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 ‘The fool, fixed in his folly, may think


He can turn the wheel on which he turns.’


T.S. Eliot










ONE


Sunday, 24 August


Early Morning


 


The woman who’d tried to kill her husband stank of aniseed and alcohol. The stench hung off the walls, the mattress, every strand of hair. She was lying on the flat mattress against one wall of the cell, dressed in the standard white zip-up jumpsuit, her clothes long since taken into evidence. But the sterile clothing didn’t cover the scratches on her arms, hands and face, which were starting to heal, though no scabs had yet formed.


These observations told Harry Kent two things about his patient. It was likely that her wounds weren’t healing because her liver wasn’t making the clotting factors that process required. And liver dysfunction in an otherwise healthy thirty-four-year-old woman was more than likely related to the stench of Sambuca that had struck him as he’d opened the door to the cell.


‘Who the fuckin’ hell are you?’


Her accent straight off the television, not unlike his own before medical school had blunted it. Harry noted the Millwall FC tattoo on her wrist as she stood up. All eighteen stone of Keziah Barnes, the custody sergeant, followed him in. The patient sat down again.


‘Morning, Mrs Wright,’ Harry said. ‘I’m a doctor.’


At about five o’clock the previous evening, Pauline Wright had smashed a bottle of extra-value Morrison’s sambuca into the face of her husband of twelve years. The husband was now at the John Ruskin University Hospital, where Harry usually worked, being monitored for the seizure he’d suffered after the impact. Thirty-eight-year-old men didn’t often have seizures, but thirty-eight-year-old alcoholics who’d killed off a decent proportion of their brain cells did. He’d pull through. At the time, Harry had been told, the seventy-centilitre bottle was almost empty, having been drunk by Mrs Wright’s husband. That had been the cause of the argument, it appeared. One drunk stealing the other one’s liquor. By all accounts, Pauline Wright had not had a drink in what was fast approaching twelve hours. It showed.


‘Jesus, you’ve got to put me under. These bastards have been treating me like shit.’


Barnes had told a different story, along the lines of requiring four officers to drag Mrs Wright from the police van into A&E for a quick check over, then back into the van, and then finally into the custody suite. It had taken the threat of sedation at the hospital to calm her down.


‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Harry said, crouching down and putting his bag on the floor. ‘I’d like to examine you, if that’s ok?’


‘Be my guest,’ said Wright. ‘Does that bitch have to be here?’


Barnes was behind him, but Harry could feel the custody sergeant’s sarcastic smile burning into the back of his head.


‘I’m afraid so,’ said Harry. ‘That’s to protect you as much as it is to protect me.’


‘Fuckin’ pigs.’


Wright scratched at her neck, and Harry watched her hand as it rested back on her lap. The tremor was noticeable, one that he had seen thousands of times before. It confirmed the diagnosis that he’d suspected the moment he’d walked in the door.


‘How are you feeling at the moment?’ Harry said.


‘Shit. I’ve been throwing up all night. Haven’t slept a fuckin’ wink thanks to these cunts, and I woke up in my own crap.’


Harry nodded.


‘Are you in any pain?’


‘Got the worst fuckin’ headache in the world, and the bastards won’t even give me a fuckin’ paracetamol.’


‘Well, I’ll try and sort that out for you,’ Harry said. ‘But I need to assess you first to make sure there’s nothing serious going on.’


‘You go right ahead, mate.’


Harry reached into his bag and pulled his stethoscope around his neck, picking up a blood-pressure cuff, and fastening it around his patient’s arm.


‘Have you got any medical conditions?’


‘No.’


‘Are you on any medication?’


She had a good, strong pulse in her elbow. A little fast, but that wasn’t unusual in someone undergoing alcohol withdrawal.


‘Citalopram. For depression. But I ain’t took none in ages.’


‘Any other drug usage?’


‘You what?’


Harry sighed. ‘Anything you say to me is covered by doctor-patient confidentiality. They can’t use it against you in court.’


Maybe the two-thousandth time he’d said that in almost two years as a Force Medical Examiner. It was necessary, though. Even if their life depended on it, patients would keep quiet about important but incriminating details if there was anyone in uniform present.


‘Bollocks,’ said Pauline Wright.


‘Sue me if I’m lying,’ said Harry. ‘I promise you, you’ll win, and you’ll get at least fifty grand.’


That line usually produced a laugh, but Wright just stared at him, her eyes and teeth yellow, her hair grey before its time. He pressed ahead with the question nonetheless, as he started to inflate the blood pressure cuff.


‘Do you take any recreational drugs?’


‘No.’


‘Have you ever?’


‘Done a bit of everything when I was a kid. Nothing really did it for me.’


Harry took the blood pressure, which was normal. The doctor at the A&E had done a basic assessment of her injuries, which were numerous but superficial, and had deemed her not to require hospital admission. At the time, she had noted that Wright had been agitated and intoxicated – she had also taken blood at the police’s request for toxicology testing. Now Wright had sobered up, she was rapidly going cold turkey, and Harry’s job was to decide whether she was safe to remain in the cells and await interview from the detectives who’d arrive in the morning. An attack as serious as the one her husband had sustained could go down as attempted murder if the duty prosecutor was feeling particularly confident.


‘How much did you have to drink yesterday?’


‘Few in the pub before the game, few cans in the park afterwards,’ said Wright. ‘Came home and the bastard’s had me fuckin’ sambuca.’


The second home game of the season had seen the Lions defeated to Rotherham, sending the Den’s diehards into their infamous belligerence with the expected consequences for the emergency services. It had been a hectic evening in A&E at the Ruskin, so he’d heard, and he was glad to be spending his night shift on-call for the police instead of working there.


‘How many’s a few, Mrs Wright?’ Harry said. ‘I need to know.’


‘Might’ve been five. Might’ve been twelve. Fuck off.’


‘And how have you been feeling tonight?’


‘I fuckin’ told you. Shit. Shat myself, and puked me guts up.’


‘And when was that?’


‘I dunno,’ said Wright. ‘I don’t know what fuckin’ time it is.’


She scratched at her arms and snapped her head up at Barnes, who was shaking her head and muttering something. It was only a minor gesture, but it triggered an explosion from the woman in the cell.


‘Dunno what the bloody hell you’re shakin’ yer head at, you slag!’ Wright shouted. ‘This place is a fuckin’ mess. Covered in shit, all these fuckin’ maggots, it’s a health risk!’


‘Ha!’ Barnes said, turning to Harry. ‘Don’t listen to her, Doc. Maggots, eh? That’s a new one, love.’


Harry knew there weren’t any maggots in the cell, but he was fairly sure that Wright wasn’t making it up. She was seeing them, and probably feeling them too, crawling up her skin. If her hallucinations were similar to the ones he’d known patients experience before, this could be an entirely new presentation of something more sinister. But Wright had no history of mental illness aside from her alcoholism.


‘Tell me about the maggots, Pauline,’ Harry said, trying to stay calm.


‘They’re all over me,’ Wright said, scratching at her arms again, ‘I can’t get ’em off. I can’t get no sleep.’


‘I see,’ said Harry. ‘Mrs Wright, I’m going to take some blood to take back to the hospital for a few tests, if that’s ok. Then I’m going to give you some pills and an injection to calm you down.’


‘You do whatever the fuck you like, mate. Don’t give a fuck.’


The first few weeks he’d worked with the police, Harry had insisted on proper, informed consent before every injection, every blood test. But the woman in front of him had withdrawal so extreme that she was hallucinating after just eleven hours without a tipple, and barely had the capacity to consent to a haircut, let alone a medical treatment.


