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Everything secret degenerates.


Lord Acton
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HE WAS TRYING TO GET a moment’s peace when the car appeared. Monday 10 June, end of a hot day. The city had started drinking at lunchtime and by 3 or 4 p.m. crime seemed the only appropriate response to the beauty of the afternoon. Belsey’s shift had consisted of two stabbed fourteen-year-olds and a disgruntled customer attacking his local pub with an electric drill. At quarter to five he felt his contribution to law and order had been made. He parked off the high street, sunk two shots of pure grain vodka into iced Nicaraguan espresso and put his seat back. In an hour he’d be off duty, and in a couple more he’d be on a date with an art student he’d recently arrested for drugs possession. All he had left to do, so he thought, was avoid getting any more blood on his suit.


The BMW tore into view before he’d taken a sip. There was a screech of tyres; someone screamed. Belsey watched it skid around the corner of Heath Street, almost tipping onto two wheels. Pedestrians dived off the crossing. A taxi swerved to avoid it, drove through the window of Gap Kids.


Belsey stuck his sirens on. He jammed his drink in the holder and swung back onto the high street, lifting his radio.


‘Got a pursuit: silver BMW heading south on Rosslyn Hill. Possible injured up by Hampstead tube.’


Still no other sirens. Belsey sighed, raised his seat and took his own car over sixty. The force owned good Skodas tweaked for high-speed driving. This wasn’t one of them. He could hear the control room trying to scramble back-up, but no one was nearer than a mile away. You and me, he thought. He kept tight with the car as they approached Belsize Park. It looked like the driver was alone.


The BMW stuck to the high street. Which was odd. There were emptier roads if he wanted an escape but the driver had a plan, or liked having an audience. Or he didn’t give a fuck, was high, having the time of his life; sun’s up, steal a car. Belsey waved for him to pull over. It was optimistic. They crashed through a set of red lights at the junction with Pond Street and Belsey knew someone was going to get killed. He prepared to abandon the pursuit. Then the driver braked.


The BMW skidded straight over the crossing. Belsey veered to the side, clipped a minibus and swung to a stop twenty metres further down the hill. He grabbed his cuffs as the BMW’s door opened and a white man in black gloves jumped out. The driver pulled up a hood, grabbed a black rucksack from the car.


‘Pursuit on foot,’ Belsey radioed. ‘Belsize Park.’


The man barged through pedestrians. But he was off home ground, it seemed: he sprinted into an alleyway at the side of Costa Coffee. Belsey knew it was a dead end. He took the clip off his spray and turned the corner.


Something swung towards his face. Belsey lifted his arm. Metal slammed into his elbow and then his left cheek. He turned, dropping the spray, blinded with pain. He heard the man run deeper into the cul-de-sac. Belsey made sure he was still blocking the only way out. He extended his arm. It worked. He had vision. He picked up his spray and turned back to the alleyway, face throbbing.


‘Police! Come out with your hands in front of you!’


The alleyway ended at a patch of concrete behind the coffee shop. It was sometimes used for parking, with space enough to squeeze in three or four cars. But no one was parked there now. There was no suspect either, just weeds fringing cracked tarmac.


‘Come out slowly. I can see where you are.’


Nothing moved. The empty space was blocked at the end by a small brick building. No way in, blank metal panels blocking what must once have been a doorway; no handles on them, no lock. Belsey pushed and they were sealed shut. The building had no visible windows, nothing anyone could get through. It was flanked by high fencing, topped with rusted barbed wire. The fence wasn’t climbable. It divided the parking area from junk-strewn brambles. Even if you could climb the fence, there was nowhere to go, and Belsey would have heard the chain-link rattle. The man had disappeared.


The cavalry arrived a minute later. Belsey went back to the main road and saw a lot of flashing blue lights and his colleagues disembarking, less brightly, wiping sweat and staring at the minor pile-up in the road.


‘He’s gone,’ Belsey said.


‘You lost the guy?’


‘You off the pace, Nick?’


‘Get a look at him?’


‘He had his hood up,’ Belsey said. ‘Pretty sure he was white. In a dark grey hoodie. He had a rucksack. And gloves, I think. Was anyone hurt, up by the station?’


‘Nothing serious. You reckon he was in gloves?’ They squinted at the sun. ‘Where did he go?’


‘Down beside the coffee shop. It doesn’t lead anywhere.’


His colleagues wandered into the alleyway, turning their radios down. Belsey assessed the moment of drama preserved in the road: his car and the BMW each with their driver’s door thrown open, black lines scarring the tarmac behind them. He thought of the sudden stop. And then the sense of purpose that led up to it. The driver knew where he was going.


Belsey reached into his own car and shoved the vodka under the passenger seat. Then he called the control room and ran a check on the BMW. It had been reported stolen three days ago, taken from outside a house in Highgate. Belsey stepped into the Costa. A barista asked for his order.


‘The parking lot at the back, does that belong to you?’


‘It’s not ours.’


‘Do you know who owns it?’


‘No.’


His colleagues emerged back onto the high street, shrugging. Their first thought would be that he’d fucked up somehow. They would suspect him of getting it wrong: intoxication, imagination, heatstroke. He walked past them, back into that closed stub of world and searched for CCTV. There were few corners of London so unloved that no one filmed them. Sure enough, mounted high on one of the fence’s struts was a fixed camera, angled to cover the bare space. It was weather-beaten but looked in working condition. Protected by Stronghold, a sign beneath it announced. Stronghold gave a London telephone number.


Belsey called it. No one answered. He searched for Stronghold on his phone. There were no security companies with that name.


He ran a search on the phone number itself. It didn’t link to anything about Stronghold, but was offered as the maintenance contact number on a smart-looking page for an organisation called Property Services Agency. According to its website, PSA managed facilities for the UK government and armed forces.


