

      

      

         [image: Cover Image]



      

   


Before writing full-time, Michael Robotham was an investigative journalist in Britain, Australia and the US. He is the pseudonymous author of 10 best-selling non-fiction titles, involving prominent figures in the military, the arts, sport and science. He lives in Sydney with his wife and three daughters.





 


‘A white-knuckle ride and a powerful love story that kept me up half the night’

Andy McNab

 



‘Popular fiction’s Next Big Thing’ The Times Magazine


 



‘Credible characters and a clever plot make an absorbing read by a welcome new name in the genre’

Sunday Telegraph

 



‘A highly effective thriller . . . Well-engineered plot, with gathering horrors heightened by strains in O’Loughlin’s imperilled marriage and relentless onset of Parkinson’s disease. A gripper’ Literary Review


 



‘A crime novelist of considerable skill’ Sunday Express



 


‘This is high-energy drama that’s deftly done, with plenty of guessing games and nail-biting tension full of fine characterisation, brilliantly researched detail and subtle humour’

Andrea Henry, Mirror


 



‘There are twists and turns in this plot enough to challenge most thriller readers . . . By the time I neared the end, I was  so caught up in the story that I blundered straight past all the subtle hints for the final twist. Gripping stuff’

Publishing News

 



‘In The Suspect, the victim takes control with murderous consequences and the book becomes a fascinating study of the psychology of crime’

TNT Magazine

 



‘Will rival Rendell and Rankin for suspense’ Norfolk Journal


 



‘So how good is The Suspect? In a word, very . . . Believable and authentic from the first sentence, The Suspect is altogether an accomplished piece of work. Robotham doesn’t put a foot wrong in his plotting, pace or inventiveness’

The Australian

 



‘A truly classic thriller, beautifully crafted with characters you care about, a taut plot . . . and a gripping finale that even the most seasoned mystery addicts won’t see coming’

The Australian Women’s Weekly

 



‘Michael Robotham is being touted as the next big thing in thrillers and for once you can believe the hype . . . The Suspect is slick and classy, with a plot that sweeps the rug out from under your feet every time you think you’re standing on firm ground’

The Age

 



‘Steaming with suspense, The Suspect hints that Robotham has the wherewithal to mix it with the big players in the psychological thriller genre’

The Advertiser (Adelaide)




 
 
 

 
The Suspect

 

 
MICHAEL ROBOTHAM

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk






 
Published by Hachette Digital 2009


 
Copyright © Michael Robotham 2004


 



 
The moral right of the author has been asserted.


 



 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 



 
All characters in this publication other than those clearly in the public domain are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.



 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book 
is available from the British Library.


 



eISBN : 978 0 7481 1396 5


 



 
This ebook produced by JOUVE, FRANCE


 



 
Hachette Digital
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
100 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DY


 



 




 
An Hachette UK Company






To the four women in my life:  
Vivien, Alexandra, Charlotte and Isabella





Acknowledgements

For his counsel, wisdom and sanity I thank Mark Lucas and all the team at LAW. For her belief ahead of all others, I thank Ursula Mackenzie and those who took the gamble with her.

For their hospitality and friendship I thank Elspeth Rees, Jonathan Margolis and Martyn Forrester - three of many friends and family who have answered my questions, listened to my stories and shared the journey.

Finally, for her love and support I thank Vivien who had to live with all my characters and my sleepless nights. A lesser woman would have slept in the guest room.




Book One


 



‘I did that,’ says my memory.
‘I could not have done that,’ says my pride, and remains inexorable Eventually - the memory yields.



 



Friedrich Nietzsche
 Beyond Good and Evil






1

From the pitched slate roof of the Royal Marsden Hospital, if you look between the chimney pots and TV aerials, you see more chimney pots and TV aerials. It’s like that scene from Mary Poppins where all the chimneysweeps dance across the rooftops twirling their brooms.

From up here I can just see the dome of the Royal Albert Hall. On a clear day I could probably see all the way to Hampstead Heath, although I doubt if the air in London ever gets that clear.

