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 ‘If a man is not rising upwards to be an angel,


depend upon it, he is sinking downwards to be a devil.’


 


Samuel Taylor Coleridge










Prologue


It’s early, but already the heat of the Tube station is more than you can bear. Your shirt clings, and the starched linen of your suit is beginning to wilt. The platform heaves with tourists and commuters, jockeying for position, elbowing you out of the way. You don’t stand a chance. Years ago you could have barged through them, and made sure you were right at the front of the queue. But fighting doesn’t interest you now. Not even the cut and thrust of work - watching the markets crest and fall, grabbing the best deals. It’s hard to believe that you’re standing here, shoulder to shoulder with the great unwashed. But your driver called in sick again, which means that you’ll have to let him go, even though he’s been with you twenty years. You dab the sweat from your forehead with a silk handkerchief. A young woman is jabbering to her friend, her mouth an ugly blur of crimson lipstick. She’s not worth a second look, but her voice grates in your ears like nails on a blackboard. Bodies press against you so tightly that you can hardly breathe. Then there’s an unexpected reprieve. The crowd shifts like a lung expanding, and you’re carried forwards to the ideal spot, at the edge of the platform. For the first time today, your body relaxes. Soon you’ll be strolling through the finance district, watching the pinstripes race to their desks. 


The train’s approaching at last. You sense rather than hear it, the air circulating more quickly, a faint ringing sound rising from the tracks. And that’s when you feel it. Someone’s touching you, tugging at your briefcase. You hold on tightly, cursing under your breath. Whoever it is, he’s got the cheek of the devil, fingers sliding inside the pocket of your suit. You struggle but there’s no room to move, or even to turn round to identify the thief. The train’s closer now, thank God. Two white lights blinking at you from the tunnel. The platform fills with a rush of engine noise and overheated air. You’re safe again. The pickpocket has moved on to someone else, and the fat weight of your wallet is still there, snug against your ribcage. The train is yards away now, wheels hissing as it slows down. And that’s when it happens. A hard thump between your shoulder-blades. You’re too shocked to call out, too busy trying not to fall, grabbing at thin air. 


No one tries to pull you back onto the platform. Perhaps they don’t even see you pitching face first onto the tracks, as if you were diving into a swimming pool. Your briefcase flies over your shoulder, high above the commuters’ heads. But you are not so lucky. The machine is eating you alive. For a few seconds the pain is unimaginable, your whole body electrified, every nerve ending shrieking the same message to your brain. And then you’re calm. You don’t lose consciousness, not even for a second. You hear every sound. The brakes squealing, metal gasping against metal as the wheels grind past your eyes. Your face presses against cold stones, the taste of engine oil filling your mouth. Somehow you must have survived, landed safely between the tracks. Laughter rises in your throat. You twist your head, but it’s impossible to move, the black underbelly of the train pressing down on you. There’s a glint of pale metal a few yards away, and for a second it doesn’t make sense. When your eyes blink open again you see that it’s your Rolex, still attached to your severed arm, sliced neatly at the shoulder. The fingers are twitching convulsively, grasping at something they can never have. 










Chapter 1


 


The foyer was heaving when I reached Guy’s. A gaggle of new interns was being shown around, and I couldn’t help pitying them. They were beginning their careers in the middle of the worst heat wave for fifty years, and the temperature was about to rise even higher. They had a year of hell to look forward to - sixteen-hour days of fretting over every diagnosis, with registrars bullying them at every turn. I forced myself to summon the lift. Even though I’d been using it every day, my claustrophobia was refusing to come under control. Jogging twenty-four flights of stairs to my department still seemed a far easier challenge. 


Someone tapped me on my shoulder as I pressed the button. When I turned round, a young man was staring down at me. He was standing much too close, a flush of red across his cheekbones, hair shaved to a raw stubble. My mouth opened to say hello, but his name escaped me for a second.


‘You don’t even know who I am.’ His breath smelled of cigarettes and last night’s beer. ‘I’m just a number to you, aren’t I?’


‘Of course I know you, Darren.’ His probation officer had brought him to one of my anger management groups, and gradually he’d begun to join in, volunteering ideas without being asked.


‘You cancelled my group, just like that.’ His hands clapped together like a book closing, inches from my face. ‘No one even told me.’ 


‘I’m sorry, you should have had a letter.’ 


‘Who needs a letter? I haven’t even got a fucking address.’ 


There was a mist of sweat on his forehead, eyes staring, as though he held me responsible for every bad thing he’d seen. And that’s when I made my mistake. I took a step backwards to let him cool down.


‘That’s right,’ he snapped. ‘Walk away, you stuck-up bitch.’


Things went into slow motion after that. His arm coiled back, and his fist flew towards my face. I dodged just in time, because the first punch landed on my shoulder, then another on my ribcage, knocking me to the ground. When I looked up again, two interns were holding his arms, but the fight had already drained out of him. He was pale with shock, like a child waiting to be punished.


‘Call the police,’ one of the interns yelled at the receptionist.


‘No need. It was a misunderstanding, wasn’t it, Darren?’ I struggled back onto my feet.


‘What have I done?’ He kept repeating the words to himself like a new mantra, his eyes screwed tightly shut.


‘You can let go of him,’ I told the two interns. ‘You’ll behave, won’t you, Darren?’