Belsey turned towards the empty lot. He stared at the bleached cans and broken furniture in the weeds, the back of Costa, finally the building which sealed the alley shut. This structure was odd, he saw now. The ground floor was perfectly round. The floor above it formed a square tower with ventilation slats.


Belsey peered through the chain-link fence at the side. A tall brick outcrop to the building jutted into the brambles. This did have something that looked like it might once have been a window, but it was boarded up now. He stepped back and appraised the structure as a whole. It possessed an air of seriousness. Something began to play at the edges of his memory.


Belsey walked two minutes down the high street. He found an identical structure on the corner of a residential road, the same round base and a ventilation tower on top of it, only this one was painted entirely white. Years ago he had asked one of the older Hampstead CID officers what it was and promptly buried the answer. He had passed the building a thousand times since and not thought about it again. The structure sat behind tall gates. Through them, Belsey could see an entrance to the tower, sealed by black mesh with a bright yellow sign: DANGER: DEEP SHAFT.
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MOST CID OFFICERS WERE IN the canteen when he got back. Belsey checked the swelling on his face and took a paracetamol. He bought what passed for a coffee and joined the noisiest table: Detective Constable Derek Rosen, oldest on the team, was working solemnly through a plate of chips. DC Rob Trapping, twenty years less worn, had come in for an evening shift armed with Ray-Bans and a handheld electric fan. With them were Wendy Chan and Janice Crosby, civilian stalwarts who managed the front desk. They were all talking about a new detective sergeant who had apparently arrived that morning.


Belsey waited, wondering why he was the last to hear about these things. In a lull he said: ‘Up on Haverstock Hill there’s a round, white building. On the corner of Downside Crescent.’ The group turned to him.


‘The old bomb shelter,’ Rosen said.


‘Bomb shelter?’ It was coming back to him. ‘There’s another one behind Costa,’ Belsey said.


Officers at an adjacent table turned, ready to be amused. They were familiar with Belsey’s tangents. DC Derek Rosen, being the station’s elder statesman, held up a fat hand.


‘It’s not another one,’ he said. ‘It’s another entrance to the same shelter.’ He leaned back and wiped the ketchup from his mouth. Rosen liked the War. He started wearing a poppy in September. ‘In case one of them is hit when you’re down there,’ he elaborated.


‘That would make it about half a kilometre long,’ Belsey said.


‘It is.’


‘There’s one in Camden as well,’ Crosby added.


‘Where?’


‘Behind Marks & Sparks.’


‘How many are there?’


‘There’s a few about,’ Rosen said. ‘Five or six in London, maybe more.’


‘What are they used for now?’


‘Used for?’


‘Someone’s looking after them,’ Belsey said. ‘The Belsize shelter’s still got a camera on it. What’s down there?’


There was silence, a few shrugs. No one knew.


‘Why?’ Rosen asked.


‘The guy I was chasing, I think he might have gone in.’


This provoked laughter alongside a more considered scepticism, but no more information. Talk turned to cold beer and evening plans.


Belsey wanted to go down.


He’d need a warrant. If he could prove his man entered, hit a police officer, was an ongoing threat … One problem was that, technically, Belsey was meant to be on restricted duties. He’d misbehaved last year, toying with some minor identity theft, and this was his punishment: sit back, do the grunt work, don’t chase. Then he remembered the conversation he’d walked in on. If there was a new sergeant he might be able to take advantage, hustle authorisation before they caught up with his dubious credentials.


‘What do we know about the new Sarge?’ he asked.


‘Fit,’ Trapping said. He aimed his fan in Belsey’s face. ‘Chilli hot, my friend.’ The rest of the table shook their heads. Trapping winked. He was the kind of officer Belsey admired: untroubled. Twenty-four, six foot four, and a police detective, confident that these facts were good news for himself and society.


‘She’s meant to be very good,’ Crosby said.


‘I didn’t think we were getting anyone.’


‘We decided, if we stopped paying you, we could afford the Sergeant.’ Rosen dropped a chip into his mouth.


‘What’s her name?’


‘Kirsty Craik.’


‘You’re joking.’


Belsey went up to the CID office. There was something different, and after a few seconds he realised what it was: the place felt like an office: an air of quiet industry, of paperwork being dutifully completed. Detective Constable Adnan Aziz winked, then nodded to the corner office. Belsey knocked on the open door. A woman with a blonde ponytail looked up and smiled coolly.


‘Nick.’


‘Kirsty.’


Kirsty Craik stood up, smoothing her skirt. She offered her hand and seemed aware that it was an odd form of greeting after their last physical contact. Belsey tried to ignore a pang of nostalgic lust.


‘How are you doing?’ he said.


‘Good. I heard you might be around.’


‘I’m told it’s expected of me. It’s nice to see you.’


‘Yeah?’


‘Of course.’


Craik didn’t look too fazed. Here was that law of nature that gathers up the indiscretions you’ve left behind and strews them in front of you. They did the split-second routine: checked each other’s bare ring fingers, apportioned guilt.


‘So, take a seat,’ she said. ‘What are the chances?’


‘Moderately high, I guess. It’s a small police force.’


‘Smaller by the day. What happened to your face?’


‘Straight in with the insults.’ Belsey smiled. Craik rolled her eyes. ‘I was chasing someone. They didn’t like it so they hit me.’


‘Are you all right?’


‘Never felt better.’ He had felt better. And he had looked better, he realised. Craik, though, looked in good shape, even after another few years in the force. She still had the blue eyes, wet and bright. They could make her seem startled when she was just thinking. He’d learned that. He’d been assigned to mentor her during the twilight days of his posting at Borough station. She was new to CID; he was a few weeks away from nearly being sent to jail along with half the officers on the team. So Kirsty Craik got a slightly unusual introduction to detective work.


‘Where’ve you been?’ Belsey asked.


‘Most recently, Kent. Kent CID.’ She didn’t expand on the journey that had brought her to Hampstead police station. Maybe his bosses saw an officious, straight-A new blood; someone they could push around. Belsey looked at Craik and didn’t see that at all. He made a vow that he wouldn’t try to sleep with her this time.


