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			You wake. Confused. Disorientated.
A noose is round your neck.
You are bound, standing on a chair.
All you can focus on is the man in the mask tightening the rope.
You are about to die.

			John Wallace has no idea why he has been targeted. No idea who his attacker is. No idea how he will prevent the inevitable.
Then the pendulum of fate swings in his favour.
He has one chance to escape, find the truth and halt his destruction.
The momentum is in his favour for now.
But with a killer on his tail, everything can change with one swing of this deadly pendulum . . .

			You have one chance. Run.
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			JOHN WALLACE IS A TARGET
Hiding off-grid after exposing the shadowy Pendulum conspiracy, Wallace is horrified to discover he is still marked for death.

			THERE ARE ONLY TWO PEOPLE HE CAN TRUST
DI Patrick Bailey is still reeling from the murder investigation that nearly cost him his life.
FBI Agent Christine Ash is hunting a serial killer with a link to an unfinished case.

			HE MUST FIND THE TRUTH
The death of a London journalist triggers an investigation that brings them back together, hurling them into the path of an unknown enemy.

			BEFORE THE KILLER FINDS HIM
Hunted across the world, they are plunged into a nightmare deadlier than they could have ever imagined.
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			PART ONE
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			1

			Burning sour acid caught in the back of John Wallace’s throat, and he knew instantly that he had been sick. He opened his eyes, but the world remained dark. Wallace felt his eyelids twist and his lashes turn inward as they moved against the blindfold. His heart raced, pounding in his chest with the jackhammer pace of a full-blown panic. He was familiar with the vicissitudes of an anxiety attack, but this was different, no trick of the introspective mind; this was all too real. Trying his arms, Wallace felt the strong grasp of surprisingly soft bonds around his wrists; it felt like silk. His ankles were similarly bound. Wallace could no longer feel his clothes, just his underpants; someone had all but stripped him. He heard movement nearby; soft footsteps against his thick rug. Stay still. Stay silent.

			Wallace listened to the movement around him and tried not to give the slightest indication that he was awake. A sudden rush of air and a blow to his stomach made him cry out in pain.

			‘Please don’t,’ Wallace tried, hearing the crackling weakness of fear in his own voice.

			Movement across the room, and then noise – the familiar sound of the opening chords of Rogue, Air. Powerful speakers blasted the deep bass at full volume, and Wallace doubly regretted his inability to conceal his consciousness, knowing that the loud music would drown out any cries for help. And help was what he desperately needed. He imagined Leona, the sultry fire breather who lived above him. He fantasised about her knocking on his door to ask him to turn the music down, realising something was awry and urgently calling the police. The fantasy instantly died away; Leona had never once complained about noise. Neither had the Levines, who lived below. The solid brickwork of the converted church provided effective soundproofing, which, when combined with the residents’ laissez-faire approach to life, meant complaints were rare.

			Wallace didn’t know how long he’d been unconscious, but, until the knock at the door that started this nightmare, he’d been confident that his solitary existence was the safest way to go through life. Real connections brought nothing but suffering, so Wallace limited his relationships to the smilingly superficial. Until Wallace had risen from his desk and walked away from his computer, he’d been certain that very little good could ever come from other people. All they offered was disappointment, betrayal and pain. Now, lying vulnerable and afraid, Wallace realised that one person, just one person, might bring salvation.

			Noise. Activity somewhere above him. Something hit one of the wooden beams that the slick estate agent had pointed out when showing this feature-rich desacralised church. Second-floor views of one of London’s most expensive streets through original arched stone windows. A landscaped communal garden. A wet room. A dressing room. A bright studio space. A large kitchen diner. A list of things that had seemed so essential, so important at the time, but which now wouldn’t even figure as footnotes in his life. What really mattered was freedom. Escape.

			Movement. Near his head. Wallace’s heart raced faster and his breath grew shorter as panic gripped him. Someone – the person he had opened his door to – moved his head. Something. No! No! No! This can’t be happening. Something was slipped over his head. If he didn’t admit what it was, it wasn’t real. It’s not real. This is a trip. A dream. This isn’t life. No!

			The noose tightened and Wallace couldn’t pretend any more.

			‘It’s easier if you stand,’ came the voice. It was somewhere above and behind him. Deep, serious, unfamiliar, and delivered with a bland mid-Atlantic accent. Wallace clung to the faint hope that this was a practical joke taken too far. A colleague. A friend. A neighbour. Someone he knew seeking to repay some act of unkindness. But he didn’t recognise the voice. If this was a joke, someone had paid money for an actor. Please let it be an actor.

			‘Please,’ he said hoarsely. ‘Please don’t do this.’

			Wallace remembered Kabul. He remembered the condemned men shuffling slowly to the gallows. He remembered wondering why none of them tried to run. He remembered pressing his cheek against his camera and peering into the viewfinder, searching for the answer in their eyes. The men, foot soldiers in a militant group determined to overthrow the Afghan government, had cast their faces at the ground, and it was not until they reached the foot of the small run of steps that Wallace saw the first man’s eyes. He had seen the man look up at his destiny, and, as the shutter chattered away to capture a stuttering record of the moment, Wallace saw the hollowness of defeat in the man’s eyes; such fire that animates the human soul had already been extinguished. You’re not one of them! Wallace told himself, as he felt the fire of life burning fiercely within.

			If I stand, Wallace thought now, as the noose choked tighter, I might be able to lash out and catch this guy off guard. Risky, but if I do nothing, I’m dead anyway. He fumbled to his feet, his upward progress aided by the taut rope around his neck. Once on his feet, Wallace strained his ears, listening for movement. The rope tugged at his neck, squeezing his windpipe, but it wasn’t getting any tighter. Wallace tensed his muscles. For almost two decades he had trained for just such a moment. He remembered his first aikido instructor, Shiodin Bal, telling him that true warriors had to be willing to greet death as a friend. As glorious as that sounded to a fourteen-year-old from West Hampstead, the combat techniques Wallace had learned in the intervening years all relied on him having free movement of his hands and feet. There was no glorious grace in fighting from the end of a noose, just simple, ugly survival.

			A creak and movement in the air ahead of him. Wallace jumped up and kicked out with both feet, holding nothing back and committing himself to the manoeuvre entirely. All in, high stakes, no holds barred. He visualised his feet connecting with his attacker’s head, the man going sprawling; freeing himself and living to tell his triumphant tale to the amazed police officers who arrived to arrest the villain. Reality had other plans. Wallace’s legs barely climbed above knee height, such was the difficulty of jumping while bound. His limbs connected with nothing but air, and he fell flat on his back, his neck catching the rope at a perilous angle. If his attacker hadn’t fed him some slack, Wallace’s neck would have snapped under his own weight. He felt the terrible blow of failure, and he realised that his effort would have looked less like an escape and more like an attempted suicide.

			‘It’s easier if you stand,’ came the deep voice. No anger, no disappointment, just factual, like a doctor delivering a diagnosis. Or a vet talking to an animal.

			Wallace found himself trembling as he got to his feet. The music had changed; Polarized by Seven Lions. Haunting, moody, atmospheric, Wallace felt he finally understood the significance of the track. It was about second chances, a celebration of life. I don’t deserve to die here. Even as the words formed in his mind, Wallace knew that they represented the desperate plea of a fool, not a man who had seen enough of the world to know that tens of thousands of undeserving people die every single day.

			‘Please. I’ll give you anything you want.’ Tears soaked his blindfold, and his tremulous voice said it all; he was broken. There was no practical joke, no action movie escape. Just him in a room with a stranger who controlled the noose around his neck.

			Movement. Something touched his skin. Wallace recoiled, but then realised it was a hand. A gloved hand. Leather or rubber. Cold but malleable.

			‘Please don’t,’ he blubbed.

			The gloved hand grabbed his arm and held it firm. He felt movement in between his wrists and his arms were suddenly free – his bonds had been cut. Relief beyond any he had ever experienced rushed through him, as the man cut the ties that bound his legs.

			‘Thank you, thank you,’ Wallace croaked.

			He didn’t care who the man was, or why he had felt the need to punish him, Wallace would forgive him. He had come face-to-face with his own mortality and it had taught him many valuable lessons. Get a chain for your door, Wallace thought to himself as he giggled inwardly, drunk with hysterical euphoria. Don’t trust strangers. Buy a dog. A big dog.

			He sensed movement around his head and the blindfold fell away. Every valuable object in his luxurious flat was undisturbed; this was definitely not a robbery, but there was no sign of the practical joker.

			‘You can lose the noose,’ Wallace suggested, his confidence returning. He tried to turn his head, but the noose was pulled tight. ‘Alright!’ he cried out hoarsely.

			He heard the shard of doubt in his voice and his confidence faltered. It crumbled completely when he saw something being pulled towards him. Out of the corner of his eye he saw a black-gloved hand holding one of his kitchen chairs, the ends of the chipped wooden legs brushing the long hairs of the woven rug as they travelled the short distance to his side.

			‘Up,’ his assailant instructed, with a firm tug of the rope. The noose tightened and pressed his Adam’s apple into his throat with such force that he wasn’t able to talk. Every breath became a strain as he gasped for precious air. He hated his legs; he knew they were deceiving themselves because they believed there was blessed relief on the chair. Legs that could carry him fifteen miles at a run were weak enough to fall for a lie. He cursed his treacherous body as it mounted the chair, the crushing noose pulling him ever higher. He looked at the weathered, pockmarked beam and regretted his decision to have it treated for woodworm even after the structural survey had found none. Wallace wished that for once he had not chased perfection. If he’d been the kind of person who’d let things slide there was a chance that the beam would have been weakened by woodworm and that the weight of the heavy rope and his even heavier body would have brought it crashing down.

			With the blindfold gone, Wallace could feel tears cutting gulleys down his chiselled cheeks. He was too wrapped up in the prospect of his own death to maintain the pretence that he was anything other than an abysmal failure. He’d made a living chronicling other lives, but he had done nothing with his own. He would leave the world without having made the slightest difference; his only legacy was a few photographs that would soon be lost and forgotten. We’re all weak. We all fail. And then we die. Staring up at the beam, Wallace realised that something inside him had died: hope. Like the men he had photographed in Kabul, he felt nothing but the hollow emptiness of defeat.

			Movement at the edge of his vision. Wallace cast his eyes down, and what he saw filled him with dread. A man dressed in heavy black boots, black leather trousers and some kind of black body armour over his torso. A black combat mask with a mouth hole covered with a wire mesh, and round, opaque black goggles. Wallace could see his reflection in the lenses – a sickening echo of the ghost he was about to become. A full-length black leather coat with a beautifully rich purple lining completed his attacker’s attire. A superhero, Wallace thought darkly. Only there was nothing heroic about the figure before him. Even through the mask Wallace could sense brooding hatred.

			Who was he? Serial killer. No. There’s no hope with a serial killer. Don’t go there. Wallace ignored his fears and continued reaching for a memory; searching his past for someone he had wronged. His relatively blameless life frustrated him and he could think of nothing that merited murder. This lunatic had the wrong guy.

			‘You’ve got . . .’ Wallace tried, but the words were trapped in his throat, his voice box crushed by the noose. Anger overtook fear and the tingling fire of indignation coursed through his body. He was going to die for no reason, because a monster had got the wrong address.

			He tried to shout, but his throat wouldn’t open enough to get the words out, and he watched in horror as the masked man kicked the chair away.

			Time slowed.

			Wallace felt himself suspended in mid-air, free of any support, outside the laws of gravity; he was weightless, flying, he would live forever. He’d make some changes. Start fresh. Find purpose in life. Maybe find someone to share it with. Connie . . . Why was he falling? That’s not right. I can’t die.

			Time kicked in and Wallace fell, his full weight pulling against the noose, which tightened around his neck like a hand squeezing a tube of toothpaste. He was surprised by the lack of resistance his neck offered – it collapsed under the rope without any argument. Unlike the condemned warriors in Kabul, he hadn’t fallen far enough to break his neck, so Wallace knew he would choke to death. Slowly. His hands clawed at the noose, but it was so very tight, the fibres cutting into his neck, fusing with his flesh. Wallace’s fingers went further up, to the rope that rose behind his head. He pulled at it, lifting his own weight, and the noose stopped tightening, but it did not get any looser. Wallace was shocked at how heavy he felt, and how quickly his arms began to burn with the strain. All those hours spent in the gym, obsessively training his body to ensure it could meet the physical demands of his work. That obsession would finally pay off. He’d pull himself up to freedom and somehow overpower his misguided attacker.

			He trembled with the effort of keeping himself aloft. He was strong, fit, and determined. He would never give up. Letting go of the rope, letting the noose take his weight, he’d be almost as culpable in his own death as the masked man who put him there. He would endure whatever pain it took to pull himself up the rope, to the beam, out of the reach of his would-be murderer. Aikido had taught him that he was master of his mind and body. John Wallace was not about to give up.

			Like his treacherous legs before them, his arms betrayed his mind. They were weak when he most needed strength. Despite his desperate commands for them to ignore the pain, they dropped to his side. His legs kicked the air as his neck took his full weight. Wallace finally realised that there would be no escape. I’m dying.

			The old cliché wasn’t true; his life didn’t flash before his eyes. Instead Wallace found himself reliving only the most painful moments. The death of his parents. The mutilated bodies of the Afghan children that had finally sent him home. And Connie. Warm, sweet, tender Connie, her sad, tear-drenched face looking up at him, full of love. She had been right, and now, more than ever, he regretted letting her go.

			Through the free-flowing tears, Wallace looked down at the masked man, who watched impassively as his life was choked away. Wallace’s lungs, full of stale, fetid air, burned with the desire to expel their contents. His eyes pushed further and further forward, edging their way out of their sockets. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I should have done better.

			Remorse was the very last feeling Wallace experienced before he blacked out. Inertia kept his body swinging after his legs had stopped kicking. A pendulum marking the final moments of existence.

			The masked man watched Wallace’s body until it fell still. Satisfied, the killer began the next phase of his work.

		

	
		
			2

			Primal pain stabbed searing barbs that jolted Wallace back to consciousness. The sensation was unlike anything he had ever experienced in its sheer brutal ferocity. It overshadowed being shot on the road out of Kandahar and made the resultant fleshy shoulder wound seem like an alluringly benign experience. Wallace forced his senses through the pain and realised he was lying on his back covered in heavy timber, plaster and rubble. The beam had collapsed. The beam had collapsed! Euphoria trumped agony, and the pure joy of being alive surged through his body.

			The impact of the beam landing on him had rapidly compressed Wallace’s lungs, expelling the toxic air, and shocking him awake. He instinctively tugged at the noose, loosening it enough to take a breath. The relief he felt was instant, and a warm, divine feeling flooded his body. It was the most intoxicating moment of his life. His heart pounded, pumping euphoric adrenalin everywhere, and this time his limbs didn’t betray him; he got to his feet as he removed the noose. The room was empty; no sign of his attacker. Phone. Police. Wallace’s brain kicked into gear.

			He started for the door only to be greeted by the sight of his masked killer running into the room from the inner recesses of his apartment. Drawn by the noise, the killer seemed momentarily shocked to find Wallace alive. The moment didn’t last, and the killer took action, producing something – a Taser? – from beneath his long coat. Wallace didn’t wait for his attacker to use the device. Get away! Distance was life. Proximity was death. The logic was simple, but the execution was not. The killer stood in the only exit, a doorway that led to the entrance hall that led to the front door that led to the sweeping staircase that wound down two flights of converted church to the main entrance. Wallace’s only way out was past the killer. The killer with a weapon. Not the only way. Wallace’s legs were moving before he’d even fully registered the thought. He would risk the chance of dying over the certainty of it.

			He crashed through his large living room window and heard himself scream as he tumbled two floors and hit the well-groomed lawn of the front garden, landing on his back. Even in London, where citizens were adept at ignoring the most terrible sounds, the noise of his fall would draw attention. But Wallace didn’t want to be found, not here, not in sight of the man who had tried to kill him. He fought back the dark mass crushing his consciousness and looked up at his window. The killer thrust his head through the jagged hole in the glass and looked down at Wallace before withdrawing. He’s coming.

			Wallace felt the dark mass grow heavier as oblivion beckoned, but knew that he had to stay awake. He reached for his chest, the part of his body that was causing him the most pain, and felt something bony and wet – an exposed rib. He pushed it, hard. The ensuing agony was so severe that it cut through his drowsy mind like a searing laser and startled him to life. Wallace staggered to his feet, ignored the screaming pain that came from almost every inch of his body, and stumbled down through the front garden to the street.

			Death is hunting you. Think. Think. Think. Wallace’s creativity made him a living, but this wasn’t a matter of lighting and composition, this was real. He was badly injured, wavering on the edge of consciousness. He had no clothes, no money and no weapon. He considered appealing to his neighbours for help as he stumbled down Hamilton Terrace, but this was one of London’s most exclusive addresses and nobody in their right mind would open the door to a battered lunatic on a dark September night.

			He tumbled down Abercorn Place, the gentle slope drawing him towards the throng of Maida Vale. The yellow street lights hanging high above the busy road looked like the glowing hearts of angels. Salvation, Wallace thought. If it wasn’t a mistake, if the killer had come for him, Wallace knew his safest bet was anonymity – losing himself in the teeming city would rob the murderer of a second chance. Rush hour had long passed and traffic was moving freely on Maida Vale. He looked up Abercorn Place and saw no sign of his assailant. Then something in one of the gardens, a figure pulling himself over a wall – he was being followed.

