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‘When you have eliminated the impossible, what remains,

no matter how improbable, must be the truth …’

Arthur Conan Doyle.


 

 

PROVOCATION

LONDON; JUNE 1933

 

The window exploded inwards showering glass in all directions.

Seconds later another impact against the large expanse of glass caused more of the crystal shrapnel to erupt inwards, spraying the interior of the building.

Two more bricks followed, each one shattering more glass.

The little man on the stairs had heard the first crash and that was what had woken him, by the time he heard the second he was already out of bed and heading for the top of the stairs. Despite the fear he felt he knew he had to get down to the scene of destruction, to see exactly what was going on and, if possible, to prevent more of it.

He had felt fear like this before and he swayed uncertainly on the narrow wooden steps, dreading what might await him but knowing he could not hide from it.

He had hidden too much during his life already.

Either run or hidden. Those two methods of existence were becoming much too large a part of his way of life and he’d hoped that they had ceased. The sounds from below him now told him that they had not.

He wiped his face with one shaking hand and advanced further down the stairs, ears alert for more sounds. When none came he swallowed hard, wondering if the ordeal was over. Hoping that it was.

He rubbed his hands together now, large liver spots visible on the thin flesh of both. A legacy of his advanced years. He moved with surprising assurance for a man in his mid-seventies though, just the occasional pain of an arthritic left knee slowing him down.

He stood at the bottom of the stairs listening for interminable moments then moved towards the door opposite him, selecting a key and pushing it into the lock. He unfastened the door and waited a second before he opened it.

Even through the gaps in the frame he could feel a cool breeze blowing and he shook his head and clucked his tongue as he realised what must have been done inside the shop itself.

Sure enough as he emerged into the area beyond the door he felt the breeze more strongly and saw that it was indeed coming through the shattered front window.

There were several bricks or lumps of concrete lying on the floor and he knew they had been used to inflict the damage.

A quick glance around the inside of the shop told him that nothing had been stolen. That had not been the motive behind the attack. The glass display counters were untouched. Whoever had broken the windows had done so in a display of pure anger and aggression but not coupled with a desire to rob him too. He wasn’t sure whether he should be thankful for that or not. At least if they’d robbed him then the ordeal may be over but, he reasoned, once the windows were replaced again then they could repeat their frenzied attacks again and again. It would become a cycle of destruction and renewal.

As it had been before.

He wandered over to the broken window and peered out into the narrow street but it was silent, wreathed in blackness as it stretched away on either side of him. There weren’t even any lights glowing in any of the other windows that he could see through his thick spectacles. The night sky was the colour of burned wood, pure black apart from a sprinkling of stars but there were clouds gathering to the East, buffeted by an increasingly strong breeze.

He sighed and ambled over to a cupboard near the front door of the shop. From inside he pulled out a broom and he began to sweep up the broken glass, pushing it all into a pile so that it could be gathered up and collected more easily.

The task caused him to stop for breath on more than one occasion and once he actually leaned against the nearest glass counter for a moment to regain his composure, feeling a little dizziness.

This wasn’t right, he told himself. He shouldn’t have to endure this. No one should. And yet the overriding emotion he felt wasn’t anger but sadness. Of course there was annoyance at the stupidity and ignorance of those who would cause such damage but he also felt sadness that people found it necessary to act like this against him.

When he’d collected all the glass together he put it carefully into a cardboard box and carried it to the rear of the shop. He’d dispose of it later he told himself, after he’d contacted the police. Not that they would be able to do anything. After all he had seen no one attack his shop, he could identify no one, give them no names. Was it even worth bothering the forces of law and order?

There was a way to fight back, a way that only he knew.

Perhaps that time had come.



​ONE

 

Jessica Anderson woke with a start and sat up.

She looked around, her gaze darting back and forth inside the bedroom. Then the headache hit her. She’d been safe while she’d been asleep, cocooned from the pain but now, as she rubbed her eyes and blinked hard, she felt the thumping at the base of her skull.

Jess murmured something under her breath and reached for the glass of water on the bedside table beside her. She took a sip then swung her legs out of bed, sitting on the edge for a moment as she composed her thoughts and tried to think if she had any headache tablets in her handbag. Where, she thought for that matter, was her handbag? She stood up and padded naked across the bedroom towards a chair in one corner of the room where she finally caught sight of her bag. It was just visible beneath her jeans. Her knickers were lying close by, discarded on the floor.

Jess smiled to herself as she picked up her clothes from various parts of the room and dumped them in an untidy heap on top of the bed. She pulled on her top and sat on the bed rummaging through her bag, satisfied when she eventually found some paracetamol. She pushed two of the 500mg capsules from their plastic strip and swallowed them with more of the water. As she turned back to the pile of clothes beside her she noticed something on the other pillow of the bed. It was a small handwritten note which she picked up and glanced at.

