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For my mother Suzy Kendall. Big tree, little tree.










Our own wretched state . . . is but a wandering about for a while in this prison of the world, till we be brought unto the execution of death


Thomas More


‘A Dialogue of Comfort against Tribulation’, 1534










Prologue


The break in the trees told him nothing. Ryan had no idea how far he had travelled or in what direction. He longed to sink down into the mud, rest just for a moment, but instead he scuttled across the open patch of long grass, bent double like a crab. He tried not to think about the lorry he’d left behind, the warm seat, the friendly driver. Perhaps if he’d stayed, he could have hitched a lift out of Norfolk. But it had made him nervous when his companion turned up the radio. At every ad break he started to sweat, wondering when his description was going to blare out over the news.


He stumbled as he re-entered the wood. The ugly grey day was getting darker, the trees’ outlines bleeding into the dusk, making it hard to see where he was going. He blinked water from his eyes. A fine mist of rain coated his hair and ran like sweat down his face. Every inch of his skin felt damp. Ryan took a few steps deeper into the wood, seeking out a clump of trees that bunched together more closely than the others. Leaning his back against a trunk, he slid down its length, finally coming to rest on the earth. Even if the entire East Anglian Constabulary came crashing through the woods behind him, he couldn’t bring himself to walk any further.


With his head against the bark, he listened. Nothing but the wind and the patter of light rain on needles and bracken. Perhaps it was safe to stop for a while. He got out the chocolate bar he had stolen from the trucker, its plastic wrapper rustling as he broke off a piece. Eating some now and saving the rest for tomorrow would give him a little energy, maybe even enough to make his way to the port at Felixstowe.


Focused on the taste, he nearly missed the stooped figure flitting by, some distance away in the wood. It was a woman, small and thin, making no noise as she passed. She seemed to know her way, moving with purpose. Ryan inched himself up on his haunches, trying to make out where she was heading. As soon as he moved, she stopped. He flattened himself against the trunk. The woman turned towards him. She was too far away for him to make out her expression; only the white of her face flashed back through the darkness. For a moment, he thought she had seen him. Then she turned and moved on.


Something about the paleness of her face recalled the dread of Halvergate. Like a flare sent out at sea, it briefly illuminated his thoughts, then sank into the unknown. Inside Ryan had laughed at the other men, but now, alone in the wood, he felt uneasy. He watched the woman continue her journey. A little further and she would be out of sight. Twilight was setting in, so she must know her way. Perhaps she was heading to another road – if so, he could get a sense of his bearings. Deciding to follow her, he scrambled to his feet.


He tracked the woman, treading as quietly as he could. It seemed to him that while she made no noise at all, every twig that snapped under his feet went off like a gunshot. Ryan took out the broken shard of CD from his pocket, sharpened like a knife. He turned it over in his fingers; the keen edge felt reassuring. He didn’t plan on hurting her, not unless he had to, but the weapon reminded him that outside Halvergate all things were possible.


Darkness seeped into the wood and it became more difficult to follow his prey. She seemed to be walking faster now, still not making any sound. He struggled to keep up, his only guide the silver bark of the trees, dim in the moonlight. She became nothing more than a shadow at the edge of his vision, a movement that frayed and split in different directions. He stumbled first one way, then the next, before giving up. He stopped. The press of the trees, the silence and the darkness, all stretching out in unknown directions, felt more claustrophobic than prison.


Then he saw it. The woman’s pale face. She was watching him through the branches, the white of her skin lit up by the moon. But no light shone in her eyes. Like holes gaping in a mask, her eyes were completely black.


Ryan gasped and stumbled backwards, dropping the broken CD. The image disappeared. Looking back at him was a white strip of bark, two shadowy knots cut like eyes in its peeling skin. You could almost mistake it for a face.


‘Stupid bastard!’ Ryan spoke the words aloud for comfort, but felt none. The trees closed inwards, silencing him, a hostile force. He had to get out into the open. He squatted down in the mud, feeling for the CD. The pounding of his heart beat loud in his ears and his fingers shook as he scrabbled through leaves and mud. The knife was gone.


Behind him Ryan heard the crack of snapping wood. He swung round. Nothing. He turned back, unsteady on his haunches, and there, crouched in front of him, was the eyeless woman. He saw the white veins standing out in her neck, her face contorted with rage. She screamed.


The sound expanded in Ryan’s head, shattering his mind. He tried to stagger upright, but instead he fell, crashing into the mud, the soft side of his neck landing heavily on the upturned spike of his CD. Blood filled his mouth. He tried to pull himself upright, to crawl away, but found himself choking. Above him, the trace mark of branches faded.


Ryan couldn’t see the woman, but he sensed her white face, leaning downwards, close to his own. The stranger’s dark eyes stared into his, the black spreading outwards as he lost consciousness.










Chapter 1


There’s nothing comfortable about stepping into another person’s shoes, particularly when you don’t know why they were left empty. Janet slowed her car as she approached the prison’s outer gate. A drumbeat of rain played on the roof. She had taken John Helkin’s job without asking why he’d left. It seemed too obvious to ask. But now, on her second day at HMP Halvergate, his absence felt like a shadow. The outline of a man with all the rest left blank.


Through the bars of water on her windscreen, the wavering figure of a security guard took shape. She hurried to get her ID card up to the window so he didn’t have to wait. ‘Dr Janet Palmer,’ she said, raising her voice over the rain’s heavy tattoo. Water dripped on to her knee as the guard took her temporary pass and peered at it. Underneath his hood, the man’s nose was red from the cold, his skin cracked and peeling.