			Fear injected him with energy and Wallace staggered towards a bus stop where one of London’s double-deckers was discharging its contents. He leaned against the bus while commuters stepped off, and then slipped through the doors as they closed. If the driver had spotted him, he didn’t say anything. He’d probably been on the job long enough to know that it wasn’t worth confronting nutters over their bus fare. With his last reserves of strength, Wallace hauled himself upstairs. He barely registered the looks of disgust as he made his way along the upper deck. As one of London’s rare considerate drivers finally gave way, and the bus pulled out, he collapsed on a seat near the back of the bus. His nearest neighbours gave him concerned glances and moved towards the front, but Wallace didn’t care. He leaned against the cold glass and looked out of the window, scouring the gardens of Abercorn Place for signs of his killer. When he saw none, he finally relaxed. The bus rolled along Maida Vale, and he felt the gentle warmth of adrenalin subsiding before comforting darkness closed in.
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			One word stuck in Wallace’s mind as he came round: suicide. He’d heard it a great deal over the past few kaleidoscopic days. Suicide. Suicide attempt. Suicide watch. He’d tried to explain, but he hadn’t been making much sense, and the world flickered by like a zoetrope. Wallace caught spinning moments that gave the illusion of being connected, but in reality he had no idea what games time was playing. His only certainty was that everything around him seemed to be urgent and important; things happened quickly and seriously. Wallace didn’t mind; during his conscious moments he felt like he was swaddled by a white world of soft clouds, and when he was asleep he dreamed the most colourful nightmares. Horrors so terrifying they made everything else seem utterly blissful. Wallace drifted and drooled as he was eased in and out of life, the zoetrope whirling on. While doctors operated and nurses drained, orderlies pushed, anaesthetists had him count in reverse, lights shone brightly, steel gleamed, blood flowed, and life continued. And that’s what made it all so pleasurable: life. Wallace recalled the crushing, unconquerable grip of death and it made everything that came after it a joy. Each breath, each blink, each simple movement was a prize that he had stolen from the man who’d tried to kill him. He drifted in and out, half registering the world around him, existing in a place without time or meaning.

			Then he woke up. This is different, Wallace thought as he looked around the hospital room. He felt the self-awareness and mental acuity that came with sobriety. He guessed they must have dropped the dosage of whatever was keeping the pain at bay. Three months on a photo assignment in Nepal had given him a passing familiarity with opiates and he recognised the muted feeling of withdrawal rooted somewhere deep in his gut.

			Laminated vertical blinds cut the sunlight that shone through the frosted window and illuminated Wallace’s private room. There was nothing unusual about it: an electric bed, a trolley tray pushed to one corner, a stand supporting a bag of clear liquid that ran through a tube into the needle embedded in his arm, a heart rate monitor, a television attached to the wall, and an old lady. The old lady smiled as Wallace did a double take. She sat in a low chair positioned against the wall opposite his bed. She wore a floral jumper and a long black skirt and held a book: Gibbon’s History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Her smile was joined by wide eyes that conveyed a perfect mix of sympathy and pity. Should I know you? Wallace tried to place the face, but he didn’t recognise her.

			‘How are you feeling?’ the old lady asked.

			‘OK,’ Wallace croaked, his throat raw.

			The old lady stood and went to the tray table to pour a glass of water from a plastic jug.

			‘They said you would find it difficult to talk,’ she said as she brought it over. ‘This might help.’

			Wallace nodded his thanks and took a sip, which immediately caused his throat to clam up with what felt like the worst case of tonsillitis he’d ever experienced. He mouthed an oath and grimaced as he held the glass out for the old lady.

			‘It may take a while,’ she observed as she replaced the glass on the tray.

			‘Police,’ Wallace rasped, the searing sensation now registering through the diminished painkillers.

			‘No, I’m just a volunteer. We sit with some of the more . . .’ the old lady hesitated, searching for the right word, ‘. . . vulnerable patients.’

			Suicide watch. Great. Wallace shook his head at the old dear.

			‘Police,’ he said again, willing her to get it this time. He wasn’t sure his throat could take much more.

			‘Oh!’ she exclaimed with sudden realisation. ‘You want me to fetch the police. Of course. I’ll ask one of the nurses to call someone.’

			Wallace was surprised at how tired he’d become; that simple attempt at communication had exhausted him. He passed out shortly after the old lady had left the room and came round to find someone gently touching his shoulder. A moment to focus; then recognition, one of the faces from the zoetrope; a doctor.

			‘Mary said you were awake,’ the doctor began. ‘We were wondering if you could tell us your name.’

			The doctor wasn’t wearing a badge. Wallace put him in his mid-forties. He had a harsh Afrikaans accent and a severe, unfriendly face, which reinforced Wallace’s paranoia.

			Wallace touched his skull and shook his head to indicate that he didn’t remember.

			‘Don’t you remember?’

			Wallace nodded.

			‘Odd. You don’t show any signs of neurological damage,’ the South African continued. ‘It’s one of the few parts of your body that was OK. You suffered serious bruising to your legs and back, three broken ribs, one compound, a fractured collar bone, broken wrist, lacerations of the neck and a collapsed windpipe.’

			Wallace’s eyes widened.

			‘You’re lucky to be alive,’ the doctor said as he studied Wallace in puzzlement. ‘I’m going to order another MRI. Make sure we didn’t miss anything.’

			Wallace smiled and nodded.

			‘There’s a police officer outside. Are you up to seeing him?’

			Wallace nodded as emphatically as his damaged neck would allow.

			‘If you need help with anything, just press this button,’ the doctor gestured towards a green button that hung from a cord beside Wallace’s bed.

			Wallace smiled and waved his thanks as the doctor withdrew. Moments later the door opened and a young black man in a shabby, crumpled suit entered.

			‘Hi, I’m Detective Sergeant Bailey. The doc tells me you can’t remember your name. Is there something you’d like me to call you?’ Bailey was tall and slim, but had round cheeks that gave his face a babyish look, making him seem kinder and more approachable than he probably was. His closely shaved hair was almost certainly an attempt to give himself a menacing edge.

			‘John,’ Wallace croaked.

			‘John. OK, John, how can I help you?’

			Wallace beckoned the police officer closer. The pain each word caused him meant he didn’t want to repeat anything. Bailey drew near. Wallace could see that his eyes shone with intelligence.

			‘Someone tried to kill me,’ Wallace rasped.

			‘OK. Someone tried to kill you,’ Bailey said with more than a hint of scepticism.

			Wallace glared at him. ‘Man in body armour,’ he said through the pain.

			‘I don’t mean any offence,’ Bailey replied. Wallace guessed he was somewhere in his mid-twenties, young enough to be eager, old enough to know that things aren’t always exactly how they seem. ‘It’s just that, well, patients’ records are confidential, but I’ve been waiting out there a while and I’ve always found that if you chat to the nurses, maybe buy them a tea, you can learn way more than you’d ever learn from a file. They say your injuries are consistent with a suicide attempt and that maybe you panicked when it went wrong. You were found passed out on a bus in Victoria Station.’

			Wallace had wanted to get lost, but couldn’t believe he’d made it all the way to the depot without any of the other passengers alerting the authorities. He shrugged inwardly: London, the place where nobody wants to get involved.

			‘Man tried to kill me,’ he protested, his hoarse voice making him sound menacing and inhuman.

			‘I haven’t dealt with many situations like this,’ Bailey responded, ‘But I do know that a lot of people feel embarrassed. Rather than admit what happened, they’re all like, “I don’t know how I finished up in front of the train, I slipped,” or, “I miscounted the pills, I meant to take two, but I took sixty.’’’

			He smiled down at Wallace, who hadn’t considered the possibility that he’d have to convince the police someone had attacked him.

			‘Not suicide. Murder,’ Wallace rasped. ‘Was working. Knock at door . . .’

			He felt the world fade. His chest tightened and his mind became light and fuzzy. He could feel his heart pound and his palms grow moist. The memory of what happened was triggering a frightful reaction in him. Wallace felt the familiar haze of a panic attack, and his head grew light as reality drifted into a distant bubble.

			Bailey drew close. ‘Are you OK?’

			Wallace nodded and then shook his head. Don’t try to fight it. Breathe. He focused on his breathing – slow and full. Slow and full. The tightness in his chest subsided.

			‘I died,’ he whispered. ‘Shouldn’t be here.’

			‘Let’s start from the beginning,’ Bailey suggested, his demeanour changing from light scepticism to serious professionalism. ‘Have you really forgotten your name?’

			Wallace hesitated. Someone had tried to kill him and he’d watched The Godfather enough times to know that hospital was a prime place for a second attempt. Bailey produced a pad and pencil and looked at him expectantly.

			‘Promise me. Not tell anyone,’ Wallace said quietly.

			‘Any notes are confidential. They only get put on file if there’s an arrest, in which case you’d have nothing to worry about. You’re safe, I promise,’ Bailey replied reassuringly.

			‘John Wallace.’

			‘Address?’ Bailey asked.

			‘Flat four, sixty-one Hamilton Terrace, St John’s Wood,’ Wallace replied.

			Bailey breathed a silent whistle. ‘Nice part of town. Where do you work?’

			‘All over. Photographer.’

			‘You enjoy your job?’

			Wallace’s eyes narrowed. ‘Didn’t try to kill self,’ he rasped.

			‘Do you live alone?’ Bailey continued.

			Wallace nodded.

			‘Why don’t you tell me what happened?’ Bailey asked gently.

			Wallace hesitated. He could feel panic rising as he cast his mind back to that night. Bailey put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. ‘It’s OK. You’re safe.’

			‘Ten o’clock,’ Wallace began. ‘Working. Uploading pictures. Knock at door.’

			‘Does your building have a buzzer?’ Bailey interrupted.

			Wallace nodded.

			‘And you didn’t let this guy in?’

			Wallace nodded again.

			‘So either one of your neighbours let him in, or he broke in,’ Bailey observed before falling silent.

			Wallace continued, ‘Opened door. Nobody there. Something sprayed in face. Passed out. Came round. Blindfold. Hands and feet tied. Put noose . . .’ He trailed off, his hoarse voice cracking to nothing.

			‘It’s OK,’ Bailey encouraged him gently. ‘I need to know what happened.’

			Wallace wiped his welling eyes and composed himself. ‘Noose on neck,’ he whispered. ‘Forced to stand. Blindfold off.’

			‘Did you see him?’ Bailey asked.

			Wallace shook his head. ‘Not then. Cut bonds. Made get on chair. Then saw him. Black mask, black suit. Black goggles. Round, covered eyes. Long coat. Like superhero,’ he said as he remembered his dark observation.

			‘So you didn’t get a look at his face?’

			Wallace shook his head.

			‘What about height? Build?’ Bailey continued.

			‘Six feet. Maybe taller. Strong.’

			‘Did he say anything?’ Bailey asked. ‘Tell you why?’

			Wallace shook his head again. ‘He just . . .’ He struggled with the memory, and his chest pounded with the unbearable pressure of fear. His throat tightened, making every breath an effort.

			‘It’s OK, it’s OK,’ Bailey said, his hand pressing gently on Wallace’s shoulder. ‘You’re OK. You’re safe.’

			Wallace tried to suppress the panic, but it was an illogical force. He knew there was nothing to be afraid of, but try as he might to convince himself, there was something deeper and more powerful at play. Millions of years of instinct bred into mammals to ensure their survival, panic at the first sign of danger provoking a bestial fight or flight response that could not be satisfied by a wounded man in a hospital bed. No amount of reason or rationality could overcome this ancient, primal feeling.

			‘Sorry,’ he croaked.

			‘It’s OK,’ Bailey said with genuine sympathy. ‘Take as long as you need.’

			Wallace lost track of how long he lay there without saying anything, fighting to tame his fear of the moment he almost died.

			‘He kicked chair away,’ he said, finally pulling himself together. ‘Hung there. Tried to pull myself . . .’

			Another moment of panic, followed by more patience and sympathy from Bailey.

			‘Tried to pull self up,’ Wallace eventually continued. ‘Couldn’t hold weight. Let go.’

			He broke down utterly as he recalled his abject failure. His life had literally been in his own hands and he’d dropped it. Fear, shame, anger and regret all swept over him as he sobbed in his hospital bed. His eyes were red and sore and his throat burned. This is important, he told himself. This policeman needs to believe you. He needs to get out there and find the man who did this to you. Anger took over and gave him the strength to continue.

			‘Blacked out. Came to. Beam had snapped. Stood up. Pulled noose off. Killer came back.’

			‘He was still in your flat?’ Bailey asked.

			Wallace nodded.

			‘Why? He must have thought he’d killed you,’ Bailey observed, puzzled.

			‘Blocking door. Pulled something – Taser? Couldn’t fight – jumped out window.’

			‘You jumped out of the window?’

			‘Two floors. Killer followed. Got to bus. Safe. Now here.’

			Bailey digested Wallace’s story for a moment, and then asked, ‘Can you think of any reason someone might want to kill you?’

			Wallace shook his head.

			‘Ex-lover? A business deal gone wrong? You ever associate with any dangerous people? Criminals?’

			Wallace shook his head again. ‘Not many lovers. Live alone. Work alone. Films, mostly. No danger.’

			‘Anyone get angry with you recently?’ Bailey pressed.

			‘No,’ Wallace croaked hesitantly. ‘Was part of Masterson Inquiry,’ he conceded eventually.

			‘I knew I recognised your name,’ Bailey remarked. ‘You think it might have had something to do with that?’

			‘Long time ago,’ Wallace replied. ‘Was discredited. No threat to those soldiers. No threat to anyone.’

			‘OK,’ Bailey conceded. ‘I’m going to check this out, talk to your neighbours and find out if anyone saw or heard anything. Is there anyone you’d like me to call for you?’

			Wallace shook his head. Until he was in a firmer frame of mind and knew who’d tried to kill him, he wasn’t inclined to see or trust anyone.

			‘Do you want me to let the hospital know?’ Bailey asked.

			‘No.’

			‘I only ask because you’ve been sectioned under the Mental Health Act. The doctors believe you pose a risk to yourself. If they knew all this, it might make a difference to how they assess you.’

			Wallace smiled darkly. ‘Don’t believe me?’

			‘You’ve obviously been through a terrible ordeal, but my job is to find out exactly what happened,’ Bailey replied. ‘I’m taking what you’ve told me very seriously.’

			Wallace gave a small shrug; it was the best he could hope for in the circumstances.

			‘So do you want me to tell them?’

			‘No. No one. Safer.’

			‘I’ll be in touch,’ Bailey said as he walked towards the door. ‘Feel better.’

			As Wallace watched the young policeman exit he realised that he’d put all his trust, and his life, in the hands of a stranger. He prayed that it would pay off before pressing the call button. He needed the nurse. He longed for sleep. Whatever they had him on, he wanted more. He didn’t want to lie in his bleak hospital room haunted by the harrowing memories of his murder.
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			The girl’s toes reminded Wallace of the fallen columns he’d photographed at Karnak. Each digit comprised of three prominent phalanx bones lying haphazardly in line, joined by the past, being slowly eroded by the future. Wallace studied her face. Angular, almost jagged cheeks thrust out from pale, pockmarked skin. Sunken eyes, ringed by dark shadows. Lank blond hair falling in matted tresses that hid much of her face. Sharp angles all the way down, from her collarbones, their skeletal outline punctuating her narrow neck, to her bulbous ankles. Her name was Heather, and she was talking, but Wallace was barely listening. He had heard her story many times before and knew that her words held no secrets. Instead, he was trying to find meaning in her fragile, distorted beauty; her ribs, which cascaded down her torso like the arched keys of a macabre glockenspiel, their painful outlines visible underneath her thin white blouse, elbows and knees all raw, the skin stretched tight around the joints beneath, twin bones running along the forearm, broken only by the sweat bands on her wrists. Occasionally Heather would nervously play with one of the sweat bands and Wallace would catch a glimpse of the white scars hidden beneath.

			Heather, the saddest girl in the world, too fragile for happiness, too resilient to escape. Had she been born unhappy? Or had the storm of life weathered her soul, grinding it down until only misery remained? Wallace watched her thin lips as they moved slowly, signposting her thoughts, but never revealing the truth. He looked up at Heather’s eyes. There, past the shadows, beyond the red rims, was the truth: Pain. Life brought Heather nothing but pain. It trapped her in suffering, but her lips, the purveyors of comforting lies, would never share the truth with the group. Maybe she harboured the hope that she’d get better. More likely she didn’t want to reveal the darkness within to Dr Taylor, who might never clear her for release and forever deprive her of the ability to make one more attempt to escape the pain.

			The group meant that it was either Tuesday or Thursday. Wallace was having trouble with the days. The group. Five broken individuals. Six including Wallace. Seven including the doctor. Wallace would watch Taylor, his shining, full-bodied wavy hair, his pressed shirts and polished shoes, his Mont Blanc pen and Gucci glasses, all signets of his sanity. Great seals of civilisation that notarised the fact that Taylor was a functioning member of society. Only Wallace knew the truth. As the one vaguely sane person in the group, he could see the signs: the doctor’s hesitant questions, the doubt in his eyes, the fear in his voice. Taylor’s lips lied better than Heather’s, but Wallace knew the doctor was just as broken as his patients. He had to be. No sane person would choose to be surrounded by such sorrow. He’d have to be mad to believe these people could be saved. This was Wallace’s fifth, no, sixth – got to keep on top of time – session with the group and already he knew that Heather and her cadre of survivors were beyond help. The best any of them could hope for was to be patched up for a few more years of maladjusted misery. The bleak burden of what those people shared in that room weighed heavy on Wallace’s heart. Taylor could not be sane and remain unaffected by it. The doctor’s leery, bright-toothed smile and mind full of learning couldn’t do anything for them; to think otherwise was lunacy.

			Taylor had chastised Wallace in an earlier session – third, definitely the third. Stay on top of time, John. The doctor had felt compelled to highlight Wallace’s lack of engagement. He spoke about the danger of distance and had begun to explore the perils of evasiveness before Wallace had been able to send his mind somewhere else. Distance. Disengagement. These were words he’d heard before, spoken by softer lips. Connie had initially accepted the distance. Learned to live with the long periods when he’d retreat into his mind and utterly ignore the world around him. But the more she’d accepted him and the closer she’d become, the further Wallace had withdrawn. Connections brought nothing but pain, and the people in this room were the starkest evidence of that truth.