HAD TO GO TO WORK. COFFEE IN THE KITCHEN.

CALL ME WHEN YOU GET THE CHANCE. THANKS

FOR LAST NIGHT. YOU WERE AMAZING.

Jess smiled and began dressing.

When she was, she set about looking for her shoes, realised they were still in the living room and decided she’d get them later. She wandered into the kitchen and selected a mug from the wooden tree on one of the worktops while she waited for the kettle to boil. When it did she made herself half a cup of coffee and sipped it as she stood leaning against the worktop, her mind anywhere but the small kitchen she now stood in. At least her headache was beginning to lessen. It had subsided into a dull pain rather than the thumping she’d felt on waking. That, she reasoned, was something. She glanced again at the handwritten note she still held then pushed it into the back pocket of her jeans and headed for the living room.

Sure enough one of her shoes was near the door the other one under a small coffee table. She couldn’t remember taking them off just as she couldn’t remember taking her clothes off but then again there wasn’t a great deal about the previous night that she did remember. Jess pulled the shoes on, ran hands through her shoulder length hair and headed for the front door.

As she reached it she pulled the handwritten note from her jeans and scanned it once again.

CALL ME WHEN YOU GET THE CHANCE.

There was a small table close to the door. Jess folded the note, placed it carefully there then walked out.

She had barely made it out of the door when her mobile rang.



​TWO

 

The tower rose from among the other buildings along the banks of the river Thames and loomed above them like a giant surveying a kingdom of dwarves.

Despite the fact that it had only stood for eight months such was its size and presence many who looked upon it could not remember the skyline without it.

Forty-three storeys tall with the first thirty-three of those floors intended as offices for any business rich or vain enough to seek sanctuary within its walls and the other ten floors intended for the kind of apartment buyer who didn’t blanch at the thought of such exorbitant prices for property. It was a monument to the obscenity of wealth or to the glory of capitalism. A sure sign and lasting testament to the fact that money could indeed buy absolutely anything.

That was how some sections of the media viewed the construction. Some had praised its classic design and welcomed its building because of the amount of jobs it had created within the capital. When it was completed and inhabited both by the businesses who were to move in and also by those residents lucky enough to afford accommodation there upwards of one thousand people would be employed to ensure the efficient running and maintenance of the monolithic structure. At least three times that number would live and work within its walls.

 Others had dubbed it the most appalling eyesore ever to pollute the London skyline. No one seemed to remember exactly who had called it a concrete and glass boil on the backside of a changing city and the person who had christened it the glass penis had also been forgotten but the name stuck as a source of amusement and derision dependent on who was using it.

So resplendent in its opulence was the tower that some said it should just as easily have been constructed from money. It was a monument to commerce and to everything that vast wealth could accomplish and achieve.

It was wealth on a scale that few could ever appreciate or understand. The building costs had run into billions and the tower still wasn’t complete. Twenty four hours a day people were inside or outside in some cases putting finishing touches to the huge edifice. Rumour had it that the building wouldn’t even be completely finished before its inaugural opening which was drawing ever closer. However, such was the speed with which it had been constructed that many suspected this crucial deadline would be reached one way or another. Perhaps some corner cutting might be involved, some cost saving exercises that would enable the tower to be opened with the pomp and circumstance that was expected at the appointed time. Press releases from the owners of the building had certainly been consistent in their confirmation that there would be no deviation from the date originally given when the building would become fully functional.

And there were large parts of it that were still yet to become so. From the basement car park to the upper floors of the residential area there were jobs to be completed. Some small and some major and yet the fact that work was still continuing with an opening day deadline approaching fast didn’t seem to bother anyone connected with the ownership of the tower or if it did at the moment they were keeping quiet about their concern.

However, as night crept across the city and the sky darkened not everything within the tower was silent.



​THREE

 

‘Send it down, Bob.’

Mark Bishop jammed the two-way radio back onto his belt and stepped back from the sliding metal doors that masked the lift shaft.

From behind those doors he heard a low whirring sound and he looked up at the bank of numbers above the entrance, each of them lighting in turn as the descending lift passed the floor.

There was a harsh metallic shriek that made Bishop wince and he reached again for his two-way.

‘Fucking thing’s stuck on twenty-four,’ he said into the mouthpiece.

There was a crackle of static from the two-way followed by another voice.

‘I know. Same as before,’ the voice intoned.

‘I’ll walk up and have a look,’ Bishop said, wearily. ‘Where are you?’

‘I’m inside. There was no problem until it got to twenty-four.’

‘Open it up and I’ll be there in a minute.’

Bishop sighed and headed towards the end of the long corridor he now stood in. Through a set of double doors he emerged into a stairwell which he hurried up before stepping out into another corridor on the floor above. As he strode along he saw a man dressed in dark blue overalls like his own step into view from the open doors of the lift.