‘This is some view,’ I say, glancing to my right at a teenager crouched about ten feet away. His name is Malcolm and he’s seventeen today. Tall and thin, with dark eyes that tremble when he looks at me, he has skin as white as polished paper. He is wearing pyjamas and a woollen hat to cover his baldness. Chemotherapy is a cruel hairdresser.

The temperature is 3°C, but the wind chill has chased it below zero. Already my fingers are numb and I can barely feel my toes through my shoes and socks. Malcolm’s feet are bare.

I won’t reach him if he jumps or falls. Even if I stretch out and lean along the gutter, I will still be six feet short of catching him. He realises that. He’s worked out the angles. According to his oncologist, Malcolm has an exceptional IQ. He plays the violin and speaks five languages - none of which he’ll speak to me.

For the last hour I’ve been asking him questions and telling him stories. I know he can hear me, but my voice is just background noise. He’s concentrating on his own internal dialogue, debating whether he should live or die. I want to join that debate, but first I need an invitation.

The National Health Service has a whole raft of guidelines for dealing with hostage situations and threatened suicides. A critical incident team has been pulled together, including senior members of staff, police and a psychologist - me. The first priority has been to learn everything we can about Malcolm that might help us identify what has driven him to this. Doctors, nurses and patients are being interviewed, along with his friends and family.

The primary negotiator is at the apex of the operational triangle. Everything filters down to me. That’s why I’m out here, freezing my extremities off, while they’re inside drinking coffee, interviewing staff and studying flip charts.

What do I know about Malcolm? He has a primary brain tumour in the right posterior temporal region, dangerously close to his brain stem. The tumour has left him partially paralysed down his left side and unable to hear  from one ear. He is two weeks into a second course of chemotherapy.

He had a visit from his parents this morning. The oncologist had good news. Malcolm’s tumour appeared to be shrinking. An hour later Malcolm wrote a two-word note that said, ‘I’m sorry’. He left his room and managed to crawl on to the roof through a dormer window on the fourth floor. Someone must have left the window unlocked, or he found a way of opening it.

There you have it - the sum total of my knowledge about a teenager who has a lot more to offer than most kids his age. I don’t know if he has a girlfriend, or a favourite football team, or a celluloid hero. I know more about his disease than I do about him. That’s why I’m struggling.

 



My safety harness is uncomfortable under my sweater. It looks like one of those contraptions that parents strap on to toddlers to stop them running off. In this case it’s supposed to save me if I fall, as long as someone has remembered to fix the other end. It might sound ridiculous, but that’s the sort of detail that sometimes gets forgotten in a crisis. Perhaps I should shuffle back towards the window and ask someone to check. Would that be unprofessional? Yes. Sensible? Again yes.

The rooftop is speckled with pigeon droppings and the slate tiles are covered in lichen and moss. The patterns look like fossilised plants pressed into the stone, but the effect is slick and treacherous.

‘This probably makes no difference, Malcolm, but I think I know a little about how you’re feeling,’ I say, trying once more to reach him. ‘I have a disease too. I’m not saying  that it’s cancer. It’s not. And trying to make comparisons is like mixing apples with oranges, but we’re still talking about fruit, right?’

The receiver in my right ear begins to crackle. ‘What in Christ’s name are you doing?’ says a voice. ‘Stop talking about fruit salad and get him inside!’

I take the earpiece out and let it dangle on my shoulder.

‘You know how people always say, “It’ll be fine. Everything is going to be OK”? They say that because they can’t think of anything else. I don’t know what to say either, Malcolm. I don’t even know what questions to ask.

‘Most people don’t know how to handle someone else’s disease. Unfortunately, there’s no book of etiquette or list of do’s and don’t’s. You either get the watery-eyed, I-can’t-bear-it-I’m-going-to-cry look or forced jokiness and buck-up speeches. The other option is complete denial.’

Malcolm hasn’t responded. He’s staring across the rooftops as if looking out of a tiny window high up in the grey sky. His pyjamas are thin and white with blue stitching around the cuffs and collar.