			He was finding it increasingly hard to keep track of abstract concepts like truth and identity. Robbed of the context of life, he was adrift. The very environment that was meant to cure these people made it all the more difficult to anchor the mind on something solid. Wallace had been medicated with a powerful cocktail of pills since admission. A miniature Tetris tray of oddly shaped pills that would all fit together in his gut to make him a whole, happy person. Taylor had explained what each would do to his body and mind, but the conversation now seemed too distant to recall in any detail. In the cinema of his mind, the screen was cracked and faded, and the audio a low monotone of indecipherable phrases. Maybe the pills were making him drift? Maybe they broke his mind down to a malleable mass that could be reshaped into a sane whole by the dedicated Doctor Taylor?

			That’s how it gets you, Wallace told himself. Dark, insipid thoughts. The product of a drugged mind that has nowhere else to go. You’re the same man you were four weeks ago. Except Wallace knew that he wasn’t. Someone had tried to kill him. He wasn’t able to close his eyes without seeing the mask. He wasn’t able to sleep without reliving the moment. The only difference between the dream and the reality was that in his dreams he died. But instead of painless oblivion, his death sent him hurtling through the most miserable moments of his life. Every single regret replayed and magnified by his nightly nightmare. When he was taken for his morning wash, the face that looked back at him from the mirror wasn’t his. He’d declined the services of the hospital barber and the ragged hair and scraggly beard that had materialised in the intervening weeks – three? four? definitely four – made him seem wild. When Wallace looked in the mirror he hoped he would have his eyes back. More than the sunken cheeks, the haunted expression or the pale skin, Wallace wanted rid of these eyes. Like Heather’s, they spoke of his pain. The tips of black icebergs, Wallace’s pupils were the start of a heavy darkness that plumbed the depths of his very existence. Everything about who he was, what he did, what he believed, the world around him – everything was a sham. His death. The noose. His final breath. That was reality.

			‘Are you OK?’ Wallace became aware of a voice that wasn’t his own. It was Taylor, leaning forward, his face a picture of concern. Perhaps that was why Taylor chose this life; being surrounded by the most fractured specimens was the only way he could feel good about himself. ‘John?’

			Wallace saw Heather look at him, her eyes brimming with pity. He touched a hand to his cheek and felt wet tears.

			‘Did Heather’s story resonate with you?’ Taylor asked in a treacly voice that oozed with concern.

			Wallace looked round the room. There was Rodney, who had tried to gas himself in his garage. Tina and Ken, who had both tried to overdose, and wheelchair-bound Martin, who had jumped off a bridge. These sad, broken spirits looked at him with overplayed pity. He had taken the heat of Taylor’s attention away from any of them and Wallace knew that they would applaud and encourage any attempt to keep it firmly fixed on him.

			‘I’m OK,’ he replied. He wasn’t about to open up. Not now. He wasn’t about to tell Taylor that the source of his tears was his recently discovered never-ending river of self-pity. Guilt. Regret. Existential crisis. All markers of a breakdown, but he was not about to discuss them here. He looked at the attempted suicides and found new resolve. He was not one of them. Someone had tried to kill him. A random event that had wounded him, physically and mentally. He might even be experiencing a breakdown, but unlike the people around him, he was not yet broken. Time, not some smiling doctor, would heal him.

			‘Are you sure?’ Taylor countered. ‘It’s been five weeks . . .’

			Five! No. It’s been four, Wallace thought as he suddenly wondered whether Taylor was playing games with him.

			‘. . . and you still haven’t shared anything with the group,’ Taylor continued. ‘I normally give people a maximum of eight sessions before insisting they tell their story. This is your tenth, John, and we still don’t even know your full name.’

			‘I’m just John,’ Wallace replied. Someone had tried to kill him, and until he knew who that was, no one would know his identity. ‘You know I can’t tell you my name.’

			Taylor looked as though he wanted to roll his eyes, but his training prevented him from doing anything so unprofessional. ‘I know why you think you can’t tell us. But once the police investigation is complete, we’re going to need to know. If necessary we’ll start canvassing for your name. Identity gives us context in life. It will enable us to help you get better.’

			Wallace smiled. ‘I don’t need help. I really don’t belong here.’

			‘You keep saying that, John,’ Taylor countered. ‘But how can you expect any of us to agree with you if you don’t tell us more about yourself?’

			Wallace looked around the room. Why would he want to share anything with these strangers? Rodney’s eyes were vacant, the result of spending too long in his monoxide-filled garage. His movements were like a distant swell, slow and languid, his arms and legs carelessly rolling, as though his brain was struggling to retain control of them. What could Wallace hope to gain by sharing anything with this damaged man? Wallace was not a suicide. He had nothing in common with these people.

			‘I’ve got nothing to say,’ Wallace responded.

			Disappointment flashed across Taylor’s face. A lesser mind would have felt the pressure of guilt and sought to please Taylor by spilling its contents, but Wallace was wise to the doctor’s manipulation and simply stared at him defiantly.

			‘Perhaps next time,’ Taylor conceded. ‘Heather, why don’t you carry on?’

			Disappointment also clouded Heather’s face, but she lacked Wallace’s resolve in dealing with the doctor, and her lying lips continued their slow work. Wallace turned his thoughts to the future and wondered how he would secure his release without divulging his identity. Even if he told them who he was, they would never believe him without any evidence. He tried to recall the police officer who had visited him in hospital, but the man’s name remained beyond the haze of drugs. If Taylor was right and he’d been institutionalised for five weeks he might as well give up hope of the police coming to his rescue. Like everyone else, the detective had probably dismissed Wallace as a failed suicide. He wouldn’t have even bothered to follow up Wallace’s story. Whatever the future held, Wallace almost certainly faced it alone.

			Ellie had chewed him out, but Bailey didn’t really give a shit. For all the advances in technology, forensics were there to support real detective work, which meant they did what they were told. And if he told them to sweep the home of an obvious suicide, that’s what they had to do. But they’d come up empty and Ellie had given him verbals for wasting her team’s time. Fuck her. Never, Bailey thought. Too geeky, with a pastiness that comes from spending too much time indoors. Bailey preferred his women fiery and tanned. His relationships didn’t last long, but they kept life interesting.

			He parked in a resident’s bay on Hamilton Terrace. When he climbed out of his Vauxhall, he realised how out of place it looked, flanked by a Range Rover and a Bentley. Growing up in Streatham, Bailey had dreamed of being rich. But I’ll never be rich, Bailey thought as he crossed the pavement and started up the black-and-white tiled pathway that led to number 61 Hamilton Terrace. The converted red-brick church was one of the more modest buildings on the broad, tree-lined street. Next to it, concealed behind high walls and solid black gates, was a giant white mansion with opaque sky-blue windows. Here, in this fine neighbourhood, that pile would set a person back at least twenty-five million. Bailey felt a pang of jealousy, but consoled himself with the thought that he never had to worry about anyone breaking into his one-bedroom flat in Hackney. No threat of home invasion. No concerns about being held at knifepoint while the house was ransacked. Still, it would be nice to have the choice, the freedom to drop twenty-five mill on a pad. The guy who owned the white palace probably wouldn’t even notice the dent the purchase price made in his wallet. There were some people out there with way too much cash. Whiners ain’t winners. Bailey recalled his grandmother’s advice, which was doled out to him and any of his siblings whenever they complained they were getting a raw deal.

			He focused on the job at hand: one more witness to interview. He’d made three visits to Hamilton Terrace over the past month. The first was to canvas the neighbours and find out if anyone had seen or heard anything. He’d interviewed Steve Kent, the banker who lived in the basement, the Wilsons, a young family who rented the ground-floor flat and the Levines, a retired couple who had the flat on the first floor. But he hadn’t been able to reach Leona Stiles, the woman who lived directly above Wallace. Mrs Levine had told him that she was some sort of showgirl, who had left a few days after the incident to spend a few weeks working in Dubai. She wasn’t due back until the end of October. Beyond the immediate neighbours, Bailey had canvassed three homes either side of number 61. He’d only been able to talk to the staff in each of the adjacent properties and was told that the owners were away. No one with money spent autumn in London. Like the first ancients, these absentee landlords were sun worshippers. The only difference was that they had the resources to chase it around the globe.

			None of the residents or staff had seen anything, suggesting that Wallace’s story was a work of fiction. Bailey’s second visit had been with Ellie and the forensics team, and, as he’d watched their meticulous work, he’d studied the collapsed beam and questioned whether a failed suicide really would follow an unsuccessful attempt with another immediate bid. It would take a particularly unhinged mind to leap out of the window after an abortive hanging, and, while Wallace had seemed distressed, he did not come across as unstable.

			Even though the forensics team didn’t find anything to suggest attempted murder, Bailey couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that Wallace had been telling the truth. The man had been deeply shaken and seemed genuinely convinced that someone had tried to kill him. So Bailey made a third visit just over a week ago to walk the course. He had checked the walls, gardens and outbuildings around number 61, invoking the ire of more than one security-conscious neighbour and the attention of the local uniforms. He had found nothing. No trace of a supposed intruder either inside or outside the property. With a certain amount of satisfaction, Ellie had told him that her team had concluded that John Wallace had attempted suicide, first by hanging, and then, when the decorative beam had collapsed, by jumping through his second-floor window. Nonetheless, Bailey’s instincts told him that the man had been telling the truth, so he had waited patiently for the return of the only remaining witness who could corroborate Wallace’s story.

			He climbed the single step and pressed the buzzer for flat number five. He stared at the camera and smiled when a voice answered, ‘Hello?’

			Bailey held his warrant card up to the camera and replied, ‘Miss Stiles, it’s DS Bailey. We spoke on the phone.’

			The catch on the door buzzed and Bailey pushed it open. He crossed the wood-panelled hall and checked himself in the large, gilt-framed mirrors that flanked him either side. Hundreds of reflected images stared back at him: a strong, confident, young black man with looks that merited his ego. Bailey was pleased by what he saw. He passed the door to the Wilsons’ flat and hurried up the carpeted stairs, taking them two at a time. The thick green pile muffled the sound of his steps. If someone was able to break into the building, it wouldn’t be difficult to move around without being heard. As he walked along the first-floor landing, he saw the light change in the Levines’ peephole. The door opened a moment later, and Mrs Levine, a sweet, crinkled old lady with a loose perm, smiled at him.

			‘Hello, Detective Bailey,’ she said. ‘Any news on John? We’re worried about him.’

			‘The doctors think he’ll be OK,’ Bailey replied. ‘Just needs a little more time. If you’ll excuse me.’

			‘You’ll let us know if there’s news, won’t you?’ Mrs Levine called after Bailey, who had already moved on.

			As he rounded the next flight of stairs, Bailey looked back to see the old lady shut the door and heard her double-lock it. She claimed to have always been security conscious, even before the incident. She had plenty of time to read the newspaper and knew what happened to people who didn’t look out for themselves. Mrs Levine had been home the night of the suicide – murder – attempted killing, was the phrase Bailey had finally settled on. Mrs Levine said she’d heard loud music and some banging about, but nothing unusual until the beam collapsed. The awful racket had convinced her that the building was coming down. After the sound of shattering glass, Mrs Levine had looked out of the window to see John Wallace, half-naked, scuttling down Abercorn Place. She’d not been aware of any visitors, nor heard anything that would have led her to believe John Wallace wasn’t alone.

			As Bailey continued up the stairs, Wallace’s front door came into view. It was secured by a temporary padlock and a caution notice warned any unauthorised visitors. Bailey had called Maybury Hospital to check on Wallace. The doctor he spoke to, Taylor, refused to divulge any information on Wallace’s condition, but said that Bailey was welcome to visit. Bailey couldn’t bring himself to talk to the guy just yet. Not until he’d figured out for certain whether he was a genuine victim or a deluded liar. He continued up the stairs until he reached the top floor of the converted church where the roof began to gently slope towards its high apex.

			He crossed the third-floor landing and found Leona Stiles’ front door ajar. The smell of sweet incense drifted through the gap. Bailey knocked. ‘Hello?’

			‘Come in,’ came a soft voice.

			He opened the door and stepped into a bright hallway. Light came through a couple of open doorways. The one on his right led into a kitchen with a wooden floor and low units. The other door was directly ahead of him. Another wooden floor, but this one covered by a rug. The layout seemed to be a duplicate of Wallace’s, but the decor couldn’t have been more different. A photograph of two nude women locked in an intimate embrace dominated the hallway. Bailey wasn’t sure how to describe the style, but the black-and-white image was overexposed so that one only caught the most pronounced features, an effect that accentuated the mystery of the subjects’ embrace. A dozen smaller, framed black-and-white photographs of a woman in a variety of outlandish outfits filled what space remained on the bright red walls. The woman’s face was covered with rich make-up that masked her true identity. Bailey couldn’t help but marvel at the intricacy of the costumes and face-paint. A burlesque peacock in one, a seductive deviless in another, the images could never be described as erotic, but Bailey found them strangely alluring.

			‘In here.’ The voice came from the living room.

			Bailey entered to find the large space dominated by a tailor’s mannequin adorned in what looked like a bridal gown. A long white train flowed from the dress and wound round much of the room until it finished bunched in the hands of a strange young woman. Strange because one side of her head was shaved and tattooed, while the other sported lustrous wavy auburn hair. Leona Stiles was probably a natural beauty, but her dichotomous appearance rendered traditional concepts of beauty useless. Bailey settled for fascinating. Leona stood and carefully deposited the end of the bridal train on the old leather chair that she’d been sitting on. She wore a floral tea dress that was split at her midriff, revealing part of her torso. Bailey tried not to look too closely but couldn’t help seeing that a garland of roses tattooed the space between Leona’s breasts. She crossed one of the largest Persian rugs Bailey had ever seen and offered her hand.

			‘Pleased to meet you, Detective,’ she said. ‘I’m Leona Stiles.’

			‘Nice to meet you.’ Bailey floundered for his cool as he shook Leona’s hand. Her grip was delicate, but gave a hint of the strength that lay beyond it.

			‘Sorry it’s such a mess in here. I’d offer you a seat, but I had to take them all out to work.’

			Bailey looked at the gown. ‘Someone’s big day,’ he observed.

			Leona looked puzzled for a moment before realisation dawned. ‘Not quite,’ she responded with a smile. ‘I’m making it for a performance. I do all my own costumes.’

			‘Mrs Levine said you’re a trapeze artist,’ Bailey remarked.

			‘Trapeze, high wire, fire breathing, anything that might kill me,’ Leona replied dryly. ‘This one’s for a music video. They’re going for a Miss Haversham vibe. The entire dress catches fire, liberating me to be an independent woman. Or liberating me of my clothes; I can never keep track of all the creative reasons why I find myself in my underwear so often.’

			Bailey was smitten. Dangerous, funny and smart. The living room walls were pure white, but were covered in brightly framed photographs and paintings of circus folk through the ages. As wild as it was, it was clear to Bailey that Leona revered her work.

			‘How’s John?’ Leona broke the extended silence.

			‘John?’ Bailey snapped out of a romantic daydream in which he and Leona had married and sired a handful of circus performing kids.

			‘My neighbour? I assume that’s what you’re here to talk about?’

			‘Yeah. Sorry. John Wallace, that’s right,’ Bailey replied. Got to be smoother than that, he told himself. ‘Were you home the night of the incident?’

			Leona nodded. ‘It was a couple of days before I flew out to Dubai. I was working on my costume.’

			‘Underwear?’ Bailey joked.

			Leona smiled and shook her head. ‘Not in Dubai. Modesty is the watchword.’

			No more attempted jokes, Bailey chastised himself; this girl is as cool as anyone you’ve ever met. ‘How well did you know Mr Wallace?’

			‘Quite well. We’ve been out for drinks. I’ve posed for him a couple of times.’

			‘He seems to have a bit of a name,’ Bailey observed.

			‘He does. He photographed war until it got to him. Now he mainly does unit photography. Films. Big TV shows.’

			‘You think it was suicide?’ Bailey asked bluntly.

			‘No,’ Leona countered swiftly.

			‘Maybe the war—’ Bailey began.

			‘What he saw in Afghanistan troubled him,’ Leona interrupted. ‘The Inquiry really got to him, but he’d moved on.’

			‘Did you see or hear anything unusual that night?’

			Leona shook her head. The tattoo on the right side of her scalp depicted an eagle carrying a rose in its talons. ‘There was loud music a few minutes before it happened, but I didn’t think anything of it.’

			‘Was he normally anti-social?’ Bailey asked.

			‘Hardly. John keeps to himself mostly,’ Leona smiled. ‘But every now and again he blasts a track to get him in the mood.’

			Bailey waited to be illuminated.

			‘In the mood for a project,’ Leona explained. ‘I assumed he was preparing for his next gig. He says the right music helps inspire him.’

			‘You didn’t see anyone?’

			‘Only John. After I heard the crash, I went to the window and saw him running towards the main road. I think he was naked.’

			‘How long have you lived here?’ Bailey asked.

			‘Four years. My father bought the flat for my twenty-first birthday.’

			Although physiologically impossible, Bailey now wanted to have her babies. Fascinating and rich – jackpot.

			As he stood there studying her, Bailey was aware of a subtle change in her expression. He could only describe it as familiarity. Here was a woman who was used to being watched. More likely than not she was aware of how she captivated men. She had recognised the signs in Bailey, and while there was no obvious, outward reaction, the balance of power had shifted in her favour. Way to play it cool, idiot, he yelled inwardly.

			‘Sorry I can’t be of more help,’ she said as she moved slowly towards the door.