‘I heard Hampstead was nice,’ she said.


‘Idyllic.’


She hesitated.


‘I need to get my feet under the desk and all the other clichés. Are you in tomorrow?’


‘Yes.’


‘Let’s talk more then.’ She glanced across her paperwork, unenthusiastically.


‘Want to pass some jobs my way?’


‘Well, seeing as you ask …’ Craik selected a duty sheet and handed it over. She seemed only slightly uncomfortable with this exchange of roles. ‘Looks like it’s been sitting around for a while.’ Belsey skimmed it and felt disappointed.


‘Break in at St Pancras public library?’ he said.


‘Third this month.’


‘That’s the literacy drive paying off.’


‘It sounds like someone in the council’s getting a bit upset. Maybe this is a north London thing, I don’t know. Want to give it a look?’


‘Of course.’ Belsey pocketed the sheet. He had been hoping for something more high-end. This killed the reunion a little. ‘Consider it done.’


When he was halfway out of the door, he turned back.


‘Kirsty, this is a bit of a long shot – the guy who hit me, I’ve been trying to figure out where he went. Near where I lost him, there’s a deep-level bomb shelter, built in the Second World War.’ He paused to gauge her reaction. She didn’t even blink. ‘I think he might have gone in. I want to take a look inside, eliminate it as a line of inquiry. I think it would be easy enough, I’d just need a warrant.’


‘A warrant on what grounds? That he disappeared close by?’


‘Exactly.’


‘Who owns it?’


‘I don’t know. There’s a camera there, belongs to some government firm, so I guess it used to be the government, maybe a subsidiary of the government.’


‘You want to get a warrant on government property but have no evidence that it’s involved in a crime?’


‘I’m not sure who owns it now. It looks disused.’


‘OK, Nick. I’ll think about it. I’m not sure we’re in a warrant situation here.’


‘I guess not.’


He went back to his desk, wrote up the afternoon’s events and filed them. A fan stirred the heat. Belsey watched DC Aziz wipe his large brow with a paper serviette, then his shaven head, then his neck. Adnan Aziz had been on the team six weeks and had already acquired the workmanlike pace necessary to survive the long haul. He offered a wad of KFC napkins to Belsey and Belsey politely declined.


What a strange end to a strange afternoon. Belsey straightened his paperwork. He briefly wondered what he had done to his life. It was almost 6.30 p.m.; his date was in one and a half hours. He looked at the library break-ins then put them to the side and touched his face where he’d been hit. He saw the man in his grey hoodie, speeding out of nowhere, falling into existence and out again. Belsey typed PSA into his browser and stared at the website. He picked up his phone and called downstairs.


‘Is the storeroom open?’ he asked.


‘I haven’t locked it.’


‘I need some oil in the Skoda.’


‘Help yourself.’


Belsey went down to the basement. He took a hand axe, bolt cutters and a twelve-inch Maglite, loaded them into his car and drove to Belsize Park.
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QUARTER TO SEVEN AND THE high street was packed. Belsize Park had continental pretensions and only a few weeks of sunshine a year to exercise them. Restaurants spilled furniture onto the pavement. People spoiled the effect, sitting on kerbs holding dented cans. Office workers who’d been playing truant were safe now, lost among the crowds of reinforcements outside every pub. Everyone was drunk. Everything was launching unsteadily into the night.


Belsey parked across from the Costa, took his tools and walked down the alleyway. He stared at the entrance tower and felt it staring back at him. No one could see him from the high street. He knocked on the metal and wondered what he expected to happen. He considered obscuring the CCTV, but if someone somewhere was monitoring this set-up then they knew him by now. He made a final attempt at calling PSA, a gesture for his own conscience. Again it rang without answer. Well, they could try getting in touch with him if they had a problem.


He cut through the wire fence. Soon there was a gap big enough to clamber through. He took a broken chair from among the rubbish in the high weeds. It was stable enough on its side and got him to what he took to be a boarded-up window. The wood, rotted around its nails, came away easily when he wedged the axe blade in, exposing a black gap.


Belsey chucked the rotten boards into the weeds and stared through what had been a small window, no glass, some thin, rusted mesh folded down. He shone the torch. He could make out a scattering of dead leaves, curved brick walls and the grille of an ancient lift. Narrow passageways led either side of the lift. He hid the axe and bolt cutters among the brambles, then pulled himself up to the ledge and jumped in. The bare concrete made for a heavy landing. He straightened and tingled. It was dark. A lot cooler than outside. The ventilation slats afforded milky strips of light. The floor was messy with brick dust and bird feathers.


He peered through the lift’s grille into the endless black shaft. He checked the inside of the front panels that blocked the entrance and saw a brass padlock fastening them, cheap but new. He looked for scratches around the lock; hardly any. He handled the cold metal. Then he walked around the lift to the back of the turret. The torch beam lit a lot of white growth like cotton wool; not cobwebs. He peeled a strand. It was a kind of mould. It stuck to his hands. Then, where the mould had been cleared, he found a wooden door. Belsey turned the handle and it opened, towards him. On the other side concrete stairs spiralled downwards between blackened brickwork.


‘Hello?’ he called.


He felt stupid. He stepped in and eased the door closed behind him, leaving it just ajar. The stairs twisted around the mesh cage of the lift shaft. Dust-furred suspension ropes sunk down inside the cage. Belsey descended five steps, then ten, then committed to reaching the bottom. He followed the torch beam, timing his descent. The blood-like smell of rusting iron and damp stone grew thicker. He felt he was being swallowed – that it was no longer curiosity driving him but some form of peristalsis. The shelter nourished itself on over-curious detectives. Maybe his man in the BMW procured them.