Wright stayed mercifully still as Harry found a vein, took three tubes of blood for tests, and drew up the haloperidol into a syringe from the drugs packet in his bag. He injected it into her thigh, pushing the syringe in slowly. He could have given her tablets, but she’d just have vomited them back up.


‘There you go,’ he said.


‘Cheers, doc.’


Harry picked up the bag, and shuffled towards the door. He never turned his back on them, even if they were beaten-looking women with visions of maggots crawling up their skin. Barnes shut the door, Pauline Wright yelling after her.


‘Yeah, you lock it, you cunt-licking bitch.’


Barnes locked the door with the ever-present smile, shaking her head.


‘Lovely customer,’ she said.


Harry was about to reply when they were interrupted by a detective he recognised striding into the corridor. DS Moses Wilson’s loose, crumpled shirt, coffee-stained jeans and three days’ worth of stubble combined with the bags under his eyes to tell Harry that he was the CID sergeant on overnight duty, and was probably working the whole weekend. He would have caught the case, and he’d want nothing more than to wrap it up with a quick confession, so whoever was coming in later in the morning could have her charged by Monday.


‘Nice to see you, Harry,’ Wilson said, shaking his hand. ‘Homicide & Serious should be here by eight, tell me we’re good to go.’


‘Sorry, Mo,’ Harry said. ‘She’s cold turkey. I had to give her a shot to calm her down.’


‘Ah, come on!’


Wilson stamped his foot on the floor.


‘No way we could speak to the duty solicitor? Ok it with her?’


Harry shook his head. It was a conversation he’d had many times, usually like this. Tired detectives wanting to wrap up the preliminary work on a case before they went off-rota. But whenever a suspect had mental health issues or had been under the influence, a doctor had to declare them fit to be interviewed before CID could sit down with them.


‘Look, Mo, even if you get the lawyers on-side, if it gets to court then you’d be screwed. You know I’d have no choice but to testify that I thought she wasn’t fit to be interviewed.’


‘Sorry, Harry, I come back on tonight at six, and I don’t want to have this shit waiting on my desk.’


‘I get it,’ said Harry. ‘I’m—’


A shrill ringing in a descending modal scale cut him off, the sound of his work phone. He nodded an apology to a pissed-off Wilson, and took the call.


‘Harry Kent.’


‘Are you the on-call FME?’


‘Speaking,’ said Harry.


The voice, female and distinctly Geordie, sounded far too happy for the early hour of the morning. ‘Requesting your services on Calais Street, Myatt’s Fields, if it’s not too much trouble. We’ve got a certification for you to do.’


He had never heard of the road before, but he knew Myatt’s Fields, sandwiched within a concrete triangle of Camberwell to the east, Stockwell to the west, and Brixton to the south, a mix of tall Edwardian terraces, leafy green streets, and two brutalist housing estates, not too far from the hospital where he worked. A few of his colleagues lived in the area.


‘Right,’ said Harry, ‘What does it look like?’


He usually tried to find out a little more when he was asked to certify death at potential crime scenes. If the act had occurred within the past half hour, or the circumstances were at all ambiguous, it might be worth dispatching an ambulance and starting resuscitation efforts. It had never happened to Harry, arriving to find a body potentially alive, but there had been a highly publicised case recently in Scotland. A man dragged from the River Ness, hypothermic and half-drowned, and assumed dead by both the local cops and the on-call Force Medical Examiner, only to show signs of life in the mortuary.


‘I’m DS McGovern, with the Homicide Assessment Team. We have a female in her forties who’s slashed her wrists. Looks like a suicide, but we’re keeping an open mind.’


‘No signs of life?’ Harry confirmed. At the question, Wilson got up off the wall he’d been leaning against, his interest piqued.


‘She’s cold,’ the detective said. ‘Dead as Elvis. Paramedics took one look and got the hell out of there. Girlfriend came home from a bender and found her, the poor thing. There’s blood all over the place, like.’


‘Ok, then,’ said Harry.


‘How long do you reckon you’ll be?’


‘I’m at Walworth nick,’ said Harry. ‘I’ve just seen a patient here, so I can’t leave for a few minutes, I need to write it up.’ He checked his watch. ‘Should be there by five, though.’


‘No bother,’ said McGovern. ‘The DCI just wanted to know, that’s all.’


Harry rang off, stabbing his phone’s screen with a finger and shaking his head. Wilson gave a weary laugh, the laugh of a man at the very edge of his sleep cycle.


‘Anything fun?’ he said.


‘Cert waiting for me down in Myatt’s Fields. Suicide, apparently.’


‘Good timing,’ he said. ‘Bet you they’re a night-shifter.’


Just like Harry, and presumably the detective who’d just called him, Wilson was working a twelve-hour overnight shift, and had been for the whole weekend. Unless it was an emergency, a job two hours from finishing a night shift, just like this one, was the perfect opportunity to string things out a bit, meaning that he’d finish up and become available at about six twenty-nine, when he could usually avoid another job in the minute before he clocked off.


Harry slipped the tubes of Pauline Wright’s blood into a zip-lock bag, and handed it to Wilson.


‘Give those to the custody nurse,’ he said. ‘I’ve written the orders for which tests to send for.’


‘And the interview?’


‘I’ve given her a decent dose of haloperidol, and there’s a prescription with the nurse for some chlordiazepoxide if she needs some. She’ll be knocked out until about lunchtime. Get the guy who’s on tomorrow to assess her. Sorry I couldn’t have been more help.’


Wilson was pissed off, and Harry sympathised. After arresting a suspect, the police only had twenty-four hours, and then it was charge and release. By the time she was sober and in a state to be interviewed, Pauline Wright’s time would almost be up. CID could apply to a judge for an extension, but Harry suspected they wouldn’t bother. The case would be open-and-shut – Wright would be charged nonetheless, and she’d do the rest of her detox in the infirmary at Holloway Women’s Prison awaiting trial.


‘Not your fault,’ said Wilson, yawning. ‘It was good to see you anyway. When are you on the telly?’


‘Monday night.’


A month ago, Harry had recorded a segment for Crimewatch, along with some detectives from the Specialist Case Investigation team. The subject was a patient he’d treated back in August 2011, a young woman brutally attacked in the midst of the worst riots London had seen that side of the millennium. She was still in hospital in a minimally conscious state, and despite the police’s efforts she still had no name, no identity, and any chance of discovering who had beaten her into a three-year coma appeared slim at best. In the absence of clues to her real name, they called her Zara, based on a clothing label. Monday would mark just over three years since she had been left for dead in an alleyway off Eccles Road, and Harry had managed to persuade a cold-case team from the Met to put out an appeal. He’d been the first doctor to see her in A&E, so he and the neurologist who oversaw her care had recorded soundbites.


‘Well I hope you get something good,’ Wilson said. ‘I’ll be watching.’


Harry thanked him and turned to leave. As he did, a thought emerged from behind the clouds in his mind, the final words of the Geordie detective on the phone still ringing in his ears.


‘Mo?’


Wilson turned around. ‘Yeah?’


‘How normal is it for the DCI on the Homicide Assessment Team to attend the scene?’


‘It’s completely routine if it’s obviously a murder,’ Wilson said. ‘They tend to be too busy otherwise. Send the grunts in and let them make the call.’


‘Hmm,’ said Harry. He often encountered the HAT at the sudden deaths he was called to, detectives from whatever Homicide & Serious team were on the rota for new cases that week. In the vast majority of cases, they concurred with the opinion of everyone present that the death was non-suspicious, signed off and left the investigation to the coroner. Harry checked his watch again. 4:35 a.m. He’d done police work getting on for two years now, and he’d never seen a DCI at a suicide, let alone in the middle of the night.


‘Who called you?’ Wilson said.


‘McGovern,’ said Harry. ‘Geordie girl.’