			‘No need to apologise. You’ve cleared a lot of things up for me,’ Bailey responded, following her. He cast around, searching for an excuse to ask her out, or at the very least return for a follow-up visit. He dried up, and his arid, rough tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. Damn! This girl was the real deal.

			Bailey swallowed.

			‘Listen,’ he tried.

			‘I love this photo,’ Leona cut him off as she gently caressed the frame of the giant picture in the hallway. ‘John took it. It really captures who I am.’

			Bailey looked at it again. This time, through the burning, overexposed light, he saw that one of the women seemed to have something on the side of her head. A bird, perhaps? An eagle clasping a rose, he realised with the encroaching numbness of defeat. The photograph captured a powerfully intimate moment of true tenderness between two lovers.

			‘It’s really something,’ he observed. He never stood a chance. ‘Thanks for your help, Miss Stiles.’

			‘If there’s anything else I can do,’ Leona left the offer hanging.

			‘I think I’ve got everything I need,’ Bailey said as he opened the front door. ‘Thanks again.’

			He stepped into the carpeted corridor and didn’t look back until he heard the door shut behind him. He gave a wry smile as he considered how close he’d come to making a total fool of himself and consoled himself with the thought that it was good to know there were still women out there who could have that kind of effect on him. With that minor consideration working to slowly extinguish the flames of embarrassment, Bailey started down the stairs.
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			The day began with a familiar burning behind the eyes. Wallace’s head felt tight, as though someone was shrink-wrapping his brain. The meds pounded him with the murky pain of a punishing hangover. He rubbed his eyes. Five weeks. He couldn’t believe it had been that long – he thought he’d kept better track of the days. Maybe it was Taylor’s way of testing him, challenging him to prove his sanity by correcting the temporal deceit. No, the doctor’s thinking was too prosaic for such subtle tests. Wallace had to face the fact that he might be losing his mind.

			He rolled into a seated position and sat on the edge of his bunk. Everything around him was designed to be as safe as possible. From his benign sky-blue pyjamas to his urine-proof laminated mattress, the Maybury Hospital offered the safest, blandest of all possible existences so as not to provoke the discordant mind, but, without life’s sharper edges, there was nothing to give the inmates purchase. The languid haze of medication made it all too easy to drift through time. He rose from the fibreglass plinth that supported his bunk – no planks or nails to fashion a weapon that could be used for a violent exit during the night. He pressed his palms flat against the wall and looked out of the window as he tried to stretch his shoulders. The blinds rolled open at seven thirty. They were built into the window, resting between two thick panes of glass that distorted the view of the gardens beyond. The glass made the bare tree branches seem even more crooked, and people walking through the gardens wobbled and warped like reflections in a carnival mirror.

			Wallace caught sight of his echo in the window. It wasn’t a proper reflection, more like the shadow of one. He could make out his scraggly beard and unkempt dark hair. His piercing blue eyes only registered as black hollows on the thick glass, but his prominent cheekbones seemed even more pronounced than usual. He stood upright and ran his hands over his torso. His ribs danced under his fingertips and Wallace realised that he’d lost quite a bit of weight. Normally lean and muscular, standing at just over six feet, in his current condition Wallace was in danger of being considered gangly. He looked down at his toes and realised they were starting to look like Heather’s, the skin pulled in tight relief against the narrow bones. Perhaps this was what the Maybury did; deconstruct a person until only a skeletal outline remained, one that could be refilled and recoloured in Doctor Taylor’s image. Wallace made a mental note to eat more. He did not need to be reconstructed. He needed to get out. He needed to find the man who tried to kill him.

			He relieved himself in the fibreglass toilet and then washed his hands and face in the adjacent basin. He sat on his bunk and waited for the daily routine to begin. At seven forty-five an orderly would open the door and escort inmates to the showers, where strong iodine-coloured soap ensured cleanliness. Day clothes were provided in the changing area. Clothes were usually the inmate’s own, but in Wallace’s case a pair of jogging bottoms, T-shirt and Crocs had to suffice in light of his refusal to share his true identity. Breakfast in the canteen and morning medication. All done and ready for nine. Nine until one was activity time. Inmates were encouraged to participate in something that developed and reinforced constructive behaviour. There were walks around the garden, reading groups, card games, jigsaw puzzles, table tennis, backgammon, chess, talks, discussions and counselling sessions. Wallace tended to stay in the television room and watch daytime programming. Safe, bland, tedious shows that kept him comfortably distracted until lunch, when he would eat another outsourced, reheated meal in the canteen. Two until five was therapy time. Either as a group, which happened twice a week, or individually as required. Five until seven was free time, when Wallace went back to the television room and watched equally dull early evening programming. They weren’t allowed the news lest the horrors of the world trigger adverse reactions in some of the more fragile inmates. At seven they had their evening meal, followed by evening meds; little pills to keep the big nightmares at bay. From eight until ten was movie time – usually family fare with nothing overtly violent or stimulating. Half an hour back in their rooms to decompress from the mayhem of the day by reading or masturbating. Lights out at ten thirty to give them plenty of time with their nightmares. This was the programme the bright stars of mental health hoped would prepare the inmates for the rest of their lives.

			Wallace heard the familiar sound of the buzzer, and moments later, Keith, his section orderly, poked his head round the door.

			‘Morning, John. How are you feeling?’ Keith asked, his paunchy moon face curling up in a jovial smile.

			‘Like I don’t belong here,’ Wallace replied honestly.

			‘I think we’d all rather be somewhere else,’ Keith chuckled. ‘Come on. Up and at ’em. It’s wash time.’

			Wallace shuffled to the showers. He lathered up with the blood-red, hospital strength shower gel before rinsing himself and then shuffling to the changing room to put on his dosser’s uniform. He shuffled to breakfast and opted for the congealed Full English. Pills popped, he shuffled into the television room and settled into the armchair closest to the TV. Most of the other inmates were eager to be cured, so apart from a couple of lost causes Wallace knew only as Fat Bob and Button, he was the only one to waste his morning in front of the television when there were delicious, sanity-restoring activities taking place in other parts of the hospital. Fat Bob and Button sat on opposite sides of the large room. Fat Bob had the remote. Fat Bob always had the remote. Button watched the screen, but Wallace doubted anything ever registered because all he did was endlessly repeat the words, ‘Push the button.’ Sometimes he said them under his breath like a quiet prayer. At other times they were sung like a Gregorian chant. Occasionally the words would be spat out at full volume, full of vitriol. As far as Wallace knew, Button had never said anything else.

			‘Fat Bob. Button,’ Wallace greeted the men. ‘What you watching?’

			‘Push the button!’ Button yelled.

			‘Stuff. Buying stuff. Selling stuff,’ Fat Bob babbled enthusiastically. ‘They have this thing. Plays music in the shower. Why can’t we have music in the shower, huh? They never let us have anything. We need more stuff!’

			If Fat Bob was talking about stuff, that meant they were watching OVC, and, sure enough, there on the screen was a bright-toothed, permatan presenter selling a waterproof radio.

			‘Push the button,’ Button said quietly, as Wallace slid into a seat in the middle of the room.

			A few moments later, just as he had done every single day since Wallace’s arrival, Fat Bob came and sat next to him. Wallace got the feeling that Fat Bob liked him, but outside of an initial daily greeting, the two men never spoke. They just sat and watched whatever Fat Bob decided the screen should throw at them. Wallace was just getting into the hypnotic rhythm of the presenter’s patter when he noticed Keith enter.

			‘John, you’ve got a visitor.’

			Visiting hours were between nine and nine. Wallace couldn’t help but feel upbeat as he followed Keith to the breakout room, where visitors were made to feel comfortable around madness. He’d occasionally pass it in the hurly-burly of his daily routine and had come to recognise the embarrassed look worn by most visitors: please forgive me for not knowing how to handle your grotesque insanity.

			Apart from the policeman, nobody knew Wallace was here, and when he entered the breakout room, Wallace was gratified to see the vaguely familiar face of a slim black man in a crumpled suit. Across the room, Rodney sat with his pretty wife, but they didn’t speak. Instead, she wept quietly while Rodney held her hands. Tough to move on from the fact that your partner was unhappy enough to attempt suicide. Where do you go from there? Apart from Rodney and his tormented wife, and Keith, who took up a discreet position near the door, Wallace and the police officer were alone.

			‘Seems like a nice place,’ the police officer said, signalling their surroundings. Wallace quickly glanced around and took in the framed posters of hilltops, mountains and other inspirational landscapes. A small bookshelf was lined with bound editions of the classics, no doubt a gift from a worthy benefactor.

			‘Don’t be fooled, they put us in chains when visiting hours are over,’ smiled Wallace as he sat on the moulded plastic chair opposite the officer. ‘You’ll have to excuse me, I don’t recall your name.’

			‘Detective Sergeant Patrick Bailey.’

			‘Nice to meet you, Detective Sergeant Bailey.’ Wallace extended his hand. ‘I don’t remember much about our last encounter.’

			Bailey shook his hand. ‘That’s OK. You were pretty messed up. How are you feeling?’

			‘Physically, I’m OK. The bones have almost healed. Collarbone will take a little longer. Just means I can’t train,’ Wallace replied.

			‘No aikido for a while,’ Bailey observed.

			‘No,’ Wallace responded hesitantly, surprised that the policeman had gone through his life in such detail.

			‘I’m very thorough,’ Bailey explained. ‘I’ve seen some of your photographs. You’ve got a good eye.’

			Something about the man’s demeanour set Wallace on edge. He was skirting the issue. Not a good sign.

			‘You didn’t come here to commission me, Detective Bailey. You didn’t find anything, did you?’

			Bailey shook his head slowly.

			‘So you think I’m crazy?’ Wallace challenged him.

			‘You’ve been through a difficult experience,’ Bailey responded.

			‘Difficult experience! A guy broke into my place and tried to kill me!’ Wallace replied testily. He realised his voice had dropped in tone and risen sufficiently in volume to catch Keith’s attention. The rotund orderly looked over with an admonishment of caution.

			‘We had a forensics team sweep the place, I spoke to all your neighbours. I checked the area. I even spoke to your old agent,’ Bailey reassured Wallace. ‘Nothing.’

			Wallace slumped, literally feeling the weight of the ‘truth’ the rest of the world now accepted: he was a suicide gone wrong. Without evidence, Wallace couldn’t convince Taylor he didn’t belong here. Without evidence, he couldn’t be sure why someone tried to kill him. Without evidence, he couldn’t return to his life. He flailed for inspiration.

			‘What about cameras?’ he asked hopefully. ‘CCTV. They’re on every corner. One of them must have caught something.’

			‘First thing I checked. A power surge fried all the cameras in St John’s Wood. They were out for about two weeks,’ Bailey replied. ‘Nothing in a six-block area.’

			‘There was a man inside my flat. He tried to kill me,’ Wallace reiterated. ‘I’m not lying. And I’m not crazy.’

			‘You ever seen a film called Contact?’ Bailey asked. ‘Jodie Foster. Matthew McConaughey before he became all cool. She talks about some kind of razor being the simplest explanation for things.’

			‘Ockham’s Razor,’ Wallace observed. ‘The simplest answer is the most likely.’

			‘Exactly,’ Bailey’s smile withered away. ‘One of your neighbours told me you used to be a war photographer. Your agent said you had a hard time in Afghanistan. You quit. Started working in film.’

			‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ Wallace glared at Bailey. He could feel his anger rising.

			‘Sometimes when people live through a terrible event, it can cause long-term damage,’ Bailey explained. ‘Maybe this was a delayed reaction.’

			‘So you think I tried to kill myself?’ Wallace growled, struggling to control his temper.

			‘I’m going on the evidence, John.’ Bailey’s response was infuriating.

			‘A man tried to kill me,’ Wallace protested loudly. He hit the table between them, drawing a harsh look from Keith.

			‘What do the docs say?’ Bailey asked in a clear attempt at deflection.

			‘They think I’m nuts,’ Wallace replied. ‘And without any evidence, there’s no way to convince them otherwise.’

			‘I’m sorry, Mr Wallace, there isn’t anything I can do,’ Bailey said as he stood.

			‘That’s it?’ Wallace’s anger bubbled into incomprehension. ‘I’m stuck here?’

			‘Until they believe you no longer pose a danger to yourself,’ Bailey offered. He held out his hand. ‘If you can think of anything else that might help me, I’m based at Paddington Green.’

			Wallace refused Bailey’s empty hand and stared at the man. How did he know this smiling fool had actually done his job? Forensics? Interviews with neighbours? Talking to his agent? This guy was full of shit. How dare he bring up Afghanistan?

			‘I’d like to see your notes,’ Wallace said coldly.

			‘What?’ Bailey’s hand dropped to his side.

			‘I’d like to see your notes.’

			The policeman bristled, and Wallace knew he was on to something.

			‘Not going to happen, Mr Wallace,’ Bailey replied flatly.

			‘How do I know you’ve done your job?’ Wallace challenged.

			Bailey shook his head as a tight smile stretched across his lips. He leaned down, drawing his face close to Wallace. ‘Because I told you so,’ he said harshly. ‘Move on with your life, Mr Wallace. Nobody’s buying your story.’

			Wallace brimmed with rage as the turbulent kaleidoscope of emotions he’d suppressed over the past few weeks spiralled through his body. He felt the humiliation of defeat, shame at having let go of the rope, frustration at not being believed, anger at the unfairness, but, most of all, the rage of impotence.

			Wallace reacted instinctively, cocking his head like a pistol hammer before firing it forward. Bailey’s nose broke with a noise that sounded like a gunshot, and the policeman went down, dazed. Out of control, Wallace jumped on the prone man and started pounding him with his heavy fists. Bailey put up scant resistance as Wallace gave vent to his anger. A klaxon sounded, but Wallace hardly heard it. Moments later, Wallace registered a heavy blow to the back of his neck, but such was his fury, it did nothing to slow down his frenzied assault. Another blow, this one harder, and everything went black.

			Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Bailey cursed his stupidity. The guy could have killed him. The orderly had smacked him over the head with a cosh and now the prone, unconscious form of John Wallace pressed down on his chest. With the orderly’s assistance, Bailey rolled out from underneath his attacker. Other orderlies soon arrived, along with a couple of nurses and a doctor.

			‘What happened?’ the doctor asked.

			‘The patient attacked the detective,’ the orderly who rescued Bailey answered. ‘I was forced to subdue him.’

			The doctor turned to his team. ‘Get him to isolation.’

			The orderlies grabbed Wallace and dragged him from the room.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ the doctor said as he approached Bailey. ‘I never expected him to be violent. You need treatment.’

			Bailey tried to find something to take his mind off his humiliation, but none of the books or abstract prints of gentle shapes engaged him. He gingerly touched his newly set nose. A short length of plaster concealed the wound, which unleashed nausea-inducing waves of pain as soon as he put his finger to it. The rest of his injuries were superficial, the most serious being to his pride. He was a professional with years of experience and should never have put himself in danger like that. A lucky strike was all it had taken to put him down, and if it hadn’t been for the orderly, things could have been a lot worse. Bailey had received treatment at the Maybury’s sister hospital, Southold General, and, after a barrage of tests that had given him the all clear, was returned to the Maybury to complete incident reports and give a witness statement to the local police. After almost an entire day, he was finally ready to go home. The doctor, who Bailey now knew was called Taylor, had informed Superintendent Cross of the incident. Bailey was certain he’d get his knuckles rapped for not exercising better judgement, and so carelessly exposing himself to danger.

			The door opened and Taylor entered.

			‘We’re all done here, Detective,’ Taylor beamed. ‘I hear your X-rays and MRI came back clear. No lasting damage. Other than the nose, of course.’

			‘How’s the patient?’ Bailey asked.

			‘Remorseful. When he came round, the first thing he wanted to know was whether you were OK,’ Taylor responded. ‘I’m going to have to take a very different approach with him.’

			‘His name’s John Wallace,’ Bailey said. Crazy fuck broke our confidentiality agreement when he cracked my nose, he thought. ‘I wanted to make sure you got his name. Flat four, sixty-one Hamilton Terrace, St John’s Wood. I’ve written it down for you.’

			He produced a scrap of paper from his pocket and handed it to Taylor. ‘Thanks,’ the doctor replied. ‘I’m very sorry about what happened.’

			‘Don’t sweat it,’ Bailey replied on his way to the door. ‘Just make sure you fix him.’
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			Regret had dredged his mind for the past week, tormenting him relentlessly, dragging him further and further down. As he lay in his cell, Wallace felt the now familiar dank hollowness of depression. Regret gripped him the moment he regained consciousness. Regret held him as Doctor Taylor outlined his new treatment regimen. Regret consumed him the instant Taylor used his full name. The detective had told them. Wallace had attacked his only ally and had paid the price of his fury.

			Alongside regret was a new feeling: doubt. Taylor had taken a very active interest in Wallace’s treatment ever since his violent outburst, and Wallace now had daily one-to-one sessions as well as group therapy. He was also forced to participate in the mind-improving morning activities. In this hive of instability, he was deemed too unstable to be left to his own devices. In their private sessions, Taylor had been chipping away at him, forcing Wallace to open up about his childhood, about his life. Wallace knew what the doctor was doing; picking at the past until he created a wound that needed healing, but Wallace felt powerless to resist. Shame and regret created a debt that could only be repaid by satisfying Taylor’s desire to fix him. Earlier that day, Taylor had finally struck home.

			‘What if you created the memory of this attacker to mask the fact you had attempted something you were profoundly ashamed of?’ Taylor suggested from the comfort of his armchair.

			‘He was as real as you,’ Wallace protested, but, as he looked away from Taylor and gazed around the doctor’s IKEA-inspired private therapy room, the seed of that evil thought took root.