 ‘From thirty-two down to twenty-four it was fine,’ the other man said shaking his head.

‘Might be a sensor inside the shaft playing up,’ Bishop suggested.

‘I hope it’s not the fucking guide rails,’ Robert Wilkinson offered looking towards the open mouth of the lift doors and the car beyond.

‘No, there’d have been something in the reports before now,’ Bishop insisted. ‘That’s a big job isn’t it? If it’s the guide rails they’ll have to re-set the whole fucking shaft. Somebody would have noticed that before now.’

‘The others are fine,’ Wilkinson told him. ‘So are the scenic ones on the outside. It’s just this shaft and from thirty-two down to twenty-four. The lobby up is alright. It’s just coming down.’

Bishop nodded again.

‘Do you want to leave it until tomorrow?’ Wilkinson enquired looking at his watch.

Bishop hesitated a moment then shook his head.

‘No, we’ll try and sort it now,’ he said. ‘It’s a bit of overtime isn’t it? All comes in handy.’

Wilkinson raised his eyebrows.

‘I suppose you’re right,’ he admitted. ‘How do you want to do this?’ He hooked a thumb in the direction of the recalcitrant lift and looked at Bishop.’If we move it up slightly, I’ll have a look inside the shaft,’ Bishop said and his companion stepped back inside the lift and opened the panel on the left hand side of the sliding doors. He pressed a button and the lift rose a few feet. Bishop stepped forward and peered into the darkened maw beyond. He looked up towards the bottom of the lift car and then down. From his vantage point he could see right to the bottom of the lift shaft twenty-four storeys below.

Inside the shaft it smelled of oil and fresh concrete. He slipped a torch from his belt and shone it over the guide rails that ran down either side of the shaft. The metal glinted in the glow of the powerful beam and Bishop swept the light around in a wide arc aiming it at areas he needed to scrutinise.

He muttered something to himself under his breath then stepped back and looked up in his companion’s direction.

 ‘It’s not the rail,’ Bishop proclaimed.

‘Thank Christ for that,’ Wilkinson replied, only his feet visible from where Bishop was standing.

‘It must be the sensor or one of the cables.’

‘Do you want me to check on top?’

‘Let me have a look at the sensor first.’

There was a narrow ledge running around the inside of the shaft that was barely wide enough for a man to rest the whole of his shoe but Bishop seemed unintimidated by the lack of space or by how high up he was. As he stepped into the shaft he could hear the cables above and below the lift clanking softly in the breeze that was circulating within the vertical concrete corridor.

‘Switch the power off, Bob,’ Bishop shouted, his voice echoing inside the chamber.

There was a drone and then silence.

He moved further out onto the ledge.



​FOUR

 

Standing in the motionless lift car Robert Wilkinson could hear the grunting and muttering from his colleague below him in the shaft and he smiled thinly to himself as the litany of curses continued, floating up on the cool air inside the shaft.

Wilkinson glanced out of the open doors towards the corridor that stretched away into the building itself. He tried to imagine what kind of person would be working or living in such sumptuous surroundings once the tower opened for business and residents. He earned a decent living but he knew he’d never come even remotely close to the kind of money that was earned by the workers who’d flock to these offices or the owners and renters who would inhabit the apartments above.

Rich bastards.

He smiled to himself. He couldn’t imagine any of them crawling around in a lift shaft at two in the morning. People like himself and Bishop were paid to take care of tasks like that.

They had worked for the same contractors for the last six years and the two of them had become something approaching friends. Perhaps friendship was too strong a word to describe their working relationship. They spent their work hours together and occasionally they would eat a hurried breakfast or lunch together but they never socialised out of work. He didn’t even know that much about his companion he realised. Other than the fact that he was married with a teenage daughter and a son of eleven (and that he was a Leyton Orient supporter) Wilkinson knew little about his colleague’s background or how he spent his life when he wasn’t working and the exchange of knowledge had been similar. Wilkinson didn’t speak much about his small family of eight-year-old twin girls and he divulged even less about his partner who had presented him with them. The two men had exchanged stories about parenthood naturally and each knew the other’s views on most subjects but they had never visited each other’s homes or spent time together unless it had been to do with work.

Wilkinson had lots of acquaintances like that. People he liked and got on with but who he wouldn’t consider as close friends. Other than his partner he confided in no one and he got the impression that Bishop was the same. Perhaps that was why they got on so well he reasoned. They were very similar in a lot of ways even if those ways were unspoken.

‘Anything?’ Wilkinson shouted, dropping to one knee and lowering his head towards the bottom of the lift.

‘I don’t get it,’ Bishop called back. ‘The sensor’s working, there’s nothing wrong with the track on either side and the cables are fine.’