‘Ah,’ said Wilson. ‘She’s new, with Southwark. Looks like you’re in for an awkward night.’


The expression on Wilson’s face was sheepish, a token attempt at sincerity whilst the smirk broke free at the corners of his mouth. Harry didn’t laugh. Wilson’s former boss, Frankie Noble, had been Harry’s girlfriend for nine months and had moved to Homicide & Serious shortly after they’d broken up. If the Southwark team were on the rota for this week, Noble would be attending.


‘Well,’ said Harry. ‘I’d better get down there, hadn’t I?’


Harry yawned and turned and headed for the exit, fumbling in his jacket pocket for his car keys. He stepped out of the station, into the car park, and broke into a run, anything to wake him up. The sky was full of storm clouds, black against the blue of the lightening sky. There was a big one expected in the morning, the tail end of some hurricane making its way over from the Caribbean.


He tried to banish all thoughts of Frankie Noble and think instead about the dead woman he was driving over to certify. Unlocked his car and threw his bag onto the passenger seat. Set the SatNav for Calais Street, and headed south.


 


Something a bit like dread had started brewing on the drive, arriving in his stomach near Kennington. Harry wasn’t quite sure what it was, but the Subway sandwich he’d wolfed down at midnight was sitting uneasily. He parked the car, took his bag from the passenger seat and headed over.


The feeling didn’t ease with the morning air. Walking up to the scene of a death always made his mind wander, thoughts about mortality, his and other people’s. Not with regards to time, but to place – he had long since accepted that life was something fragile that whatever force drove the universe had no respect for. He saw death all the time, but on the hospital wards, where people succumbed despite the tubes and wires anchoring them to their beds, death was sanitary, awful but understandable. Death belonged in a hospital. It was part of the furniture. There was something about encountering death in a kitchen or a bedroom or a garden that always irked him. That feeling had faded with experience, but it never went away completely.


The police had cordoned off a section of road that formed one side of a square of five-storey red-brick terraces that looked out onto the park. The park itself wouldn’t have been out of place in an Oxfordshire village, with a tennis court, an old bandstand and a pond, above which a mist rose, tendrils of dawn poking into the summer night. Here, though, the park and its genteel apartments were sandwiched between Camberwell and the estates of Akerman Road. That was South London for you, Harry thought, as he approached the line of tape marked by a solitary uniformed officer under a streetlight. There were nice parts and rough parts of every city, but few places where the demographic could vary so drastically from one street to the next.


The whole street was quiet but for the various police vehicles, only two of which had their blue strobes on. In a few hours, the residents would wake up to find their houses behind a police cordon. Harry counted two unmarked police cars inside the tape, a forensics van, ambulance and two patrol vehicles.


‘Can I help you, sir?’


Harry showed his ID. ‘Force Medical Examiner.’


‘Right you are,’ the officer said, leaning into his radio. ‘Shona, the doctor’s here.’


Harry looked across the street as he waited. Fiat 500s and Minis parked on the road, old-fashioned wrought-iron grilles guarding the bottom of the wide windows on every floor, the odd house with a name as well as a number. He allowed himself a few moments’ distraction to ease the nerves, wondering if celebrity was the reason for the DCI’s presence, if it was a politician or a pop star waiting for him with slashed wrists. If it was a case like that, one where every detail was set upon by the media like vultures to carrion, then he wanted nothing to do with it.


DS McGovern came down from a communal hallway, heading towards the cordon, frizzy hair down to her shoulders and a trenchcoat down to her knees.


‘We spoke on the phone,’ she said. ‘Good to meet you.’


She held up the police tape and signed him in. The address had a communal courtyard accessed by a dark archway, through which Harry caught glimpses of activity. Two uniform coppers held a foil blanket over a silhouette, despite the summer heat. A forensic photographer set up equipment. No glimpse yet of Noble. Harry made to move towards the arch, but McGovern blocked his way.


‘Before we head in, Dr Kent, I need to ask you something,’ she said, her voice quiet. ‘The victim’s a thirty-four-year-old female. Our provisional ID is that she’s a doctor. I just wanted to check it’s not someone you know before you go inside.’


‘Christ,’ said Harry. His brain started listing his colleagues and friends who he knew lived around here, matching it with the age and the gender. No obvious candidates. He looked up at the dark morning sky, now dreading the grim task that faced him even more.


‘What’s her name?’


‘Susan Bayliss.’


Harry knew it, but couldn’t remember where from. She was around the same age as him, so maybe she was an old medical school classmate, or they’d rotated together as juniors. Every doctor had colleagues who’d killed themselves, so the sadness he felt was not a new one.


‘I don’t know her,’ said Harry. ‘Thanks for checking.’


‘I’ll take you through, then.’


The local uniforms were milling around in the courtyard and Harry nodded to the faces he recognised. McGovern let him into a wide stairwell, where two detectives stood with their back to the wall, arms folded. The younger one, male and Asian, stepped forward to greet them. The other detective stayed with her back to the wall, arms folded, in the half-light.


‘This is Dr Kent,’ McGovern said. ‘Dr Kent, DC Bhalla and Acting DCI Noble. She’s the boss.’


As Harry stepped further into the hallway Noble came into the light, and he got a good look at her. More than that, he got to watch her react as she recognised him. The leather jacket, dark jeans and Doc Martens that had once been her calling card were gone, as was the short fringe, replaced by a white collared shirt, smart trousers, flat shoes and a conservative bob. The face was different, too, but he couldn’t work out how, though the expression hadn’t changed. Her face moved little.


Harry shook Bhalla’s hand, looked at Noble and nodded. The weight had moved from his stomach to his chest, and he found himself using all of his willpower to look at the stairs, the ceiling, anywhere but at her. The two of them had met two Januarys ago when she’d investigated the events leading up to the shooting of a local teenager, and then the cruel slaughter of one of Harry’s closest friends. In those two weeks he’d lost an immeasurable amount, but the case had built an emotional connection that had evolved into an intense and complex relationship. She’d moved in in September, and Harry had kicked her out for the final time, drunk and screaming, on New Year’s Day. Since then they’d managed to avoid one another, even on the few occasions they’d been in the same building. Harry hadn’t expected the first rendezvous to be in the middle of the night with a dead woman lying upstairs, though on reflection he probably should have.


‘Right, Harry,’ said Noble. ‘Thanks for coming.’


Harry noticed Bhalla and McGovern share a raised eyebrow at her use of his first name. They wouldn’t know the story, he reasoned. Christ, if he was in Noble’s shoes, he’d keep it secret. It would take up so much time at the water-cooler no murder case would be solved in South London for weeks.


‘The victim’s a thirty-four-year-old female, lives in Flat 5b with her girlfriend,’ Noble continued. ‘The girlfriend came back from a night out about four and found the victim sat in a chair, incised wounds to the wrists and upper arms. There’s an empty packet of pills on the dining-room table.’


They started up the wide staircase to the fourth floor, where the door to Flat 5b was open but covered with an ‘X’ of crime-scene tape. It reminded him of plague houses, how they’d been marked with the same shape.


‘Who’s been inside?’ Harry said.


‘Paramedics, the first pair of responding officers, me and Gurpreet, and the girlfriend. We were waiting on you to certify before Forensics go in.’


Christ, Harry thought. On the stairs above him, a uniformed officer, a woman of no more than twenty-five, was in conversation with a forensics tech. The uniform had a dark red smear of blood across the collar of her white shirt. It was fairly difficult to commit suicide by slashing your wrists, though many tried. You had to cut painfully deep in order to hit an artery. In fact, in the time he’d now been working with the police, he’d not certified a single cutter out of all the suicides he could recall. Plenty of hangings, and jumpers – bridges, tower blocks, underground trains. Four or five overdoses. A solitary carbon monoxide job, stuck in a stuffy garage in Dulwich with taped-up doors, once the hazmat team had cleared it. But not yet someone who’d bled themselves to death. They tended to show up in A&E, surrounded by confused friends or terrified parents.