			Now, in the early hours of the morning, when the effects of the evening’s sedation had worn off, the seed had flourished into a terrible, hideous tree of doubt with branches that shaded every aspect of his life. What if Bailey and Taylor were right? What if he’d had a delayed reaction to what had happened in Kandahar? What the soldiers did to those children – he’d raged against it. Righteous fury had consumed him, but he hadn’t been able to do anything to stop the violence, and then, when he had found out that the Masterson Inquiry had ruled his testimony insufficient to bring the killers to justice, well, that was the day Connie left. She’d had enough of the desperate misery that fuelled his incessant anger. Wallace knew the children’s deaths had disturbed him, but perhaps he hadn’t realised just how much. Was it possible he’d conjured his masked assailant to rationalise a suicide attempt? In some ways the growing tree of doubt was attractive. If Wallace admitted the truth of Taylor’s theory, he could give himself over to the good doctor and embark on a course of treatment that would ultimately cure him. But accepting the fact that his assailant had been a phantom filled him with fear. If something that seemed so real, something that assaulted his every sense, something that had filled him with such terror, could be a figment of his damaged mind, how could he trust anything? Certainty involved destroying doubt. But if he clung to the certainty that the man who tried to murder him was real, Wallace could not see a way out of the Maybury. If he accepted doubt, he had a path to freedom, but would be forced to recognise that his mind could not be trusted. He felt a familiar tightness in his chest and recognised the shallow breathing of a panic attack. The stress of his situation was becoming too intense. Wallace had to concede that he wasn’t well. He had to reach out for help. He had to . . .

			The sound of the door buzzer cut through the still night. Wallace looked up uncertainly. There was no light between the tiny gaps in the closed blinds, so it was still dark outside. And yet the door was open. The emergency exit sign in the corridor beyond cast just enough green light to circumscribe the frame. Wallace lay still for a moment. Was this a test? Was he imagining this? Was his mind trying to trick him into trusting it? He waited, straining his ears, searching for a clue. Could this be real? The only answer was silence. There was safety in routine, and this was most definitely not routine. A dark thought swelled in the paranoid recesses of Wallace’s mind. With his cloak of anonymity lifted, the killer had located him. He felt an urgent need to find someone. He rolled upright and got to his feet. His collarbone, which had fractured anew during his outburst, ached with reassuringly real pain. This didn’t feel like a dream. He tentatively approached the door and put his fingertips around the outside edge, into the gap. He pulled slowly, and the door opened. Beyond it was the corridor, dimly lit by the green glow that came from the illuminated image of a man escaping through a door. Escape. Wallace remembered when the idea had dominated his thoughts.

			He approached the door beneath the green sign. Large letters informed him that it was alarmed. Cause and effect; push the door and orderlies would come. Taylor would add an escape attempt to Wallace’s ledger and extract an even higher price from his wayward patient. Such limited privileges as he had would be withdrawn. There’s a killer on the loose. The words rose unbidden, but Wallace fought back the panic that accompanied them and resisted the temptation of the fire exit. He drifted away from the door and moved towards a small pool of light that emanated from the nurses’ station. He would earn credit with the doctor by informing the duty nurse of the malfunction with his door. His feet slapped against the cold floor, and he made no attempt to conceal his presence. He didn’t want the nurse accusing him of scaring her.

			‘Excuse me,’ he said as he came into sight of the hatch that opened on to the corridor. ‘I think there’s . . .’

			Wallace fell silent when he saw that the nurses’ station was deserted. When unmanned, the station was normally sealed off by a window that covered the hatch. The window was open. Beyond it, Wallace could see files, folders, a prescription pad and a set of keys. He recognised them. The orderlies all carried them. They were access keys that opened the secure doors throughout the entire wing. Eight of them, and a key card that granted entry to some as yet unvisited section of the hospital. He looked around the deserted ward. He glanced up at one of the hospital’s many security cameras, which was pointed directly at him, and saw that the red operating light was dead. The dark corridor was deserted in both directions and all the other cell doors were locked. The place felt wrong; empty and eerie. He fought back dark thoughts of imminent danger and reverted to the keys. Eight steps to freedom on a small metal ring. No. I’ll find the nurse and return them, Wallace told himself, even though he was starting to think it was a lie. Keys in hand, he moved down the corridor towards the first security door. This time he crept silently across the thick rubber floor. You’re not trying to hide, he told himself. You’re just being careful.

			The hospital was deathly quiet. No troubled patients screaming in the night. No pounding on cell doors. No orderlies running their truncheons along radiators. Instead, through the thin strips of reinforced glass that were cut into each and every one of the cell doors, Wallace could see the slumbering shapes of his fellow inmates in sedative-induced sleep. He padded quickly and quietly until he was at the first security door. He tried the keys, carefully inserting each one into the recessed lock, until number five opened the door. He pulled it slowly, thankful that it did not squeal. He stepped through and carefully shut the door behind him. The click the latch made as it tumbled into place seemed to echo along the corridor, and Wallace tensed, waiting for a reaction, but none came, and so he moved on.

			He was in another ward, similar to his own. His pace quickened, aware that each step further was another to justify to his captors. Best to avoid the whole mess of explanation by not getting caught. That would be neater, he thought, dispensing with the subterfuge that he was on a mission to find the duty nurse. He swiftly covered the ground to the next security door. Freed of self-deception and alive with hope, Wallace’s mind raced. He’d need shoes, clothes, money and a plan. He’d been sectioned, which meant they thought he posed a danger to himself or others. After the attack on the policeman, they’d almost certainly regard him as a threat in both categories, so police and public health agencies would be instructed to find him. He’d have to avoid capture and figure out a way to reclaim his life. Small steps, Wallace told himself. Get out first.

			He cycled through the keys until he found the one that fitted the second heavy, reinforced door. He opened it and quickly stepped through to find himself in the day section. His beloved television room lay to his right, the showers were directly ahead and the canteen was to his left. Beyond that was the administration block with the therapy rooms and offices. Wallace could not recall how he’d been brought into the building, but he thought the administration block represented his best chance for escape, so he moved to his left, quietly heading along the corridor that led to the canteen. Intermittent lamps broke the darkness, casting just enough light to make the hospital seem eerie rather than menacing. Wallace tried to ignore the growing sensation that he was being watched and that, at Doctor Taylor’s command, a heavy orderly would suddenly spring out and drag him back to his cell. There was also the creeping fear that there was someone far more dangerous in the building, and his overactive mind started to see figures lurking in every shadow. He felt his heart rise into his throat, and his pace quickened.

			Another key. Another door. This one granted him access to the canteen. Row upon row of stools attached to Formica tables, like miniature warriors standing to attention. The large, empty room was far too mundane for anything more terrifying than an undercooked chicken. Wallace felt his fear ebb away. It was replaced by a mixture of relief and mild embarrassment. His spirits were lifted by the dawning realisation that his new-found, drug-fuelled paranoia had fired his imagination to the feverish pitch of a five-year-old child. There were no figures lurking in the shadows. No monsters in the darkness.

			With his thoughts turning firmly to the prospect of escape, Wallace picked his way through the canteen to the security door at the far end. He’d have to be careful as he moved into the administration block, where central security was located. He imagined a couple of security guards standing around while a technician worked to fix their camera system. Maybe they’d even revert to foot patrols. He hesitated at the door. He could still go back. He could return the keys and retreat to his cell. Nobody would ever know. As Wallace wavered, he realised that if he did go back, he’d be committing himself to Doctor Taylor. He’d be forced to accept that he had imagined his attempted murder and would undergo weeks, if not months, of treatment to earn his release. Wallace was suddenly gripped by resolve; he had been attacked, he was not insane and he would escape from this place and prove it. He found the correct key and opened the security door.

			The first difference was carpet underfoot. Even though it was thin, industrial pile, it acted as an acoustic dampener, making the administration block seem even quieter than the rest of the building. Wallace shut the door behind him and moved along the corridor, alert for any sign of activity. He passed the group therapy rooms and stepped through a dividing door into another section of the corridor, which was flanked by smaller therapy rooms and doctors’ offices. It was in one of these rooms that he had opened up to Doctor Taylor. Wallace moved on, until he came to another security door, this one flanked by a card reader. He swiped the key card and was startled by a harsh buzzing as the reader informed him the card was invalid. He looked around, convinced the noise would attract someone, but he was alone. He rubbed the card against his pyjama trousers and tried it again, offering a silent prayer of thanks as the light turned green, and the door buzzed open. He pulled it wide and stepped into another corridor lined with an equipment store, a linen room and, halfway down, a dispensary, which was marked with large menacing letters that warned there was no unauthorised access. Immediately beyond the dispensary the corridor branched to the right and Wallace saw a sign that filled him with hope. Beneath directions to the security room, the staff canteen and the lobby was a final plaque that read, ‘Exit’.

			He hugged the wall and then glanced around the corner to see that the corridor was deserted. At the end was a security door, and beyond it was a large open space and a desk marked, ‘Reception’. This was it; one more door and then only the main entrance stood between him and freedom.

			Wallace was about to move when he heard a noise behind him and turned to see a figure that chilled him to his core. Stepping out of the dispensary was the man who had tried to kill him.
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			Wallace tried to flee, but his legs weren’t quick enough. Before he could react, his assailant lunged for him and grappled him into a choke hold. Wallace tried to scream, but his throat was crushed into silence. The feeling was all too familiar and instantly filled him with panic. Please let this be a delusion.

			Wallace knew that it wasn’t. A black, armoured forearm throttled his windpipe, while a gloved, fiercely strong hand pulled at his hair and forced him back into the dispensary. Wallace kicked out, catching one of the shelves and sending medical supplies tumbling to the ground. As vials and bottles smashed, the spring-loaded door slammed shut. Steel bars cut the moonlight that shone through a high window. He tried to grasp at his assailant’s arm to relieve the pressure on his throat, but the man was clad in Kevlar that prevented his fingers gaining any purchase. Wallace kicked and thrashed wildly, turning all his strength to escape. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a pharmacist’s table, and there on the laminated top was a large syringe filled with a clear liquid. Wallace did not need to be told what was in it; an adjacent empty vial of morphine said it all. He was to have an overdose. He knew that he’d have one chance, one opportunity to save his life.

			He continued struggling, but his efforts lacked their previous intensity. He wanted his assailant to think that he was giving up. Deprived of oxygen, his limbs grew heavy and tired, his vision started to blur and he wondered how much was pretence and how much was real. Exhausted and asphyxiated, Wallace went limp. His assailant maintained pressure for a few moments longer to ensure unconsciousness, and then relaxed his grip to reach for the syringe. As his arm swung out, Wallace gulped a breath of air, leaned forward and for the second time in the space of a week used his head as an effective weapon. The back of his skull smashed into his attacker’s mask and Wallace felt the satisfying crunch of a damaging impact. He didn’t wait for a reaction. He pushed away from the masked figure, and lost a crop of hair to his assailant’s tenacious grip. As his attacker floundered, Wallace remembered his years of aikido and unleashed a simple side kick at the man’s midriff. It wasn’t enough to injure him through his body armour, but it was sufficient to knock him off balance and give Wallace a moment’s head start to reach the door. As he fled, Wallace pulled down the nearest shelf, bringing it crashing to the floor behind him. He didn’t waste time turning to see what had happened, but as he yanked the door open, he felt hard fingers score his spine. He ignored the painful contact and pressed on through the gap, into the corridor.

			Wallace banked right, and raised the keyring. He prayed for another card reader, but was disappointed to see a recessed keyhole. He could hear heavy footsteps behind him. Five keys to choose from. No time. Wallace slammed into the door and jammed the first key in. It would only go halfway, so he pulled it out and tried another. The footsteps were close. The second key wouldn’t fit, nor the third. Wallace had just pushed the fourth key in, when gloved hands pulled him away from the door, spinning him round and slamming him into the adjacent wall. His head whiplashed back, crashing against the plasterwork, and the world started swimming, as his masked assailant came into view. Wallace was disappointed to see that the face mask had only sustained a few superficial cracks as a result of his reverse head butt. Unarmed and exposed, Wallace didn’t have a chance against this guy. Then he saw hope: pressed to its hilt, the fourth key hung in the lock.

			He ducked a punch and charged his attacker, throwing all his weight into his shoulder. The pain the collision unleashed was agonising, but Wallace ignored his broken collarbone and pressed on until he felt the impact of body armour against the far wall. It wasn’t graceful, but it was effective and it gave him the split second he needed to make for the door. A hand grabbed his calf, but Wallace twisted and lashed out with his other foot. He connected with something and the pressure on his leg ceased. Wallace turned the key, pushed the door open and stepped through. He snapped the key in the lock and slammed the door on his attacker’s arm, pushing against it as his assailant fought to get through. Wallace scanned his surroundings for relief and found something that just might work, but he’d have to move quickly. He leaped away from the door and, in one fluid motion, grabbed a large red fire extinguisher. As the door opened and his assailant lunged for him, Wallace swung the heavy metal tube into the man’s face and sent him hurtling back the way he’d come. His attacker landed flat on his back. Wallace dropped the extinguisher and slammed the security door firmly shut.

			‘Hey!’

			The shout came from above, and Wallace glanced up to see two security guards running along the mezzanine balcony, which led to a flight of stairs that landed near the main entrance. He set off at a sprint, hurtling through the lobby as fast as his bare feet would carry him. So much for shoes, clothes and a plan. He vaulted a leather sofa and skidded to a halt by the automatic doors, which didn’t seem to have a lock. He could hear the security guards closing and looked up to see them starting down the stairs. Both men loomed large as they produced retractable metal batons and flicked them to full extension. Wallace cast about desperately and saw a card reader on the other side of the doors, near the stairs.

			This is going to be tight, he thought as he ran to the reader and swiped the card. A red light and ‘access denied’ flashed, as the first baton came swinging towards Wallace’s head. He caught sight of the bulbous metal tip reflected in the window ahead of him and ducked, with millimetres to spare. The baton went whizzing overhead, and Wallace, fuelled by adrenalin, resolved not to give his new attackers another chance. He barrelled backwards, hurling himself into the first security guard’s midriff. Before the shocked man could react, Wallace stood up violently and brought the top of his head into crashing contact with the guard’s chin. There was a hard crack and a yowl of pain. Wallace turned on the man and pressed the advantage by striking the security guard’s ears between his two hands in a double yokomen’uchi; a devastating punch. Dazed, the security guard went down. Wallace grabbed the baton and brought it up just in time to parry a blow from the second guard. Somewhere inside this building was a maniac determined to murder him and make it look like suicide, and nothing would prevent Wallace from escaping. He turned inside the second security guard’s reach and swept round, bringing his baton full circle in a devastating blow that shattered the guard’s cheek. The man went down instantly.

			Wallace looked at the two guards, and, while keeping a keen eye on the inner access points, stripped the nearest one of his shoes. A klaxon sounded. Through the large lobby windows, he could see lights coming on in other parts of the building. Someone had raised the alarm. Someone determined to stop him escaping.

			He tried the key card again, but it failed to work. Standing as far back as physically possible, he swung at the nearest window with the baton. The double glazing shattered but held firm. Wallace struck again and again. The first security guard stirred and Wallace redoubled his efforts, striking the window with such desperate force that the pane fell forward. He clambered through the jagged gap, stolen shoes in hand.

			Once outside, he glanced back and saw silhouetted figures running along corridors. Then he looked around and saw something else. The shape of a man. A shadow. It was skirting the building line, heading directly for him. Wallace knew who it was, and renewed fear spurred him to action. He ran through the garden, heading for the twelve-foot-high brick wall that surrounded the hospital. He sprinted for an old oak, a remnant of whatever property the new hospital had replaced. He didn’t even consciously scout for holds, but simply found himself bounding up the trunk and clambering along a thick branch that extended at an angle towards the wall. It was a perilous jump, but Wallace had no choice other than to attempt it. He took a step, and then leaped from the branch, aiming for the bevelled top of the wall. He landed off balance, teetering on the rear edge, but rather than allow himself to topple backwards, Wallace threw himself forward and plunged head first over the other side of the wall.

			Tears welled in his eyes as nerves cried out all over his body. He had instinctively used his arms to break his fall, but had crumpled on to his shoulder and flipped over on to his back. His collarbone screamed. His only consolation was that he’d landed on a grass verge rather than the concrete pavement a few inches away. Beyond the sidewalk was a main road. Pools of yellow phosphorescence illuminated a steady stream of fast-moving nocturnal traffic. Wallace fought through the agony. He wasn’t safe. He rolled on to his right side and pushed himself to his feet. His left arm hung limp and the pain of his left collarbone dragged his body over. He looked down at the shoes and the baton that had fallen nearby, and stooped to pick up the weapon, before scuttling into the road, hunched and shoeless, and throwing himself in front of a set of blinding headlights. He braced for impact, but instead heard the squeal of rubber as the car suddenly stopped. Caught in the lights, Wallace couldn’t see the driver – it could just as easily be a South London drug dealer as a late-night shift worker, so he couldn’t take any chances. He ran to the left and smashed the driver’s window.

			‘Get out!’ he commanded, his voice distorted by searing pain.

			A terrified middle-aged woman covered in broken glass stared up at Wallace in shock. Her eyes were focused on the baton.

			‘Move!’ Wallace yelled, and the woman sprang into action. A couple of cars had gathered behind, and vehicles on the other side of the road slowed to a crawl as they passed. But they didn’t stop, and nobody dragged him away from his hijack victim. Big cities bred witnesses, not heroes. Shaking, the woman exited the car, and Wallace pushed her out of the way before jumping in. The wind was knocked out of him as his shoulder hit the seat, but he ignored the pain and used his right hand to turn the ignition and start the stalled engine. He threw the gear stick forward and the car lurched ahead, roaring down the street in first gear. Reflected in the rear-view mirror, Wallace saw drivers finally emerge from their queued vehicles to commiserate with the hijack victim. They’d all be able to pretend they had been about to intervene, and she’d have an exciting story to tell everyone at work.