Between my knees I can see three fire engines, two ambulances and half a dozen police cars. One of the fire engines has an extension ladder on a turntable. I haven’t taken much notice of it until now, but I see it slowly turning and begin to slide upwards. Why would they be doing that? At the same moment, Malcolm braces his back against the sloping roof and lifts himself. He squats on the edge, with his toes hanging over the gutter, like a bird perched on a branch.

I can hear someone screaming and then I realise that it’s me. I’m yelling the place down. I’m wildly gesticulating  for them to get the ladder away. I look like the suicidal jumper and Malcolm looks totally calm.

I fumble for the earpiece and hear pandemonium inside. The critical incident team is shouting at the chief fire officer, who is shouting at his second-in-command, who is shouting at someone else.

‘Don’t do it, Malcolm! Wait!’ I sound desperate. ‘Look at the ladder. It’s going down. See? It’s going down.’ Blood is pounding in my ears. He stays perched on the edge, curling and uncurling his toes. In profile I can see his long dark lashes blinking slowly. His heart is beating like a bird’s within his narrow chest.

‘You see that fireman down there with the red helmet?’ I say, trying to break into his thoughts. ‘The one with all the brass buttons on his shoulders. What do you think my chances are of gobbing on his helmet from here?’

For the briefest of moments, Malcolm glances down. It’s the first time he’s acknowledged anything I’ve said or done. The door has opened a chink.

‘Some people like to spit watermelon seeds or cherry pips. In Africa they spit dung, which is pretty gross. I read somewhere that the world record for spitting Kudu dung is about thirty feet. I think Kudu is a kind of antelope but don’t quote me on that. I prefer good old-fashioned saliva and it’s not about distance; it’s about accuracy.’

He’s looking at me now. With a snap of my head I send a foaming white ball arcing downwards. It gets picked up by the breeze and drifts to the right, hitting the windscreen of a police car. In silence I contemplate the shot, trying to work out where I went wrong.

‘You didn’t allow for the wind,’ Malcolm says.

I nod sagely, barely acknowledging him, but inside I have a warm glow in a part of me that isn’t yet frozen. ‘You’re right. These buildings create a bit of a wind tunnel.’

‘You’re making excuses.’

‘I haven’t seen you try.’

He looks down, considering this. He’s hugging his knees as if trying to stay warm. It’s a good sign.

A moment later a globule of spit curves outwards and falls. Together we watch it descend, almost willing it to stay on course. It hits a TV reporter squarely between the eyes and Malcolm and I groan in harmony.

My next shot lands harmlessly on the front steps. Malcolm asks if he can change the target. He wants to hit the TV reporter again.

‘Shame we don’t have any water bombs,’ he says, resting his chin on one knee.

‘If you could drop a water bomb on anyone in the world, who would it be?’

‘My parents.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t want to have chemo again. I’ve had enough.’ He doesn’t elaborate. It isn’t necessary. There aren’t many treatments with worse side effects than chemotherapy. The vomiting, nausea, constipation, anaemia and overwhelming fatigue can be intolerable.

‘What does your oncologist say?’

‘He says the tumour is shrinking.’

‘That’s good.’

He laughs wryly. ‘They said that last time. The truth is they’re just chasing cancer all around my body. It doesn’t go away. It just finds somewhere else to hide. They never  talk about a cure; they talk about remission. Sometimes they don’t talk to me at all. They just whisper to my parents.’ He bites his bottom lip and a carmine mark appears where the blood rushes to the indentation.

‘Mum and Dad think I’m scared of dying, but I’m not scared. You should see some of the kids in this place. At least I’ve had a life. Another fifty years would be nice but, like I said, I’m not scared.’

‘How many more chemo sessions?’

‘Six. Then we wait and see. I don’t mind losing my hair. A lot of footballers shave their hair off. Look at David Beckham; he’s a tosser, but he’s a wicked player. Having no eyebrows is a bit of a blow.’

‘I hear Beckham gets his plucked.’

‘By Posh?’

‘Yeah.’

It almost raises a smile. In the silence I can hear Malcolm’s teeth chattering.