Two minutes later he paused, still on the stairs, and tried to assess his depth. The earth above him rumbled. So he was beneath the tube. The track between Hampstead and Belsize Park ran almost two hundred feet below the surface. That was a fair slice of London clay above his head. He remembered how much he liked space, being able to move, change location if he wanted. On the two occasions he’d been locked in a cell this was the revelation: he hadn’t thought he was claustrophobic because he was rarely confined. After another minute Belsey reached a corrugated iron panel screwed into the walls either side, blocking the way down. A notice had been pasted over the metal a long time ago: DANGER: NO ENTRY. But someone had decided to ignore the notice, smashing the metal off its fixings. Belsey pushed and it toppled over with a clang.


‘Police!’ he said, then forced a laugh to take the edge off the silence. Here was the law: darkness behave. He stepped over the metal. No more stairs. A short corridor led to a brick wall. To his left, a cell of rusting machinery. To his right there was a heavy iron door, painted battleship grey with a handwheel in the centre. It was the sort of thing you might find in a bank vault. Belsey tried turning the wheel, then pulled hard and the door eased towards him on recently oiled hinges.


He couldn’t understand what he was seeing at first: iron racks, long rows of metal shelving, which he realised, after a moment, were beds. Three-tiered bunk beds. The dormitory was low with a rounded ceiling formed by arched sections of metal. The walls glistened in the torchlight. Belsey walked in. The beds stretched endlessly down each side. To the left was a door with a tin sign: Warden’s Post. The warden’s post was a small square room with a wooden seat and a desk supporting one empty champagne bottle. Evidently the warden had been celebrating. Belsey lifted the bottle: 1970 Krug. He sniffed it and could still smell the alcohol. There were fresh fingers marks in the dust.


A porcelain sink at the back of the warden’s post contained flakes of plaster. Above it was a cabinet. Belsey opened the mirrored doors and found a heap of tiny bones and a mouse skull, like parts from an assembly kit. On the top shelf were two brown pharmaceutical bottles. One was labelled ‘Evipan’, the other ‘Dexedrine’. They were empty. No date, no patient name. They weren’t standard pharmacy labels.


He checked his watch. It was five past seven but this felt as if it related to somewhere far away. Belsey walked back into the dorm. He tested a bunk with his hand then lay down on the metal. It was comfortable enough when his weight settled. He switched the torch off. The darkness was so thick it had its own texture. It bristled. The mind rebelled and projected images, then patterns, then tried to come to terms with the total absence of sight. This is death, he thought. He could smell old blankets. There was a wave of stale fear left by the original shelterers, then boredom, then both passed. He began to feel an astonishing sense of calm, as if someone had just explained that the world above ground was an elaborate hoax.


He sat up and switched the Maglite back on. There were the curved ribs of wall, like whale bones. A faded sign: Put out all lights before leaving at night. Then his torchlight hit glass, low down: bottles glinting on the floor between the bunks. He stepped closer. Champagne bottles. They had been arranged like skittles. These ones were unopened. There were more cases stacked against the sides: sealed 1970 Krug, seven cases, six bottles each. Then, further in, smaller, unmarked boxes. Belsey tore them open. Taylor’s Vintage Port and Hennessy cognac. It was all old: labels in styles he recognised from framed adverts on pub walls. The boxes were marked For Dispatch: Red Lion. Which Red Lion had lost this haul? There were also cartons of Embassy cigarettes and three plastic cases marked with a first-aid cross. Belsey opened one and whistled: eleven bottles of pills. They had the same neat, bare labels as the two he had seen in the warden’s cabinet, only these were still brimming: hexobarbitone, modafinil, sodium amytal, Evipan, Pentothal, benzylpiperazine. He’d stumbled upon a treasure trove.


Belsey stuffed a couple of medication bottles into his jacket pocket, then took the foil off a Krug and popped the cork. The champagne ran over his hands and fizzed in the dirt. He swigged. It was fine champagne. Even at room temperature – subterranean temperature. There were many Red Lion pubs, many he knew and had enjoyed, few with a wine list like this. The bubbles crackled around his shoes; then all was silent with secret joy. He swigged again. It was peaceful. He tried to remember the last time he’d been out of the earshot of sirens.


7.20 p.m. and Belsey hauled himself out through the window, blinking at the shine of the present day. He brushed Blitz dust off his suit. It was remarkably unstained, which seemed to accentuate the ease, and therefore opportunity, of the whole thing.


He called a contact as he drove back to the station: Mr Kostas, proprietor of Diamante’s on the Seven Sisters Road. They went back years, and Belsey knew Kostas could do with some help. He’d started talking about torching the place.


‘Mr K. I’ve got a few crates of bubbly going cheap, if you’re interested.’


‘How cheap?’


‘Champagne at twenty. It’s genuine Krug. Also cognac at ten, which is robbing myself. I’ll throw in five cartons of cigarettes, maybe a bottle of port.’


‘How much have you got?’


‘Forty bottles thereabouts.’


‘Saturday I’ve got a hen party coming, Nick. You do something that looks classy at fifteen a bottle I’d get the lot.’


‘I’ll be in touch.’


Belsey made a quick calculation: fifteen a bottle, six bottles a crate, make two or three trips up and down, plus a hundred quid for the cigarettes, then the meds – benzylpiperazine was an upper, so was Dexedrine; he didn’t know modafinil; hexobarbitone was presumably a barbiturate. Say five hundred for the drugs at a very conservative estimate and he was looking at over a grand.


He got back to the station and sat at his desk. The office was empty, fan still turning. The real world felt disappointing after his adventure. He reached into his pocket and retrieved a pill bottle, studying it in the light. It was real. Belsey wondered when he could go back down. Live his Blitz fantasy. Take shelter. What did he know about London in the War? He saw the dome of St Paul’s, indomitable, surrounded by destruction. He’d been told that in Regent’s Park there was rubble from bombed houses buried ten feet deep. In summer the grass died above it because the bricks couldn’t hold water.


