’s your imagination.’


‘When I was a uniform, back in London, I was sent to Coventry by my entire relief because I wouldn’t sleep with any of them. That’s the mentality we have to deal with. I decided that if I was going to be a serious copper, then I should behave like one. If a bloke slags around he’s a hero. If a girl slags around, she wrecks her own reputation and makes life twice as hard for the rest of us.’


Underwood went quiet. He thought of Julia again: cold and uninterested. Screwing another man and enjoying it. Laughing at him. He was angry that somehow the thought excited him: as if it had injected life into their dead sexuality. Dexter sensed her boss’s change of mood and switched the subject. She was learning how to play him.


‘This case, sir. Have you ever seen anything like this before?’


‘Not really.’ Underwood stood and pulled his jacket from the back of his chair. ‘But I’ve got the feeling that it’s going to be a long winter.’


Dexter watched him leave. They were both flying blind. They would have to learn together.
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The railway line cuts into the northern suburbs of New Bolden, through the city’s new retail and industrial parks and then on towards Parkway station. The line has become much busier in recent years, following New Bolden’s growth both as a commuter station and as a business-development zone. A number of software and logistics companies have sprung up in the city, taking advantage of the new sites and financial incentives that the city council has made available. Their hi-tech, smoky glass buildings back onto the railway line, reflecting the tired faces of rail passengers as the crowded commuter trains for London flash past.


The line is old and unsuited to the increase in traffic volume. The fencing is rusted and broken in places. At some points, it has ceased to exist altogether. Sometimes, at the weekends or during school holidays, children crouch in the overgrown hedgerows and hurl stones at trains as they accelerate out of New Bolden.


Tonight, however, the area is deserted apart from a cluster of birds huddling together for warmth on a steel pylon and Crowan Frayne who walks in the centre of the southbound track. It is almost nine p.m.


This section of track is long and straight. He can see two miles in both directions. He has plenty of warning, plenty of time to avoid oncoming trains. There is a small risk that he might encounter maintenance staff working on the track but he is unconcerned. Granite splinters crunch hard underfoot. Crowan Frayne stares ahead. There is blackness on either side. Blackness above. Only the path ahead is lit, the rails stretching endlessly to the horizon. He has walked three miles from his house and is nearing his destination. He has decided not to drive. His car is not distinctive but he does not wish to attract attention. Eyes are everywhere. Like the dead.


New Bolden Cemetery sits next to the main line. It is a huge sprawling place that predates the new town. Frayne finds its proximity to the railway unfortunate. He thinks of the dead jarring in the ground with every express train; two trains an hour in both directions. Fifteen minutes of blissful oblivion between each disturbance. There is a splintering fence half swallowed by hedgerow. He is over it quickly and inside. The cemetery is dark and vast. There are trees that seem to ache with cold. Most of the graves are terribly overgrown. Tall, unkempt grass obscures the inscriptions on many of the headstones.


Crowan Frayne moves like a ghost along the dark pathways. He is not afraid. He is energized by the concentration of nature. There are elemental forces focused here: disease, war, fire, flood, life, birth, death. He feels a strange energy, as if the numberless infinities of the dead have risen and surged up within him. There is a quieting as he moves deeper inside. Crowan Frayne looks at the star-strewn sky. He is familiar with the constellations and the bright spots of planets. He listens for the harmonies. In this place he can sometimes hear the Harmoniae Mundorum: the harmonies of the planets.


He is familiar with the writings of Pythagoras and Aristotle. He is attracted to the idea that each of the planets produces a particular musical note determined by its distance from the Earth. This celestial music is the most beautiful sound imaginable and is so exquisite, so rarefied, that is beyond the comprehension of ordinary mortals. He has explored the Pythagorean notion of musical intervals expressed as simple numerical ratios of the first four integers: octave 2:1, fifth 3:2, fourth 4:3. In this context, the relative distance between the planets corresponds to a musical interval.


Frayne remembers Kepler’s attempts to ‘erect the magnificent edifice of the harmonic system’ and one occasion attempted to recreate the sound himself. He spent considerable time translating the distances of the various planets from the sun into musical intervals that could be applied to a piano keyboard. He applied the same logic to the largest asteroids in the Solar System – Ceres, Pallas, Juno and Vesta – and even tried to work in variables such as orbital velocity that were not available to Kepler in the seventeenth century. In a fury of excitement he transcribed the notes into a repeating musical pattern and recorded it. The result was frustratingly discordant: a leaping, falling cacophony. He has blamed the failure on mathematical miscalculations and is determined to correct his errors. However, behind the silences of this place, he sometimes hears snatches of the Musica Mundi: brief, distant but heartbreakingly beautiful.


His grandmother’s grave is at the far side of the cemetery. It is one of the newer plots. The area is not yet overgrown but Crowan Frayne tears any weeds from the ground. He eats the colourful ones. He is a regular visitor. The headstone is black, marbled and inscripted with gold text. ‘Violet Frayne 1908–1999, beloved mother and grandmother: One short sleep past, we wake eternally, and death shall be no more. Death, thou shalt die.’ Crowan Frayne chose the inscription himself.