‘Just temporary then?’ he asked, turning the card over in his wet fingers.


Janet smiled. ‘Well, hopefully only the pass, not me.’


The guard said nothing and drew back, his face no longer visible above the line of glass. He handed Janet her ID back through the window, then turned and disappeared into his cubbyhole. Janet stared after him as the barrier rose. He didn’t look at her as she passed through.


She drove beyond the disused outbuildings of what had once been RAF Breydon, before turning in to the former airfield. Its wide expanse stretched out in an official no-man’s-land, unused by the prison and unleased by the government. Massive grey clouds spread overhead like a blanket hung on a low ceiling. Janet imagined the sky’s vastness must once have given a sense of freedom to the airmen who could take to it and escape, but it gave her the opposite feeling. It was oppressive, making her feel exposed, watched from all sides. In the distance, the crumbling control tower brought home the silence.


It had been made clear to her that she was inheriting a department in disarray, but still, she had a feeling HMP Halvergate would plumb new depths of chaos, even for Her Majesty’s beleaguered Prison Service. She drew her shoulders back against the seat, gripping the wheel. There was no point worrying now. Being the sole psychologist in charge had been part of the job’s attraction, the promotion she had been waiting for.


A row of cars nestled against the outer perimeter fence, sheltering from the rain driving across the barren airfield. Janet parked alongside them and scurried into the cover of the gate lodge, a breeze-block cube with the Queen’s insignia above the door. Water pooled beneath her feet on the concrete floor. Behind a wall of glass sat an unfamiliar prison officer. He gestured for her to come over to the desk where he sat, boxed in.


Janet held up her ID. ‘It’s my second day,’ she said, speaking loudly so he could hear. ‘I think I’m picking the keys up this morning, if you have them.’


In answer he nodded towards the glass door to his left, which slid open with a thud. Janet headed in, hearing the gate buzz shut behind her. For a moment she stood sealed into the small space, waiting for the next gate to open. She never liked this time in the prison’s fish tank, muffled between doors as if passing from one world to the next. She glanced over to the officer and was surprised to see he was watching her through the glass without making a move to let her through. She stared back, her cheeks getting hotter, until he pushed the button and the door in front of her buzzed open.


Feeling irritated, she headed over to the key hatch, pushing her tally, number 268, through the slot. In return the officer slid through a set of three keys. It was her passport to Halvergate. Janet held them so tightly the metal dug into her fingers. The officer, a heavy man in his late forties with a tobacco-stained moustache, leaned forwards against the glass.


‘When you get to the VP wing, wait for Terry. He’s coming to meet you.’


‘Thanks,’ said Janet.


She left the lodge and walked across the sterile area, a tarmac square surrounded by high fences and barbed wire, like a giant cattle pen. As she unlocked the gate to the yard, a deafening beeping rang out across the empty space until she closed it again. A large sign by the handle told her, ‘Lock it, Prove it!’


Janet faced the jail that overshadowed her. HMP Halvergate was a nondescript 1950s prison, its redbrick dulled by years of battering wind, its small barred windows set like narrowing eyes against the weather. The building looked sullen and unloved. Scaffolding stuck out from one side of it; clearly there was a half-hearted attempt at repair going on. Nobody was working on it this morning, a security lapse she could not imagine occurring at her old workplace, HMP Leyland.


She shook her umbrella slightly, the rain cascading over its edge, and headed for the vulnerable prisoners’ wing, D block. At the doorway she looked up at the unwinking eye of the CCTV camera. Another beep, and the heavy metal swung inwards. She hurried in, securing the lock and shutting out the wet.


Stamping her feet on the mat, she put down the umbrella and clipped the keys to the metal chain at her belt. The small entrance hall was empty. No sign of Terry. She waited.


Even standing still, Janet looked restless. All her movements were sharp, like a small bird of prey, alert to every passing shadow. In the rain, her red hair had darkened at the edges, separating into wet tendrils. Dark eyes, fringed by ginger lashes, marked the only colour in her chalk-white face.


Janet became aware of the hum of Halvergate’s ventilation system, a deep rumbling that pulsed constantly through the corridors. She looked down at her watch, impatient, when a voice made her turn.


‘Dr Palmer?’


Facing her was a lean man with close-cropped curly black hair, greying at the temples. His olive skin had an unhealthy pallor beneath it. Terry Saunders, the specialist officer on D block. She held out her hand. ‘Please, it’s Janet.’ He shook it vigorously, squeezing so hard that the ring on her middle finger dug into her skin. She nearly winced.


‘You’re starting the assessments today?’ He had a strong Norfolk accent and didn’t answer her smile with one of his own.


‘Yes. I thought we could start with the six men already on the treatment programme, before moving on to the ones you’ve picked out from the waiting list.’


She found herself talking to the air. Terry had buzzed through to the offices that skirted the housing block and headed down the corridor without waiting for her to finish. She only just caught the barred door before it swung shut between them, scraping her fingers on its edge.


‘You know,’ she called after his retreating form, ‘I’d rather see inmates in my own office.’


‘Dr Helkin always liked a more neutral space.’


Janet jogged to catch up. ‘If that’s how you’ve set it up for today that’s fine, but in future for one-to-one work I’ll hold assessments in my office. I find it builds a better rapport.’


Terry stopped, making her jump back to avoid crashing into him. Her eye level only just reached the diamond Prison Officers Association badge on his black tie. She looked up and saw he had freckles spattered across his nose and cheeks, like paint flicked from a brush. They spoke of sunny afternoons and looked out of place on his pinched face.