He turned his computer on, typed Blitz into his browser and clicked I’m feeling lucky. A black and white photograph appeared. It showed a group of people standing next to a fresh bomb crater. A Crowd on Walbrook, 2 May 1941. The caption stated that one and a half thousand people had been killed in raids the previous night. Belsey looked at the faces of the crowd, expecting numb shock. But some were smiling. They had formed an orderly queue, waiting to peer down. He read the caption fully. Members of the public queued to see the temple of Mithras, a Roman temple forgotten beneath the City of London, revealed by the overnight bombing. Belsey tried to see the temple in the blackened crater. He printed a copy and folded it into his jacket.


Maybe he could go down tomorrow. He should have brought up a bottle of champagne for his date. That would have been cute. And then he had a better idea.


He put the pill bottles away in his desk then took one out again. He dropped half a benzylpiperazine. If it was stale it wouldn’t kill him, if it was still lively it would knock the dust off and get him bright-eyed and articulate. He stood up and checked the window. The late shift was arriving. There was some impressive sunburn; no one looked very happy. Sirens came from every direction as the evening began to curdle. London was turning edgy with undelivered promises.


Late shift, which meant it was almost 8 p.m.


Belsey shaved in the CID toilets. The swelling had gone down, which looked more appropriate for a date, if less heroic. There was no time to get home first, not that it was ever tempting. Home, currently, was the crumbling Hotel President on Caledonian Road. The arrangement had been a stop-gap while Belsey looked for a flat and had extended to six months now. It meant he could pay by the week and never had to worry about running out of soap. He didn’t spend more time there than he had to. He shaved, showered, splashed on some of Trapping’s Calvin Klein aftershave, found a box of condoms at the back of his desk drawer.


Halfway out of the station he saw Kirsty Craik, alone in the canteen. The canteen’s shutters were all down. Belsey stopped. He felt a pang of guilt about the shelter, a pang of lingering disbelief that she should have reappeared in his life. He brushed his suit again.


‘Working overtime already.’


She looked up, a little weary, not ungrateful for distraction. In front of her were personnel files.


‘Just pausing before home. It’s cooler down here.’


‘Where are you living?’


‘Kentish Town.’


‘Good area.’


She nodded and studied him with an expression he remembered: contemplative, undecided.


‘Do we need to talk?’ Craik asked.


‘We’re OK, I think. As far as I’m concerned you’re the new DS. I’ve seen you in action and you’re good. Professionally, I mean. I’m looking forward to it.’


She smiled, then softened her smile.


‘You’re on restricted duties.’ Belsey nodded. So she’d checked his file. What kind of journey would she imagine he’d been on, reading that? ‘How are you finding it?’ Craik asked.


‘Restrictive.’ He wondered what else she’d been told, pictured her face as she was warned about him: Oh, he’s trouble, is he? ‘Things are fine, though. Much better. But when full duty wants me back I’m ready to serve. Restricted sometimes feels like being a Community Support Officer.’


‘You could visit schools, give talks.’ Craik smiled.


‘I’d happily visit schools and give talks.’


‘I don’t think anyone’s going to be sending you to any schools, Nick.’


She was watching him, calculating something. Old flame was a strange expression, Belsey thought. Maybe that was the point. It was all made more complicated by the way memory gets thick with fantasy. And they had liked each other. That had been the problem, although he couldn’t put his finger on the logic of it right now.


‘This must be odd for you,’ she said.


‘Odd for both of us. But there are odder things in life. Last month I attended a scene where someone had broken into a vet’s surgery and OD’d on Euthasol. They were there, stretched out on the operating table. We work well together, you know that. I said you’d rise fast.’


He prepared to leave before the conversation got deeper. Then she surprised him.


‘Where’s good for a late bite around here? Dark rum and dry roasted peanuts – that was your dinner of choice, I seem to recall.’


The late hour had turned the gleam of her eyes opaque. Good CID eyes, hard to read. But the offer was clear enough. Part of him would have loved to. There would be time, he thought. If this was how it was going to go.


‘On the high street head to La Traviata. It’s better than it looks. Or try Carluccio’s. Skip Nights of India. Believe me.’ He smiled again, didn’t offer to accompany her, and she cast a detective’s gaze across his suit and fresh shave. He felt the reek of Calvin Klein coming off him.


‘You’ve got a date.’


‘Just meeting a friend.’


‘OK, Nick. Don’t be late for your friend.’ She turned back to the paperwork but not quick enough to hide her blush.


‘See you tomorrow. Bright and early to catch the library robbers.’


He left, amused by a faint regret. Then his phone buzzed, and all thoughts evaporated: On way, three kisses.


Jemma with a J, as she’d introduced herself in the custody suite. Someone who was all future. His chat-up line: ‘You take three grams of cocaine on a political protest? How much fun is it meant to be?’ Third date, three kisses. Time to put a plan into action.


He visited the florist’s by Belsize Park station and bought a bunch of carnations with cream petals and crimson edges. The Co-op only had birthday candles, but they were better than nothing. He bought a box of twenty. He bought new batteries for the Maglite, paid ten pence for an extra-large shopping bag to hide it all in. He went into the Haverstock Arms and ordered two glasses of cava, drank them, placed the glasses in the bag with the torch and flowers.


Jemma with a J was twenty-two years old: a student of art, a tequila girl and a political protestor. Three noble ways to pass the time. She’d love it. She’d get to know him a little better. And it would save him the embarrassment of explaining his current living arrangements. So far he had visited the club where she worked a couple of times, paid for one dinner together, then last weekend she invited him to some free drinks at a gallery launch. Still no bed time. She’d asked for a glimpse of his life, perhaps in that misguided belief that police detectives roll with some kind of glamour. Other than the glamour they make for themselves. He was going to show her his art.
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JEMMA WAS WAITING OUTSIDE BELSIZE Park tube station, dressed for heat: cut-off shorts, vest top and sandals, large shades pinning down long black hair. They kissed and he forgot a lot of potential complications.