He speaks to his grandmother for a while, sitting squat on the cold earth. As is his habit, he recites two or three of her favourite poems from memory and tells her how his own studies are progressing. He can feel her reaching out for him and drives his hand into the damp soil as deeply as possible. The music is much louder now and its colossal beauty wells up within him, tearing at his soul. He begins to cry. He can hear Violet’s voice – encouraging and learned – floating between the notes of time and space. He will be with her soon.


A train clatters behind him as Crowan Frayne smoothes the soil that he has disturbed. An hour has passed. It is time to leave. He has lots to plan: a thousand variables to pitch and sound. He steps over another grave as he leaves. He does not allow himself to read the headstone. He tries to beat away the bad memories that rise from the soil and scratch at his ankles.
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Underwood had left the station and driven to the end of his own road. He had a clear view of the front door of his house but remained in the car. He waited. There was a debate on Radio Four about the ethics of genetic engineering. He listened without hearing. Shortly after nine a minicab drew up at his house and Julia came out. He couldn’t make out what she was wearing but he saw her best necklace sparkle briefly against the porch light. The minicab drove off and indicated left at the end of the street. Underwood thought for a second. He felt curiously excited by the experience. He started his engine and followed.


He tried to rationalize his feelings. He felt a degree of guilt, even shame that he had fallen so far; that he doubted his own wife’s word. However, he felt impelled by the inherent justice of his cause. This would settle the facts of the matter. The rest was about conscience and he knew he could handle that. The cab’s lights glowed ahead of him. He kept a reasonable distance but was not uncomfortable. He knew Julia wouldn’t be expecting a tail.


The cab turned towards New Bolden town centre; Underwood knew that the cinema was in Argyll Street. There was a one-way system so they would have to turn left at the end. On cue, the cab indicated and swung into the line of traffic. Underwood held back; two cars behind them. Eventually the cinema loomed brightly ahead and the cab pulled up in front of the foyer. Underwood quickly veered into a side road. He pulled up with a decent view of the entrance to the cinema. Julia climbed out of the cab and rushed inside. Underwood sat back in his seat, suddenly aware that his shirt was soaked with sweat. So she had been telling the truth. His heart sank slightly. He was uncertain whether to feel ashamed or relieved, both or neither.


He started the engine and was about to drive off when Julia emerged from the front of the cinema and jumped back into the cab. The car promptly leapt out in to the traffic and drove off. Underwood was shocked. He began to feel sick and flattened the accelerator, breaking into the stream of cars to a raucous cacophony of hoots and shrieking tyres. He closed on the minicab. The driver had moved into the right-hand lane of the dual carriageway. Underwood’s mind was working rapidly, trying to calculate possible destinations and explanations. Maybe Julia’s sister hadn’t turned up and she was going to collect her. But Sarah lived at the southern end of town and they were heading north-east. What was up there? Nothing, really. It was a wealthy residential area: detached houses and Land Rover Freelanders.


The traffic melted away as the two cars left the centre of town. Underwood was careful to hold back. Wide leafy avenues replaced the dual carriageways and Underwood realized that they were only a mile or two from Fawley Woods. He thought of Lucy Harrington: torn up on a mortuary slab. He should be hunting her killer, not checking up on his wife.


Fuck Julia for making me do this: creeping about, degrading myself. She has hammered me into something pathetic.


The cab pulled up about one hundred metres ahead. Underwood stopped outside a large mock-Tudor house. It was tasteless in its mockery. The double garage smirked at him. He watched his wife step out of the cab. She paid the driver and then, without waiting for change, scrunched up the expensive-looking gravel driveway. This time, the cab drove away.


Underwood stepped out of his car and walked briskly up the other side of the street. He was careful to stay in darkness all the way. The trees provided a shadowy camouflage against the street lights. He stopped opposite the house in time to see Julia ring the doorbell. Underwood’s chest was burning but he dared not cough. Instead, he stared in morbid fascination. The door opened. A man appeared. He quickly stooped to gather Julia in a vast hug and drew her inside. The door shut. Underwood was horrified, his darkest fears confirmed. Should he confront them, knock on the door and demand to see his wife? Was she in danger? Would he have to fight for her? Could he be bothered to fight for someone who clearly no longer loved him? No. There were other ways. At least he had the advantage now. The endgame was truly under way. He stepped out of the shadows and crossed the road. There was a blue BMW in the driveway. He took out his notebook and wrote down the registration.


A light came on upstairs. Underwood started and was sick into the road as terrible imaginings flooded his mind. When he thought that they might overwhelm him, he coughed the bile from his throat and headed back to his car. Why couldn’t he cry? He felt that he should. He now knew for sure that his marriage was over. That the years he and Julia had shared had been utterly meaningless. All he felt was emptiness and a hot spark of rage. Underwood unlocked his car and climbed inside. He stared into the rear-view mirror.