‘Dr Palmer, I know you’ve done this job before but I know these men. Some of them aren’t the sort you want to invite into your private space. You’ll have to trust me on this.’


Janet felt tempted to remind the patronising man that she had spent the past four years at a maximum security prison whose infamy left Halvergate in the shade. But there was no point standing on pride, not when Terry held all the answers to her questions.


‘Is there anything more I should know about any of the inmates here?’ Her dark eyes searched his. ‘Dr Helkin’s notes have significant gaps. Anything further you can tell me, I’d appreciate it.’


Terry shrugged, then looked away. He talked to the floor. ‘I just think you should be careful, is all.’


Janet waited for more, but Terry clearly felt this cryptic remark had ended the conversation. ‘Well, in any case,’ she said, ‘I have to go to my office to pick up my files. I’ll need whatever case notes there are to hand.’


‘I’ve already brought them over for you,’ said Terry, moving off.


 


The room set aside for her clinic was not inviting. Icy cold, no carpet, no window; just a couple of ill-matched chairs and a tiny plastic table covered with half-empty folders. Janet tried not to curse Terry as she picked up the first one.


Dr Helkin had left the post due to ‘stress’, she’d been told, which she took as a euphemism for being given the shove. Her predecessor had left almost no record of his last eight months in the post, which was itself a disciplinary offence. It was all the more perplexing because his first month had been a model of good data keeping. But there was nothing on the spate of suicides in the VP wing at Halvergate, nothing on rapist Ryan Spalding’s escape from hospital, and nothing on the latest sex offender treatment programme, which had come to an abrupt end halfway through. When she opened the folders for the five men who had killed themselves – Kyle Reeder, Ahmed Ali, Ryan Spalding, Mark Conybeer and Liam Smith – there were no written observations at all. Instead she found a couple of scrawled notes referencing cases in unnamed volumes. Janet couldn’t imagine John Helkin getting a job elsewhere in a hurry.


Collecting information on prisoners was close to an obsession for Janet, and she wasn’t used to assessing people with so little guidance. Her old shared office at HMP Leyland came into her mind’s eye, its shelves packed with folders, the filing cabinets a hive of meticulously collated data. She redid her ponytail, scraping back the hair until it pulled at her scalp. Opening a new file, she smoothed out the pages.


Janet liked to think of her job as reminiscent of an engineer working in the bomb disposal squad. She approached each inmate as a potentially explosive device whose wiring had to be studied, understood and finally disabled. While her colleagues at Leyland struggled with the emotional pitfalls of working closely with sex offenders, torn between compassion and disgust; Janet knew that her apparent detachment was unusual.


She spent the morning meeting two men who had been on Helkin’s treatment programme.The lack of information on either made it a challenge to assess them. But although Majid Ashraf and Duncan Fletcher both complained of the cold in Terry’s consultation room, Janet soon lost any sense of it. Concentration took over, and the outside world telescoped inwards to a single point of interest – the character of the man in front of her and the risk he posed.


In the short break before her third inmate she saw with surprise that here, at last, was one man whose notes Dr Helkin had bothered to update, however inadequately. He’d written ‘unaffected’ repeatedly for the past three months.


Michael Donovan, a thirty-nine-year-old prisoner, was in for the rape of his partner. The assault had been particularly violent and he’d been up for her attempted murder too, but was subsequently cleared of that. Of course, there was no copy of the judge’s comments at sentencing, or anything else that might be useful. Janet wrote a reminder to send off for more details and read on. A university graduate and computer games designer, Michael was three years into an eight-year sentence. He had initially refused to join any rehabilitation courses, but after being transferred to Halvergate ten months ago had agreed to join the sex offender treatment programme. Helkin’s notes gave no record of Michael’s initial assessment or his progress. On her first day, the deputy governor Richard Smith had broken the news to her that no tapes of the group sessions had been kept.


She drummed her fingers on the table. Her predecessor’s eccentric bookkeeping defied belief. And that ‘unaffected’ comment was both ominous and unhelpful. Unaffected by what? The rehabilitation programme? Depression? Dr Helkin’s own peculiar brand of forensic psychology?


Terry popped his head round the door, holding out a small plastic cup. ‘Done a tea run. D’you want one before I bring Michael in?’


She smiled, surprised by the offer. ‘Great, thanks.’


Her colleague stepped into the room. ‘I’ll bring him in then?’


‘Whenever you like.’


He hesitated, as if about to say something, then put her tea on the table and left.


‘Sod it!’ Janet yanked back her hand from the burning cup, spilling tea on her thigh. Terry must have asbestos hands. She bent to brush the drops off her trousers at the same moment that Michael Donovan walked in.


Janet rose to shake his hand, but he stood frozen, staring at her face. He made no move to meet her outstretched arm, leaving it to hang in mid-air. His eyes drifted down from her face to her chest, his gape widening. She glanced down in annoyance, then flushed. Her red enamel cross shone, swinging lightly on its short chain. It must have slipped out from under her jumper when she spilled the tea. Officially, she shouldn’t be wearing it. She stuffed it back undercover. She knew what was coming next, the tedious questions about her faith asked either in belligerence or plaintive hope, to which her answer was always the same: ‘It’s just a necklace, it means nothing.’


But Michael Donovan didn’t speak. Instead he continued to stare at the space where the necklace had been, as if it were a charm keeping him rooted to the spot. Janet wondered if the man was well. She gestured across the table. ‘Please, take a seat.’