			Wallace caught sight of himself in the mirror. In addition to looking a physical mess, he appeared frantic, so he took a breath as he checked the road behind him. No sign of anyone following. He rested his left hand on the wheel and, in a clumsy but effective manoeuvre, shifted into second with his right. The roar of the engine subsided, and the little car – the logo on the steering wheel signalled it was some kind of Ford – picked up speed as it rolled through South London. As the adrenalin ebbed and the driving panic died away, Wallace was left to consider his next move.
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			Bailey stood in the hospital lobby trying to figure out exactly what had happened. He was in the unusual position of being a guest on the scene. Croydon were running the case, but Doctor Taylor had phoned him out of courtesy, and Bailey had been able to wangle his commanding officer’s permission to attend. Superintendent Cross usually let Bailey follow his hunches, and the humiliating experience of Wallace’s attack hadn’t done anything to change that. Local Croydon uniforms were combing the hospital and taking statements from the night staff, while employees arriving for their day shifts were being directed to an alternate entrance. The detective in charge was a woman called Scott, businesslike and brusque; she wouldn’t have been out of place on The Apprentice. But she had brought Bailey up to speed and offered him total access to whatever they found. Not having to worry about the practical issues involved in dealing with a crime scene, Bailey was free to think.

			The duty nurse had been found unconscious, passed out on the floor of her station. She’d been discovered after Wallace’s escape and failed to respond to attempts to wake her until paramedics arrived with smelling salts. Residual nausea and dizziness suggested she may have been drugged. She claimed to have only had one cup of coffee all night, and the dregs had been taken away for analysis. The hospital’s surveillance system had malfunctioned at precisely 02:43. Security had placed a call to the maintenance company and an engineer had been en route at the time of the escape. There was no video of Wallace until he reached the street, where a distant bus lane camera had captured low-resolution footage of the carjacking. The two security guards who had tried to prevent the escape were in hospital with their injuries. The pharmacy had been vandalised but it appeared that no drugs were missing.

			Scott’s working theory was that Wallace had somehow managed to dose the duty nurse’s coffee earlier in the evening. He’d figured out a way to prevent his cell door from locking and when he was sure the nurse was out cold, had left his cell and stolen her keys. On his way to the exit, he’d raided the pharmacy with the intent of stocking up on saleable narcotics, but, fearing capture, had smashed the place up instead, before fleeing into the night. What the working theory failed to take account of was the malfunctioning camera system. Scott put it down to coincidence, but Bailey didn’t believe Wallace was that lucky; someone had disabled the cameras. Someone who was either working with Wallace, or trying to get to him. As he stood thinking about the evidence, Bailey was troubled by the nagging hunch that Wallace might have been telling the truth all along.

			‘So we’re moving everything to a cloud-based platform,’ Ron Bickmore announced proudly. It was the culmination of a forty-five-minute speech which had given Constance Jones plenty of time to daydream. Cloud-based computing. Wow. Mainframe systems repackaged as clouds connected to thin client machines by hyper-fast data links. In another ten years the fashion would be for super-powerful tablets that could store and share data individually. Connie had only been in the business for eight years, but she’d learned enough computing history to know that every few years IT directors were gripped by the latest fad that either centralised or decentralised data processing. None of it mattered; it was only done so they could shave five per-cent off their systems infrastructure costs, but most of that would be lost to the consultants implementing the change. The rest would be swallowed up by executive bonuses. It was change for the sake of change so that Bickmore could look like he was earning his vastly inflated salary. Connie looked round the conference room at the dozen people who would be tasked with leading the radical new program, which had been given the imaginative name ‘Project Cloud’. None of them looked as bored as she felt. Some of her colleagues seemed positively excited by the new strategy. The four external consultants smiled like lions herding lambs.

			‘So we’ll be making a briefing pack available on the project file server, and there will be a kick-off meeting next week,’ Bickmore concluded. ‘Exciting times, people.’

			A couple of Climbers broke into seemingly spontaneous applause. The Climbers were a particular genus of Good Capitalist; people who were willing to kiss as much arse, stab as much back, and climb as much greasy pole as was needed to Succeed. Only, you never did Succeed, you were always shown another branch higher up the tree, and so the Climbers kept climbing, always reaching for something tantalisingly beyond their grasp. Bickmore ignored the embarrassing attempt to curry favour and made a swift exit. Connie didn’t hang around either; she slipped out of the twenty-fifth-floor conference room and made her way towards the elevators. She nodded at a couple of people she recognised and waited for one of the eight sets of doors to open. Even though she’d spent almost six years working at Suncert’s headquarters, she never ceased to be amazed by the splendour of the building. A curvaceous crescent of glass and metal that cut forty-five floors into the London sky, it was a towering monument to the ingenuity of mankind.

			A set of doors pinged open to reveal a familiar face; Karen, her earnest young assistant.

			‘Connie, I’m so glad you’re out,’ Karen said. ‘There’s a guy looking for you. He says it’s urgent.’

			‘Who is it?’ Connie asked.

			‘He wouldn’t give his name,’ Karen replied. ‘But he said you love Justin Timberlake.’

			Connie felt a sudden pang of panicked realisation. The man was John Wallace. But why was he here? And why wasn’t he using his real name?

			‘He’s with security,’ Karen advised. ‘They say he’s a mess.’

			Butterflies started swirling around Connie’s stomach, as she went to find the man she once loved.

			Wallace studied the security guard opposite him. They were seated across a table in a small basement meeting room that adjoined the building’s security centre. The guard’s colleagues had called him Dwayne, and, as the team junior, he’d been given the dull task of babysitting Wallace. The stark contrast between Dwayne’s sharply pressed uniform and Wallace’s filthy blue pyjamas reinforced the impression that they were from different worlds. Wallace was relieved that his wild dishevelment had led the guards to categorise him as ‘harmless crazy’ rather than ‘dangerous crazy’, which meant they would give him the opportunity to prove his story. He had already been warned that the police would be called if his claimed association with Constance Jones turned out to be a lie. As a ‘harmless crazy’ Wallace didn’t merit Dwayne’s full attention, and the young security guard’s head hung down over his mobile phone as his fingers danced furiously across the screen. He was lost in some sort of game. Wallace watched the fingers flicker, desperate for anything that would distract his mind from the gnawing pain.

			After twenty minutes of sitting in silence, the door opened and Wallace saw the beautiful face that haunted his memories. Connie still looked great and was wearing a retro emerald-green lace dress. Her long, pale legs ended with a pair of green heels. Wallace was surprised by her hair. Instead of the cropped bob, Connie had let her deep red hair grow out, and it cascaded around her shoulders.

			‘John?’ Connie’s tone betrayed her dismay. ‘What the . . .’

			‘Do you know him?’ Dwayne asked as he swiftly pocketed his phone.

			‘Yes,’ Connie replied. ‘Give us a minute, please.’

			Wallace longed to embrace Connie, to fold his arms around her and feel her soft alabaster skin against his, but her expression broadcast her puzzled hostility, so he simply sat and watched her as the security guard left the room.

			‘I haven’t confessed my Timberlake love to many people,’ she observed when they were alone.

			‘I couldn’t risk using my name,’ he said with an edge of paranoia.

			‘Why? What’s happened to you?’ Connie asked.

			Wallace had already decided that simple honesty was the best policy. ‘Someone tried to kill me,’ he said.

			Connie smiled. ‘What?’

			‘I’m serious,’ Wallace declared. He noted Connie’s expression shift as she picked up on his sincerity.

			‘A few weeks ago, someone broke into my flat and tried to hang me,’ he continued, his voice cracking slightly as he gave voice to the horror. ‘The beam – you know, the big one in the living room – it collapsed. I jumped out of the window.’

			He was gratified to see Connie’s eyes widen. ‘You jumped out of the window?’

			Wallace nodded. ‘The doctors thought I’d tried to kill myself.’

			‘What about the police?’ Connie interrupted.

			‘Same. They couldn’t find any evidence of an intruder. I was committed to the Maybury Hospital for psychiatric treatment, which is where I was until I escaped last night.’

			‘Escaped?’

			‘The officer leading the investigation told the hospital who I was. I don’t know how the killer found me, but he tried to finish the job. I fought him off and stole a car. Now I’m here.’

			‘You escaped?’ she repeated.

			Wallace nodded. ‘I need a place to stay. Somewhere safe,’ he said earnestly. ‘I need help.’

			Conflicting emotions swept across Connie’s face. ‘John, I don’t know—’ she began.

			‘I came here because I trust you,’ Wallace interrupted.

			‘Don’t you have friends? Someone you work with?’ Connie asked.

			‘I can’t trust anyone else.’

			‘I’ve put the past behind me. I don’t know if I could handle going back,’ she told him.

			‘It’s not going back,’ Wallace protested. ‘I just need somewhere to stay. For a few days.’

			Connie wavered and Wallace could sense her inner turmoil as the latent feelings she had for him fought with the instinctive desire to protect herself.

			‘I can’t trust anyone else,’ he repeated emphatically.

			‘I’ll help you get on your feet,’ Connie said finally. ‘That’s it. I can’t go back, John. I can’t go there again.’

			He nodded gratefully.

			‘I’m still in the same place. My keys are upstairs. I’ll get them. And you’ll need money for a cab,’ she said.

			Wallace nodded again, trying to stem the swell of relief that threatened to overwhelm him.

			‘And clothes. I’ll grab some when I finish work. Get yourself cleaned up,’ Connie advised. ‘I’ll be home around seven.’ She opened the door and found Dwayne leaning against the opposite wall, phone in hand. ‘Could you escort this gentleman to the service entrance?’ Connie asked him. ‘I’ll meet you there in five minutes.’

			‘Thank you, Connie,’ Wallace said quietly.

			Connie gave her troubled, filthy, wounded ex-boyfriend an uncomfortable glance. ‘It’s nothing,’ she answered. ‘You’d do the same for me.’

			And with that, she was gone, her heels tapping as they kissed the hard floor of the corridor beyond.

			‘Come on, mate,’ Dwayne said in a vaguely patronising tone that he probably reserved for drunks.

			Wallace hauled himself to his feet and slowly followed Dwayne out.
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			Dwayne led Wallace to the service entrance, which opened on to a narrow alleyway that ran between a cluster of high glass buildings. The alley was a popular route to and from Leadenhall Market, so if Connie had been hoping to spare Wallace embarrassment, she’d failed. Dwayne took the opportunity to snatch a crafty smoke and leaned against the looming Suncert Building while he dragged on his cigarette. Barefoot, bearded and bloody, Wallace was aware he cut a grim figure, but he was in too much pain to care about the bemused looks he was getting from passers-by.

			‘D’you say something, mate?’ Dwayne asked, and Wallace suddenly became aware that he was groaning. The pain emanating from his collarbone was relentless.

			‘Nothing,’ Wallace grimaced.

			A couple of minutes later, Connie found them.

			‘I’ll take it from here,’ she told Dwayne firmly. He pressed the stubby remains of his cigarette against the ashtray and went inside.

			Connie handed Wallace a set of keys and a thin sheaf of money.

			‘It’s all I’ve got,’ she said as their hands touched.

			‘It’s enough,’ he replied. ‘Thanks.’ He longed to pull Connie close to him, but she stepped away.

			‘I have to get back,’ she said, nodding in the direction of the building.

			‘I know,’ Wallace said. ‘Thanks.’

			Connie smiled uncomfortably as she walked away and Wallace watched her pull the service door shut, before he started down the alley. Pain, he thought, got to do something about the pain.

			Wallace hailed a black cab on Leadenhall Street and was surprised when it stopped. Uber must really be hitting their business, he thought as he climbed into the cabin.

			‘What is it? Stag night?’ the driver asked jovially.

			‘Something like that,’ Wallace replied. ‘Stoke Newington, please. And I need to make a stop on the way.’

			‘No problem,’ the driver replied, as the taxi pulled into the steady stream of traffic.

			Wallace had the man stop halfway up the Kingsland Road and offered him ten pounds to run into a small family pharmacy and pick up some strong painkillers. After a few minutes the driver returned with two boxes: Paramol and Co-codamol. As he handed over the boxes, he registered the full extent of Wallace’s dishevelment for the first time.

			‘You’re not a fucking junkie, are you?’ he asked, as Wallace tore into the Paramol.

			‘No,’ Wallace replied in strained tones. ‘Terrible hangover. Stag night, remember?’

			The driver responded with a look of profound scepticism, but said nothing more as he hurried round the cab and planted himself in the front seat. Moments later they were on the move again, and, as they slowly drove north, Wallace surreptitiously necked two Co-codamol.

			By the time they reached Stoke Newington, he could feel the deliciously pleasant haze of the drugs beginning to blunt the sharp pain. He asked the driver to stop at the western end of Cazenove Road. Paranoia trumped exhaustion and pain; he didn’t want the man knowing Connie’s address. The taxi pulled to a halt opposite the Turkish supermarket that stood near the intersection with Kingsland Road and Wallace climbed out and paid the driver his fare and a decent tip.

			‘Thanks, mate,’ the driver said before swinging the cab round in a tight U-turn and heading back towards the City.

			Wallace started walking east, his bare feet moving carefully to avoid treading on anything sharp. Nothing about Stoke Newington had changed in the two years since his last visit. The litter-strewn pavements, graffiti-scrawled walls, hustlers, loafers and crazies manning the streets were all still there. It was one of the few places in London where a bloodied, barefoot man in pyjamas could pass without comment. The painkillers were really kicking in, perhaps enhanced by a combination of fresh air, exertion and fatigue. Wallace felt immune to the cares of the world, as though he was cossetted by the purest warm happiness. The colours on a painted graffiti mural truly popped, the images so alive that they were almost shimmering. Patterned light danced, its motion dictated by the leaves on the high sycamore trees that loomed over him like giant puppet masters. The light took on a magical quality, almost sparkling as it cavorted through the trees. Wallace longed for his camera. Light like this was too beautiful to go unrecorded. He made his way along Cazenove Road, past the mosque and the synagogue, and finally reached number 91, a once-grand corner house that had been carved up and converted into half a dozen tiny flats. He walked up the cracked path through the overgrown garden, and used Connie’s keys to let himself in the front door. Past the hallway with its yellowing, woodchip wallpaper and stained, thin brown carpet, he hurried up two flights of stairs and opened the door to Connie’s top-floor flat.

			The first thing he did was pour himself a large glass of orange juice, before following it with a glass of water in an effort to quench his thirst. Then he made use of the toilet in the tiny bathroom. As he washed his hands, reflected in the bathroom mirror, he finally saw the mess that had greeted Connie. His hair was terribly matted, his scraggly beard caked with blood. His eyes were so sunken that they looked like they had been ratcheted to the back of his skull. He had lost a lot of weight, and his cheekbones, which had once been strong and defined, now protruded painfully. He needed to clean himself up. He stripped off the filthy blue pyjamas and examined himself. His left collarbone was covered by a kaleidoscopic inkblot of green, blue and purple haemorrhaging flesh. Wallace harboured the vain hope that the garish intensity of the colours was a trippy side effect of the painkillers. The rainbow over his collar made the dull brown of his old bullet wound look positively monochrome. The rest of his body was marred by fresh bruises, cuts and grazes. Halfway up his pronounced ribcage was a tight, raw scar, which, to Wallace’s relief, had not reopened. Apart from his collarbone, all the other injuries sustained in his escape seemed superficial.

			Wallace washed twice under the shower, shocked by the foul colour of the effluence the first time round. Then he stood there for ten minutes, enjoying the gentle patter of warm water against his skin. After his shower, he found a pair of scissors and trimmed his beard before using one of Connie’s razors to shave. Designed for delicate legs, the ladies’ razor struggled through rough stubble and scored a handful of nicks, which didn’t bother Wallace. He was simply pleased to see a far more familiar reflection looking back at him. He found his old, oversized bathrobe in the linen closet and put it on as he exited the bathroom.

			He wandered into the living room and found that nothing much had changed. Everything in the apartment was pretty but well worn; Connie had a preference for vintage. Old things were properly made, Wallace remembered her saying, it added to their beauty. Her fondness for vintage was probably a consequence of her childhood. Wallace had only met her parents, Peter and Sandra, once, but that was enough to know that they were anachronisms. He paused by a photograph of them that stood halfway up a set of shelves. Now in their seventies, Peter and Sandra smiled up at the camera as they sat by their swimming pool in Perth. They’d had Connie in their early forties, when many other parents were on the verge of becoming grandparents, and, as a result, Connie had been brought up in an old-fashioned world of Agas, classical music and floral patterns.

			On the next shelf, he found a photograph of himself and Connie. It had been taken the night they’d first met, three and a half years ago. Sue Furnival, a make-up artist he’d bumped into on set a few times, had cajoled him into coming to a barbecue. At first Wallace had thought Sue had romantic intentions of her own, but when she introduced him to her darling old school friend Connie, he realised that she wanted to play matchmaker. Now he studied Connie’s face in the photo and recalled the honest vulnerability that he found so attractive. As she smiled at the camera, her eyes made a poor attempt to conceal her genuine joy at having met someone so perfect for her. Wallace’s own expression was that of a man menaced by demons.

			He wondered why Connie would choose to fill the room with memories and torment herself with the past. He knew better than most where such torment led. He walked over to the battered brown Chesterfield sofa and sat down. Everything was tatty, nothing matched, but somehow Connie made it all work and had turned her flat into a warm, inviting home. The living room had four large sash windows that overlooked Cazenove Road. The mature trees cut out the worst of the surroundings, and when Wallace lay down, resting his head on the cracked arm of the sofa, all he could see were the tops of the trees and the crisp blue autumn sky. He could have been anywhere in the world. Whatever came next, he was simply glad to be alive. He lay watching the tops of the trees brush the sky until warm waves of relaxation swept him off to sleep.