Lucy Harrington’s mutilated face gaped back at him.
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At roughly the same moment, Dexter turned along Fawley Close and parked. Three of the four cottages had their lights on. Only Lucy Harrington’s remained shrouded in darkness. The police cordon was still in place around the house, which had been locked and sealed.


Dexter had no plans to go inside. Her mind had been working overtime since Jensen had showed them the newspaper article that had given general details of where Lucy Harrington lived. As Underwood had said, there were two roads in the area that fitted the information given by the article: Sherling Drive and Fawley Close. Dexter tried to imagine herself in the killer’s position. ‘I have rough information about where my target lives but nothing specific. I know she lives in one of two roads but I need to find out which road and then which house. Lucy Harrington is not in the phone book.’ Dexter looked again at the map. Sherling Drive had two entrances and ten houses. Fawley Close had only one entrance and four cottages. ‘I have a fifty-fifty chance but one road is much easier to watch than the other. I would choose Fawley Close first because if she lived there I could find her quickly. If she didn’t, I could rapidly eliminate the four houses.’


The logic was compelling and, on a whim, Dexter had driven to Lucy Harrington’s house. It was getting late. There were no street lights and she had only the lights from the houses and her torch to guide her. She started at the front door of the cottage and looked across the entrance to the cul-de-sac at the woodland beyond. ‘If I was watching this road,’ she thought, ‘where would I hide? I need a good view in both directions, I need to be able to see the front doors of all four houses.’ She walked out onto the roadway. She stood at the centre of the rough semicircle formed by the four houses, directly facing Hartfield Road and the woods beyond it. ‘Our man knows the woods.’ She remembered – she was a little afraid now – that serial killers often returned to the scene of the crime to relive the fantasy. The trees looked vast and ominous. Woods had always made her uneasy. Still, in for a penny …


She crossed Hartfield Road and stood at the fencing that marked the edge of the woods. There was a stile leading to a public footpath about fifty yards down to the right. She discounted the area next to it. The killer would have wanted to steer clear of that. She looked to her left. The hedgerow was pretty dense but he could have crawled in anywhere. She climbed over the fence. The cold mud squished over her work shoes.


‘Bollocks.’


She cursed the countryside for the thousandth time and looked at the entrance to Fawley Close. She suddenly felt vulnerable with the vast black expanse of woodland behind her. Maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea.


Dexter had had a nightmare when she’d been a child and it had stayed with her. She was running in a field that had become a wood. The woods became darker and darker as she ran further in. The trees were high, so high she couldn’t see the tops. The bark was rotting and twisted. The woods became an abomination. Insects snapped at her feet, the ground became gluey and she couldn’t run. Then she heard it. A terrible noise behind her: pushing trees aside, screaming and grunting. She dared not look round but she could feel her pursuer closing in. She threw herself at a tree and began to climb as fast as she could. The branches and bark splintered in her hands and she slipped as she scrambled upwards. The thing was behind her, snapping at her ankles – she could feel its breath against her skin. Then, as she finally reached the top of the tree, she looked down to see the hellish creature below her – and she fell. Smashing through the branches, rushing ever faster towards the ground.


Then she had woken up.


She was wide awake now, though. Dexter shone her torch around her. Nothing. From where she was standing she could see only two of the cottages. That was no good. She moved carefully along the line of the fence, stumbling slightly on the uneven ground. A third cottage came into view. She pushed back a sapling branch and sidestepped a tree stump. Finally, the dark shadow of Lucy Harrington’s home appeared.


It seemed as good a place to hide as any. Dexter shone her torch at the ground. Twigs, leaves, mud. Ahead of her and slightly to the right was a small clump of hedgerow, pressed up against the wooden fencing. Some of the branches had been broken away and lay on top of the mud. She moved towards them.


A large beech tree loomed above her, a thick root clawing into the soil next to the hedgerow. She leaned against the tree. The bark was damp and rough. It felt cold and dirty against her skin. Dexter looked more closely at the root. It was twisted and pock-marked with age. Rainwater had pooled darkly at a point where the root divided in two. She flashed the torch at it; there were tiny black leaves floating on the surface. She picked one up. It was a flower petal.


Dexter remembered that Underwood had found and bagged a flower petal at the back door of the cottage. Was it coincidence? Had the killer left the petals behind him? As far as she could see there were no flowers in the area around the tree stump. She doubted whether the petals could have been blown there: the base of the tree was sheltered, surrounded by other trees and hedgerow. She withdrew an evidence bag from her pocket and carefully dropped the flower petals inside. It was something.


The cold and blackness was getting to her; she felt the trees closing around her. She remembered her nightmare. Time to go. Dexter had a hard rational brain and didn’t scare easily but she was starting to feel increasingly tense. She stumbled along the line of the fence as quickly as she could and crossed the road to her car. She had scared herself but felt exhilarated. Fear can come as a rush. She checked the back seat of the car for madmen before she drove off.