Her voice broke his reverie. ‘Not what I was expecting,’ he said, looking up and smiling at her. ‘Put on the full armour of God, so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes.’ He laughed at her bemused expression. ‘Ephesians, Chapter 6. Forgive me, I’m no Bible basher, but you get time to read all sorts in here, and there’s no denying the Good Book’s poetry.’


Janet scraped her chair back and sat down. She nodded curtly at him, determined to restore the session to normality. Donovan continued to smile as he folded himself slowly into the seat opposite. Where her previous two inmates had sat upright, looking anxious or even aggressive in the uncomfortable chair, Michael Donovan managed to drape himself over it. He was an immensely attractive man, with smile lines around his mouth. The perfect symmetry of his face reminded her of the angels in the Sistine Chapel, and his flesh looked too rosy for the drab light at Halvergate. Janet thought she must seem like a ghost beside him. Whatever had first surprised him about her appearance, he now exuded confidence. There was an amused look in his blue eyes, as if he were the one giving the consultation. Perhaps his earlier startled reaction had even been faked, designed to unsettle her. A game player then.


She leaned forwards, her arms resting on the table, watching him. ‘My name’s Janet Palmer. As you probably know, I’ve replaced John Helkin as Halvergate’s psychologist and I’m here to guide you through the sex offender treatment programme. Any questions about that, or about anything else, we can go over in today’s meeting.’


‘Janet?’ Michael over-enunciated the word, spitting out the consonants. ‘What a lovely name.’


‘Thank you,’ she said, although it hadn’t sounded like a compliment. She pulled her ponytail tighter. One rust-coloured curl came loose, like a broken spring. ‘So, you find reading helpful here?’


He spread his hands in an expansive gesture. ‘Of course, I like reading everywhere. But life’s other charms are somewhat limited in Halvergate.’


‘Are you reading anything interesting at the moment, besides the Bible?’ She took up her pen.


There was a beat as he studied her. ‘Utopia, by Thomas More.’


Janet looked up from her notes, surprised. ‘Unusual choice,’ she said. ‘And are you impressed by his ideal society?’


‘A little too like Halvergate.’ He laughed. ‘All those rules. And punishments. So, how about you? Got anything interesting on the go?’ He stroked his neck, eyes narrowed.


It was a while since Janet had come across a prisoner who flirted with her so soon, or so obviously. It was never an encouraging sign. ‘I’m not much of a reader,’ she lied.


‘You surprise me.’


‘So, you’re three years into your sentence for rape, and you’ve completed the first part of the programme put in place by John Helkin.’ She folded her hands. ‘How do you feel that went?’


‘Presumably you’ve got his notes.’


‘But I’d be interested to hear your perspective.’


Michael sat back even further in his chair. ‘Fascinating.’


‘Are you able to expand on that?’


‘I found it immensely helpful. Especially the role play considering the attack from the victim’s point of view.’ The corners of his mouth twitched. ‘Though of course it made me feel even more guilty.’


The lie seemed less offensive than the lack of effort he put into telling it. For the first time, Janet felt some sympathy for Helkin and his ‘unaffected’. Fine, she thought. Let’s see how much Michael felt like smiling at a parole board after failing the treatment.


‘It was a violent offence, and one which I understand you denied at the trial. What prompted your change of heart?’


‘I’ve had time to reflect, Dr Palmer. Remorse in my case has been slow, but none the less potent for that.’ He stared steadily at her as he spoke. Janet did not believe a word. She made a quick note, conduct psychopathy checklist.


‘It’s encouraging that you’re feeling remorse. Of course the flip-side is often depression. Have you been suffering from low moods recently?’


‘I’m sure they’ll take a turn for the better now you’re here.’ He tilted backwards, resting his arms behind his head. All he needed to complete the picture of smugness was to prop his feet up on the table.


The sight of him balanced so precariously, with two legs of the chair off the ground, made Janet uneasy. ‘Perhaps you could just talk through the offence in your own words.’ She tipped her head to one side in a movement that was supposed to be encouraging, but instead was reminiscent of a sparrowhawk.


‘Oh, it was terrible,’ Michael began. ‘I still don’t understand why I acted like I did. My girlfriend Karina wanted to try out something kinkier than usual. I tied her up, and then, well.’ He shrugged. ‘I got carried away.’


Janet knew ‘carried away’ was a poor description of the violence Michael had inflicted. ‘What do you think caused you to hurt her? Were you angry with her for something?’


‘No. It just gave me a thrill.’


‘What gave you a thrill?’


He stared at her, unblinking, across the small table. ‘Seeing the pain in her eyes.’


Without meaning to, Janet put her hand to her jumper, feeling the reassuring shape of the panic alarm hanging round her neck. Michael smiled as if he understood the gesture. ‘And what do you think about that pain now,’ she asked. ‘Does it still excite you?’


‘Of course. But I also feel dreadfully guilty about it.’ Michael looked down at his hands, running a thumb over fingernails that, Janet thought, looked beautifully manicured for a man restricted to two showers a week. He sighed. ‘Poor Karina.’


She had worked with enough rapists to see Michael was still enjoying a sense of power over his victim, even several years after the event. She paused, writing down his response. ‘Was it the first time you had been violent towards a woman, or was it perhaps something you’d wanted to do for a while?’


‘It had never occurred to me before, but once you’ve tried it . . . Well, an experience like that is impossible to forget.’ Michael continued to study his fingernails.