‘Something up top maybe?’

There was a moment’s silence then Bishop called back.

‘It must be,’ he conceded.

Wilkinson nodded to himself and straightened up.

‘Bob,’ Bishop called again. ‘Check the panel inside will you? Something might need replacing.’

To the right of the sliding doors inside the car there was a control panel and it was towards this that Wilkinson now turned his attention. He removed the faceplate and regarded the wires and switches behind it

‘It looks fine,’ he called back, running one index finger over some of the wires as if to reassure himself of his diagnosis. He closed the panel and began screwing it back into place. ‘I’ll check the cables up above when I’ve done this.’

‘Right,’ Bishop called back. ‘I’m coming out now.’

The lift suddenly dropped like a stone.



​FIVE

 

Even if there had been some kind of warning of what was going to happen neither man would have been able to prevent it.

In the shaft, Bishop was aware of a rush of cold air but that was all.

He was half way between the shaft and the corridor when the full weight and force of the falling lift hit him.

There was no pain as it cut through him, pulverising his body and sending sprays of blood and viscera in all directions as if it had been fired from some macabre garden sprinkler. With such force and weight on the body even bone was shattered with consummate ease, the sound of the cracking quickly eclipsed by the high pitched scream of the lift as it rushed down the shaft and plummeted towards the ground.

Failsafe devices mounted in the rails on either side of it did nothing to stop the descent and the speed was so incredible that sparks flew from the metal as the lift fell.

Inside the car Robert Wilkinson felt the initial drop and in that split second he knew that his companion was dead unless he’d managed to pull himself clear of the shaft in time.

That thought occurred to him briefly and then his mind focussed on what was to be his own fate.

He had no idea how fast the lift was falling but twenty-four storeys would be negotiated he guessed in a little under ten seconds.

Wilkinson shot out a hand and hit the emergency button but he knew it was a futile gesture and he had performed it purely through instinct. The miniscule shred of hope that he could stop the lift before it slammed into the concrete below drove him to make that movement.

He wanted to scream for help but knew that too would be useless. Nothing that he could do would stop the passage of the falling lift. He looked up and then down not really knowing why. Perhaps some twisted blackly humorous part of his mind thought that he could jump seconds before the fatal impact. That was what happened in films or comedy shows wasn’t it? Just before the lift hit the bottom of the shaft you were supposed to jump and the collision would have no effect.

It was one more shred of hope to cling to he supposed as he pressed himself back into one corner of the lift, his arms outstretched on either side of him.

He spoke the name of his partner just once. He said her name under his breath through lips that were already paper dry with terror. He wished he was with her now not here in this metal coffin that was about to slam into the ground doing Christ knew how many miles an hour. He wanted to hold her again and tell her that he loved her. He wanted to hold his twin girls and hear their laughter and to hear them tell him that they loved him. He tried to picture all of his family together in his mind, held there like some kind of mental snapshot. All of these thoughts crowded into his consciousness as the lift hurtled ever nearer to the ground.

He wondered why his past life didn’t flash before his eyes.

He was shaking madly now, entering the early stages of shock at the realisation of what was to happen to him.

You’re going to die.

He closed his eyes more tightly and tried to prevent himself from screaming. Not that it really mattered any more.

His final thought was simple.

Please don’t let it hurt.

The lift had increased its speed to just over ninety miles an hour by the time it smashed into the concrete at the base of the shaft.


ISOLATION

LONDON; JUNE 1933

 

No one but the old man ever entered the cellar.

The two people who sometimes helped him out in the shop had no need to descend into the subterranean room; everything they needed to perform their duties was on the ground floor.

For the most part he was alone in the shop anyway, just as he was alone in the small flat above the business so he had no need to explain why he was the only one allowed to go into the cellar. Not that anyone would have been in any great hurry to explore the large dark underground area anyway, he reasoned.

It was damp down there and the smell was sometimes overpowering. A dank musty odour of wet stonework and mould and occasionally of sewage. One of the waste pipes in the street had ruptured a while ago and residents of the area were still waiting for it to be fixed. Exactly how much human waste was leaking into the cellars of his and other houses in the vicinity no one knew but the authorities seemed content to allow the festering filth to keep voiding from the damaged conduit. The old man didn’t know if other residents had the same problem because he rarely spoke to anyone who lived near him.

But the smell didn’t bother him, just as the darkness didn’t. When he made his sorties down in to the subterranean room he carried just one lamp with him, the sickly yellow light giving him enough illumination for what he needed to do. He had heard movement down there and he was sure there were rats or mice, possibly both, either living down there or using the cellar as some kind of temporary shelter. There were stories that some of these creatures grew to unnatural sizes and he had actually seen one that he would have sworn was close to a foot long including its bald, scabrous tail but even the thought of sharing the room with rodent and vermin didn’t bother him and they never came near him when he was down there, frightened off by the glow of his oil lamp.