He gave a miserable nod, and I made him sit down on one of the hard plastic chairs by the entrance. The receptionist was flicking through a magazine. Assaults on members of staff must have become so routine, she no longer batted an eyelid. Darren stared at the floor, his elbows propped on his knees.


‘I never hit a woman before.’ He dragged his sleeve across his face. ‘You should let them put me away.’


‘That wouldn’t help, would it? But you’ve got to stop this. It can’t happen again.’


His tears splashed on the tiled floor, and I rested my hand between his shoulder-blades.


‘It’s all right, I know you didn’t mean it.’


‘Nothing makes sense any more.’ His voice had dropped to a whisper.


The pain in my side was still throbbing, but there was no sense of panic. This was nothing, compared to the things I’d already lived through.


‘We’ll help you,’ I told him. ‘Things will get better.’


He shook his head vehemently. ‘I got the sack. I’ll never find another job.’


‘What were you doing?’


‘Cleaning, in a bank. I was lucky to get it. No one gives work to ex-cons.’


‘They will, if you keep trying.’ 


After a few minutes he seemed calmer. He waited in silence while I booked an emergency appointment with my boss the next morning - Hari has the ability to neutralise even the worst kinds of rage. Darren clutched his appointment card, but his gaze had slipped out of focus, as if he was having trouble seeing me properly. When I looked back he was still staring at me as I got into the lift.


I wanted to pull up my shirt to inspect the damage, but a gang of nurses had pressed in behind me, chattering gaily to each other. It was my ribs that hurt most, a hot burst of pain every time I breathed, and there was no chance of going home. Patients were booked at forty-five-minute intervals for the whole day, and most of them had waited months for an appointment. 


My consulting room smelled of stale air, dust and cleaning fluid. The air conditioning had packed up just as summer came to the boil, but the maintenance team was still on strike. I opened the window and tried to catch my breath. Two hundred feet below me, London glittered. The Thames was binding south and north together, like a skein of dark brown thread. The city was a haze of sunlight and reflected glass - from this distance it was hard to believe it had run out of cash. I glanced around my room. Almost everything was waiting to be replaced, and my computer had developed a habit of withholding information. It occurred to me that a normal person would have been weeping buckets by now, releasing the shock of the attack in one quick outburst. The idea made me envious. My emotions were still as unpredictable as my computer, with broken connections and gaps in the circuitry. I gritted my teeth and got ready for the first appointment of the day. 


Hari appeared at eleven o’clock. He looked as calm as always, beard neatly trimmed, wearing his immaculate saffron turban, eyes wide with concern.


‘Why are you here? You should go home.’


‘I’m okay, really.’


‘No one’s indestructible, Alice.’ 


I knew he was remembering my injuries after the Crossbones case, and I wanted to tell him to stop fussing, but his kindness negates every argument. 


‘Can I get you anything?’ he asked.


‘Funding for my therapy groups, please. Or a lot more people are going to get hurt.’


Hari looked embarrassed. ‘The trustees aren’t listening. I’ve sent a complaint to the BPS.’


I shot him an ironic smile. There was nothing the British Psychological Society could do, because they didn’t hold the purse strings. He patted my hand, then escaped back to his office.


By the time my last patient arrived, I was high on Nurofen and lack of oxygen. It didn’t take long to diagnose her social phobia. Everyone and everything scared her – parties, strangers, walking through crowds. All she wanted was to barricade herself in an empty room where no one could reach her, for the rest of her days. But the session reminded me why I’d opted for psychology instead of medicine. Her troubles shrank as she voiced them, and by the end she looked relieved. I knew she’d respond well to rational-emotive therapy, because she was keen to learn techniques that would help her recover. I told her she’d need between ten and twelve sessions, and advised her to try exercise - yoga or t’ai chi. She still looked anxious as she prepared to leave. A world of uncontrollable noise was waiting outside, strangers barging past while she clung to the edges of buildings. 


The thermometer in my room had reached thirty-two degrees, and the pain in my ribs felt like someone was beating them into shape with an invisible hammer. Someone knocked on the door while I was packing my briefcase. 


‘Come in,’ I called.


My visitor was vaguely familiar, tall and heavily built, like a rugby player gone to seed. His suit hung from his wide shoulders, as though a bigger man had loaned it to him for the afternoon. But it was his eyes that gave him away, bright and obsessive, determined not to miss a trick. 


‘It’s like a blast furnace in here, Alice.’


‘It’s never who I think it is.’ I gaped at him. The shape of his face had changed completely, from a circle to an oval. ‘You’ve been going to the gym, DCI Burns.’


‘Tell me about it.’ He pinched the baggy material of his jacket. ‘This is my third new suit.’


It had been over a year since I’d worked as a consultant on the Crossbones case, helping him track down the serial killer who’d been targeting women in Southwark. Since then he’d shrunk from the kind of huge man that children jeer at in the street to a couple of stone overweight, and his terrible inch-thick glasses had been replaced by the thin-framed kind that journalists wear. Even his smile looked different. He rubbed a hand through his dark hair, embarrassed about being scrutinised. 


‘How much have you lost, Don?’


His shoulders jerked awkwardly. ‘Five stone or thereabouts.’