‘Do you feel that you might want to rape other women, besides Karina?’


‘All men want to rape women.’ Michael looked up, the words an unpleasant counterpoint to his angelic face. ‘If they tell you otherwise, I’m afraid it’s just to spare your feelings. The only difference between me and those on the outside is that not all men have the balls to do it.’


Janet felt her own dislike meet his provocation like an electric charge. Instead of holding his gaze she looked down at her papers. ‘I’ve heard that argument in prison many times before, Michael,’ she said. ‘I’m sure it’s a view John Helkin has already challenged, and we’ll certainly pick up on it again as a group.’ She closed the file in front of her. ‘But unless there’s anything else you’d like to ask or go over, I think we’ll leave it there for today.’


Instead of answering, Michael stood up to leave, towering over her, before she had a chance to rise from her chair. ‘Well, it’s been a pleasure meeting you, Janey.’


Janet felt a surge of rage, far out of proportion to his rudeness. ‘I’m not Janey.’


Michael Donovan looked delighted. ‘Forgive me. Your first name sounds so harsh. I’m not sure it suits you.’










Chapter 2


Janet felt tired as she drove out of Halvergate. It wasn’t proving to be the best first week ever. The caginess of her colleagues was stifling; some of the inmates had seemed more communicative than her own team. Coming as she did from the close-knit, supportive world of HMP Leyland, the tension of this prison rested like a weight between her shoulder blades. It wasn’t a place to be landed with a prisoner like Michael Donovan, alone, without the backup of officers she trusted.


In the winter dark, her road home wound past a thick line of scrubby trees that screened the airfield and prison from view. Janet resisted the urge to put her foot down and speed round the bend. There was no rush to reach her destination. To make the move to Norfolk easy, she had chosen to rent a place ten minutes away in the village of Halverton after the prison’s human resources department recommended the landlady. She had barely lived there a week and was already regretting it.


There were no signs of life as she headed down the dismal main street and drew up outside the small modern house. The building lacked any discernible character. It was a clone of any number of 1930s purpose-built pebble-dashed homes, and could have squatted alongside any road in the country.


She trudged up the soggy gravel path, turning her key in the single Yale lock. A faint smell of mould seeped out into the crisp winter air when she opened the door. Janet closed herself into the dank interior, shaking the rain from her coat and hanging it up in the narrow hallway. Kicking off her shoes, she headed into the kitchen and switched on the kettle. She leaned forwards, staring at the grubby lace that framed the window above the sink, the Formica clammy against her palms. Darkness hid the patch of garden outside. Instead her own face looked back at her from the black glass. She drew the curtains, puffs of dust rising when she yanked them across the rail. A bottle of wine clinked at her as she opened the fridge, but she ignored it and reached for the milk.


In the living room, her feet propped on the coffee table, Janet grabbed the remote and switched on the TV for company. It was a huge square box of a telly with a tiny screen, wedged into a purpose-built 1970s cabinet. Next to it, gathering dust, was a white ceramic statue of a human head with the different areas of the brain labelled in black. It was the sort of prop some psychologists went in for but which Janet had never liked. A keepsake from the last tenant.


Janet hoped John Helkin had been given it as an unwanted Christmas present, rather than choosing it for himself. Her landlady Mrs Slaney had told her that Dr Helkin had left various ‘bits and bobs’ behind, a fact that hadn’t bothered her at first, but which now made her feel pursued by Halvergate into her own home. Not that 14 Cherry Tree Drive felt like home.


Janet set down her tea and reached for the photograph by her feet on the coffee table. Smiling back at her was a much younger version of herself. The photograph had been taken in the hills above Florence, with the cathedral’s dome in the distance. The girl in the picture was laughing, her blonde highlights catching the sun, a red cross round her neck. Janet pulled the cross out from under her jumper and put the photograph beside her on the floral sofa.


Loneliness drifted towards her like the incoming tide. In her hand, the screen on her mobile phone was blank. The person she most wanted to talk to, the person she always wanted to talk to, would not answer her calls.


Failing that, there was always Arun. Janet frowned. He’d told her the job would be a terrible mistake, that there must be easier ways of being promoted than moving to the back end of nowhere. He’d told her she’d regret it. Only once had he asked her not to move because he’d miss her. She pressed the keypad and Arun’s picture shone back at her, an old blurry one, taken when her phone had fewer pixels and she’d been more certain she loved him.


She thought about the summer they first got together. She thought about Isabel.


 


They were sitting in their childhood bedroom, Isabel on Janet’s bed as usual, rather than her own. The room seemed horribly cramped and childlike after the freedom of university. Janet felt annoyed. Her sister had left up a yellowing poster from an art exhibition they had visited several years ago on a school trip. She didn’t like being reminded of the time Izzy was her only friend. And they still had matching pink duvet covers from when they were fourteen or something. That would have to change.


‘What’s he like then?’ Izzy asked, almost bouncing on the bed with curiosity. Janet tossed her dyed blonde hair back, certain her sister could never understand the love she felt for Arun. Isabel who had barely even snogged anyone, who seemed determined to spend her second year at university just like the first, always working in the care home or the hospital, dreaming of being a doctor. ‘Oh, you know.’ She shrugged.


‘I don’t know. Tall, clever, funny, good-looking, what?’ Izzy’s good mood wasn’t dented by her sister’s rudeness.


‘All those things,’ Janet said, feeling defensive. Arun wasn’t good-looking, not really, but no need to share that detail. She had no intention of introducing them just yet. For once she wanted there to be one person she didn’t share with her sister, one part of her life Isabel didn’t know everything about. ‘We’ve only just started going out, there’s not much to tell.’