			For the first time in weeks, Wallace slept without dreaming. He experienced a moment of panic when he felt someone shake him and sat up suddenly, adrenalin coursing through his veins.

			‘Sorry,’ Connie said, looking down at him. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’

			As he rubbed his eyes, Connie crossed the room, switched on a small china lamp and pulled the curtains to shut out the greying sky.

			‘How are you feeling?’ she asked.

			‘OK,’ Wallace lied. His shoulder was screaming for more pills.

			‘I got you some clothes.’ She gestured to a collection of branded bags on the other side of the room. ‘I bought your old sizes, but you look like you’ve lost weight.’

			‘Thanks.’

			The ensuing uncomfortable silence seemed endless, but Wallace was being assailed by an intense pain that crowded out rational thought, and didn’t want to open his mouth for fear he would cry out.

			‘Listen, make yourself at home,’ Connie said at last. ‘I’m going to get changed.’

			She turned and left the room, and Wallace waited a moment before following her out. He found the boxes of painkillers in the tiny galley kitchen and necked two Co-codamols and a Paramol. The stabbing pain screamed for more, but he knew it was dangerous enough to mix medication; he couldn’t risk an overdose. He replaced the boxes on the counter beside the fridge and returned to the living room. Desperate for something to take his mind off the pain until the pills kicked in, he rifled through the shopping bags. Three pairs of jeans, four T-shirts, a sweatshirt, two pullovers, a pair of Adidas, and a couple of packs of socks and underwear. Wallace grimaced as he got dressed; pants, jeans and a T-shirt – he could not face the pain involved in pulling on a pair of socks.

			‘That’s better,’ Connie said as she entered. She was wearing a pair of dark blue jeans and a grey vest, and had tied back her hair in a loose ponytail. Even through the pain Wallace could see that she looked fantastic.

			‘You want a drink?’ she asked in a strained tone that suggested she was trying to make everything seem as normal as possible.

			‘Better not. Broke my collarbone and I’m on pretty nasty pills,’ Wallace replied, pulling down the collar of his T-shirt to reveal the angry flesh beneath.

			‘Ouch,’ Connie exclaimed, recoiling. ‘How did you do that?’

			‘When I jumped out of the window. Fractured a few ribs, too,’ Wallace answered.

			‘You don’t mind if I have one, do you?’ Connie asked the question on her way to the kitchen. Wallace followed.

			‘Not at all,’ he said, aware that she wasn’t really waiting for an answer. He watched her pour a large glass of Chablis. ‘You know what, a small one won’t kill me.’

			Connie produced another wine glass – different size and style, unsurprisingly. She poured generously and handed it to Wallace.

			‘Thanks,’ he said.

			Connie didn’t reply, but instead knocked back about half her glass. She noted Wallace looking at her, and his expression must have betrayed his surprise.

			‘Well, it’s not been a normal day,’ she said by way of explanation.

			‘Sorry,’ he offered. He could already feel the warm swimming sensation of the wine going to his head, or maybe it was the painkillers starting to kick in.

			‘I read about the Inquiry,’ Connie informed him. ‘I could never understand why, or make any sense of what happened that night. But it was the day you heard they’d rejected your testimony, wasn’t it? You were lashing out.’

			‘I’m sorry. I really am.’ Wallace’s cheeks flushed with shame. ‘It tore me up. They called me a liar, but I didn’t care about myself. It was those poor people, those children – no one would ever know the truth of what happened to them.’

			Connie shook her head and Wallace knew exactly what she was thinking: his righteous crusade had destroyed their relationship and it had all been for nothing. There had been no justice, no resolution, just an angry trail of shattered lives. He felt a pressing need to change the subject.

			‘This wasn’t anything to do with the Inquiry,’ he protested. ‘I haven’t contacted any of the investigators for over a year. This was something else. A guy broke into my house and tried to kill me. Then he found me in hospital and tried again.’

			Connie considered him and then drained her glass. ‘More?’ she asked, turning for the bottle.

			‘I’m so sorry, Connie,’ Wallace said as he gently took hold of her arm. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt you.’

			‘I know,’ she said. ‘But you did.’

			He searched desperately for something to say, but Connie’s demeanour shifted before he found the words. She suddenly shook her head and smiled sadly.

			‘That’s enough reminiscing. Why don’t I order us a pizza from Il Baccio?’ she suggested with forced jollity. ‘And then you can tell me exactly what’s been going on.’

			Wine and pizza. Connie opposite him on the Anatolian rug. Watching her carelessly tease a loose strand of hair. Simple pleasures. Two bottles in and Wallace felt immune to his troubles. Connie had listened intently as he told his tale. Now and again his voice would start to break as he recounted the horror of his experiences, and every so often Connie would ask a searching question, but Wallace never got the feeling she was trying to catch him out. Finally, when he’d shared the account of his escape and his decision to approach her for help, they both fell silent. He watched her carefully, waiting for her to say something.

			‘What did it feel like?’ she asked eventually.

			Wallace didn’t need to be told what she was talking about. He thought for a moment. ‘It was beyond anything I’ve ever experienced,’ he said hesitantly. ‘I was totally powerless. I felt frustration. Anger. Regret. Mainly regret. The mistakes I’ve made. The people I’ve hurt.’

			The significance of his words wasn’t lost on Connie.

			‘And this tremendous feeling of loss. I would have traded anything for another breath.’

			She reached out and touched his arm, then rubbed it reassuringly.

			‘And the worst thing is—’ Wallace’s voice broke. ‘And the worst thing is,’ he continued. ‘Someday I’m going to have to go through it again.’

			She leaned forward and hugged him. ‘It’s OK,’ she said quietly.

			Wallace pulled away, and looked her in the eye. ‘It’s not. We think we’re in control, but we’re not. At some point, I’m going to have to feel myself slip away. It scares me, Connie. It really scares me,’ he repeated, with the kind of honesty that Doctor Taylor could only ever dream of inducing.

			‘My mum always said you have to make a choice; you can focus on the destination, or you can enjoy the journey. You can’t do both,’ Connie said. ‘With time, you’ll forget.’

			Wallace shook his head. The wine and painkillers kept the room spinning a few seconds after his head fell still. ‘It’s part of who I am now. I’ll never forget that feeling,’ he countered. ‘I thought I was fucked up after Afghanistan, but this . . . I’ve been . . . I’m just all over the place, Connie.’

			She leaned forward. Her lingering kiss was the sweetest thing Wallace had ever tasted. She pulled back and smiled.

			‘We’re all just as much the dark space beyond death as we are the light of life,’ she told him, her words slurring ever so slightly. ‘You’ve been freed from it, John. You’ve experienced something that terrifies us all, and you’ve come back. You’ve been freed from all the illusions that bind you. You’ve lived the moment of death. What else do you have to be afraid of? You can be true.’

			He looked at Connie, wide-eyed. He suspected they were both much drunker than they imagined.

			‘Sorry, I’ve been listening to a lot of Alan Watts,’ she explained.

			Wallace hadn’t thought about Watts since university. He’d spent more than a few hazy Bristol nights listening to crackling recordings of the old philosopher. ‘No, don’t apologise, it’s good,’ he assured her. ‘It’s all good.’

			He leaned forward and kissed her. They’d shared a moment too profound to be concerned about complications, and neither objected as they moved towards the bedroom.
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			A bitter coating of furry bile lined Wallace’s mouth. He opened his eyes and immediately regretted the decision, as the world assaulted him. The bladed edges of the slatted venetians sheared the morning sunlight. In their inebriated haste to consummate their desires, they hadn’t even bothered to close the blinds, and the two large sash windows would have offered anyone in the neighbouring buildings a ringside view. A sudden bubble of memory rose from the murky depths of Wallace’s hangover and he caught a vision of Connie sitting astride him, the two of them thrusting rhythmically, him pawing at her firm breasts like an enthusiastic teenager. He felt a profound pounding deep within his skull and his collarbone throbbed with the intensity of a thousand tears. Flags of pain semaphored the length and breadth of his body, the violent urgency of each signal being outstripped as new clusters of nerves sparked into life. Wallace needed relief and he needed it fast. He rolled out of bed on to his knees and then pulled himself to his feet. Naked, he staggered towards the kitchen like an unsteady toddler.

			Complication, Wallace thought as he leaned against the kitchen counter. He found the painkillers, grabbed a dirty wine glass and washed two pills down his gullet with a gob of cloudy water. Complications, he mused. He was here for a reason and that reason was not romance, or its primal, physical cousin. Wallace could not believe that he and Connie had been stupid enough to sleep together on their first night back. Mixing drink with pills hadn’t been smart, but intoxication was only part of the story; he’d wanted someone to hold. Or rather, he wanted someone to hold him. And Connie was as good a person as he’d find anywhere.

			He returned to the bedroom and pulled on his jeans and T-shirt, looking at the framed postcards that covered two of the walls. Moments of amity memorialised by monuments from all around the world. He recognised a couple of cards he’d sent. One was a picture of the Croisette sent during a work trip to Cannes; the other was a picture montage of Paris, which he’d bought and given to Connie when they spent the weekend there together. There were dozens of other cards from all over the planet. Friends? Family? Lovers? They created a collage of some of the world’s most beautiful places and each one would remind Connie of an instance when someone else had thought kindly of her. Wallace wondered how many postcards he’d received over the years. It could not have been more than a dozen.

			The tiny bathroom was empty and the rest of the flat was still. Wallace shuffled through the kitchen into the living room. Lying on the small dining table, pinned by one of the empty wine bottles, was a note.

			Had to get to work early. Big project. Make yourself at home. Laptop in sitting room. Password is bootle94. Connie xxx.

			Relieved to have avoided the awkward morning-after, Wallace returned to the kitchen and looked in Connie’s small fridge. Lots of green and red, healthy, useless for a hangover. He needed beige and brown foods: burgers, chips, substances wonderfully high in alcohol-absorbing saturated fats. The best Connie’s fridge had to offer was half a block of extra mature Cheddar. He grabbed it and ate straight out of the packet.

			Chewing the last mouthful of cheese, he went into the living room and saw Connie’s Apple laptop on the sofa. He crumpled on to the sofa then leaned back, propping his head on the arm of the sofa, and rested the computer on his raised knees. Powering up the machine, he entered Connie’s password, and, within a few moments, was online with the collective knowledge of the world at his fingertips. He started typing in the Google search bar, looking for anything on staged suicides.

			Wallace considered himself an extremely literate Internet user. He sought creative inspiration in all the weird and wild corners of the Web. He spent a lot of time online researching photo shoots, scouting locations and managing his portfolio, but despite his experience, he was surprised that such a dark search topic still managed to elicit adverts. The first two links were for marketing companies promoting their search engine optimisation services. Wallace ignored the commercials and focused on the genuine search results. The top links were from a website entitled ‘Practical Homicide’, an online resource for law enforcement agents run by a US investigative training company. Lower down were a series of news articles about murders that had been staged to look like suicide. A wife hanged by her estranged husband, a husband suffocated by his wife, a woman shot by her boyfriend, and a mother throttled by her daughter. Intimate relationships terminated by the ultimate act of betrayal, each made even more shocking by the prosaic culprits. One murderer was a CEO, another a bored housewife. No masks, no body armour. As he read through the cases, Wallace wondered what could possibly make a person kill someone who loved and trusted them. In addition to the profound betrayal, another common feature shared by all the staged suicides was that the victim and assailant knew each other. Wallace had turned his mind upside down since the original attack in a vain attempt to identify anyone who might have a reason to kill him. The Masterson Inquiry had cleared Captain Nash and his men. Wallace simply wasn’t a threat to them any more. Beyond the soldiers, he struggled to think of anyone with sufficient reason to want him dead. He was a photographer, an observer, and didn’t make enough impression on life to have accrued enemies.

			He continued running through search results for the next hour, sifting case after depressing case of murder dressed as suicide. The number of people killed by their loved ones was simply staggering, and Wallace felt as though he could spend an eternity reading these tragic tales without getting any closer to his would-be killer. His first search had led him into a blind alley. Simon Mackay, his tutor at Bristol, and something of a celebrity within photography circles, had always said creativity was not about getting the right answers, but asking the right questions. All Wallace had to do was find the right question.

			He tried searching for suicide murder, but that only yielded an endless stream of news articles about murder suicides. He skimmed a couple of articles. A family wiped out by a father with debt problems, a young guy murdering a group of college girls before turning the gun on himself. Unlike the staged suicides which seemed coldly premeditated, Wallace got the sense that these crimes were committed in the unbalanced heat of the moment.

			He tried unexplained suicides next, but got a series of articles on a sudden, inexplicable rise in the number of suicides in the United States. He was surprised to learn that there were more suicides than homicides in America. You were twice as likely to kill yourself as you were to be killed by someone else. Darkly fascinating, but another blind alley.

			It was one thirty when the phone rang, and Wallace let it go to the machine.

			‘Hi, I’m not here right now, but leave a message and I’ll get back to you soon,’ announced the recording of Connie’s voice.

			‘John, if you’re there, pick up,’ Connie said after the beep.

			Wallace wavered, uncertain whether he was ready to talk.

			‘Is anybody there?’ Connie mimicked a spooky medium.

			He leaned over and picked up the cordless phone. ‘Hello,’ he croaked.

			‘How are you feeling?’ Connie asked.

			‘I’ve been better,’ he replied.

			‘I’m not surprised. We got through a lot of wine. And I saw the pills in the kitchen,’ Connie told him. ‘Sorry I had to cut and run, but we’ve got this big project on . . . you know how it is. Besides, it spared you any awkward morning cuddles.’

			‘You wouldn’t have wanted any. Trust me,’ Wallace replied honestly. ‘I wasn’t fit for human consumption.’

			‘That I can believe,’ she giggled. ‘I’ll be back around seven. I’ll make you something healthful and fortifying.’

			‘Does it involve lentils?’

			‘My secret weapon,’ she said light-heartedly. ‘And no more boozing.’

			The line went quiet, but they were both eager to prove how much last night didn’t matter and started talking over each other.

			‘I found your note,’ Wallace began.

			‘Were you still in bed?’ Connie asked simultaneously.

			‘No,’ Wallace replied lightly. ‘I’m searching the Web, looking for some sign of the guy.’

			‘Any luck?’ she asked.

			‘Just lots of dark stories about people killing each other.’

			‘Have you run a description? It’s where the police always start.’

			‘No, I haven’t done that yet,’ Wallace admitted, almost slapping his forehead at the illumination of his stupidity.

			‘Like I said, no more boozing,’ Connie joked. ‘I’ll see you later.’

			And with that she was gone. No awkward references to the previous night, no searching questions that tried to ascertain each other’s feelings.

			Wallace could no longer ignore his gnawing gut or the rising pain in his collarbone. He went to the kitchen and fixed himself a salad and mayonnaise sandwich on spelt bread. Pudding was a couple of Paramols washed down with a glass of orange juice. After a quick trip to the tiny bathroom, he returned to his position on the sofa.

			His next search was for murder suspect body armour mask. The search results were dominated by stories of the Aurora cinema shooting in Colorado. Wallace tried suicide body armour mask. The screen filled with a random collection of results. An article on gunshot wounds, another on how jogging in a gas mask may cause panic, a link to a movie called Rampage, and a Wikipedia entry on Ned Kelly. Wallace flicked through to the second page, which was similarly eclectic, and then on to the third. Halfway down the page of ten search results was something of interest: a forum post on a website called ‘Suicide Methodology’. Wallace clicked and was taken through to a discussion thread started by a user called Screw The Trolls. The subject of the thread was weird suicides and Screw The Trolls had got the ball rolling with the tale of a man who had chosen to drown himself in a septic tank. Wallace scrolled through various accounts of the sick and unusual ways people had chosen to end their lives until he reached a post by a user called Death The Romantic.

			A couple of months ago I heard about a guy who’d killed himself in his garage. Hanged himself. Boring as fuck, right? But the wife says he was offed. Guy kept saying a dude in a mask tried to kill him. Armoured up like Batman. Not a weird exit, but a weird story.

			Wallace felt a powerful surge of instinct telling him that this was a possible lead, and he scoured the rest of the page. The posts immediately following were full of pointed remarks that instructed Death The Romantic to stay on topic. Wallace clicked Death The Romantic’s name and was taken through to the user’s profile. One hundred and eighty-three posts and Wallace read them all. There was no further mention of that particular case, but Wallace built a picture of this person. Death The Romantic claimed to be female and spent the majority of her time trying to console and advise would-be suicides against taking the final step, but when they demonstrated how determined they were, she would give simple practical instruction on how to end a life in the quickest, most painless way possible. She’d been an active user for three years and her most recent post was six days old.

			Wallace wondered what would possess a person to trawl the bulletin boards of a suicide advice site for three years and put themselves in such close proximity to some of the most desperate people on the planet. Just a couple of hours on the site had made him extremely uncomfortable. He read the musings of individuals resolved to kill themselves, he saw responses from twisted voyeurs, some of whom actively encouraged death in the most hateful ways, and he observed the glee with which some of the voyeurs greeted news of a suicide. Then there were the messages of hate directed at the site, posted by religious groups and individuals who disagreed with the existence of such an easily accessible, comprehensive manual of self-inflicted death. This was a dark community at the edge of society, one that would never have existed without the Internet, and one that he did not want to be exposed to any longer than necessary. Based on what he’d seen, Wallace felt some sympathy for the opponents of the site; suicide was an insidious pestilence that could take root in the correctly cultivated mind. The experiences of the past few weeks had taught him that even a seemingly healthy mind could be unbalanced by traumatic events. The existence of sites like ‘Suicide Methodology’ were permanent scabs on otherwise fleeting wounds, and as with any scab, there were some people who were doomed to keep picking.