I let out a gasp of amazement, my ribs protesting at the sudden movement. I kept trying to put my finger on something else that had changed - it looked like his confidence had deserted him. 


‘What have you been up to?’ he asked.


‘Research, mainly.’ I pointed at my new book on the shelf, and he helped himself to a copy.


‘Treatment Options for Violent Personality Disorders, by Dr Alice Quentin. Sounds like perfect bedtime reading.’ 


Burns’s accent was exactly as I remembered it, still veering back and forth between Bermondsey and the Scottish lowlands, like the needle in a broken compass.


‘But you’re not here to borrow a book, are you?’


He turned to face me. ‘I need your help. You’re the only shrink I can work with, but I know the last time was tough.’


Tough was an understatement. I’d been in hospital for two weeks, recovering from a fractured skull. Since then I’d avoided working for the Met, just doing a handful of mental health assessments at police stations, and prison visits to diagnose suicide risks.


‘What’s happened this time, Don?’


‘A bloke went under a train at King’s Cross on Friday. Leo Gresham, a big investment guru in the City. Can I show you the CCTV?’


He pushed his memory stick into my computer, and grainy black-and-white images trailed across the screen in slow motion. I had a bird’s-eye view of a packed underground platform, more commuters piling in every second, pressing forwards as the train arrived. Then a man pitched face first onto the tracks, arms flailing. The last thing I saw was the pale sole of one of his shoes.


‘My God.’ I clapped my hand over my mouth.


It was impossible to tell who’d pushed him, but a man in a dark top was standing behind Gresham, his hood low over his face. When I looked again, he’d already vanished.


‘It’s the driver I pity.’ Burns’s sharp eyes observed me. ‘I wouldn’t fancy his nightmares.’


In spite of myself, I felt involved. You can’t watch someone die like that without wanting to snatch them back onto the platform. 


‘Gresham lost an arm and both legs, he kept screaming that he was pushed,’ Burns said. ‘He survived for hours in intensive care.’


‘I still don’t see where I come in.’


‘I want you to work with me. All the evidence is going into HOLMES 2, in case he does it again.’


‘Aren’t you jumping the gun? It’s probably payback for a dodgy business deal, isn’t it?’ 


‘I’m not taking any chances. Gresham worked for a bank called the Angel Group. We found this in his pocket.’ 


Burns handed me a postcard, wrapped in a clear plastic bag. It was a close-up of an angel’s face. Apart from a bloodstain smeared across her forehead, her features were perfect. Her pale eyes gazed at me calmly, as though she knew I could still be saved. The writing on the back explained that she was An Angel in Green with a Vielle, painted by a pupil of Leonardo da Vinci’s, hanging in the National Gallery. My curiosity was growing - the killer would make a fascinating case study. I could imagine him browsing through the museum’s gift shop for the loveliest image he could find. 


‘One calling card doesn’t make a serial killer.’ I passed it back to him.


‘We found white feathers in his pocket too. The lab’s checking them out.’


The strength of Burns’s gaze was unsettling. It didn’t let me forget all the times when he’d visited me in hospital. I used to wake in a panic and see him there in the half-dark, patient as a guard dog. He’d sit for hours by the window in my room without moving a muscle. It was hard to guess what had happened to him since then. His expression was so tense it looked as though he was hanging onto his nerve by a fingernail. 


‘Tell me the real reason you’re here,’ I said. 


He shifted in his seat. ‘They demoted me after Crossbones - the top brass said I mishandled the investigation. I got transferred to King’s Cross two months ago. The team don’t trust me, and the boss lady’s watching me like a hawk.’ He leant forwards, palms together like he was offering up a prayer. ‘I can’t do this without you, Alice.’


It didn’t take a mind-reader to realise that emotional blackmail meant Burns was down to his last chance. One touch would have made him resonate like a violin string.


‘Would I have access to all the evidence files?’ I asked.


He nodded earnestly. This man was a far cry from the old Burns, working too hard but so disorganised that he forgot to pass on vital information. He seemed desperate to turn over a new leaf, and his gaze was starting to feel intrusive. It reminded me of Darren’s stare, before he threw his punch.


‘I’ll let you know tomorrow, Don.’ I glanced at the papers on my desk. ‘I need to talk to my boss.’


Burns disappeared into the corridor and suddenly the heat felt unbearable. Even with the door wide open, it was difficult to breathe.










Chapter 2


 


I inspected the bruise in the hall mirror. It had changed colour overnight to a vivid purple, six inches in diameter, and it hurt every time I moved. I pressed the wound gingerly. At least the rib felt intact - cracked rather than broken, so it would mend in days instead of weeks. The mark on my shoulder was less spectacular, a dull midnight blue. I emptied some ice cubes into a freezer bag then lay down on the sofa. The cold started to numb the pain immediately, and I concentrated on small mercies - if Darren had meant business, he could have beaten me to a pulp. With luck and a handful of painkillers, I’d get through the day.