‘You love him though.’


In spite of herself, Janet felt the urge to smile. ‘Maybe.’ Even to her own ears her voice sounded like a truculent five-year-old.


‘You do, you do!’ Izzy laughed, shoving her. ‘You’ve got that grumpy Bagpuss face on, all screwed up and grouchy, but inside you’re all smug and smiling.’


‘Get off, stupid!’


Izzy hit her over the head with the pillow. ‘Smug and smiling! Smug and smiling! Bagpuss face!’ As always, her sister’s mood was contagious and Janet started to laugh.


‘You’ll have to get your own boyfriend,’ she said, snatching the pillow and thumping Isabel. ‘Then you can stop being such a nosy arse about mine.’


An expression she didn’t recognise lit up her sister’s face. ‘Perhaps I already have.’


 


Janet stood up. There was no point thinking about the past.


She walked across to where the boxes sat stacked in the corner, left exactly where Arun had put them when he helped her unpack. Somewhere inside one of them was the pink duvet she had once wanted to outgrow.


Arun had left them there, refusing to stay the night on principle, instead driving all the way back to London on a Saturday night. ‘You’ll just have to come home at weekends,’ he’d said, shirt sticking to his sweaty chest as he stomped back to the van. She had stood mutely by the door, waiting for him to crack, to turn back and kiss her, as he always did. Only this time he hadn’t.


She pressed ‘A’ and speed-dialled his number. Arun’s voicemail promised to get back to her. Janet toyed with the phone. She knew exactly where he was. She hesitated, then called his work number.


‘Faraday Lab,’ said a high female voice.


‘Hi Jean, it’s Janet. Is Arun about?’


‘Sure.’ There was some muttering and scuffling before Arun finally picked up the phone.


‘Hi.’ His tone didn’t invite a chat. She could picture him, glasses wedged on his nose, tapping his foot.


‘Hi there,’ she said with false cheeriness. ‘Just thought I’d say hello, and um, see how you’re doing.’


‘Yes, OK, fine, thanks.’ A pause. ‘Look, I’m quite busy, is it important? Or can I call you a bit later?’


‘Yes, of course, I mean, no hurry, just calling for a chat, whenever.’


‘OK, speak later.’ He hung up.


Janet stared at the threadbare orange carpet, a feeling she couldn’t name expanding in her chest, chilling her. Few things could have been guaranteed to upset him more than her moving to Britain’s most eastern county to pursue a career he had always hated. She wasn’t sure their relationship was going to recover from this latest disappointment.


She picked up the TV remote and turned up the sound before wandering into the kitchen. Pouring herself a glass of red, she took last night’s couscous and chicken out of the fridge. She couldn’t be bothered to heat it up and headed back into the living room to eat it out of the plastic tub.


Thumping down on Mrs Slaney’s chintzy sofa, Janet ferreted her laptop out from behind the cushion where she had wedged it the night before. The wine hit the back of her throat, warming her, as she powered it into life. Not for the first time, work would fill the void. With so little information available on the men who had committed suicide, she was going to have to rely on Google. She took a mouthful of food and started with Ryan Spalding’s name in the search bar.


A variety of images came up on screen. The most popular showed a bullet-headed man in his late twenties, with blue eyes and a receding chin. He stared at her with the unsmiling, vacant look everyone wears when starring in a police mugshot. In another picture he was walking into Ipswich Crown Court, a coat half covering his head, one eye glaring out from beneath a sleeve, two fingers held up at the photographer. Janet half smiled. Not a man who cared to charm the press.


She clicked through the news reports thrown up by her search, skimming Spalding’s crimes. A serial rapist, he had preyed on a number of women in Suffolk, meeting them through a popular internet dating site. Sex Beast’s Death in the Woods, ran one tabloid headline.


 


Serial sex monster Spalding was found dead in Thetford Forest at 6.30 on Tuesday morning. Local builder Dennis Harman made the grisly discovery. He told our reporter, ‘I often take the dog for a walk this way. It was like a scene from Saw. Blood everywhere. It looked like the guy had a knife or bit of metal sticking out from the side of his throat . . .


 


Janet grimaced and speed-read through the rest of the article. The paper had given Great Yarmouth General Hospital a hard time, questioning why the ‘crazed convict’ had been able to escape from their care so easily. The fact that Spalding had been referred to the hospital on psychiatric grounds was highlighted with relish but the reporter gave no useful detail. From HMP Halvergate there was ‘no comment.’


‘No change there, then,’ Janet muttered. Making her way through the other articles, she noticed that only the local papers had bothered to follow up with the news that the police were treating Spalding’s death as suicide, not murder.


She had just typed Liam Smith’s name into the search bar when her mobile rang, jumping about on the sofa, lit up with Arun’s picture. Janet gulped down the last forkful of cold couscous.


‘Hey there—’ she broke off, coughing. Arun didn’t rush to fill the pause. ‘Sorry, just having dinner.’


‘This not a good time?’


‘No, it’s perfect, you’re not interrupting anything. I’m being a tramp as usual and eating out of a tub.’


Arun didn’t laugh. He was a fan of sit-down dinners. ‘How’s the first week going?’


‘It’s OK, not much going on yet.’ Even though it felt impossible to fake huge enthusiasm for Halvergate, she had no intention of complaining and proving him right. ‘I miss you,’ she added, a fraction too late.