‘Is there a pathologist on the way?’ Harry said.


Noble shook her head.


‘Not yet. I’m waiting to see what Forensics make of it. It looks like a suicide for sure, but there are a few things that seem a little strange . . . It’s pretty brutal. I dunno, call it gut instinct. I’m open-minded, but I need a bit more before I kick off a murder inquiry at this hour. Don’t want to seem too eager, that’s all . . .’


‘Right . . .’ said Harry.


‘You’ll see what I mean.’


‘Ok.’


They arrived at the top of the stairs and a forensic tech handed each of them a white paper zip-up, overshoes and a facemask. They got dressed in silence. Susan Bayliss’s name was an itch in the back of Harry’s brain. He still couldn’t place it and the fear began to rise. Fear that he’d step through the cross of tape into the flat and see the face of a friend or a colleague, fear that Noble would be able to notice his reaction. But as Harry pulled the white paper suit over his arms, he tried not to think about that. He’d encountered plenty of bodies before, and that’s just what this was, he told himself. Another life shortened prematurely, and one subject to the procedures and protocols and paperwork of the police doctor, just like any other.


He finished suiting up and realised Noble, the detectives and the forensic techs had all done so before him, the benefit of frequent practice. One of the techs gestured towards the cross of tape barring the door.


‘After you, Doc,’ he said. ‘After all, whoever she is, she’s not dead until you say so.’


 


There was so much blood on the floor Harry could actually smell it, bitter and metallic, catching in his throat. He stood in the kitchen holding the dictaphone to his mouth, his skin clammy beneath the forensic jumpsuit.


‘05:12, Sunday, 24 August,’ he said, holding down the record button, ‘I am examining the body of a female believed to be Susan Bayliss at the request of the Metropolitan Police Service.’


There were seven of them in the flat: Harry, Noble, Bhalla and McGovern, the crime scene manager, a forensic technician and a videographer, who was still in the hallway. Susan Bayliss, limp in a chair a few metres away, with a dead face that gave Harry no clues as to why he remembered her name. On opening the front door, they’d been met by a macabre trail of red-black footprints, all of them upside-down, as if leaving the house. In a zip-locked evidence bag on the welcome mat were the shoes that had left them, the faux-leather sandals of Teodora Guzman, Susan Bayliss’s partner, who’d smeared blood along the hallway as she’d run to let the paramedics in.


The apartment was open-plan, not unlike Harry’s own, with the kitchen facing out into a spacious living room, black leather sofas, a wall-mounted plasma screen, another wall covered in at least twenty picture frames, many of them of the Bayliss couple in various exotic locations. Coffee table, a bowl of pistachio nuts, a smaller bowl of shells. A bookshelf, mostly travel, a library of CDs, classical and country and western. Lots of titles in Spanish or Portuguese, too. The living room itself opened up onto a balcony, and Harry suspected that the apartments on this side of the building commanded a better price than those whose balconies faced into the inner courtyard, as the view from this one was excellent. From this far south, all the monoliths of the City and the South Bank morphed into a single beacon of light and glass, the rest of the city sprawled out underneath it. The doors were still open and warm air swept through the apartment, heavy with the humidity of the approaching storm.


Had that been the last thing Susan Bayliss had ever felt? Harry wondered. Warm early-morning summer air blowing in through the window? Her life had ended in a wicker chair turned to face out of the balcony doors. Harry followed her dead eyes out and took in the view again. It was probably better at night than in the daytime, and she hadn’t enjoyed the sunrise. The proof of that was the thick lake of blood that the chair stood in, a rich black scarlet against the varnished wooden flooring.


Harry put the dictaphone down and went through the motions. Calling Bayliss’s name into each ear in turn, flicking his hand in front of her face. Next he shone a pen-torch into each eye. Both pupils were paralysed wide, black and reflective like the dark blood beneath the chair. He opened two buttons on Bayliss’s blouse, just enough to place his stethoscope over her heart. Good practice said he ought to listen for three minutes, whilst simultaneously checking for pulses. But in a situation like this one, he didn’t want to touch anything he didn’t absolutely have to, and there was no doubt at all that she was dead.


He found this moment unsettling. He always had. It had been a bread-and-butter duty when he’d been a junior doctor, being called to one of the geriatric wards at two in the morning to confirm the death of an inpatient. For two minutes, he would sit there, pressed up against a stranger, usually someone whom he had never encountered in life, the thoughts going through his head often existential in nature. The earpieces of his stethoscope acted like plugs and blocked out all the ambient noise, so there was only the transmitted sounds of his own breathing. The heart and lungs of this woman were silent.


Done with his ritual, Harry looked across at the woman in the chair, at her face, trying to imagine how she may have appeared in life. Bayliss’s life was long since extinct, but Harry had to raise his dictaphone to his mouth in order to legally depart her.


‘No response to verbal stimuli or pain, pupils fixed and dilated, no heart or breath sounds heard for two minutes. Fact of death confirmed, 05:16.’


Behind him, Noble exhaled loudly. The crime scene manager had crouched down between Bayliss’s body and the balcony, examining something. A short knife, almost entirely enveloped by the blood on the floor, lying just below Bayliss’s right hand.


‘Cause of death would be haemorrhage, would it?’ Noble said.


‘Looks like it,’ said Harry, taking a step back, trying to see the big picture. Bayliss had cut into her brachial arteries on both sides, two hesitant slices into the crook of her right elbow, and then the wound which had killed her, a deep gash running longitudinally on the left-hand side. Here, the pale fabric of her blouse was sodden with blood, which was speckled across the other side. It was all over the walls too, spurts decorating the dining table next to her, on which stood a bottle of wine the dark colour of the blood on the floor, three empty blister packets and a packet with a prescription label. Spatter up the right-sided balcony doors, too, from when she’d first cut into the artery, and the pressure had launched her blood across the room.


‘I’ve not seen that before,’ Noble said, pointing. ‘Cutting at the elbows. They usually go for the wrists, don’t they?’


‘The brachial artery’s bigger,’ Harry said. ‘But it’s deeper. You’d have to know what you were doing.’


‘And she would have, I take it?’


‘Any doctor would know that,’ said Harry. ‘What specialty was she, do you know?’


Not that it would make a difference, not really. Basic anatomy was covered in undergraduate teaching the world over. He was asking out of curiosity. DC Bhalla disappeared and returned holding a zip-lock evidence bag, inside which was an NHS hospital ID badge not dissimilar to Harry’s own.


‘There you go, Doc.’


Harry stood up from his crouch and leant forward to make out the writing.


 


BELGRAVE HOSPITAL FOR SICK CHILDREN


SUSAN BAYLISS


SPECIALIST REGISTRAR


CARDIOTHORACIC SURGERY


 


The face on the ID card was younger by a good few years, or at the very least looked younger. In death, Bayliss looked far older than thirty-four, hair by her shoulders, her blood coagulating on the floor. But it was from reading the position and specialty that the itch in his brain finally sprang into a connection, and he knew where he’d seen that name before. And the memories returned. A small boy, dead on a hospital trolley, an A&E nurse performing CPR with two fingers. Placing a tube narrower than a drinking straw between his vocal cords, whilst paediatricians and cardiologists threw out any ideas to get this boy’s heart pumping again.


‘She was a heart surgeon,’ said Noble. ‘So I guess she’d know where to find an artery.’


Harry said nothing. A deep sadness had passed over him, and as hard as he tried to hide his emotion, Noble took a glance at his face and knew he was hiding something. A part of him became angry that she could so easily read him, but deep down he knew that she’d have picked it up even if she’d only met him that morning.