It took her ten minutes to get to the station. There would be no one in the crime room now. Dexter bounded up the stairs. She would compare the flower petals she had collected with the one Underwood had found. What if they matched? What did that prove? That the killer liked flowers? The thought seemed ridiculous. She opened the door of the crime room and retrieved Underwood’s evidence bag from a locker at the back of the room. She dropped the two bags on her desk and flicked on her desk light. Using the tweezers she kept in her top drawer she withdrew a petal from each bag. They were the same. Or, at least, they were the same colour. Purple. She knew that they probably wouldn’t be able to get a print from either sample but she felt a flash of triumph. If the killer had left the petals behind, he hadn’t expected them to be found. He had made a mistake.


Satisfied, she rebagged the evidence, sealed it back in the secure locker and left the room. She locked the door behind her and headed along the corridor. There was a light on in Underwood’s office. The door was slightly ajar and she looked through. Underwood was asleep. He was leaning forward onto his desk, his head resting on his arms. Dexter hesitated, deciding whether or not she should wake him. It was past ten. ‘Guv …’ she said softly. No response. Dexter watched him for a second. Her boss was breathing heavily, his breath rasping against his ribcage. She would leave him alone. Underwood twitched slightly: maybe he was having a dream. Dexter hoped it was a happy one.
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The room was warm and sumptuously furnished. Julia Underwood sat with a glass of South African Sauvignon in her hand. It had been intended to steady her nerves but had made her feel worse. The music wasn’t helping either. Chopin’s Nocturnes were her favourite and she guessed Paul had chosen the CD deliberately. She recognized Opus 15 No. 1 in F major. Moravec’s piano work was exquisite; the notes seemed to drop through time like tears onto ivory. Ravel had famously described the Nocturnes as ‘deeply felt poems of despair’. Tonight, as they wrenched at her, she truly understood why.


Where does the pain come from? Regret? Anger? Disappointment? The things we have done. The things we will never do. The people we leave behind. The people we bring with us. The things we have said. The things we bury inside. The hurt we make for others. The hurt they make for us. The weakening of our bodies. The strengthening of our prejudices. Living up to our expectations. Living down our failures. And Time. Julia knew that for sure. The time we have wasted and the time that we have yet to destroy. Was she saving her future or destroying it absolutely? She kept biting down on the thought like an angry fish that had taken the bait and the hook kept driving deeper into her brain.


She was having an affair; she was one of those women you read about in the problem pages of magazines whose misfortune you smirked at. She knew that her husband suspected something was wrong. Despite his failings – his insensitivity, his pigheadedness, his carelessness with himself and others – she knew you could only fool John Underwood for some of the time.


‘You have to tell him,’ said Paul, reading her mind. ‘It’s the only way now.’


‘I know, but it’s not as easy as that.’


‘Nothing worthwhile ever is.’ He took her hand. Julia shivered. He felt warm. Paul Heyer. He was her lover. HER LOVER. The thought was absurd. She was a woman on the cusp of middle age. People like her didn’t have lovers. They had headaches and gardening gloves.


‘It’s been eighteen years, Paul. You can’t just throw it away.’


He was getting frustrated with her. ‘You already have, Julia. It’s a dead marriage. The rest is paperwork. And courage’


‘You’ve been through all this yourself.’ She didn’t feel at all courageous. The prospect of telling John she didn’t love him any more made her feel sick. ‘This is all new to me.’ She was crying. ‘I don’t know what to do.’


He smiled softly at her. ‘You’re right, I have been through it myself and it’s pretty horrible. But I’ll tell you one thing: I have never regretted it. If you’ve got a cancer you don’t pretend that everything’s all right and hope the problem goes away. You cut it out.’ He could see she agreed with him. ‘We can’t go on like this, can we? I am tired of all this lying and sneaking about.’


‘Me too. And I’m sure he knows that something’s wrong. He’s too sharp not to have noticed something.’


‘All the more reason to tell him now. He’ll find out sooner or later. Isn’t it better that you do it on your own terms?’


‘You don’t understand, Paul. He’s not well. He’s depressed or something. I don’t know how he’d cope if I wasn’t there. He’s hopeless. Like a child sometimes.’


‘You can’t think like that. It kills me to see you like this. Let’s be clear. You don’t have to worry about money. You don’t have to worry about having somewhere to stay. You just have to be brave.’ His voice was quiet but insistent. Paul Heyer was a patient man and he was in love – but he was too old to mess around. Life was like business: profit or loss. She either wanted to be with him or she didn’t. Julia cradled her glass and glanced at the clock nervously.
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Heather Stussman’s bedside clock beeped once at midnight. She was awake and worried. She had seen the news and wasn’t sure how to react. The phone call earlier in the day seemed unreal now. She wanted to think it hadn’t happened. She was afraid. She had checked and double-checked the lock on her doors. The college gates were locked at nine. She knew she was safe. What should she do? She had tried calling Mark and her mother but had got no reply. She would have to figure this one out for herself.