He sighed heavily. ‘I miss you too. Look, I’m sorry about being away at the conference this weekend. But I was thinking of coming down the one after that.’


‘Really?’ Janet was surprised. It was a rare event for Arun to change his mind. ‘I thought you said you didn’t want to come to Norfolk, that it was up to me to do the travelling.’


‘Well, I mean, I won’t if it’s not convenient. I thought you’d be pleased.’


‘No, I am pleased, it’s great you’re coming.’ Eleven years together and they still managed to offend one another. ‘We can go out and explore the countryside,’ she said, thinking of his love of walking. ‘I’ve not done that yet.’


He didn’t pick up on the suggestion. ‘Right, yes, maybe. Thing is I’m working next Saturday so I might have to come up and back on the Sunday.’


‘Seriously? That’s like a six-hour round trip. Why don’t you just come up late on Saturday? It’s not like you’ll be keeping me up.’


‘Well, OK. I guess that makes sense.’


Janet said nothing. She began to have an unpleasant feeling about where next weekend might be heading.


‘It’s nothing awful or anything,’ Arun went on, speaking a little too quickly. ‘It’s just, there’s lots of stuff we need to talk about.’


‘You can’t talk about any of it now?’


‘I’d rather not.’


‘Well, I’ll see you next weekend then.’ She waited, but there was no reply. ‘Love you,’ she said, the words a ritual long worn of meaning.


‘Love you too. Take care.’


Janet sat for a moment, staring at the TV screen without taking it in. Instead she pictured the flat she had left behind, the home Arun would be returning to later, filled with memories of their shared life together. The print of Lake Grasmere from their first holiday, the beautiful rug his mum and dad had given them as a moving-in present and, above all, Arun’s quiet, studious presence. The smile as he looked up at her from his book. The unspoken comfort of him always being there.


She picked up the remote and turned the television off. She glanced again at the search results on her laptop for Liam Smith, but found she no longer wanted to spend the evening with only the dead for company. She clicked the lid shut, and the heavy dampness of the house surged into the silence. 










Chapter 3


Lee Webster, the governor of HMP Halvergate, leaned back in his chair opposite Janet, clearly in an expansive mood. In his late fifties, he was a stooped grey badger of a man, his stomach hanging over his belt. Small round glasses perched incongruously on the end of his nose, and he peered over them at the world like a miscast Miss Marple.


‘We’re delighted to have you on board, you know, with all your experience at Leyland. The way you handled that riot. Well, potential riot. Impressive, very impressive. Not like the Strangeways riots though. Now, that was something. I was at Strangeways at the time . . .’


Lee’s gaze wandered from his desk as he spoke, drifting past her shoulder. Behind him, a slab of grey sky was visible through the window. Janet wondered why he had chosen to position his desk with the view at his back. She hoped it wasn’t so the light got in his visitors’ eyes. High up at the front of the prison, the governor’s office looked out over the perimeter fence towards the airfield. The control tower stood in the decaying expanse like an aged guard.


He was still speaking, but he seemed to be recounting his anecdote to himself. He rarely looked at her, and when he did his pale fish eyes sometimes fixed on her ear, sometimes her chin, but never on her eyes. It was a disconcerting habit. His voice was so thin and husky she had to lean forward to hear him. Although she was increasingly unsure if it was worth the effort. The man was a dreadful windbag. Why hadn’t she noticed that at her job interview? She supposed the Strangeways story had been more interesting the first time round. Then, just as she began to despair, Lee turned abruptly from Strangeways to the present.


‘Now, about your notion of restarting the current sex offender treatment programme from scratch.’ He wagged a finger at her, like some jovial uncle. ‘That’s not going to be possible. I’m sure you realise it’s one of our key performance targets, getting through two programmes in a year. I’ve absolutely no doubt you’re up to the job of completing the one Helkin started. You shouldn’t be worried about that. You’ll do fine. Just crack on with it, eh?’


‘It’s not a question of being up to the job,’ Janet said, her sharp eyes fixing on the governor, whose gaze immediately slid away to the side. ‘It’s about ensuring the treatment’s integrity and reducing the men’s risk of reoffending. There’s clearly been a substantial period of neglect under John Helkin. I don’t know if you know just how serious that neglect has been.’ Janet could hear her voice rising higher. ‘There are no written notes and no video of any of the sessions, and from my initial assessments, I’m certain all six men on the original programme would benefit from restarting it, not to mention the three new ones—’


‘But what of the performance target, Dr Palmer?’ he interrupted. ‘How do you expect me to break that to the rest of the management team? No, first-week nerves are quite understandable, but in this case, misplaced. I have every faith in you, your lack of confidence is entirely, entirely . . .’ Lee trailed off, unable to find the word, shuffling the mass of tea-stained papers on his desk. ‘And Dr Helkin might have gone off the boil, but he wasn’t a bad chap. I imagine he did a reasonable enough job of looking after everyone, even if his notes are, as you insist, a little scanty. Not everyone can be as fulsome as you ladies. He was always a man of few words.’


‘Mr Webster, there were five suicides in almost as many months at Halvergate under Dr Helkin’s care. Not to mention Ryan Spalding’s escape from hospital.’


Lee pushed his glasses up his nose, frowning. ‘As I said, Helkin went off the boil. If he never wrote anything down, it would’ve been impossible to see that coming. And the escape, well, it was from hospital, that’s a Department of Health affair, no blame attached to the management here.’ He peered at her chin. ‘And of course suicides, although regrettable, are not, unlike getting through two treatment programmes a year, part of our performance targets, are they?’