‘What is it?’ she said. ‘Did you know her?’


‘Knew of her,’ said Harry. ‘You haven’t googled her name yet, I take it?’


Any trace of concern on Noble’s face vanished as she shot a venomous look at Bhalla and McGovern, who both went pale and looked at each other.


‘Tell me, Harry,’ she said.


‘She was in the news recently,’ he said. ‘Belgrave was under investigation. They suspended heart surgery there for a while and transferred all the kids over to Great Ormond Street or the Evelina. She was the one who blew the whistle. I don’t know the details, you’ll have to check them yourself. But she lost her job, I remember that.’


And now she was dead, he thought.


‘I read about that!’ the crime scene manager volunteered. ‘Them kids who died after heart surgery!’


‘Thank you, Oscar,’ Noble snapped. Harry turned. DC Bhalla was already on his smartphone, tapping furiously at the screen.


‘Here,’ he said, presenting the phone to Noble. Harry took a few steps towards her so he could look at the screen, then instantly regretted his curiosity. He was far too physically close. He could even smell her, the unmistakeable scent of menthol cigarettes covered up by perfume. Or was it perfume covered up by menthols?


The page Bhalla had found had a few paragraphs of text:


 


Heart surgeon who leaked death report suspended


 


A trainee surgeon at a top London hospital has been suspended following an investigation into the leaking of an internal report into the deaths of several children.


Susan Bayliss, 34, a registrar at the Belgrave Hospital for Sick Children, was identified as the source of a leaked report which was sent to NHS officials in May. The report, which identified four children who died shortly after undergoing surgery for congenital heart problems at Belgrave, led to the postponing of all children’s heart operations at the hospital for two weeks whilst Department of Health officials conducted an emergency investigation. The investigation reported that there was ‘no concern whatsoever’ about the internationally renowned hospital and operations have since resumed.


 


‘Unprofessional conduct’


 


A spokesperson for the hospital, which is administered by the South London University Hospitals NHS Trust, said, ‘A member of the congenital heart surgery team has been suspended following an internal disciplinary hearing which substantiated allegations of unprofessional conduct. We would stress that whilst this decision is related to the inquiry into the cardiac services provided at the Belgrave, the suspension of this staff member is not in relation to any clinical incidents. The hospital is fully cooperating with the Department of Health and looks forwards to being able to continue to provide world-class care to the sick children of South London.’


 


The spokesperson also confirmed that Miss Bayliss had been referred to the General Medical Council.


 


The article was dated two weeks ago, on 10 August. Harry had read the article, or a different one on the same topic, before. Last week perhaps. Brief memories of conversations with the A&E nurses on a quiet afternoon shift, those who remembered the boy who had died, who had been one of the patients the inquiry had mentioned. Bhalla went to scroll down, but Noble just shook her head and said, ‘Fucking hell, why are we only finding this out now?’


‘I’m sorry, guv, we—’


Noble cut him off. ‘Not good enough. Shona, get your arse back to the station, I want everything about this investigation in a report in an hour. Wake up everyone you have to. For God’s sake!’


‘I’m on it, guv.’


With that, McGovern was out of the door, and the silence that was hanging over them was thick in the air. Harry took another look around, appreciating the brutality of the scene, all the more poignant now the story was coming to light. Bayliss had committed the doctor’s cardinal sin, blowing the whistle on her colleagues, and she’d paid for it with her job, and now perhaps her life. Harry pictured her girlfriend coming in and finding her, sat in a chair, facing outwards, her life in a pool around her. Ruining the floor, the walls, the table. The bottle of wine on the table was a nice-looking one, gold webbing around the label.


‘Right,’ said Noble. Harry looked up and saw she was looking straight at him. ‘Forget that stuff. If this one’s going to get media interest we’ve got to make sure we don’t mess up this crime scene, ok?’


As a motivational speech it was weak, but it worked. Harry was imagining the headlines already. NHS whistleblower driven to suicide. Suspended heart surgeon found dead in flat. More ammunitions for the tabloids’ reliably vitriolic salvoes against the health service, more material for the broadsheet editorials to tut and judge over. Noble stepped forward to the body, where the videographer was filming.


‘The wound on the left arm looks deeper than the right,’ she observed.


‘She’s probably right-handed,’ Harry said. ‘Did the ones with her left hand first, but they were only hesitation wounds. Then she switched to her dominant hand to finish the job.’


As he said the words, he felt a chill go through him, despite the hot, sticky air coming in through the balcony doors. There was something very cold about the way Susan Bayliss had apparently elected to die, a deliberate indignity about it, and that bothered him. Noble walked around the body again, shaking her head.


‘How long would it have taken?’


Harry leant over, took another look at the wound in the left elbow. The serious arterial bleeds he’d previously seen had been in Afghanistan, gunshot wounds or amputations from IEDs, or gang-related violence coming into the Ruskin’s A&E, young men stabbed and shot. Those injuries were far uglier, far cruder than the neat cut in Susan Bayliss’s left arm.


‘Hard to say. Could’ve been five minutes, could’ve been ten,’ Harry said. ‘A pathologist would have a better idea.’


‘How long until she lost consciousness?’


‘She’d have gone into shock almost immediately,’ Harry said. ‘You need to lose maybe a third of your blood volume before you pass out. I can’t say how long that would have taken, but not long. A few minutes, perhaps.’


‘And during that time, before she lost that much blood, she’d have been able to save herself?’


Harry looked around the body again. There were no indications at all that this act had been a cry for help. No note, no smears of blood around the fabric where she had tried to staunch the bleeding. From the location of the blood pool, she’d not moved from the chair since the cuts had been made. If this was a choice she had made, she’d done it properly. Cut herself in the right place, with the wine perhaps to ease the pain, and the pills just in case it didn’t go to plan . . .


‘The pills,’ Harry said. ‘What are they?’


Noble turned her head over to the kitchen side, where the videographer was leaning next to the wine and the pill packet.


‘What does it say on that label?’ she said.


The videographer couldn’t resist.


‘Casillero del Diablo, Winemaker’s Red Blend, Chile . . .’


She trailed off when nobody laughed. Noble fixed him with the look of a drill sergeant, and she meekly read out the prescription.


‘Sertraline, fifty milligrams twice daily.’


Noble turned to Harry.


‘It’s an antidepressant,’ Harry said. ‘And a fairly hefty dose at that.’


‘She was being prescribed them. Makes sense to take an overdose, too, yeah? Belt and braces.’


Harry shuffled onto his front foot.


‘Maybe,’ he said. He tried to think quickly in his head, knowing that soon he would have to do so out loud. But it was something that didn’t tally, that added weight to the lump in his stomach. Again, it was sensed before he could verbalise it himself.


‘What is it?’ Noble said.


‘If it was a suicide, it doesn’t really make sense,’ he said. ‘There’d be no point. Sertraline takes hours to work, and it’d probably take a few days to kill her, even if she took a massive overdose. She would have known that. It’d be a waste of time.’


The faint shouts of a distant argument entered the apartment from outside, a resident wanting access to his car. Somewhere to go early on a Sunday morning. It was pretty much light now.


‘A fail-safe?’ Noble suggested. ‘In case the cuts didn’t work?’


Harry mulled this option over, too. He’d encountered the myth that doctors have high suicide rates several times. The truth, perhaps more macabre, was that doctors attempted suicide as often as the normal population, they were just better at succeeding. Because they knew which drugs would do the job, and which would more than likely earn you a few days in a high-dependency unit and a Section 3 to sort your head out. Sertraline, like most antidepressants, was firmly in the latter category.