A man had called her, told her to watch the news and explain it to the police.


She had dismissed him as a crank, a practical joker or an irritating colleague. Then she had seen the news. A local girl murdered. Was this what the guy had meant? She hadn’t made the connection at once. The images of the cottage, of police cars, of the ambulance had all flashed across her TV screen. It didn’t click until the newsreader had mentioned Lucy Harrington’s name for the second time. Then she knew that she would have to call the police.
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11 December




 





Underwood woke slowly and painfully, uncertain where he was. A phone was ringing. He ignored it. There was a pain in the back of his neck and he had chronic pins and needles in his left arm. He sat up at his desk. It was morning. There was movement in the corridor outside. Harrison pushed the door open. He seemed surprised.


‘Sorry, guv, I didn’t think you were here.’


‘I hardly am.’


‘I didn’t mean to barge in. I heard the phone ringing. I didn’t think you’d be in yet.’


‘What time is it?’


The phone had stopped ringing. ‘Six-forty-five,’ Harrison said.


‘Jesus. Do you always get in this early?’ Underwood’s eyes felt like bricks wedged into his head.


‘Mostly. I jog in, then shower here.’ Joe Harrison was tall and athletic, the only black CID officer in New Bolden. Underwood knew that Harrison had been a victim of racial prejudice within the force in the past. Some people would have lost heart: Harrison just seemed to get tougher, more determined to succeed. He was a year or two junior to Dexter, another refugee from the Met. They would make a formidable partnership one day – assuming they didn’t kill each other first.


‘Jogging?’ Underwood asked. ‘What for?’


‘It’s habit, really,’ Harrison continued. ‘I never sleep well. Do you want a coffee or something?’


‘Milk. Two sugars.’ Harrison rushed off. Underwood recalled the previous evening’s events. An exhausted sadness gnawed at his heart. Did he really care any more? He wondered where Julia had spent the night, what she had done with the man he had seen. Underwood was falling through emptiness, clutching at branches that wouldn’t bear his weight. He had to clear his head. Who was this fucking bloke anyway? Who was this fucking bloke who was fucking his wife? He flipped open his notebook and looked at the car registration number: S245 QXY. More than just a number. The code to his misery. He decided he did care. A lot. It would be a long day for everybody.


Harrison returned, carrying two steaming coffees. He placed one on the desk. Underwood watched him carefully.


‘Did we get anything from the house-to-house? Didn’t anybody see anything?’ the inspector asked.


‘Hardly anything.’ Harrison sat down, ‘A woman who lives off London Road – you know The Crescent?’ Underwood nodded as he sipped his coffee. ‘She says that a white van was parked in her road from seven that night and had gone the following morning. We asked at the other houses but no one else saw a thing.’


Underwood scowled. ‘This coffee is disgusting. Did the woman see the driver? Can she give us a description?’


‘No.’


‘Marvellous. Did she know what type of van? Can she remember the registration?’


‘Only that she thought it looked like an RSPCA van. She was worried they might have come for her cat.’


‘What do the RSPCA inspectors drive? Those small Sherpa things?’


‘Not sure, guv. I’ll check it out.’ Harrison pulled a Post-It off Underwood’s pad and scribbled a note to himself.


‘It’s not much but it’s a start. If he has a van like that he might be a plumber or a joiner.’


‘If it’s our man.’ Harrison seemed doubtful.


‘What about this bloody poem thing? The text on the wall? Any joy there?’


Harrison shook his head. ‘Dexter is going to the library this morning. She’s got an old squeeze who works there, apparently. I left it with her. She seemed a bit tense. I didn’t want to step on her toes.’ He left the statement hanging. Underwood got the message. ‘I better get on, guv.’ The detective sergeant stood and stretched. He was still wearing his jogging gear.


‘Before you go.’ Underwood handed over the piece of paper on which he had written Paul Heyer’s registration number. ‘There was a call last night after you’d gone. Some woman. Wouldn’t give her name. She said she saw a car driving down Hartfield Road late on Monday night. BMW, she thought. She had to swerve to avoid it. It’s probably just a pisshead on a magical mystery tour but it might be worth checking out.’


‘Bit weird. The fact she got the whole number, late at night.’


‘Who’s to say she got the right number, though? As I say, I doubt it’s anything but we should check it out.’


‘Fair enough. I’ll run it through the computer.’ Harrison left the room and closed the door firmly behind him.