A text arrived from Hari while the ice was taking effect, advising me to stay at home. I deleted the message immediately and forced myself to sit up. Hari had been a friend for years, but he still didn’t understand that sick days weren’t in my repertoire. I’d rather drag myself across hot coals than languish on the sofa, watching TV. I went into the kitchen and dumped the ice cubes in the sink. Through the wall I could hear my brother shuffling around in his room. Will was another good reason to haul myself into work. I couldn’t face the morose silence while he stared out of the window. Although he’d never blamed me, his injuries were my fault. If I’d been smarter I could have prevented him falling from a third-floor window, the bones in his legs shattering as he hit the concrete. It wasn’t surprising that the trauma had made his drug habit even harder to control. 


A huddle of patients was waiting outside the therapy room when I got to work. Some came from the Probation Service, and others had been referred by their GPs, but everyone was there for the same reason. They were struggling to keep a lid on their rage. When I broke the news that there would be no more sessions, their reactions varied from outrage to resignation. But it was the rest of the week’s groups that worried me more. They’d already been cancelled - I wouldn’t even get the chance to say goodbye. 


I took a walk round the quadrangle. Exercise has always been my preferred method for keeping rage under control. I hoped the stroll would clear my head, but the heat was already punishing. The hospital gardeners seemed to be sticking to the hosepipe ban, because the roses were struggling to bloom, and the lawn was a parched brown, aching for a sign of rain. 


When I got back to the clinic I asked one of the receptionists if Darren had kept his appointment.


‘He was a no-show, I’m afraid.’ She looked apologetic, as if she was the reason he’d stayed away.


I was incandescent as I walked back to my office, ribs protesting with each step. Knowing Darren hadn’t bothered to pitch up made me regret my decision. I should have let the police prosecute him for assault. It was a struggle to calm down in time for my next patient. 


By six o’clock the temperature was tropical, my cheese plant withering before my eyes. Keeping the fan on full blast had no effect, apart from circulating stale air from one side of the room to the other. Normally I’d have pulled on my trainers and sprinted down the fire escape, but today a slow walk was the best I could hope for. The hospital foyer was almost empty, apart from a few visitors arriving with flowers and magazines, the last day-shift nurses racing for the Tube. Commuters were flooding out of London Bridge station, shedding clothes as they walked - jackets, ties, cardigans, anything they could get away with. I had no choice but to limp behind them, a spasm of pain jolting through my chest with each footfall. By the time I reached the river I had to sit down. A cluster of tourists was blocking the walkway, taking snaps of each other, silhouetted against Tower Bridge. The last quarter of a mile took forever, dragging myself across the boardwalk at New Concordia Wharf. When I got to Providence Square I was ready to lie down in a darkened room.


A familiar sound greeted me from the hallway of my flat, a voice talking at full volume. It hadn’t changed since we were at school, still husky and excitable, like she’d been gargling bourbon all afternoon.


‘Al!’ Lola flung her arms around me, then pulled a face. ‘God, you look terrible. Are you okay?’


I kissed her then started to explain, but as usual Lola was too busy to listen. She was racing round the kitchen like a whirlwind, a clot of cheese sauce trapped in her long auburn curls, and she’d worked her usual magic on my brother. For once he was wearing clean clothes - a blue linen shirt and the new jeans I’d bought for him. She’d even made him wash his hair. I studied him from the corner of my eye. He was smiling at her, and his walking stick had been forgotten, propped against the wall. I made a mental note to buy Lola a bunch of flowers. She always brought gifts to keep Will entertained: a DVD of The Motorcycle Diaries, ingredients for pizza, even a battered Monopoly set she’d found in an Oxfam shop. I left them to it and ran myself a bath. It was a relief to slip into the warm water, rinsing the last few days from my skin. After twenty minutes the image of Darren lunging at me had almost soaked away. I rubbed arnica cream into my bruises then headed back to the kitchen. 


Lola was scrubbing the sauce from her hair with a piece of paper towel. ‘Shit, Will. We forgot the garlic bread. Whack it in the microwave, my friend.’


The kitchen looked like a bombsite, the floor littered with grated cheese, but it was impossible to resent Lola. There was no denting her joie de vivre.


‘Voilà!’ She pulled the pasta dish out of the oven in triumph.


Will was enjoying every moment. Normally he skulked in his room, refusing everything except sandwiches, but tonight he was almost his old self. It was easy to remember the way he used to be, before the drugs took hold. His whole body was angled towards Lola while she spooned pasta onto his plate.


‘How’s the show going?’ he asked.


Lola’s green eyes widened. ‘The high kicks are killing me, and I’m the oldest girl in the chorus line.’ She glared down at her mile-long legs as if they’d failed her in some way. 


‘Have you got a back-up plan?’ I asked.


‘Sort of. I’m working with a group of disabled kids in Hammersmith, helping them put on a talent contest. You should come over on Saturday, Al. You’d love it.’ Lola leant across and stole some bread from my brother’s plate. ‘What have you been up to, Will?’


‘Nothing, really. But I’ve joined the Cloud Appreciation Society. It’s this website about different types of cloud.’ His pale eyes flickered. ‘And the thing is, we should study them more, because of the messages.’


‘How do you mean?’ Lola looked mystified. 


‘Each cloud holds a message. If you watch it long enough, you can decode it.’ His expression was so earnest, he looked like a scientist reporting a key breakthrough. 


‘I’ll have to give that a go.’ Lola beamed at him, then helped herself to the rest of his garlic bread.


After dinner, Will returned to the sofa, and left us to the washing up.