‘Doesn’t make sense,’ said Harry. ‘If that was her plan, why leave the packet out? To be found? If it was a fail-safe, she’d want to disguise the drug, wouldn’t she?’


‘She obviously wasn’t in her right mind,’ Bhalla said.


Harry disagreed, but he said nothing. Everything about the scene looked like it was planned, from the open windows, the cut along the elbow, opening the artery right up, not like the horizontal slashes often seen in self-harmers. Contrary to popular belief, you didn’t have to be insane to take your own life. This appeared to him as rational a suicide as any he’d seen, yet there were one or two things out of place. He knew exactly what Noble had meant when she’d said it didn’t feel entirely right, even without the pills. It felt wrong that a person would choose to die like that, in the middle of a room, their girlfriend on the way home from a night out.


One of the forensics technicians was crouching by the pale chinos Bayliss had died in, touching her pockets with gloved fingers.


‘Her phone’s still in the front pocket,’ the tech said. ‘No blood on the inside.’


Harry followed the logic. She hadn’t tried to call for help, nor had she sent any final messages. He walked around the body, looking at the knife lying in the blood on the floor, serrated teeth on clean metal, a black carbon handle. In the kitchen, there was a magnetic knife rack above one of the worktops. Cookery books on the shelves.


Footsteps in the hallway and everybody turned. It was McGovern, her forensic jumpsuit half-undone, but her lower half and shoes still covered.


‘Guv,’ she said. ‘You should see this.’


She had her phone out too, and thrust it towards them. Again, Harry craned his neck to see. McGovern had a Twitter page open, the profile photo one of Susan Bayliss on a white beach with palm trees in the background. The top tweet was addressed to @BelgraveHospital and read simply, ‘You did this to me.’


Noble swore under her breath, as did Harry. He had sympathy. Given Bayliss’s very public admonishment of the hospital, when the media found out there would be a true feeding frenzy. Harry was glad for one thing: that his involvement with the case would cease the moment he stepped under the plastic tape and past the outer cordon. This was the kind of landmine that could wreck careers. Not that Harry had one to wreck.


‘When was that sent?’ Noble demanded.


‘12:45, guv.’


‘Harry, I need a time of death.’


All seven pairs of eyes staring at him, Harry trying to contain his anger.


‘I’m not a pathologist,’ he said.


‘Yeah, and I’m not a jury. Have a guess for me, would you?’


Harry stepped forward. Noble was smiling without smiling, the way a poker player did when they knew they had the winning hand.


‘Who’s CSM?’ he said.


The crime scene manager, a bearded man whom Harry vaguely recognised, raised a hand.


‘Am I ok to touch the eyes again?’


The CSM checked with the videographer then nodded. Harry leant in again, taking care that the front of his suit didn’t brush against the body. If there was rigor mortis, the oculomotor muscles around the eyes would be affected first. His fingers touched Bayliss’s eyelids and swept down over the blank, lifeless corneas, the skin moving without resistance. No rigor. He crouched, moving his eyeline to where Bayliss’s blouse had ridden up out of the chair, exposing a line of pale skin around her waistline.


‘No hypostasis, either,’ he said. ‘Or none that I can see, anyway. Which means, I don’t know. Four or five hours, maybe. A pathologist would give you a better idea.’


‘Between midnight and one,’ Noble said. ‘Fits with the tweet. The girlfriend was out for drinks with work friends. She’d told Susan that she’d be back on the last Tube, but they decided to go clubbing instead.’


A worried look passed between Noble and McGovern, and Harry knew why. If Bayliss had truly wanted to die, and not be discovered in time to be helped, then she wouldn’t have chosen to do it so soon before she expected Guzman to come home. Or maybe she’d planned it so that she’d find her, barely dead. That was a hell of a statement, one final fuck-you. The whole thing was a statement, much more so than all of the suicides Harry had yet seen. In the middle of their house, windows open, staring out at the city. He leant away and began looking around the saddle of her back, anywhere else that the livor mortis might have formed, but there wasn’t anything. Instead his eyes were drawn upwards, to the backs of her shoulders.


‘Can I get some light, please?’ he said. ‘There’s something on her back.’


The CSM and the forensic tech were on Harry immediately, helping him tilt Bayliss forward and pull back her blouse, further indignity and humiliation in death to what she’d experienced in life. When they were done, Noble leant over so Harry could show her what he’d found. A line of yellowish-red bruising on the ridges of her shoulder blades, where they’d been touching the chair.


‘Shit,’ said Noble, ‘That’s livor, is it? You think she died on the floor and someone put her in the chair?’


At the word ‘someone’, a visible rush went through McGovern and Bhalla, both of whom started pacing around the room. To Harry, it felt like the blood-spattered ceiling and walls were encroaching inwards, building up the pressure in the apartment.


‘I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘Livor’s usually darker. And if she died on her back, we’d see it in the lower back as well.’


Livor, the mottling produced by the post-mortem settling of blood within the body, would grow darker with time, and moved with gravity. Harry came around to Bayliss’s front and looked at her chest in the light, noticing something he’d seen before but not realised the implication of. There was more bruising, paler than that on her shoulder blades, across the top of both collarbones, darker on the underside. Subtle, not fully developed, which suggested it had been inflicted either shortly before or after death. On closer inspection, the bruises were in two distinct lines, symmetrical on either side, and he thought he could make out small patches of similar discolouration either side of the sternum. When the inescapable conclusion came to him, he spoke quietly, but still managed to strike silence into the rest of the room.


‘I think someone might have held her down.’


 


Ten minutes later felt like an hour.


The CSM had concurred with Harry’s opinion of the likely cause of the bruising to Bayliss’s chest and back, and though he’d stopped shy of saying it was murder, he’d said it needed to be ruled out. Photos had been taken and emailed to the on-call Home Office pathologist, who was requested to attend the scene as soon as possible. More people had been woken up and instructed to set up an Incident Room at Peckham, and the other twenty-two detectives who made up Noble’s Major Investigation Team were in the process of being woken up and called in. Harry had remained in the apartment, waiting patiently to be told his services were no longer needed.


He ran his tired eyes over Susan Bayliss’s shoulders, watching the CSM taking more photos, the tip of his plastic covershoe dipping into the blood pool. Bayliss was still staring out into the window, and involuntarily Harry pictured the scene. Her terror as she watched her killer open the artery, knowing that she would bleed to death, trying to fight her way out of the hands pressing her firmer into the chair as she kicked and thrashed.


The blood would cover all of the chaos, the signs of a struggle, or the killer might have cleared them up. And added the hesitation marks, the bottle of wine and the pills. And then reached into her pocket and sent the tweet from her phone.


If he was right, and Harry totally, absolutely wished that he wasn’t, the implications were even more horrific than if she’d committed suicide. That story – a young, successful doctor who tried to do the right thing, got thrown out by the establishment and was driven to take her own life – was tragic enough without the spectre of murder.


Noble came back into the room, transformed from a sleep-deprived woman on the edge of losing it to an effective coxswain for her team. When she spoke, it was low so only Harry could hear.


‘Trust you to make things difficult,’ she said.


‘I try my best,’ Harry said, then regretted it. It had been her fault their relationship had ended, but he didn’t have sufficient grievance against her to be that narky.


‘We’ve got all we need from you here,’ she said. ‘But I need a favour.’


She indicated out of the flat with a nod of her head, and Harry followed her. As they got onto the landing, past the cross of tape, he began to take off his forensic suit and Noble’s phone rang.


‘It’s the super. I’ll see you downstairs.’


He found her in the courtyard, trying to shelter from the growing rainfall. More vehicles were arriving, both patrol cars and unmarked detective units, the word having spread that this was now a murder inquiry until proven otherwise. From the serious tone of the voices around him, it appeared no-one was under any illusions about the amount of scrutiny the case would be subject to.