Underwood smiled to himself. He was taking a calculated risk. Still, Harrison would come back with a name and that would give him an advantage over Julia. Maybe he would pull the bloke in for questioning and rough him up a bit. It would be interesting to hear his alibi for Monday night. There was a cruel symmetry in all this that amused him. He felt his chin. He needed a shave. It was grey outside. Dawn was beginning to streak against the sky. The phone started ringing again. He got up and walked out of his office along the corridor to the gents. The phone jangled faintly behind him as he closed the cubicle door. It was their wedding anniversary in three days. Maybe he’d ask for a divorce then: more symmetry. Underwood felt mucus crawling up his throat, saliva creeping across his dry tongue. He leaned over the pan and was sick.
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Dexter drove away from the library car park. Her librarian contact, Dan, was an ex-boyfriend and was far less attractive than she had remembered. She smiled bitterly to herself and wondered why Fate always cast such tossers in her direction. Still, despite his lack of personality, Dan had been extremely helpful: he’d recognized the line of text immediately and had recited the rest of the piece. He was arrogant with his intelligence. It was a fragment from a poem by a writer whom she had never heard of. She was none the wiser in reality but at least they had identified the source. Underwood could figure out the rest.


Dexter considered calling him on her mobile. She decided not to. It was as if she needed to tell him face to face. She felt that if she called him it would somehow detract from what she had discovered. In her absence, Underwood would most likely call in Harrison to discuss the information. Then the line of responsibility for turning up this piece of evidence would be blurred. She would get no recognition. Female officers needed recognition more than the men. They had more obstacles to overcome: they had to attach themselves more aggressively to success stories or risk being overlooked in the general orgy of backslapping. She wondered if she was making excuses.


Dexter had always felt an inexplicable need to prove herself to Underwood. Prove herself. Was that the right way to express it? No. It wasn’t so much proving herself as wanting to please him. The thought made her shudder. Dexter had tried to purge herself of flirtatiousness, of the clinginess she so despised in some other female officers.


She turned her car along the dual carriageway that swung alongside New Bolden Parkway station. Was she any different from Jensen? The WPC overtly flirted with male officers, even slept with some of them. Didn’t Dexter’s own desire to please Underwood grow from the same emotional root? She wondered what that was. Insecurity? A perception of inferiority? Absence of a paternal influence? She almost made herself laugh at that last one. Dexter hadn’t known her own father so she didn’t regard herself as an expert. However, Underwood didn’t strike her as much of a father figure. He was weak, even vulnerable in many ways. She often felt that she was carrying him, nursing him through his insecurities and inefficiencies. Her mind flipped the question over. Perhaps it was some misguided maternal instinct in her. The thought made her shiver. She wondered if she was going mad.


Dexter tried to clear her head, to focus on other things. She always found it hard to concentrate first thing in the mornings. Maybe because the previous night’s dreams and nightmares were still close: still swimming near to the surface in the back of her mind. Her head was a wrecking ground early in the morning: thoughts and emotions scattered without meaning, ideas that were once beautiful smashed to pieces.


Concentrate. She stared through the dirty glass windscreen at the white lines sliding beneath her and the stretch of grey tarmac arcing to the right ahead. She tried to build a logical structure. This was always her reaction to concepts she couldn’t understand. It usually worked. A girl is killed with a hammer. Why? Ease of execution. Dexter tried not to smile at her unintentional pun.


A hammer blow to the back of the head will undoubtedly put the victim down quickly. Possibly even kill them immediately. That’s what happened to Lucy Harrington. She was a strong girl, an athlete. Maybe our killer didn’t fancy his chances face to face. Is he physically weak? The killing blow would have happened very quickly. Maybe the act of killing doesn’t excite him. The eye. That’s why he killed her. That’s the key to all this.


Dexter pulled up at a traffic light. There was a scruffy-looking man with a silver nose-stud selling roses at the roadside: five for three pounds. Flowers. Flowers are important to him. Does he deliver flowers? Is that how he found Lucy Harrington? She discounted the idea. It was too obvious, too easy to trace. The killer was too smart for that. And then there’s the poem. Written in blood on a white-tiled wall. Very melodramatic. A cliché, almost. The killer wants us to read the poem. Why? How can a poem written four hundred-odd years ago be important? Eyes, flowers and poetry: another interesting bloke, another messed-up limp-dick. A car hooted behind her. The lights had changed.


She came back again to the image of Lucy Harrington’s eye, gouged from its socket. She stopped and corrected herself. It hadn’t been gouged. What had Leach the pathologist said? The killer had tried to do it scientifically and had eventually resorted to brute force. There was method in the madness. He had researched his subject carefully. What instruments would you need to remove an eye? A scalpel to cut and forceps to pull the eyeball from the socket. What else? Leach didn’t think our man was a doctor so where did he get the instruments he needed? Was he from a medical family? A long shot but it was a possibility. Where do you buy medical instruments? Are there shops? Trade fairs, maybe? She made a mental note to check.


Dexter pulled up outside the station and hurried inside. The desk sergeant nodded curtly at her as she swiped her access card and hurried upstairs. Underwood’s office was on the third floor and she was glowing slightly by the time she arrived. Underwood was standing with his back to the door, staring out of the window. He had his coat on. His hair was a matted mess, Dexter noted despite herself.