			He copied the contents of Death The Romantic’s post about the weird story and used it to run a Google search, but the only relevant result was the ‘Suicide Methodology’ post. With no other obvious options, he created an anonymous email address and used it to register as a ‘Suicide Methodology’ user. His email address and username were DeathDetective. Once he’d confirmed his registration, Wallace wrote Death The Romantic a private message.

			Dear Death The Romantic

			I’m new to Suicide Methodology. I read your post on the weird suicide story. A friend of mine claims a masked man tried to kill him a few weeks ago. Could you tell me where you heard the story of the man who hanged himself in his garage? I really want to help my friend and prove that someone is out to get him.

			Death Detective

			He sent the message and received a delivery confirmation from the forum system. He spent the rest of the afternoon and early evening searching, but didn’t find anything as promising as Death The Romantic’s post. Every fifteen minutes or so, he checked his email account and his ‘Suicide Methodology’ profile, but despite his obsessive, hopeful desperation, there was no reply.

			Connie arrived home at half-seven. She smiled warmly as she walked into the living room. She was wearing trainers, grey leggings and a pink vest.

			‘Sorry, I’m late,’ she said as she slipped her backpack off her shoulders. ‘It was one of those days. I had to go to the gym and then I ran home.’

			Wallace looked up from the computer. ‘It’s OK,’ he replied.

			Connie’s hair was tied back in a ponytail that only served to accentuate her flushed, sweaty face. Wallace’s memory suddenly flashed with an image of that same blushing face contorted in ecstasy.

			‘How’s it going?’ she asked.

			‘Not too well,’ he responded, suppressing the memory. ‘I’ve got nothing so far.’

			‘Well, I’m going to have a shower before I stink the place up too much,’ she smiled. ‘Then you can help me with dinner and afterwards we’ll see what the Internet can tell us about your man.’ She picked up her backpack and left the room.

			‘Can I do anything?’ Wallace called after her.

			‘Chop up an onion and some garlic,’ she shouted from the bedroom.

			Wallace went into the kitchen. He searched the cupboards, which were full of Fairtrade, organic foods and mismatched crockery, until he found Connie’s stash of vegetables. ‘How much garlic?’ he yelled.

			‘A couple of cloves,’ Connie replied, startling Wallace with her quiet voice.

			He turned to see her standing in the corridor, wrapped in a white towel. Her hair fell over her pale shoulders and the tresses trailed down towards her concealed breasts. She looked stunning, and Wallace was only half aware of himself as he walked over to embrace her and plant a passionate kiss on her lips. Connie put her arms around him, and the towel fell away.

			Connie lay with her head on Wallace’s undamaged shoulder. They were naked under her duvet, both breathless and glowing with satisfaction. Wallace studied Connie as she stared into the middle distance, and realised that he had been a fool to let her go; she was beautiful, good, kind and smart – a combination most men would kill for.

			Connie caught him staring at her. ‘I wasn’t expecting that,’ she said. ‘I thought last night might have been a one-off. We were both pretty out of it.’

			He wondered suddenly whether they were making a terrible mistake, but it felt so natural. More than that; it felt right. Connie smiled at him and planted a kiss on his cheek.

			‘Don’t overthink it,’ she teased as she slipped out of bed. ‘I’m not expecting wedding bells. Not yet, anyway.’

			She stepped into the bathroom and shut the door behind her. Moments later, when Wallace heard the shower, he climbed out of bed and quickly got dressed in a fresh pair of jeans and clean T-shirt. He went into the kitchen and popped a couple of painkillers before carrying on where he’d left off. He peeled two cloves of garlic and an onion, and carefully sliced them on an old wooden chopping board. As he concentrated on finely slicing the layered flesh, Wallace found himself relaxing. Aikido stressed the importance of balance and, while it was natural to be moved by the grand moments of life, he had long appreciated the importance of simple, mundane tasks; the little activities that linked life’s significant events. Living in the insignificant present and truly concentrating on his simple job brought him a degree of peace.

			‘Meticulously done,’ Connie noted as she approached. She’d put on a pair of pale blue shorts and an oversized roll-neck pullover. ‘I’d expect nothing less from one of the world’s leading obsessives . . . I mean artists.’

			She winked and Wallace smiled back at her, relishing the easy domestic familiarity.

			‘What else?’ he asked.

			‘Nothing,’ Connie insisted as she rooted in one of the cupboards. ‘I’ll take it from here.’

			He took Connie at her word and leaned against the counter and watched as she produced a stainless steel bowl. She tipped in a couple of tins of broad beans, a handful of flat leaf parsley, some cumin seeds and salt and pepper, and then blitzed the whole lot with a food processor. When it was reduced to a green paste, she added the onions and garlic and a sprinkling of flour.

			‘Ta’amaya,’ Wallace noted.

			‘One of the only good things you brought back from Afghanistan,’ Connie responded casually, but Wallace could see that she instantly regretted giving voice to the observation.

			‘It’s OK,’ he said, putting his hand on her back. ‘You’re not far from the truth.’

			She smiled at him gratefully as she filled a frying pan with olive oil. Wallace watched her form the paste into little discs and fry them. While they were sizzling, Connie got out a couple of plates and covered them with whole-wheat wraps that she filled with salad. When the ta’amaya were done, she placed three of the fritters on each plate and drizzled tahini over the contents, before rolling the wraps into neat tubes.

			‘Let’s eat,’ she said, handing Wallace his food. She led them into the sitting room and they sat at the small dining table.

			Facing the window, Wallace could see a group of Hasidic Jews leaving the synagogue opposite. Even though he couldn’t understand the thought process that enabled people to surrender themselves to ancient fairy tales, he envied them their certainty. In their final moments they would have no doubts about where they were going. He took a bite of his wrap and was rewarded with a powerfully fresh umami taste.

			‘Well?’ Connie asked expectantly.

			‘Good,’ he admitted. ‘Really good. For vegetarian food.’

			‘Pig!’ Connie laughed.

			They spent the rest of the meal talking, conscientiously avoiding anything too deep. Connie’s work at Suncert provided the perfect topic – endless politicking, a cast of strange, eccentric characters, and the all-encompassing, eternal pursuit of profit – giving them the illusion of a meaningful conversation without any of the tricky substance.

			After dinner, Connie took the plates to the kitchen. Wallace could hear her putting them in her half-sized dishwasher as he picked up the laptop and placed it on the dining table. He brought the machine to life and typed in Connie’s password.

			‘What’s a bootle?’ he called out.

			‘Bootle was my first cat,’ Connie replied as she entered the room. She joined Wallace at the table and immediately noted the website he was on: ‘Suicide Methodology’.

			Wallace registered the concern in her eyes. ‘It’s a lead, nothing else,’ he said as he logged on to the forum, where a tiny yellow flag indicated that he had a message. He went to his private mailbox and saw a reply from Death The Romantic.

			Hi DD

			Welcome to SM. Sorry to hear about your friend. My day job involves logging coroners’ reports, so I get to see a lot of strange things. I’ve attached the relevant verdict. Hope it helps.

			DTR J

			Wallace clicked the paperclip symbol and Connie’s computer downloaded and opened the attached PDF.

			Miranda Miles LLB
HM Coroner for the County of Staffordshire

			INQUEST TOUCHING THE Death of
Stewart Huvane

			Narrative Verdict

			Mr Stewart Huvane died from asphyxiation after he hanged himself in his garage. At the time of his death, Mr Huvane had been receiving psychiatric counselling after an earlier attempted suicide, also by hanging. Mr Huvane claimed to have been attacked by an unknown assailant wearing a mask and body armour. Police inquiries found no evidence of an assailant and Mr Huvane was sectioned. After treatment, Mr Huvane was released into an outpatient programme. His case officer, wife and psychiatrist testified that Mr Huvane continued to exhibit signs of paranoia and became increasingly convinced that someone wanted to harm him. A message posted on social media that was discovered following Mr Huvane’s death seemed to suggest he was having difficulty with a number of personal issues. Following police evidence presented to the court, which found no signs of struggle or intrusion, a verdict of suicide is returned. 

			Wallace typed Stewart Huvane Staffordshire into the Google search bar and received a handful of results from local newspapers.

			‘Look at that one,’ Connie advised, pointing to the third link down the page.

			Wallace clicked and opened an article from the Staffordshire Star, a local paper. Dated the twenty-third of June, the article was topped by a photo of Stewart Huvane, a slight man with receding grey hair and luxuriant sideburns. Huvane had the rosy glow and stupefied smile of a man who’d had too much to drink. He had his arm around some unknown person who’d been cropped out by the picture editor. Huvane was standing in front of a pub bar that was covered with empty glasses.

			LOCAL MAN CLAIMS VICTIMISATION CAMPAIGN
By Graham Parkes

			Leek resident Stewart Huvane has sensationally claimed he was the victim of an assassination attempt. Huvane was recently found by his wife, Cynthia, hanging from the rafters in their Leek home after she’d returned home early from a dinner engagement. In an effort to clear his reputation, Huvane, a livestock farmer, has given an exclusive interview to the Staffordshire Star.

			‘Cynthia was out,’ Huvane said. ‘I was watching TV. There was a knock at the door. I went to answer and the next thing I knew, I blacked out. I came round in the barn with a bloody noose around my neck and this fellow in a black mask was hoisting me on to the rafters.’

			Huvane credits his wife with his survival. ‘If Cynthia hadn’t been feeling ill, I wouldn’t be here today,’ he said. ‘Everyone thinks I tried to top myself, but why would I want to do that? I’ve got a great life.’

			Staffordshire Police have refused to respond to Huvane’s allegations, stating that it is Force policy not to comment on ongoing investigations.

			Wallace felt a wave of relief. It seemed that the same man who had attacked Stewart Huvane had tried to kill him.

			‘That sounds like what happened to you,’ Connie observed.

			‘Yeah,’ Wallace replied as he stared at the image on-screen and wondered what on earth he had in common with a farmer from Leek.
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			Wallace stirred when he felt someone touching his head, and opened his eyes to see Connie leaning over him. She was made up, her hair was done and she was dressed in a dark green trouser suit.

			‘Hey,’ she said gently. ‘I wasn’t sure whether to wake you.’

			Wallace sat up, ignoring his collarbone, which was no longer screaming, but merely shouting pain. His brain took a moment to click into gear.

			‘You sure you’re doing the right thing?’ Connie asked with genuine concern.

			After the revelations of the previous night, she had tried to talk him into going to the police, but Wallace remained convinced that the safest course was for him to gather more evidence. A newspaper article that outlined the ravings of a perceived lunatic would not be sufficient to open a criminal investigation, and Wallace reminded her that police betrayal had led to the second attack on him. Until he knew more about what was going on, he couldn’t be sure who to trust. As long as he stayed off the grid, there was no way for either the police or the killer to find him. After extracting a promise that he would be careful, Connie had accepted his plan to investigate Stewart Huvane’s death himself.

			‘I’ll be OK,’ Wallace reassured her. ‘Thanks.’

			Connie tilted her head the way she always did when she was puzzled.

			‘Thanks for everything,’ Wallace continued.

			‘Don’t overdo it,’ she cautioned light-heartedly. She opened her dresser drawer and produced an envelope that she tossed on the bed. ‘This is for you.’

			‘What is it?’ Wallace said, tearing the flap. He saw the familiar image of the Queen’s face staring up at him.

			‘You’ll need money, right?’ Connie said.

			‘I can’t take this,’ Wallace protested. ‘It’s too much.’

			‘There’s a thousand pounds,’ she replied. ‘It’s no big deal. I know you’re good for it.’

			‘I’ll pay you back,’ he promised.

			‘I know,’ Connie said, glancing at the Wedgwood alarm clock on her bedside table. ‘I’ve got to run.’ She leaned forward and kissed him. ‘Make sure you call me. And be careful.’

			With that final instruction, she left the room, and, moments later, Wallace heard the front door slam shut. He got to his feet, took a couple of painkillers and headed for the shower.

			Wallace forced himself on to the packed 08:46 from Stoke Newington to Liverpool Street. Rush hour had never previously bothered him, but after two attempts on his life, the proximity of others invading his personal space in a confined compartment made him anxious. In addition to the psychological toll the journey exacted, Wallace endured sixteen minutes of physical discomfort. Every time the rattling train started, stopped or clattered over a junction, one of his neighbours would collide with him and trigger shooting pain from his collarbone.

			Released into the bustle of a City morning, he found a TK Maxx off Camomile Street. In addition to the clothes Connie had bought him, which were in a thick carrier bag, Wallace selected a couple of casual tops, walking boots, a jacket and a backpack. He caught the tube to Euston and purchased an off-peak return to Stoke-on-Trent. He checked the large clock that hung over the concourse: 10:23. With seventeen minutes until his train, he paid a visit to Boots and stocked up on civilising essentials: toothpaste, toothbrush, shower gel and deodorant.

			The train north offered a stark illustration of what life could be like when there weren’t eight million people competing for space and resources. A dozen travellers peppered a carriage designed to carry six times that number. Wallace chose the seat nearest the door so that he had a complete view of the carriage. Nobody could sneak up on him and he could see anyone coming. Not paranoid, Wallace reassured himself, just prudent. When the train pulled out of the station on time, he relaxed into his seat as they started their journey through an architectural history of London. The Georgian terraces of Camden were followed by the converted red-brick warehouses of Islington, then came the Victorian streets of West Hampstead and Finchley, before the post-war semis of Wembley and Harrow slipped past, and the train finally started to gather real speed as twentieth-century retail park Watford came and went in a blur and they shot into open countryside.

			As he hurtled north, Wallace tried to think of connections he might have to Stewart Huvane. He had never been to Leek. He had never heard Huvane’s name before and could not recall anyone ever mentioning it. Wallace’s family was too small and withered to have overlooked any relations, no matter how distant. He was an only child, and before they died his parents made sure he had a full family tree. More of a weed than a tree: a second cousin in Canada and another in South Africa. Wallace had never seen or spoken to either. He had drifted away from the few friends he had. His work was unpredictable and required a great deal of travel, qualities that put a strain on any relationship, and his failed crusade to get the Masterson Inquiry to accept the truth of his testimony had completed Wallace’s transformation into something of an angry loner.

			If he had a connection to Huvane, it was one he was unaware of. As rich green fields rolled by, he considered other theories. His first was that the attacker was selecting victims at random, but if that was the case, why would he risk capture by making a second attempt on Wallace’s life? His next theory was that there was more than one killer and that any similarities with Huvane’s story were pure coincidence. Another possibility was that his own would-be killer had chanced upon Huvane’s outlandish description and used it as inspiration for a costume.

			Wallace tormented himself with theories for the entire eighty-five-minute journey north, but the only thing he was able to conclude was that there were more possibilities than certainties and he needed evidence if he was going to get any answers.

			The train drew into Stoke-on-Trent at six minutes past twelve, and Wallace grabbed his backpack and disembarked. The large red-brick station had a glass roof supported by an intricate wire lattice, a grand Victorian structure that spoke of more prosperous times. No more than a dozen people left the train, and around an equal number boarded, heading north to Manchester. The meagre numbers did not merit such an impressive building, and Wallace guessed that whatever rationale there had once been for the impressive station was lost to history. He followed the signs for the taxi rank, which was situated down the street from the old station.

			‘Where to, pal?’ the driver asked, as Wallace slid on to the back seat.

			‘The Staffordshire Star,’ Wallace replied.

			Crumbling old buildings lined the main road that led away from the station. Some of them were abandoned and derelict. Further along, the city had been razed to create wide open spaces for car dealerships, megastores and prefabricated hotels. Rather than renovate and improve, the past had been destroyed to make way for a cheap, functional future. It was as though the place had given up on its history.

			The Staffordshire Star occupied a small, white two-storey building in Stoke’s museum quarter. Wallace paid the taxi driver and went inside to find a modern lobby where a tattooed Goth sat behind a large reception desk.

			‘Hi, I’m here to see Graham Parkes,’ Wallace said, as the painted man looked up. ‘I’m an old friend.’

			‘Does he know you’re coming?’ the Goth asked.

			‘No. I was in the area and thought I’d surprise him,’ Wallace replied.

			‘And your name?’

			‘Huvane. Stewart Huvane,’ Wallace gambled.

			‘Take a seat,’ the Goth instructed. ‘I’ll see if I can find him.’

			Wallace walked over to a seating area that was lined with framed images of some of the newspaper’s more memorable front pages. As he pretended to scan the headlines, he kept glancing at the receptionist, who was on the phone. After a couple of minutes the Goth came over.

			‘Hi,’ he began, ‘Graham is out on a story. He said he might be a while, but if you want to leave a number, maybe he could give you a call.’

			‘I lost my phone,’ Wallace replied with a half-truth. ‘I’ll just wait,’ he added firmly.

			‘He might be a while,’ the Goth repeated.

			‘That’s OK,’ Wallace countered. ‘I’ve got time.’

			He planted himself on one of the moulded chairs, which were all linked to form a circular bench. The Goth hesitated, unsure how to handle the situation, but then reverted to his training.

			‘Can I get you something? A tea or coffee, maybe?’

			‘I’ll have a tea, thanks,’ Wallace replied. ‘Black, weak, no sugar.’

			He read the newspaper, occupying himself with stories of money raised for a heavily disabled child to go on a dream holiday, an overweight local who’d shed half her body weight on a new miracle diet, and a local entrepreneur’s dream to revitalise Stoke as a Silicon Valley for the West Midlands. When he’d finished the paper, Wallace drank his tea and waited. The Goth would occasionally glance over with growing resentment in his eyes, as though Wallace’s continued presence was a serious inconvenience. For a little over two hours Wallace watched the comings and goings of staff and visitors, until finally a balding, middle-aged man entered. When he glanced at Wallace and then scurried over to the Goth for a huddled conference, Wallace knew the man was Graham Parkes. After a minute or so, an uncertain Parkes approached.
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