‘Christ,’ she whispered. ‘He’s still got some pretty random ideas, hasn’t he?’


‘It’s better than a few months ago. At least he can string sentences together.’


‘I suppose so.’ She stared at the bowl she was drying.


‘You did well, Lo. He loves seeing you. That’s the first proper conversation he’s had in weeks.’


‘And how are you doing?’ She peered at me. ‘Still working too hard, tragically celibate, and running marathons in your spare time?’


‘Don’t knock it. Soon I’ll have legs like you.’


‘What about blokes? Any hot dates lined up?’


‘I told you, I’m taking a year off. My door is closed.’


She clapped her hands together. ‘It’s the summer, for fuck’s sake. You’re meant to be having fun.’


We’d reacted in opposite ways since the Crossbones case. Lola’s injuries had been as bad as mine, but she’d never shown a moment’s self-pity. She just clutched my hand when I tried to apologise, and told me to focus on the future. As soon as we were discharged from hospital, her pleasure principle went into overdrive. She dated as many men as possible, remaining a firm believer that love conquers all, despite getting her heart broken countless times. Sometimes I worried about the slump that would hit her if she ever slowed down. She accepted a hundred party invitations, while I stayed at home, writing books. There was no point in telling her that all I wanted was equilibrium. My nightmares came less often, but the idea of trusting someone was out of the question.


‘This is a smokescreen, Lo. You’ve met someone, haven’t you?’


Her grin widened. ‘Maybe, maybe not.’ 


Lola spent the next fifteen minutes nagging me to search for the ideal man, but I was so grateful for her help that I kept my mouth shut, and nodded at appropriate intervals. Afterwards she curled up beside Will on the sofa, giggling helplessly at a repeat of Rev. 


When I went to bed I noticed the light flashing on the answer-machine. The first message was from my mother. Her tone was so cool, it sounded like she’d spent the afternoon inhaling dry ice. When I pressed the button again, Burns’s tone was anxious. He was reminding me about my visit to the police station on Pancras Way, even though he’d already sent me an email. There was a long pause after he stopped speaking, as though he expected to be let down. I deleted the messages immediately, but it didn’t help. I stared at the ceiling for a long time before I fell asleep. 










Chapter 3


 


A young police officer collected me from reception the next morning. She asked me to wait in the corridor until the senior team called me into the meeting room, because Leo Gresham’s investigation was the last item on their agenda. I noticed that she seemed relieved to be staying outside, and when the door swung open I understood why. The atmosphere was so tense you could have tied it between two skyscrapers and used it for a tightrope. The woman at the head of the table was in her mid-fifties, with deep lines etched across her forehead. Her face was free of make-up, framed by a shoulder-length frizz of grey curls. She didn’t bother to crack a smile when she greeted me. 


‘Thanks for coming, Dr Quentin. I’m DSI Lorraine Brotherton.’ Her voice was a low monotone, as if she was determined not to say anything memorable. 


It took a while for everyone to introduce themselves, because there were at least a dozen people in the room. Pete Hancock, the senior crime scene officer, had thick black eyebrows which met in the middle, adding weight to his frown. A family liaison officer gave a brief smile, and the man sitting beside Burns turned out to be his deputy, DS Steve Taylor. He had a wide, ingratiating grin, and he looked more like a football pundit than a copper, keeping himself in trim, even though his glory days were over. His head was shaved to disguise his receding hairline and he was sporting a deep suntan. He seemed to be hanging on Brotherton’s every word.


‘DI Burns thinks the death at King’s Cross might be the first in a series. I’m no great believer in gut instinct, but he’s right to take it seriously. He’ll be running the operational side of the investigation.’ Her lips twitched as though she was trying not to laugh. ‘You can give us your update now, Don.’ 


I was beginning to see why Burns had enlisted me. His deputy’s body language spoke volumes, arms folded across his chest, eyes glazed. He was using every trick in the book to show that he didn’t give a monkey’s what his new boss had to say, and the rest of the room was following suit.


‘The first hour after the attack doesn’t give us much,’ Burns said. ‘The barriers at King’s Cross closed five minutes after Gresham fell, but it was too late. Our man was already on the street. The CCTV caught him riding a bus, all the way to Putney. These are our last images before he slips off our radar.’


The blurred pictures Burns passed round showed a man of average build, shoulders hunched as he stepped off the bus. His hood was so low over his face that it cast an impenetrable shadow, like the Grim Reaper in a pantomime. I stared at the photos while Burns described the police work since the attack – dozens of witness interviews, lab analysis of Gresham’s clothes, liaison work with his family. The exhibits officer pushed a grey plastic tray into the middle of the table. The contents of Gresham’s pockets had been arranged like artefacts in a museum: two white feathers, the angel postcard, a smart leather wallet, and a wad of blood-spattered bank notes, the stains dried to an earthen brown. His Rolex had survived without a scratch, still keeping perfect time. 


Burns’s talk confirmed my suspicion that he’d spent the past year transforming himself into someone else. In the old days he’d have scribbled a few notes on the back of an envelope, relying on his deputy for support. But this time he’d been systematic, making sure the evidence was logged. He held up the postcard, so everyone could see the angel’s face.


‘The prints on this went through the box, with no matches,’ he said. 