And then there were the spiders. Webs so thick they looked like muslin were spun all over the ceiling of the cellar, particularly thick at the four corners where it seemed such was their density they were actually holding up the brickwork in places. The old man wondered how big spiders would have to be to create webs of such thickness and complexity. He also wondered what they fed on because there couldn’t possibly be enough flies or other insects down there to satisfy the appetites of arachnids of such obviously large size. Perhaps he thought, smiling, they ate the mice.

The smell, the rats, the mice and the spiders, all combined to make the cellar a forbidding place to anyone but the old man who never seemed to bother he was sharing it with so many other creatures.

The darkness seemed to welcome him, sliding a black conspiratorial arm around his stooped shoulders every time he entered the cellar and the old man liked that feeling.

When he was down there he would occasionally hear people on the street above passing and sometimes he heard them when they spoke but most of the time he paid them little heed. What they had to say didn’t interest him. When he was in the cellar he had only one thing on his mind.

Now he stood outside the cellar door and selected the large key he needed to unfasten the padlock that helped to make the underground room so secure. A padlock and two deadbolts as well as the lock on the door itself all combined to make access to anyone other than the key holder impossible.

One of the people who sometimes worked for him had asked him once what he kept down there but the old man had merely smiled and waved away the question and it had not been raised again.

He removed the padlock, unlocked the heavy door and slipped the two deadbolts, the sound echoing in the silence. He turned up the lamp he was holding, held it higher above his head and pulled open the cellar door. It took some strength to do it but the old man managed without a problem.

The hinges needed oiling and squealed in protestation as he pulled the door open wide enough to allow him access. He stood at the top of the flight of stone steps for a moment, the odour filling his nostrils then he closed the door behind him again, locked it from the inside this time and made his way down the stairs.

As ever the blackness welcomed him.

And it wasn’t the only thing that welcomed him.



​SIX

 

Sirens in the London night were nothing unusual Jessica Anderson was thinking as she made her way past two middle aged men standing in the doorway of the pub in St. Martin’s Lane.

The emergency signal was like a soundtrack for some parts of the city after dark.

One of the men leered openly at her and nodded. His friend just grunted into his drink. Jess forced her way out from the noisy confines of the building and onto the street where she almost collided with some tourists who were standing immobile outside the entrance consulting a map and babbling on in what she thought was a Scandinavian accent. Why did people stand in doorways while they figured out how lost they were? Why did they suddenly stop dead while wandering along pavements? Jess ignored the urge to ‘accidentally’ barge into them as she made her escape from the pub.

She had barely stepped outside and reached for her cigarettes when her mobile began to ring.

Muttering irritably and with an unlit Silk Cut still stuck between her lips Jess dug in her pocket for the phone and looked at it.

She smiled when she saw the caller i.d. was showing Spike.

‘Hey, you,’ she said, wedging the phone between her shoulder and ear while she tried to light the cigarette with a disposable lighter she had in the bottom of her handbag. ‘What have you got?’

The Scandinavians turned and glanced at her as if she was speaking to them, perhaps puzzled by the Irish lilt to her accent. For a second they thought about asking her directions then thankfully moved on. Jess returned her attention to the phone call.

‘Two ambulances, two cop cars and a fire engine heading for the Crystal Tower,’ the voice at the other end of the line told her.

‘Why?’ Jess enquired. ‘What’s happening?’

‘A nine, nine, nine call came in about thirty seconds ago from some cleaner at the building reporting an accident. It sounds pretty serious, could be fatalities. I heard the cop cars responding on their radio.’

‘Thanks, Spike. Anything else happening I might be interested in?’

‘It’s pretty quiet tonight so far. A couple of car smashes in the West End and a break-in at one of the riverside suites at the Savoy. One of the occupants was attacked when he disturbed the thief. Nothing else for you. Not much blood and guts around tonight.’ He paused to sneeze loudly.

‘Bless you,’ Jess smiled.

 ‘How many accidents is that since they started building the Crystal Tower?’

‘Too many. I think they’re well into very high double figures now. I’ll check it out. Thanks again.’

‘You owe me lunch.’

‘Yeah, me and everyone else you’ve called with the same information.’

She smiled and snapped the phone shut cutting him off.

As she stuffed it back into her pocket she moved nearer to the roadside shooting out a hand to attract the attention of an approaching taxi. As it swung into the kerb a man in his late twenties ran in front of her and put his hand on the door handle. He turned and smiled at her.

‘You don’t mind do you, love,’ he said. ‘But this is an emergency.’

‘I do mind actually,’ she snapped. ‘I saw it first.’

The grin dropped from the man’s face and he backed off as Jess barged past him and clambered into the back of the taxi.