‘What’s in the bag?’ she asked.


‘A surprise.’


‘Grab a coffee?’


They sat for a moment in the Costa with the shelter turret at its back, talked about their days, the bank robbers he’d caught, criminal empires brought down; then her work, sleazy men in the club, an art piece she was making with Lego and broken glass. She had wry mascaraed eyes and a smile that gave the lie to them, excitable, too young for him.


‘Jemma, are you up for an adventure?’


‘Yes.’


‘I want to show you something.’


Belsey took her hand. They left the coffee shop and turned into the alleyway beside it. He led her towards the shelter. She looked at Belsey, puzzled.


‘What is it?’


‘A space ship.’ He directed her to the cut fence and the chair, still in place beneath the window. ‘Are you OK climbing through?’


‘Sure.’ She shifted her handbag around and climbed in, making it look easy. ‘What the hell is this?’ she asked from inside.


‘This is where I live,’ Belsey said. He dropped down beside her.


‘You’re joking.’


‘I’m joking.’ He gave her the Maglite and pointed towards the stairs. ‘Lift’s out of order.’


‘What’s down there?’


‘Monsters.’


She led them down.


‘Are we allowed to be in here?’


‘Of course. That’s why they keep it clean and well lit.’


They stepped over the corrugated panel labelled No Entry and he directed her to the warden’s post.


‘Go in and close your eyes,’ Belsey instructed. She did as she was told. He followed. He lit three birthday candles, used their wax to stick them to the warden’s table, arranged the flowers in the empty bottle and set the champagne flutes up next to a fresh one.


‘OK, you can open them.’


‘Oh my God.’ She laughed. ‘What the fuck, Nick? Whose birthday is it?’


‘Ours. We’ve known each other precisely forty-two days.’


‘Do I blow them out and make a wish?’


‘You blow them out, I make a wish. You have to see if you can feel what it is.’


She punched him in the chest. He sat down and poured the drinks while she explored. The benzylpiperazine was working. He felt electric.


‘Is this where you take all the girls?’


‘I only found it today.’


‘What is it?’


‘It’s a bomb shelter from the Second World War.’ He retrieved a first-aid kit from the dorm, emptied it onto the warden’s table and unscrewed the bottles: reds, blues, whites. Pills to make you bigger, pills to make you small. He read the labels again: the drugs apparently belonged to Site 3. Where was Site 3 and its party?


Jemma took her drink and sat on his lap. She plucked a carnation and threaded it into her hair. She kissed him.


‘We’re celebrating a windfall,’ Belsey said. ‘Plan is we enjoy ourselves, then take the bottles up. I sell them and we split the profit. You could walk off a few hundred quid up.’


‘Just for coming down here?’


‘For helping me carry them up. That’s my estimation.’ He poured more champagne. They drank, kissed again and he slid a hand under the frayed hem of her cut-offs. She wriggled off him. Then she blew the candles out.


‘Wow.’


There was that velvety darkness again. They were sinking through it. Belsey found his lighter and waited. He felt a hand on his crotch. Then it went. Then a few seconds later a torch beam appeared, deep in the dorm. It was Jemma.


‘Happy birthday to us,’ she sang.


Belsey stood up, felt his way to the dorm entrance and watched her explore among the bunk beds and boxes of drink. She clicked the Maglite off then on again.


‘Can you hear something?’ she said.


‘What did you hear?’


‘I don’t know. Where does it all lead?’


‘It doesn’t.’ He returned to the table, lit a candle, opened the rest of the first-aid boxes and began filling his jacket with their contents. He was uneasy.


‘Jemma?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Be careful.’


‘Why?’


‘Break a leg down here and I’m not sure they’d get the ambulance down the stairs.’


She giggled. He downed his champagne. Then he heard a man singing. It was very faint. Belsey told himself he was imagining things.


‘Jemma?’


‘Nick? Is that you?’


The birthday candle flickered. Belsey looked around. Something at the back of the dorm creaked stiffly.


‘Hang on, Jemma. Stay there.’


Belsey took the candle and walked into the dorm. Bunk cages danced in the wavering light. No sign of her. He waited for his date to jump out. That would be classic. She didn’t.


‘Are you OK?’ he called, and his voice sounded like the voice of someone on their own.


Belsey made a circuit of the dorm and arrived back at the spiral stairs. But he would have heard if she went back that way. He called up them, then returned to the warden’s post, pocketed the box of candles and walked through the dorm again. The candles were pathetic. He used the light from his iPhone instead. He headed past the cases of champagne. Had she been drunk enough to fall? Maybe she was pre-loaded when they met. At the end of the dorm he saw that a bunk had been pulled askew to reveal another door out. This door had been painted over at some point, forced open more recently. The wood around the lock was splintered. Belsey walked through into a narrow brick passageway. It turned sharp left after a couple of metres and you were at the start of a low, rounded tunnel. The tunnel stretched as far as Belsey could see.


‘Jemma!’


He began along it, running. Thirty seconds later he saw something on the ground and the nightmare became a little more concrete. It was Jemma’s bag, the strap broken at one end, a sequinned purse still inside. No phone – but he’d felt that in the back pocket of her shorts. Belsey checked the break of the strap and listened to a silence that now had a very different tenor. He headed on, still gripping the bag.


The tunnel presumably led to the other shelter entrance. It was just about tall enough to stand in. Belsey could hear his own blood pulse. He couldn’t hear anyone else. He half walked, half ran as much as the narrow strip between the curved sides allowed. It was marked with tracks where something had been dragged. He followed these tracks, using the light of his phone. After ten minutes in the tunnel he knew he had gone too far to connect with the other entrance. He kept walking. He assumed for some reason he was heading south, under Haverstock Hill, under Chalk Farm. He listened for the rumble of tube trains. Nothing. Every couple of hundred metres there was a bulb behind wire mesh, none lit. No visible security of any kind.