I had to wrack my brains to remember that ‘the box’ was the Met’s nickname for the Police National Computer. It held the details of everyone who’d ever been cautioned or charged with an offence.


‘Any questions?’ Burns asked.


‘I still don’t get why you think he’ll do it again.’ Taylor’s voice was a dull estuarine drone. ‘Bankers aren’t flavour of the month, are they? Maybe Gresham lost someone a fortune. It looks like a contract killing to me.’


Plenty of heads nodded vigorously, proving where their loyalties lay.


‘You could be right.’ Burns kept his expression neutral. ‘I just want to make sure we’ve followed every lead.’


Brotherton raised her hand, like a teacher breaking up a fight. ‘What’s your view, Dr Quentin?’


I glanced up from my notes. ‘I’m still not clear that this was a personal attack. But if it was, I’ll need more information about Gresham’s world to understand why he was targeted.’ My words stumbled as I glanced at the blank faces around the table. ‘In cases like this the killer’s often fantasised about throwing himself under a train, before pushing his victim. It’s likely he’s being treated for mental illness, so it would be good to check hospital records. His high-level planning makes it more likely he’ll try again. And there’s a reason why he chose a well-dressed, middle-aged, male victim. Maybe he’s got issues with his father, or with all authority figures.’


Taylor smirked, like I’d told a lame joke, and the rest of the room gazed back at me, unblinking. The aggressive atmosphere was a surprise. Normally when I worked for the Met they treated me like a new kid at school, giving me time to learn their in-jokes and acronyms. But this team was different - hostility seemed to be woven into their DNA. 


It was a relief when the meeting ended. Taylor paused as everyone filed out; he nodded in Brotherton’s direction then hissed in my ear: ‘You can see why she’s called the Invisible Woman, can’t you?’


Taylor left an unpleasant reek of aftershave when he walked away, but I could see what he meant. The DSI’s clothes were nondescript, and her handshake was so insubstantial it felt like clutching at mist. I wondered how she’d reached the top of the tree. Maybe her anonymity was just an act; women who reach senior rank in the Met are either brilliant at their jobs or completely ruthless. 


‘You were involved in the Crossbones case, weren’t you?’ Her grey eyebrows shifted upwards by a millimetre.


‘But I lived to tell the tale.’


‘You were lucky, by all accounts.’ She parted her grey fringe to observe me more closely. ‘How much consultancy have you done for the Met?’


‘I’ve advised on three major incidents, and carried out prison assessments for years.’


‘What form will your work for us take?’


‘Burns has asked me to work alongside him. I’ll start by shadowing the visits to Gresham’s family and contacts.’


Brotherton looked irritated. She obviously saw my presence as an unnecessary distraction. ‘Let me have a copy of your Home Office licence by the end of the day, please, for my records.’ 


She melted back into the corridor’s grey walls, and I realised why the meeting had been so tense. Brotherton prided herself on her inscrutability. None of the team knew where the axe would fall, because it was impossible to guess what she was thinking. Maybe she was the reason why Burns had lost so much weight. Her air of secrecy would put anyone off their food. 










Chapter 4


 


Burns was flicking through a computer printout with a gloomy expression on his face, but the victim seemed determined to take a more positive view. A huge photo of Leo Gresham grinned down at me from the wall of the incident room, bald and avuncular, laughter lines creasing his eyes. Someone had parked a coffee machine directly under it, as though the team had chosen him as their favourite deity, making offerings of caffeine to keep him sweet. Burns was taking me to visit Gresham’s family. I’d insisted on the meeting because, despite his obsession with serial killers, most murders were committed by someone close to home. After a few minutes Burns threw the report into a tray and grabbed his car keys.


‘Come on then,’ he muttered. ‘Let’s go up West, to see the merry widow.’


I watched him march away, struggling to believe he was the same man who used to drag himself around with so much difficulty. The interior of his Mondeo had been scrubbed to within an inch of its life. For once there were no crisp packets or chocolate wrappers strewn across the back seat.


I sniffed the air. ‘You’ve given up the fags, haven’t you?’


‘Don’t,’ he moaned. ‘I’m still grieving.’


The rush-hour traffic eased as we drove west, but Marylebone looked shabbier than ever. The streets seemed to be starving themselves: boarded-up cafés, bakeries and greengrocers on every corner.


‘I should warn you, Marjorie Gresham’s not the sweetest flower in the bunch,’ Burns said.


‘Grief does strange things to people.’


‘Not to her. You’ll see what I mean when we get there.’


We headed along Curzon Street into the heart of Mayfair. Bankers had been snapping up property there for a hundred years, and it was easy to imagine how a millionaire’s wife would spend her days: strolling in St James’s Park, a trip to the beauty salon, then the Royal Academy for a moment of culture. The car came to a halt outside a Georgian villa at the end of a cobbled mews. 


‘Prepare yourself for the dragon lady,’ he whispered, pressing the doorbell. 


The woman who greeted us bore a striking resemblance to Margaret Thatcher in her prime. Her hair was an immaculate blonde wave, which must have required considerable time, patience and hairspray. A Jack Russell appeared out of nowhere, snapping at our ankles.


‘Quiet, Rollo,’ she hissed. ‘This is your final warning.’ The dog scuttled away with a terrified look in his eye.