‘Sorry,’ Noble said, done with her phone call. ‘I need you to do an examination. We’ve taken the girlfriend over to Brixton, just for clearing. She’s not under arrest, but I’ll need forensic samples and a fitness-to-be-interviewed statement. I think she was on something when she came home, and I’m not having a defence lawyer come at me with that if this goes to trial.’


‘Sure,’ said Harry, looking at his watch. Assuming that Teodora Guzman was cooperative, the examination shouldn’t take more than half an hour. It would still have him home before seven.


‘Thanks,’ said Noble. ‘And thanks for showing my detectives how to do their job.’


‘It’s the rumour-mill,’ Harry said. ‘If it had been a sacked copper, you’d have known about it.’


‘I meant more the bruising,’ said Noble. ‘Anyway, that wasn’t the favour.’


They’d slipped effortlessly into professional civility, but now the nervousness returned.


‘Oh?’ was all he could manage.


‘I need to get over there to direct interviews on Guzman,’ she said. ‘Any chance of a lift?’


Harry didn’t answer. He was sure she was making some kind of play, that Acting DCIs had gophers to drive them places and that this was some way of asserting her authority, but he was too tired to decipher it. So he gave up the armchair psychology, nodded and grunted, and headed towards the car.


 


They got in and stayed silent until Harry started the engine and moved away. Then Noble said, ‘How are you?’


On average, Harry slept between fifteen and twenty hours per week. He kept a bottle of amphetamines in his flat, car and locker to keep him going. He spent four or five twelve-hour stints per week at the hospital, working in the A&E department, and despite that his career was going nowhere. He was meant to be a consultant by now, but that hadn’t happened. He’d failed his fellowship exam, flunked out of the training programme, failed to demonstrate adequate progress in his latest year of training. Compared to his contemporaries, his portfolio was a mess. He lived alone and had a girlfriend that he barely saw. Spent a considerable amount of his free time wandering around Clapham Junction showing people photos of a girl he’d first met just over three years ago now, the woman in a coma whose identity had vanished along with almost all of her higher brain function. Noble, of course, knew most of this already. She also knew that Harry would not have changed in the eight months since they had last spoken, not without outside pressure.


‘Yeah, fine,’ Harry said. ‘You?’


Noble shrugged her shoulders.


‘Alright.’


Harry drove through the back streets of Myatt’s Fields, towards Brixton, for the most part the only moving car on the road, until they stopped. A red light at an empty crossroads. The air in the car grew thick with tension, and finally Harry had to lower a window or he felt like he might suffocate. Eventually Noble relented, and started talking.


‘How’s work?’


‘Much the same,’ said Harry. ‘Kinirons is trying to persuade me to apply for the air ambulance rotation next time it comes up. Bit of a challenge.’


‘Might do you good,’ said Noble.


‘McGovern introduced you as Acting DCI,’ Harry said. ‘Congratulations.’


‘It’s not to be congratulated,’ she said. ‘I don’t think I’m ready for a DCI job just yet.’


It was a frank admission and one Harry was sure she wouldn’t have made to her colleagues within the force. But it added depth to the picture – given Noble’s relative inexperience, it made more sense for the divisional detective superintendent, the man responsible for all murder investigations south of the river, to be sniffing around. The light went green and Harry drove off.


‘Why’d you take it then?’


Noble pulled an e-cigarette from the inside pocket of her blazer and puffed on it, the orange glow lighting up her face. That was new, too.


‘Ian’s got lung cancer,’ she said. ‘They say it’ll be weeks, a couple of months if he’s lucky.’


‘Christ,’ said Harry. He’d met DCI Bruce, her old boss, once or twice, and found him blasé and irritating, but nobody deserved to end their career like that. But that was how life worked out, and thanks to a few million errant cells in another man’s chest, the woman next to him was responsible for one of the busiest murder investigation teams in the country.


‘What can you tell me about Susan Bayliss?’ Noble said after a while. She’d timed the conversation opener well, Harry thought, as they were just up the road from the station. It put a limit on the extent they could discuss the case.


‘I can tell you she’s dead. That’s about it.’


‘You know I didn’t mean that. I mean about the report, those kids.’


Harry looked across at her. It was like looking at a student’s copy of an old master’s painting, the change in her appearance, a different impression of the same subject. A lot cleaner, a lot more righteous in her work than he remembered. Perhaps it came with the responsibility of investigating murders.


‘Not much,’ he said, ‘and nothing you won’t get from the news reports. She was a reg over at Belgrave, reported that they’d had four children die a while after heart operations, all of them operated on by the same surgeon, her supervising consultant. Apparently the hospital didn’t take it seriously enough, so she went to the Department of Health.’


‘Which surgeon?’


‘I can’t remember,’ said Harry. ‘I don’t think the papers named him. There are rumours going round, I think, but it’s not my department. I’ve never done paeds.’


‘Him?’ said Noble, her look accusatory.


‘Balance of probabilities,’ Harry said. ‘Some of our specialties are still stuck in the dark ages. I don’t think I’ve ever met a female heart surgeon. Certainly not a consultant, anyway.’


‘Right,’ said Noble. ‘So Bayliss blew the whistle on this guy, and she’s the one who gets suspended?’


‘The investigation didn’t find anything wrong at Belgrave, no evidence of negligence or malpractice. You remember the report?’ Harry said. ‘She wasn’t suspended for negligence.’


He looked over as he headed up Akerman Road. She had the news website open on her phone, flicking through it with a finger.


‘Unprofessional conduct,’ Noble read.


‘Yeah,’ said Harry. ‘Which between you and me, and entirely outside my official position as an FME, sounds like a complete load of bollocks.’


‘What do you mean?’


Harry kept his voice low, though it was for no reason. ‘It sounds like exactly the kind of thing a hospital trust would come up with to get rid of a troublemaker. Someone who’d already gone to the press, for instance.’


‘Really?’


‘Some of these hospitals, you piss them off, they’ll do anything to shut you up. I had a friend who ended up looking after eighty patients by himself as an SHO, when he was just two years out of medical school. He tried to flag it with the trust, that the hospital needed to hire another SHO, and all they did was force him to go on a time management course, then threatened to fail his ARCP appraisal if he didn’t pipe down. I think he ended up moving to Australia.’


By now, they’d arrived at the station and were sitting in the car with the windows down, the sunrise resplendent around them in summer rain, the city not yet awake apart from a steel band packing their instruments into a van in the courtyard of a church opposite them, ready for an early start on the road.


‘You sure you can’t remember the name of the consultant she reported?’


‘Frankie, if I knew, I’d tell you!’ Harry said, palms up. If they’d been in a room he’d have backed away. Instead he placed one hand on the door handle and clicked it open. ‘I’ve never met her. I’ve never done paeds, I’ve never worked at Belgrave. All I did was read the papers, like you.’


It was only a small lie, of course. He had seen children, in his job at A&E, and he’d seen one child who had been operated on at Belgrave and then died months later. In front of his eyes. He recalled the empty face of one of his colleagues, in tears at the prospect of being unable to save the child. The name came back to him now, too.


‘Sorry,’ Noble said, running hands through her hair. ‘I’m tired.’


Harry looked across. His morning was getting worse by the minute, and the last thing he needed was another attempt at reconciliation. Statistically, they’d only need to encounter one another a couple of times a year, and they could manage it better than this. He opened the door and went round to the boot to get his bag out, frustration building up inside him. He knew he was overreacting and found himself physically biting his tongue to stop himself talking.


‘You’re not involved with any of this, are you?’ she called from across the car.