‘Jemma.’


Belsey made a loop out of the bag’s strap, knotted it and slung it over his shoulder. He walked for another twenty minutes. If his hunch that he was heading south was right, he would be under Camden now, passing beneath the crowded pubs and teen tourists, under the canal and the market stalls. Eventually he reached a T-junction. A passage, identical to the one he was on, veered off to the left. It added a whole new level of complexity, turning a simple tunnel into a potential maze. Belsey imagined leaving the medication in a trail. He called her name again. He searched around for any signs of which way someone might have gone. Stencilled in red paint onto the concrete of his original route were the words: Passholders only.


Odd. But also promising – with a sense that he was, at least, heading somewhere. He continued. There was strength in a straight line. After another moment he checked his phone screen and saw one bar of battery. It was 9.20 p.m. He had been walking for thirty-five minutes. He had no food or water. He had a lot of drugs. He wanted to preserve enough juice to make a call in case of emergency, pictured himself trapped behind a vent somewhere, peeking out at the world. He lit a meagre candle instead. The tunnels seemed a different thing in candlelight, less man-made, his journey one that led out of the human world altogether.


Belsey wondered about the technicalities of marching someone along this route, dragging or forcing them. Wondered whether there were places to imprison them. He rode out a sudden blast of claustrophobia. Then he saw something on the ground ahead of him. Belsey stepped closer. It was a folding bike, a Raleigh Stowaway, paintwork scratched. Above it was a ladder. Belsey held his candle up and saw a square brick shaft.


He climbed unsteadily, candle dripping in one hand, until his head knocked the underside of a metal hatch. Belsey inspected it in the dim light. It had been propped a few inches open with the handle of a screwdriver. He pushed upwards, wedged his shoulder against the metal and clambered through, rolling out of the way as the screwdriver fell and the hatch slammed closed with an ominous clunk.


It blew the candle out. Belsey sparked his lighter. He was lying on the floor of a small office, or a studio of some kind. One table by the wall was loaded with equipment: a cabinet speaker, a cassette player, a typewriter. It had a brown swivel chair in front of it. He was alone.


The lighter got too hot. Belsey released the wheel. He lit another candle and stood up.


One door led out of the place, with a metal sign: To Situation Room. Belsey tried the handle. Locked. He flicked the light switch beside it and nothing happened. And then he knew what he was about to discover. He went back to the hatch in the floor. There was no handle. He tried to work a key under the edge but the hatch was fastened shut.


Belsey secured the candle to the table. He kicked the Situation Room door hard, aiming beneath the handle. It didn’t budge. He swung the chair against it, then had a brief round of banging the chair against the hatch in the floor. It was pointless.


He placed the chair beside the table and sat down.


As well as the Sony cassette player and the grey electric typewriter there were two silver microphones like antennae, a desk lamp and a glass ashtray resting on a hardback book. The ashtray was clean. The cabinet speaker had a corner to itself. On the wall above the equipment was what looked like a fuse box, with old-fashioned telephone receivers on either side, one black, one red. On the box itself were four switches labelled ‘Attack’, ‘Flood’, ‘Fire’, ‘Chemical’. These, it seemed, were the options.


A plain, round wall clock gave the time as quarter to four. A calendar beneath it hung at November, its square days crossed out to Friday 11. Belsey took it off its nail and turned to the front. The year was 1983. He hung it back.


He lifted the red telephone and put it to his ear. No dialling tone.


‘Hello,’ he said. But he didn’t like the sound of his voice in the small, locked room. He checked the alert switches. Attack was up. Belsey flicked it down and waited, then flicked it up again. He tried ‘Flood’, imagined an outbreak of panic somewhere.


He moved the ashtray and picked up the book beneath it: Guide to the Standing Stones of Wiltshire. It was an old hardback, with black-and-white plates. Belsey imagined someone down here, sitting out a war, trying to remember what the world above was like; thinking about the puzzles mankind had posed before destroying them. So this would be his desert-island reading. He’d survive a fortnight without food but only three or four days without water. Sufficient time to acquaint himself with Wiltshire’s mysteries. He found his tobacco and papers, rolled a cigarette, then he wondered about oxygen supplies and put the rollie down.


So.


Belsey worked through the scenario that would unfold if he failed to return. They’d find his car still at the police station. Last solid witness was Kirsty Craik: I think he had a date; he stank of aftershave … That was unlikely to trigger a search of local bomb shelters. Maybe they’d trace CCTV, get Jemma and himself as they entered the alleyway. Then someone would replicate his puzzlement: but it doesn’t lead anywhere. What’s this building? Then that officer would descend, disappear …


He searched Jemma’s bag. A purse with cards: debit, Oyster, uni ID, some loose change and house keys. He transferred the purse and keys to his jacket. It would have been nice to imagine her surfacing, being able to raise the alarm. He wondered if she too was stuck somewhere in her own subterranean bubble of the 1980s, flicking the switches. Buried alive.


Then the rats woke up. Belsey listened to the scurry on the other side of the ceiling. They sounded burly; his last companions, waiting to strip the flesh from his bones. He stood on the desk and used up some of his remaining lighter fluid studying the ceiling. It was panelled, but one panel was different, fringed with thin black strands where liquid had oozed around the edges. Belsey took the desk lamp and knocked it against the panel. It sounded dull with rot. He flipped the lamp around, smashed the base through the wood, and a stream of filthy water ran into his face. Belsey stepped back and fell off the table.


He banged his shoulder but was more perturbed by the polluted flow. A rat bolted down the wall. Belsey gagged and waited. When the black trickle stopped he climbed back onto the desk. The panel had crumbled. Belsey scraped splinters out of the way and hauled himself up.