A marble sculpture filled one of the alcoves in Mrs Gresham’s sitting room. It was an abstract nude, the stone so highly polished that I wanted to run my hand along its spine. Mrs Gresham lowered herself onto a settee cautiously. I guessed that she’d learned how to sit at finishing school, with her feet side by side, black dress smooth, so no creases would appear.


‘Thanks for seeing me again,’ Burns said. ‘We’ve been looking at the circumstances around your husband’s death.’


‘I should hope so.’ She nodded her head, but the blonde wave stayed rigidly in place. ‘My husband had no reason to take his own life. Leo never suffered from low spirits; he couldn’t abide self-pity.’ 


‘This must be terrible for you and your family,’ I said quietly.


She softened for a moment, passing me a photo from her coffee table, in an elaborate silver frame. ‘This is our son, James, and our granddaughters.’


‘Pretty girls,’ I murmured. ‘What does your son do?’


‘He’s a GP, in Manchester.’ 


I studied James Gresham’s face. He was doing his best to appear relaxed, but his three little girls looked downcast. Trips to Granny’s house must have been an ordeal - always on their best behaviour, with no opportunity to watch TV or let off steam. I spotted another picture on the mantelpiece. It showed a dark-haired young man with an overstretched smile.


‘Another son?’ I asked.


‘That’s Stephen Rayner, Leo’s deputy at the bank.’ Her face brightened. ‘He’s been with Leo for years. We’re very fond of him.’ Her voice faltered as she caught herself referring to her husband in the present tense.


An invitation card was propped beside the picture, the letters embossed in gold. It was advertising a gala for financiers, on Friday evening.


‘We’ve been going to the annual dinner for as long as I can remember.’ She was still sitting bolt upright, as if she was aiming for a deportment prize.


‘Just a couple more questions, Mrs Gresham,’ said Burns. ‘Do you know if your husband argued with anyone recently?’


She gave him a withering look. ‘Of course he didn’t. My husband advised banks all over the world on their investment policies. At the weekends he gardened, and on Sundays he went to church. He didn’t have a single enemy.’


Burns looked chastened. ‘He never fell out with anyone?’


‘Envy. That’s what killed my husband, Inspector.’ She lifted her chin and stared at him. ‘Young people today want everything on a plate. They won’t work, but they expect all of life’s luxuries.’


‘I’m not with you.’ He looked confused.


‘Someone saw my husband, in his good suit and handmade shoes.’ She spoke slowly, as though she was explaining something to a child. ‘They can’t bear anyone having more than them.’


Burns gave a polite nod, then rose to his feet. Rollo had learned his lesson by now. He observed us silently from the stairway, teeth bared. Just as we were leaving, Burns pulled something from his pocket.


‘Would this picture have meant anything to your husband?’ he asked.


It was a pristine version of the angel that had been found in his pocket. Mrs Gresham passed it back to Burns with a sour expression. ‘My husband worked at the Angel Bank, Inspector, that’s the only link you’ll find. He had a strong faith, but he wasn’t sentimental. Angels are best left to Sunday schools, aren’t they?’


The door clicked shut the moment we turned away. 


‘Not the warmest reception I’ve had,’ Burns murmured as we walked back to the car. ‘She’s got one hell of an art collection, though. That’s a Brancusi in her hall and a Henry Moore by the window.’ 


‘I didn’t know you were an art lover.’


‘We do have galleries in Scotland, you know.’ He gave me a sideways look. ‘Those pieces are worth a mint.’


The car was heading east, into less affluent territory. Prada and Gucci were giving way to Oasis and Miss Selfridge, and the summer crowds were out in force on the Strand. Young girls were ogling bikinis in the windows of Topshop, but money seemed to be thin on the ground. Hardly anyone was carrying shopping bags.


‘We should go to that dinner at the Albion Club,’ I said. ‘I want to see how Gresham spent his downtime - I still need to figure out how his world operates.’


Burns nodded. ‘I’ll get it sorted.’


‘What was the GP doing when his dad went under the train?’ 


‘You’re turning into a copper, Alice.’ He gave a short laugh. ‘He was at his surgery, his colleagues saw him.’


‘Gresham wasn’t getting his kicks at home, that’s for sure. Have you checked his emails and his phone?’


‘The IT guys are looking into it.’ 


It was eleven by the time Burns dropped me at work. The usual rush of stale air greeted me when I stepped into my consulting room. Almost before I could peel off my linen jacket, three depressives arrived in quick succession. Two were making a good recovery, but the other was refusing to take medication, convinced it played havoc with his mind. After twenty minutes of listening to his despair, my alarm bells were ringing. At the end of the session I asked him to reconsider, but he looked horrified, as though I’d advised him to go out and buy crack cocaine. 


The lift didn’t appeal when I left work. My painkillers were starting to wear off, and I couldn’t face people pressing against me from all sides. The air conditioning kept me artificially cool as I made my way down the twenty-four flights, but outside it must have been forty degrees. A heat haze shimmered above the tarmac, the buildings across the street wavering like a mirage. 