Harry took one look at her and knew that she’d twigged he’d held something back. Harry was fairly sure that Noble would have spotted that even if they hadn’t been a couple for the best part of a year. There was a reason she’d been transferred to Homicide & Serious.


‘One of the boys who was part of the report was brought into the Ruskin just before he died. I was working in A&E that day. It was a paeds case, so I wasn’t in charge, but I helped out a little. A lot of the staff took it pretty badly . . . he was very young. I think some of them might have helped out with the inquiry, but I didn’t.’


Noble looked at him, maybe suspicious, maybe angry.


‘Ok,’ she said.


They walked up into the police station and Noble signed him in to the custody suite.


‘Be careful in there,’ she said as they descended old stairs with ripped vinyl flooring.


‘Why?’ said Harry. ‘She got a history?’


‘Not that we know,’ said Noble. ‘But she lashed out at one of the uniforms at the scene, clawed him in the face. Maybe it was just shock, y’know. But watch yourself.’


Her eyes were sorrowful, as if they were saying goodbye at an airport or a railway station. Harry looked away and headed towards the cells. The feeling in his stomach hadn’t gone away.


 


The custody officer who opened the cell door was a civilian, though his uniform was indistinguishable from the real coppers unless you scrutinised the epaulettes and badges, which bore the logo of the corporation who employed him. He’d looked unbelievably pissed off when Noble had woken him up to tell him the doctor was coming for the woman in F-4, and he struggled with the keys, taking half a minute or so to find the right one. Noble was going upstairs, to sort out the Incident Room, to sleep for an hour perhaps, and then start briefing her team and taking a formal statement from Guzman, so she’d left him with DC Bhalla, who’d been designated as exhibits officer. It was an unenviable job. Bhalla was responsible for tracking every piece of evidence gathered during the investigation, which meant signing for the samples once Harry took them, and delivering them to the forensics lab personally. Chain-of-evidence was a good principle, but it was dull as hell, and Harry couldn’t help wondering if it had been assigned in anger after Noble’s earlier embarrassment.


Forensics had already taken Teodora Guzman’s clothes for analysis, so when the custody officer finally got the cell door open it revealed a hunched-over figure in a white forensic jumpsuit, her face pale, her eyes bloodshot. Guzman looked a good few years younger than Bayliss. Her hair was cut to a half-inch, the same jet black colour as her eyes, and her face was adorned with multiple piercings, a loop and a bar in each ear, studs and stones in her nose, tongue and lips.


‘Good morning, Miss Guzman,’ he said, setting his bag down on the floor, ‘My name is Harry Kent. I’m a doctor.’


Guzman looked up slowly.


‘What kind of doctor?’


Both her hands were shrouded in white fabric mittens to preserve the bloodstains beneath, sealed at the wrists. Harry noted a smell, and spotted the pile of vomit in one corner of the cell.


‘I work with the police to ensure the welfare of people like you, who’ve been detained. If it’s ok with you, I’d like to check you over and take some samples. It’s entirely routine.’


Guzman quivered slightly. She was staring down at the mittens, as if she could see through them to her girlfriend’s blood on her skin.


‘I’d like to wash my hands, please,’ she said.


‘Of course,’ said Harry. ‘The sooner I examine you, the sooner we can let you do that.’


He stepped aside, letting Bhalla enter the cell.


‘This is Gurpreet,’ he said. ‘He’s a detective, but he’s not here to question you. He’s just here to take care of the paperwork.’


Guzman nodded and offered up her hands gingerly. Harry opened his bag and got his kit ready. He’d need to do a physical examination, but only a brief one. Forensics had taken the necessary photographs when they’d removed Guzman’s clothes for blood-pattern analysis. So Harry would swab the cheeks for DNA elimination, take samples for toxicology analysis and then examine the hands. As he put his gloves on, he noticed that Guzman was already crying, muttering incoherently between sobs in a different language, Portuguese, not Spanish, he reckoned.


‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ Harry said. Guzman didn’t reply, but looked up at him. He knelt down opposite the mattress she was sitting on, coming to eye level.


‘Are you injured at all?’


Guzman shook her head.


‘Are you feeling unwell?’


‘I feel like I’m gonna throw up, but there’s nothing left.’


‘That’s to be expected,’ said Harry. ‘Are you in any pain at all?’


‘My chest hurts.’


‘Is it alright if I call you Teodora?’


Guzman nodded.


‘Where does it hurt?’


‘All over.’


Harry reached into his bag for a stethoscope. It wasn’t uncommon for relatives of those suddenly deceased to have heart attacks minutes or hours after hearing the news. It had happened to another FME, who’d ended up having to run a man suspected of killing his daughter to the local coronary care unit. But Teodora Guzman was thirty, tops, and appeared to be in good physical condition.


‘Do you have any medical conditions?’ Harry said.


‘No,’ said Guzman. ‘I’d like to wash my hands, please.’


‘As soon as I can let you do that, I will. Let’s get you checked over first. Is that pain spreading anywhere?’


Guzman shook her head. Harry picked up a smell from her breath, something like rum or cocktails. She didn’t seem drunk to him, but the sight of your girlfriend, sprawled in a wicker chair with her arteries carved open was enough to sober anyone up, he reasoned.


‘How much have you had to drink tonight?’


Guzman looked over Harry’s shoulder at DC Bhalla, who was standing by the cell door, arms folded, eyelids flittering shut.


‘Gurpreet, if you wouldn’t mind,’ Harry said.


Bhalla grunted and stepped outside, pulling the cell door ajar.


‘Nothing you tell me in confidence can be used against you in court,’ Harry said. ‘I’m here to make sure you’re safe. That’s my first job, ok.’


‘Three or four cocktails and a couple of beers,’ Guzman said, beginning to shake, the tears flowing now. ‘Oh, fuck. This can’t be happening.’


‘I’m sorry I have to ask this question,’ Harry said. ‘Have you taken anything else tonight?’


‘Just some MD,’ Guzman said. ‘Nothing major.’


‘Ok,’ said Harry. When he was asking those questions in A&E, treating revellers who’d over-indulged, fallen down stairs or got into nightclub fights, he often built rapport with something along the lines of Good party then, was it? but that hardly seemed appropriate now.


‘The detectives have asked if I can take blood and urine samples from you,’ Harry said. ‘That’s likely to show up, but that won’t get you into trouble.’


‘What if I don’t want to give a sample?’


‘They can arrest you and then you have to give one,’ said Harry. ‘Hopefully that won’t be necessary. If I were you, I’d just tell them.’


Guzman nodded. Harry watched her try and follow his words, and then she offered up her arm. Just like Pauline Wright with the sedative injection, it was unlikely that she had any idea what she was agreeing to, but that was the nature of the greyness in which the police operated. Harry found a good vein in her elbow, took a sample and called Bhalla back in, who diligently signed for it while Harry held a gauze pad over the oozing wound. It was hard not to look Guzman in the eye and he tried just to stare at the floor.


‘It’s all my fault,’ Guzman said.


Harry looked up.


‘It’s probably best if you wait until you’re being interviewed before you say anything,’ he said. ‘And after you’ve been offered legal advice.’


‘I can’t believe it. I wasn’t there when she needed me.’


Harry said nothing, just nodded forlornly.


‘She’d tried it before, you know.’


Harry looked across at Bhalla who had his head down, filling out the exhibits paperwork. Guzman was looking up at him with desperate eyes. He knew how she felt. Two Januarys ago, he’d sat in a hotel room in Old Street on the night his best friend had been killed. Something would distract you, a welcome unrelated thought, and then you were hit by the reality of the situation once again. She’d just remembered that her girlfriend was dead, and she was naked in a paper suit in a police cell with two strangers. Harry lifted up the gauze pad – the wound had stopped bleeding, so he stuck on a plaster and went back to change his gloves.
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