‘Sorry,’ he said, sarcastically. ‘Fucking slag. What’s wrong with you, you miserable bitch is it the time of the month?’

Jess raised the middle finger of her right hand towards him as the taxi pulled out into traffic.

‘Prick,’ she murmured under her breath.

The driver glanced over his shoulder at her.

‘Can you take me to the Crystal Tower please?’ she asked, frowning as she noticed the No Smoking sign on the glass partition between herself and the driver. She pushed the cigarette back into the packet and settled back into the seat as the driver guided the cab through the traffic.

The journey took less than twenty minutes.



​SEVEN

 

‘I thought this place didn’t open for another few months,’ the taxi driver said as he looked for a convenient place to drop Jess off. He glanced ahead towards the looming edifice of the Crystal Tower which speared upwards into the night sky.

‘It doesn’t,’ Jess told him, digging into her bag for some money to pay him. ‘But I’ve got some work to do here.’

‘What do you do?’ the driver wanted to know.

‘I’m a photographer,’ she told him.

She glanced at the meter, saw how much the fare was and then clambered out pushing a twenty at the driver before he could announce how much she owed him or make any enquiries about her profession. She didn’t wait for him to give her the two pounds change, merely thanked him and hurried across to the pavement where she strode towards the building she sought.

There were several emergency vehicles parked outside all with their flashing blue lights now turning silently. Using the Leica D-Lux she always carried on her she pulled the camera from her jacket pocket and took some shots of the outside of the tower then she quickly selected a Canon SD790 which she took from her handbag as she approached the main entrance of the building. There were two policemen outside in what appeared to be deep conversation with a couple of paramedics.

Jess noticed a small white van parked a hundred yards from the building with SKY TELEVISION OUTSIDE BROADCAST stencilled on its side.

Spike had called others apart from her she thought as she drew nearer to the cluster of uniformed figures barring the way into the Crystal Tower.

She hesitated and watched the little group for a moment, noticing that a small gathering of passers-by, obviously attracted by the arrival of so many emergency vehicles in such a short space of time, had begun to collect close to the high temporary fence that surrounded the approaches to the Crystal Tower.

She took some pictures of the group just for the hell of it and then noticed with delight that the two policemen were moving away from the building entrance, one of them towards this steadily growing throng and the other in the direction of a nearby police car. The paramedics had disappeared back inside the Crystal Tower so, for the time being the entrance was unguarded.

Jess took her chance.

She slipped through the main door and into the spacious lobby of the building the sound of her heels echoing on the cold stone floor. She was struck immediately by the sounds coming from her left. She could hear voices and what sounded like the mechanical grinding of machinery. With one hand on her camera she headed towards the sounds, moving up a small flight of steps and around a corner until she found the source of the noises.

There were several men in uniform, some of them firemen others paramedics and policemen. She could also see others dressed in dark blue overalls and even a couple of men in expensive looking suits who seemed to be directing operations like soldier ants amid a swarm of workers in a freshly disturbed nest. All of these men were moving about amongst each other talking and pointing agitatedly in the direction of what Jess swiftly realised was a bank of lifts. She took several shots of the organised chaos around the lift doors then moved closer, trying to see through the melee of uniforms.

It was from one of those shafts that smoke was billowing.

Jess took more pictures.

‘Who are you?’

The voice came from behind her and she spun around to see a tall man with rimless glasses and pinched features standing before her. He was wearing a charcoal grey suit that fitted him perfectly but looked less than impressive because of the flecks of dandruff on the shoulders.

‘How you get in here?’ the man persisted and Jess detected more than a hint of an accent. Eastern European she guessed.

‘I’m with the Health and Safety Department,’ she lied effortlessly. ‘We heard about the accident and they sent me down here to get some pictures.’

The man looked at her blankly for a moment then shook his head.

‘Where is identification?’ he said, sharply.

‘I left it in my car,’ she told him, shrugging. ‘I only need to take a few more pictures and I’ll be out of your hair.’

The man looked puzzled.

‘How many were injured?’ Jess went on, nodding towards the lift shafts. ‘I was told four.’

‘Two killed,’ the man said, frowning. ‘Not four.’

‘Do you know their names?’

‘Identification,’ the man snapped. ‘Now.’

Jess knew she was on a loser now.

‘I’ll go back to my car and get it,’ she told him, stepping away but turning one last time towards the lift shaft from which the smoke was still rising.

As she did she saw two paramedics emerging carrying a stretcher. Exactly what was on it she couldn’t be sure but, from where she was standing it looked like a mound of raw meat wrapped in dark material.

Jess pointed the camera in that direction and fired off several shots.

It was then that the man in the charcoal suit grabbed her by the shoulder.



​EIGHT

 

It was Jessica Anderson’s turn to protest.