The front door was hanging wide open when I reached the flat. I stood on the threshold and called Will’s name, but there was no reply. The door was still intact – at least the burglars had done a tidy job of picking the lock. I forced myself to march from room to room, but nothing had been taken. My pulse had almost returned to normal when I got back to the kitchen, and I remembered Will telling me he was going to his NA meeting. He must have forgotten to shut the door, happy to let any passing opportunist rob us blind. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine him sitting in a group, repeating the Narcotics Anonymous mantra: ‘My name is Will and I’m a drug addict.’ The picture refused to take shape, and when I opened my eyes again, my gaze fell on his VW van, hogging my parking space outside. Even though it was falling apart, he still saw it as a refuge. There was no point in nagging him to sell it before the council towed it away. 


Will came home just after I finished dinner, and I was primed to deliver my lecture on home security. But he seemed in no mood to listen. He was clutching a slip of paper, a broad smile plastered across his face. He hobbled straight past me into his room - my stern advice would have to wait for another day. An hour later I heard him humming to himself; a contented sound, like a child discovering a brand-new toy. The scrap of orange paper lay on the hall table with his keys. It was an entrance pass to The Great Escape festival, with a phone number scrawled on the back. God knows who the number belonged to. I had visions of hippies lying on Brighton beach in a drug-addled haze - all the progress he’d made would vanish in the space of one weekend. My first instinct was to rip the ticket to shreds, but I forced myself to put it back. 


When I got back to the living room, I saw the pile of reports on the table, and realised I’d forgotten to fax my licence to Lorraine Brotherton. For some reason the thought cheered me up. It would be fascinating to see her reaction if someone stepped out of line. The shock might tear down her mantle of invisibility, just for a second or two.










Chapter 5


 


By Thursday morning confidentiality had become a thing of the past. The air conditioning still wasn’t working, and I couldn’t shut the door in case my patients collapsed from asphyxiation. I tried to concentrate on my case notes, but when I heard a sound in the corridor, Darren was standing there. An odd, prickling feeling travelled across the back of my neck. I don’t know why he unnerved me so much. It wasn’t just the fact that he’d attacked me - there was something unpredictable about his body language, as if he could implode at any minute. He was having trouble meeting my eye, shifting his weight from foot to foot. His shaved hair was beginning to grow back, a few millimetres of black stubble blurring the outline of his skull. My finger hovered over the panic button under my desk.


‘You’re two days late, Darren. Dr Chadha was expecting you on Tuesday.’


‘It’s you I need to see,’ he mumbled, ‘to say thanks for not dobbing me in. I owe you one.’ 


‘The only thing you owe me is to stop using your fists.’


He stared back at me with an odd, fixed gaze. ‘You’re different from the rest, aren’t you?’


‘How do you mean?’


‘You did me a favour. I look after people like you.’


The smile had disappeared from Darren’s face. He seemed to be growing more agitated, his mouth opening then closing again, as if the power of speech was deserting him. I was about to press the panic button when he crossed the room. I stood up to defend myself and time flicked into slow motion. It felt like I had hours to study the spider’s web tattoo spinning across his neck. When his fingertips brushed my hand they felt unnaturally hot, and his face was so close, I could see the sharp line between his pupils and dark irises.


‘Nothing’s going to hurt you again,’ he whispered, ‘I promise.’


Darren disappeared as quickly as he’d arrived. My legs were still trembling, but the only thing he’d left behind was the smell of panic and unwashed clothes. I got the sense that he wanted my help, even if he was incapable of asking for it. The next step would be getting him to agree to a diagnostic meeting. I typed his name into my computer and scanned his record: Darren Campbell, twenty years old, unemployed. He was sent to a Roman Catholic children’s home when he was nine, after his mother died. His father’s identity was unknown. Then he’d spent a year in Feltham for assaulting someone outside a pub. The victim was in a coma for weeks, but Darren had shown no remorse. He claimed that the man had raped a girl he knew; he was only getting what he deserved. 


I glanced at the bottom of the report. His address was the City YMCA - shorthand for no fixed abode. I could picture the building on Fann Street, close to Barbican Tube. A featureless box of concrete, studded with minute windows, with no trees in sight. It was hard to imagine anyone flourishing there. I turned off my computer and stared out of the window. No wonder he was disturbed. His past had convinced him that the best way to deal with unfairness was to use his fists, and I could understand why. Watching Will suffering often left me desperate to punch a wall.


At lunchtime I dragged myself out of the building to a Turkish café on Borough High Street. Lola was there already, tucking into a plate of falafel. She had the sleek look of a pampered cat as she savoured each mouthful, and I felt glad I hadn’t cancelled our lunch, even though I had a million things to do. Darren had cast a shadow over my morning, but he wasn’t going to spoil my afternoon. 


‘You’ve got news, haven’t you?’


‘He’s perfect, but he’s a bit young.’ She took a gulp of orange juice. ‘He’s nineteen.’


‘Bloody hell, Lo. A teenager.’ 


She looked embarrassed for a second, then released a peal of laughter that bounced off the café walls. ‘He’s called Neal and he’s adorable. Knowing my luck he’ll dump me for a buxom sixteen-year-old.’ She waxed lyrical about her toyboy, then turned her attention to the reasons why I was single. ‘The trouble is, you’ve forgotten how to flirt, haven’t you?’

OEBPS/OPF/mulholland_pb.zoom0.jpg





OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
AKilling

RHODES

‘Great twists, turns and surprises’

Sun on Crossbones Yard