For a moment, he lay on the damp floor on the other side. He’d left the lighter and candles and Jemma’s bag in the room below. He had her purse, a stash of pill bottles stuffed in his pockets and his mobile. Its screen lit a flooded corridor. Bulbous cascades of orange dry rot cloaked the walls. Plastic doorframes had folded into the passageway as if half-melted. Belsey got to his feet. He could smell sulphur fumes, sodden wood rotting away. He covered his nose and mouth. Sluggish reflections lapped at his shoes. He stepped over drooping frames, avoided low-hanging wires and an asbestos-lagged pipe.


The doorways at the side led into rooms of smashed porcelain: stems of toilets, shower tiles. Then it all went black. He pressed various buttons on his phone but the battery had gone. That’s it, he thought: eternal darkness. But not complete. A very faint, grey light hovered a couple of yards ahead. Belsey splashed his foot and the pale square moved. He went towards it and looked up. Light was creeping in somewhere above him. He felt around the walls until his knuckles hit the clammy metal of a ladder.


Desperation opened a new reserve of strength. He climbed for a minute to a small platform, a ledge of some kind with railings and, at the far end, concrete steps. These twisted up for more than ten floors but Belsey climbed them fast, propelled by the idea of ascent. He reached a heavy, wooden door. It shifted an inch when he pushed. Something was blocking it. Belsey leaned in, and both the door and the obstacle scraped far enough for him to squeeze through the gap. He found himself in a small room filled with cleaning products. Beyond it was a corridor glowing green with emergency exit lights. Belsey knelt and smelt dry carpet. It seemed, blissfully, like people had been there recently. He glanced back at the doorway from which he’d emerged. The obstacle had been a cupboard with a handwritten sign announcing: Cleaners Only. Where was he?


On the other side of the corridor was an office with a pot plant and a PC. Belsey walked in. He switched the computer on. Then he saw a trolley of books behind the door. He lifted a pink, laminated paperback: Seduction of a Servant Girl. There was a yellow borrowing slip from St Pancras Library pasted inside.


You’re joking, he thought. Belsey returned to the corridor. He followed the arrows on the Fire Exit signs to a door at the end, climbed one more flight of steps and found himself standing behind the issue desk. There were the shelves and computer terminals of the library, waiting in the gloom. Through the floor-length windows to his right St Pancras Station rose into the sky, fairy-tale as ever, surrounded by the unenchanted hub of King’s Cross. Night traffic streamed east and west. He’d spent many pleasant hours in here, admiring this grey view, browsing the sports sections or even trying to improve himself with the classics. He felt physically stretched between the familiar world and the one from which he’d emerged. It was only detail by detail that King’s Cross convinced him he was in it.


His hands left smears where he touched. He crouched to see his face in a computer monitor and even his silhouette looked wrecked. He smoothed his hair down and felt it wet with sludge.


The main door out of the library was locked. He found a side door and pushed the steel emergency bar to open it. Alarms rang out. He stepped onto the pavement and the warm air felt incredibly fresh. Belsey looked up at the building from which he’d emerged. The library occupied the base of a ten-floor office block housing all the council departments, from street cleaning to pest control, a stark modern annexe to the old town hall next door. Its outmoded lead-streaked concrete struck him now as militaristic. He realised it had always appeared militaristic. It had been hiding in plain sight.


He crossed the road and watched from a bus stop as a young security guard in a yellow tabard appeared, assessing the open door, glancing up and down the street. It was 10.39 p.m. Belsey had spent two hours underground. It felt three times as long. The walk back to Hampstead police station would take him a good forty-five minutes, but he didn’t want to get a taxi. That instinct was itself a wake-up call, a welcome to a new and complicated situation. He didn’t want a witness, someone able to say: yes, I saw him there, at that time, looking half-ruined. But witness to what?


Belsey walked. He still had energy. Benzylpiperazine lingered inappropriately in his blood. He tried to steady his mind and work one thought at a time.


Was there any possibility she’d surfaced, that she was safe and well among people and sky? He told himself he was covering every angle when he was looking for some shred of hope. He felt Jemma’s purse in his pocket and thought of the broken bag strap. And once again Belsey saw the BMW crashing into his life, the man jumping from it, pulling his hood up.
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THROUGH CAMDEN, BACK TO BELSIZE Park. The crowd was still out. Belsey kept to the quiet side of the street. But he was relatively incognito among the damage of closing-time London. He walked into the petrol station at the top of Haverstock Hill and found a cheap torch. His wallet contained no cash. He didn’t want to use his card, didn’t want to be traced. Belsey turned away from the CCTV and took a crumpled fiver from Jemma’s purse and paid with that. It didn’t make him feel wonderful.


There were no clues around either of the Belsize shelter towers, no signs that Jemma had come up, or been brought up, the way they had gone in. Belsey combed the weeds then climbed in through the window again. He walked to the top of the stairs and called.


Down the stairs again, wishing he had the Maglite rather than whatever crap BP were hawking. Even in the yellow beam he could see that the warden’s post was as he’d left it: champagne bottle, glasses, carnations. He was surprised by a sudden wave of anger. Stupid girl for wandering off. Stupid him. What a ridiculous amount of trouble for the sake of touching up an art student. He walked past the bunks, through the hidden door and brick passageway into the tunnel where he’d found her bag. He got down on his knees, looking for footprints or blood. Praying in the only way detectives know how. He wasn’t set up for forensics. He sat with his back against the curved tunnel wall, energy gone.


‘Jemma!’ he yelled. He closed his eyes. After five minutes he returned to the stairs.


He climbed out of the tower, retrieved the axe and bolt cutters. He shifted some mildewed cardboard to obscure the cut fence. Next stop was visiting her home, just in case. But that meant calling the station to request the address off criminal records. Or going in himself.


The station was summer-night busy, custody full, officers distracted. A gang of men in swimwear with towels and bloodied faces crowded the corridor, next to a line of sullen Koreans with bags of bootleg DVDs. The smell of vomit permeated the ground floor. Belsey returned the equipment to the storeroom and went up to CID.
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