Faced with this appalling logic, Janet found herself unable to reply. Taking her silence for assent, Lee smiled, his eyes twinkling, suddenly the jolly uncle again. ‘Look, why don’t we strike a compromise? You can restart the programme, but only if you knock out a few sessions. I don’t mind which ones, just so long as you make sure we’ve completed two programmes by the end of the year. Can’t say fairer than that, eh?’ Lee shambled to the door, flinging out an arm, clearly her cue to leave.


A few seconds later Janet was standing in the corridor outside his office, wondering how the governor had managed to manoeuvre her out of the door so quickly without laying a hand on her.


 


In her own office, she stood for a moment with her back to the closed door, trying not to think about her old shared room at Leyland, or her colleague Stuart’s friendly face, the cup of tea that would have been waiting for her. The massive good-luck card he and the rest of the team had given her sat prominently on the shelves by her desk. It only emphasised the lack of cheer in the empty room.


She flicked on the light. Even though it was morning, the gloomy winter’s day barely illuminated the small space. Unlike Lee’s office, hers looked over to the side of Halvergate, facing the perimeter fence that flanked the prison. Running along the length of it were some unattractive olive green 1950s prefabs that had once belonged to the RAF. These days they housed the prisoners’ workshops, but they looked like glorified Portakabins. She imagined they must be far too stuffy in summer, and freezing in the winter; even the Daily Express couldn’t complain that the inmates working in them were getting an easy ride.


Janet headed to her desk. It was twenty minutes before she was officially due to start, and a day of thrashing out the group programme with Terry lay ahead. Always an early riser, at Halvergate she’d found herself arriving at work even earlier than usual. This was partly to feel on top of the job, and partly to get out of Cherry Tree Drive. The place depressed her even more than the prison; bad dreams disturbed her sleep, and she kept stumbling across leftovers from John Helkin, which was unnerving. Last night she had investigated the airing cupboard only to find racks of his shirts hanging up, sad and crumpled, swaying slightly from the heat. He must own a lot of shirts to have left so many behind.


She started at a knock on the door. It was Terry.


‘Am I disturbing you?’ He inched himself over the threshold. ‘Saw your car was already here.’


‘Not at all. Can I get you a tea or coffee?’ Janet headed over to her tiny sink. ‘I was just about to make myself one.’


Terry hesitated, staring at the two stripy mugs she was holding out towards him. ‘OK, ta. I’ll have a tea.’


Janet switched the kettle on and Terry made his way over to join her. The pair of them sat in uncompanionable silence in the two soft chairs by the door, waiting for the water to boil. Despite having turned up uninvited, Terry scarcely looked at her and didn’t seem in a hurry to start the conversation.


‘What’s up then?’ Janet asked, as she poured out the hot water. Terry helped himself to four sachets of milk, leaving just two in the bowl.


‘It’s about the sessions. About who’s in the group.’ He stared down at his mug, still avoiding her eye. ‘It’s your call, Dr Palmer, but there’s a young man, Ian Fendley, who I think really deserves a chance. I’ve added him to the list today, hoped you might squeeze him in.’


Janet watched Terry as she sipped her tea. Their group was already full; another new face would be stretching things. Not that anyone in Halvergate’s management was going to mind. She thought of her new governor and his key performance targets. Fast-tracking another inmate through the system was bound to win Lee’s approval. ‘No harm in doing an assessment,’ she said. ‘As long as you’re sure his mental health is robust enough to cope with the programme. Has he been screened by the in-reach team?’


Terry nodded. ‘Yes, I got them to have a look at him. Not long after he arrived here.’


‘Can I ask why you’re so keen we have him in the group? The other three have been on the waiting list, this man’s case must be pretty compelling to jump the queue.’


‘Ian’s just a boy really. Twenty-two-year-old lad, first offence.’ Terry raised a hand, as if to ward off any objection. ‘I’m not saying that’s an excuse, it was a nasty date rape, but I think he’s really sorry about it. Not often you can say that.’


‘True,’ said Janet, thinking of Michael Donovan. ‘And there’s no other reason I need to know about, you didn’t know him on the outside?’ She took in the senior officer’s shifty expression and felt a stab of misgiving. ‘You have to tell me if you know him.’


‘I’m not going to lie, he’s from my neighbourhood, I’ve seen him around.’ Terry flushed as she continued to stare at him. ‘But I never spoke to Ian before he got here, him or his family.’


Janet wasn’t entirely sure she believed him, but felt she had pushed the point as far as she could. ‘Well, I can’t promise, but I’ll do the assessment. If you bring over any paperwork about his history, I can see him this morning.’


Terry downed the rest of his milky tea and set the mug down with a clunk. ‘I’ll go get it now.’


He stood up to leave, but before he reached the door, Stuart’s good-luck card caught his eye. He stopped, staring at it. He stayed there so long, she wondered if he was going to pick it up. ‘There was something you mentioned the other day. About gaps in Dr Helkin’s notes.’ Terry had his back to her as he spoke. ‘I don’t understand it. You see, he was always writing.’


Before she could reply, he left the room.


Janet sat looking at the closed door. Something told her it was the most personal conversation she had yet had with anyone at Halvergate.


 


When Terry dropped Ian Fendley off at her office, he seemed shy and polite. Floppy-haired, slender and softly spoken, nothing about him would ring obvious alarm bells in a woman’s mind if he chatted to her at a bus stop. Of course, it hadn’t worked out that way for seventeen-year-old Alyssa Petrovic.
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