‘You all right, sir?’ she asked.


Underwood turned and smiled faintly. His eyes were blackened at the edges and he looked exhausted. ‘I’m fine, Dex. Full of flu.’


‘There’s a lot of it about.’


‘There always is.’


Dexter prepared herself. ‘I’ve got some good news, sir.’ She pulled a folded piece of paper from her back pocket. ‘The writing on the wall at Lucy Harrington’s house.’ She savoured her moment of triumph and watched Underwood’s face closely as she spoke. ‘It’s from a poem. My friend at the library photocopied it for me. The poem’s called “A Valediction” …’


‘“A Valediction: Of Weeping”’ Underwood cut her off. He picked up a note from his desk and read aloud, ‘Written around 1620 by John Donne.’ He looked up at her. Dexter tried to disguise her disappointment. She failed.


‘Pardon my asking, sir, but how the bloody hell did you find that out?’ Dexter was angry. Life only stole things from her when she started to get excited about them.


‘I’ll tell you in the car.’ He picked his keys off the desk and tossed them over to Dexter. ‘You’re driving.’




 





The car crawled out of New Bolden in heavy traffic and turned towards Cambridge. Underwood sat in the front passenger seat, increasingly aware of the sweat soaking his back. He felt empty: as if the only thing that defined him now was his illness and exhaustion. So this was how it felt when you eventually realized your life was meaningless. He had spent years preparing for the moment but it still stung him like a hornet. His mind wandered through the previous night’s events. He would call Harrison later about the licence plate. Dexter half-turned to him as they finally broke free of the traffic and settled at a comfortable seventy miles an hour.


‘Are you going to tell me what’s going on, sir?’


‘I received a call this morning at eight from a Dr Heather Stussman. She’s a lecturer at the university. She was pretty freaked out. She thinks the guy who killed Lucy Harrington telephoned her yesterday.’


Dexter was shocked. ‘What makes her think it’s our bloke?’ She was finding it hard to concentrate on the road.


‘She got a letter in the post, a letter containing a line of poetry. Then yesterday afternoon some bloke called her, asked her if she’d received his letter and told her to watch the news. He didn’t mention Lucy Harrington but guess what the line of poetry was …’


‘Draw not up seas, to drowne me in thy spheare?’


‘Bingo.’


‘But the writing on the wall isn’t public knowledge yet. How did she know our man was talking about Lucy Harrington?’


‘That’s a very good point. I guess we’ll find out.’


‘Why did he call her? Who is she, anyway?’


‘She’s an expert. Fellow of Southwell College. She published a book on John Donne’s poems last year. She’s quite a big fish. American.’ Underwood frowned as the hulk of New Bolden power station loomed beside them. ‘He told her to watch the news and explain it to the police.’


‘Explain it to us?’


‘Fucked-up or what?’




 





They approached Cambridge from the north, passing the entrance to Girton College then turning left onto Chesterton Road. The ring road slowly brought them around the city, with Dexter zigzagging energetically to avoid cyclists until they swung right at Parker’s Piece and crossed into Lensfield Road. Southwell College was at the southern end of the city, backing onto the river. On instructions from Underwood, Dexter parked outside the Fitzwilliam Museum and the two of them walked up to the Southwell porter’s lodge. Dexter shivered. It was always cold in Cambridge at this time of year, just as it had been in East London.


Southwell College was a mish-mash of architectural styles reflecting the building’s spasmodic evolution through the centuries. The sixteenth-century first quad was lined with flower boxes and was far more attractive than the dark Victorian court that had grown up behind it. Like many of the colleges, the desire to expand had also encouraged Southwell to build a monstrous, modern accommodation block. It sat uneasily next to the college gardens like an uninvited guest at a family reunion.


The porter directed Underwood and Dexter to Stussman’s rooms in the second quad. Dexter slowed down diplomatically at the foot of the old wooden staircase and allowed Underwood to take the lead. She knew he was more likely to have difficulties with the ascent than her. Stussman heard them approaching and was waiting at the entrance to her rooms on the first-floor landing.


‘Inspector Underwood?’ She held out her hand.


Underwood was impressed. Stussman had thick black shoulder-length hair and brilliant stone-blue eyes. She had a firm handshake, too.


‘Pleased to meet you, Dr Stussman.’ Underwood was trying not to gawp. ‘This is Detective Sergeant Dexter.’


‘Nice to meet you, sergeant,’ said Stussman. No hand was offered this time. Dexter didn’t mind: she was used to that. Stussman led them inside. The living room had the typically chaotic feel of an academic’s office. One wall was entirely dedicated to books, from floor to ceiling. Dexter ran her eye across the titles: lots of poetry books and biographies. She didn’t recognize many of them. On Stussman’s desk was a vast glacier of paper that was threatening to spill onto the carpet. Her computer was an old-fashioned Apple Mac that seemed to be feeling its age. There were two armchairs: Underwood fell gratefully into one. Dexter remained standing.