The man in the charcoal grey suit half-lifted and half-pushed her towards the lobby muttering something in his own language as she struggled to wriggle free of him.

‘Take your fucking hands off me,’ she snarled, pulling away and almost dropping her camera.

‘You are reporter,’ the man rasped dismissively.

‘So what if I am?’

‘I should have told police,’ he continued as they reached the lobby.

‘And you should be careful I don’t call immigration,’ Jess hissed as he pushed her away.

‘Now get out of building, whore,’ he snarled.

She glared at him for a moment then quickly aimed the camera at him and took his picture.

‘Fuck you,’ he said and watched as she walked towards the main doors, brushing at the sleeve and shoulder of her jacket in the process as if to wipe away the imprint of his clutching hand.

When she hesitated he took a few menacing steps in her direction but Jess merely waved a dismissive hand in his direction and walked out. She headed for the pavement beyond the high wire fence, pausing to light a cigarette. Once lit she checked the photos she’d taken, scrolling through them and nodding to herself approvingly. She paused at the ones of the misshapen mass on the stretcher.

She increased the size of the image but still it was difficult to make out exactly what was being removed from the shaft. From the quantities of crimson she pretty sure that the pulverised mess was the remains of a man but there was little in the picture to identify it as such for sure. She took a long drag on her cigarette then blew the smoke out her gaze still fixed on the shots she’d taken.

‘Very moody,’ a voice behind her said. ‘Very Annie Liebovitz.’

She turned in the direction of the voice, a smile flickering on her lips.

‘What the hell are you doing here?’ she asked.

‘Same as you, my job, or what passes for it,’ Alex Hadley told her, returning her smile. He nodded towards the cigarette she was smoking. ‘Have you got one of those to spare?’

‘I thought you’d given up,’ she told him, offering him the packet and her lighter.

‘I have. Well, given up buying anyway,’ he said, taking one of the Silk Cut and lighting it. ‘I just bum them where I can.’

Jess watched him as he sucked hard on the cigarette then handed her the lighter again.

‘They’ll kill you, you know,’ she told him. ‘That’s what everyone tells me.’

‘At least they’re quiet,’ Hadley offered. He nodded in the direction of the Crystal Tower. ‘So what are you doing here?’

‘I got a call to say there’d been another accident in there,’ she told him, gesturing towards the tower. ‘I came down to check.’

‘Who told you, Spike?’

She nodded.

‘Fucking hell, he must be the richest man in London,’ Hadley grunted. ‘Every newspaper and TV station around pays him for information.’

‘He’s reliable.’

‘He should be after all these years. It’s a wonder he’s not deaf by now listening to those police and emergency broadcasts every night of the fucking week.’

‘It was you who put me on to him in the first place.’

Hadley raised his eyebrows.

‘Do you want to get a drink and we’ll have a chat about what’s going on in there?’ He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘There’s a place just up the road we can go.’

‘You don’t drink any more,’ Jess reminded him.

‘Come on.’

Jess hesitated.

‘Are you coming?’ Hadley enquired.

‘I should get home,’ she insisted.

He was already walking slowly up the road. Jess waited a moment longer then followed, hurrying along until she was walking next to him.

‘I’ll get them in,’ Hadley told her sucking on his cigarette.

Jess nodded and walked on.



​NINE

 

Alex Hadley was approaching his fifty-third birthday but looked older. He was a thick set man with short greying hair and a thin face that made him look malnourished. There were bags beneath his eyes but the pupils themselves still carried a spark that seemed to have deserted the rest of his frame.

He had the longest fingers Jess had ever seen and those fingers (pianist’s fingers Hadley liked to call them) were now clasped around a mug of tea that he was staring into as if the answers to all of life’s great mysteries lay at the bottom.

The café where they sat smelled of strong coffee and fried food. There were two large metal urns perched on the counter one filled with tea the other with coffee. Above these hovered a veil of thick steam that hung there like some kind of toxic cloud over a recent nuclear accident. On the wall above was a chalk board menu with an array of fare on it guaranteed to give any health food fan a heart attack. Fried bacon, fried eggs, fried sausages, fried bread. Everything was fried it seemed. Jess was glad she hadn’t asked for cake to go with her tea in case that was fried too. There were pieces of cake rotating slowly in a cabinet in one corner of the café none of them looking very fresh. This place conceded nothing to modern fads where eating was concerned. There was no de-caffeinated coffee available. No vegetarian option. Some places offered a healthy option on their menu. The healthy option as far this café was concerned simply involved eating elsewhere. This eatery was twenty years behind the times Jess thought but that was probably why Hadley liked it because so was he.