Stussman was leaning against her desk. Underwood’s eyes moved along the firm lines of her legs. Julia had great legs too. Desire and despair ambushed him again: the double helix burned in his heart. He cleared his throat.


‘Dr Stussman. For Sergeant Dexter’s benefit and my own, could you talk us through yesterday’s events and explain why you called us?’


‘Sure. I received this letter yesterday.’ She handed Underwood the envelope. He held it carefully at the edges. Stussman continued, ‘I didn’t open it at first. I got a call just after six p.m. when I got back from giving a lecture.’ She lit a cigarette. She seemed shaky. ‘The guy on the phone asked if I had received his letter. I guessed it was this one so I pulled the envelope from my bag and opened it. He asked me if I recognized it. I said I did and that is was a line from “A Valediction: Of Weeping”.’ Stussman looked over at Dexter. ‘That’s a poem by John Donne.’


‘I know,’ Dexter said sharply.


‘He told me that I should watch the news and explain it to the police. Then he hung up.’


‘Did he have an accent?’ asked Underwood.


‘He was English. Beyond that I wouldn’t really know.’


‘What did you do then?’ Dexter asked.


‘Well … nothing, I’m afraid. I thought it was a practical joke. The academic world is a very spiteful one, Sergeant Dexter. My papers have proved pretty controversial. I assumed someone was trying to freak me out. Then, late last night, I saw the news.’


‘About Lucy Harrington?’ Underwood was watching her closely.


‘Yes. Then I panicked. You see, the name Lucy Harrington is significant. In the context of John Donne’s poetry, that is.’


‘How so?’ Dexter had started making notes.


‘Donne was one of a group of English poets writing in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. The group subsequently became known as the Metaphysical Poets.’


‘This is your area of expertise?’ Underwood asked, his gaze drifting.


‘Yes. My doctoral thesis was on the stylistic variations between Donne and his contemporary, George Herbert. I recently published a book on the life of Donne.’


‘What does “metaphysical” mean?’ Dexter was confused.


‘Literally, it means “beyond physics”. The Renaissance was an intellectual revolution that encouraged writers and philosophers to question the accepted principles of scientific and religious thought.’ Stussman noticed that Dexter had stopped writing. ‘The Metaphysical Poets tried to address intellectual issues that were beyond the ability of science to explain.’


‘Such as?’


‘Love, life, spirituality, God, death. Take your pick. The poems were tightly argued explorations of the ideas surrounding these “metaphysical concepts”. John Donne is the best known and most able of all the metaphysical poets.’


‘You say these poems are arguments?’ Underwood was struggling to understand.


‘Yes, most of them. Remember that during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the written word was less important than the spoken one. Few people could actually read. In fact, Donne’s poems weren’t published until after his death. During his lifetime the poems were generally read aloud to friends, groups of like-minded intellectuals.’


‘You said that the name Lucy Harrington was significant?’ Dexter asked.


‘That’s when I made the connection. You see, Lucy Harrington, or Lucy Harrington, Countess of Bedford, to give her her full title, was one of Donne’s patrons. One of his coterie of intellectual friends, you might say. When I heard the murdered girl was called Lucy Harrington I realized that this was what the guy on the phone wanted me to know about. I got scared and I called you first thing.’


The information sent a shiver of electricity down Underwood’s spine. This was the first indication of why the killer had selected Lucy Harrington. The choice of victim had been troubling Underwood: there were easier targets everywhere – schoolkids, the prostitutes behind New Bolden Station. Why risk attacking such a high-profile target unless it meant something special? He suddenly felt that the balance had shifted slightly in his favour. Or had it? After all, the killer had wanted this to happen.


‘Dr Stussman, I’ll need you to provide us with a list of Donne’s associates. People like Lucy Harrington: patrons, girlfriends, the people who were close to him.’


‘No problem.’


‘The line of poetry that was sent to you was also written on the wall of Lucy Harrington’s bathroom. That isn’t public yet. Keep it to yourself,’ Underwood said.


‘Jesus Christ.’ Stussman shuddered. ‘Do you think this fucked-up bastard is going to come after me?’


‘Let’s not get carried away,’ said Underwood. ‘Is there anyone you can think of – a student, someone who knows you – who might want to do something like this?’


Stussman shook her head. ‘No one. A few dodgy ex-boyfriends …’


‘I’m sure,’ said Dexter unnecessarily. Underwood fired a withering look in her direction. ‘Haven’t we all?’ she added quickly.


‘The man who phoned you, he asked you to explain the poem to us. Could you do that, please? Maybe something you say might be useful. Assume that neither of us knows anything about this,’ said Underwood. Stussman turned and retrieved two pieces of paper from her desk. She handed a piece each to Dexter and Underwood. She tried to collect her thoughts.
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