She’d known him for more than ten years, ever since she first joined the paper. He’d been one of the top dogs then. An important man within the paper itself and also within the industry but not any more. He’d had his day and looking at him now across the scratched and scored Formica tabletop Jess could see every disappointment and setback was etched into his features. It wasn’t pleasant to see and even less so because she remembered him for what he’d been. She didn’t like what he’d become. She felt sorry for him but she realised how much Hadley would have hated that reaction if he’d known. He needed a break not her pity.

‘You really know how to show a girl a good time,’ Jess said, smiling and motioning around the café.

‘My speciality,’ he said, sipping at his tea.

‘You know that asking a woman of thirty-five to have a drink with you at your age officially qualifies you as a dirty old man,’ she grinned.

‘Fuck off,’ Hadley grunted. ‘It never used to bother you.’

Jess lowered her gaze for a moment then drummed on the mug with her nails before looking at Hadley again. He was gazing at a couple in their twenties who were seated at one of the other tables. Both of them had iPhones in their hands and were glancing at the screens as if they’d just discovered a cancer cure.

‘Dickheads,’ Hadley murmured, nodding towards the couple. ‘Probably checking their fucking Facebook pages.’ He shook his head. ‘What is it with people now?’

‘You have to keep up with all the social networks,’ Jess said, smiling. ‘Twitter, Instagram, Facebook and all that.’

‘Fucking Twitter,’ Hadley rasped. ‘A bunch of nobodies writing bollocks so a bigger bunch of nobodies can read it. The only tweet worth reading, ever, would be “I’ve just cured cancer.” That’s it. All the rest is bullshit.’ He looked again at the couple nearby and then merely sneered. ‘Just once I’d love to tell one of them, “look, nothing in your boring, meaningless little life is worth putting on there for the other boring meaningless twats to read. Your life is pointless, just get used to it. Nobody is interested in what you do from one minute to the next and if you think they are then you’re dumber than I thought you were.”’ He took a swig of his tea.

Jess smiled thinly but the undisguised venom in Hadley’s voice was a little unsettling.

‘You still haven’t told me what you were doing around here in the first place,’ she reminded him, trying to change the subject.

‘I was out walking about as simple as that. I saw the emergency vehicles pull up so I hung around to see what was going on. It was a coincidence, pure and simple. Not everything’s planned you know.’ He drank more tea.

‘Why were you walking about at eleven at night?’

‘Because I’d been inside all fucking day and I couldn’t stand it anymore. I needed to get a breath of air. And I’d run out of milk.’ He smiled but there was no warmth in it.

‘Any work about?’

‘Little bits here and there but not enough and certainly nothing that pays well enough.’ He looked at her. ‘What about you? You look as if you’re doing alright.’

She shrugged.

‘You know how it is,’ she told him.

‘I used to,’ he sighed then sucked in a deep breath. ‘So what was going on in there?’ he asked, nodding in the direction of the Crystal Tower.

‘Another bad accident by the look of it,’ she told him. ‘I saw them carrying at least one body out of a lift shaft. It must have been a workman because the place doesn’t open for a while, does it?’

‘The first week they started work on that place a guy was decapitated by a crane.’

‘Four were crushed when a wall collapsed.’

‘And didn’t somebody fall from the roof?’

She nodded.

‘And now we think how many more tonight?’ Hadley went on.

‘At least two as far as I can tell. I would have had a better look around if some Russian security guard hadn’t thrown me out. He called me a whore.’ She smiled. ‘And in broken English.’ Jess sipped her tea.

‘Russian,’ Hadley told her. ‘He was probably one of Voronov’s personal bodyguards.’

‘Andrei Voronov, the guy who owns the building. He’s a bit of a recluse isn’t he?’

‘When you’ve got as much money as he has you don’t have to speak to people. You know he tried to buy Chelsea before Roman Abramovich did, don’t you?’

‘No, I didn’t. What went wrong?’

‘No one knows for sure. He just backed off. Lost interest. Fuck knows why. He’s so loaded he makes Abramovich look like a charity case. He could have bought Chelsea, Arsenal, Spurs and any other club he fucking fancied.’

‘It’s a pity he didn’t spend some more of his money on security for the tower then. He’s going to lose half his workers before the building even opens.’

‘Like he gives a fuck. He’s Russian remember life’s not so much cheap as worthless there.’

‘But these are English workers who are dying in these accidents not cheap foreign labour no one gives a shit about. Hasn’t anyone questioned him?’

‘Like who, the police? A few accidents happen during the construction of a prestigious new building on the banks of the Thames who cares? Shit happens and besides it’s not as if any of them have been in suspicious circumstances, is it?’

‘But there’ve been so many.’

Hadley shrugged.

‘It happens all the time in other countries and no one gives a shit,’ he muttered. ‘Just because it’s happening in London doesn’t make it special.’

‘But it’s the way they’ve been happening,’ Jess persisted. ‘Accidents that never should have happened.’
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