‘If the chemo doesn’t work my parents are going to tell the doctors to keep trying. They’ll never let me go.’

‘You’re old enough to make your own decisions.’

‘Try telling them that.’

‘I will if you want me to.’

He shakes his head and I see the tears starting to form. He tries to stop them, but they squeeze out from under his long lashes in fat drops that he wipes away with his forearm.

‘Is there someone you can talk to?’

‘I like one of the nurses. She’s been really nice to me.’

‘Is she your girlfriend?’

He blushes. The paleness of his skin makes it look as though his head is filling with blood.

‘Why don’t you come inside and we’ll talk some more? I can’t raise any spit unless I get something to drink.’

He doesn’t answer, but I see his shoulders sag. He’s listening to that internal dialogue again.

‘I have a daughter called Charlie who is eight years old,’ I say, trying to hold him. ‘I remember when she was about four, we were in the park and I was pushing her on a swing. She said to me, “Daddy, do you know that if you close your eyes really tightly, so you see white stars, when you open them again it’s a brand new world”. It’s a nice thought, isn’t it?’

‘But it’s not true.’

‘It can be.’

‘Only if you pretend.’

‘Why not? What’s stopping you? People think it’s easy to be cynical and pessimistic, but it’s incredibly hard work. It’s much easier to be hopeful.’

‘I have an inoperable brain tumour,’ he says incredulously.

‘Yes, I know.’

I wonder if my words sound as hollow to Malcolm as they do to me. I used to believe all this stuff. A lot can change in ten days.

Malcolm interrupts me. ‘Are you a doctor?’

‘A psychologist.’

‘Tell me again why should I come down?’

‘Because it’s cold and it’s dangerous and I’ve seen what people look like when they fall from buildings. Come inside. Let’s get warm.’

He glances below at the carnival of ambulances, fire engines, police cars and media vans. ‘I won the spitting contest.’

‘Yes, you did.’

‘You’ll talk to Mum and Dad?’

‘Absolutely.’

He tries to stand, but his legs are cold and stiff. The paralysis down his left side makes his arm next to useless. He needs two arms to get up.

‘Just stay there. I’ll get them to send up the ladder.’

‘No!’ he says urgently. I see the look on his face. He doesn’t want to be brought down in the blaze of TV lights, with reporters asking questions.

‘OK. I’ll come to you.’ I’m amazed at how brave that sounds. I start to slide sideways in a bum shuffle - too frightened to stand. I haven’t forgotten about the safety harness, but I’m still convinced that nobody has bothered to tie it off.

As I edge along the gutter, my head fills with images of what could go wrong. If this were a Hollywood movie Malcolm will slip at the last moment and I’ll dive and pluck him out of mid-air. Either that or I’ll fall and he’ll rescue me.

On the other hand - because this is real life - we might both perish, or Malcolm could live and I’ll be the plucky rescuer who plunges to his death.

Although he hasn’t moved, I can see a new emotion in Malcolm’s eyes. A few minutes ago he was ready to step off the roof without a moment’s hesitation. Now he wants to live and the void beneath his feet has become an abyss.

The American philosopher William James (a closet phobic) wrote an article in 1884 pondering the nature of fear. He used an example of a person encountering a bear. Does he run because he feels afraid, or does he feel afraid after he has already started running? In other words, does  a person have time to think something is frightening, or does the reaction precede the thought?

Ever since then scientists and psychologists have been locked in a kind of chicken-and-egg debate. What comes first - the conscious awareness of fear or the pounding heart and surging adrenalin that motivates us to fight or flee?

I know the answer now, but I’m so frightened I’ve forgotten the question.

I’m only a few feet away from Malcolm. His cheeks are tinged with blue and he’s stopped shivering. Pressing my back against the wall, I push one leg beneath me and lever my body upwards until I’m standing.

Malcolm looks at my outstretched hand for a moment and then reaches slowly towards me. I grab him by the wrist and pull him upwards until my arm slips around his thin waist. His skin feels like ice.

The front of the safety harness unclasps and I can lengthen the straps. I pass them around his waist and back through the buckle, until the two of us are tethered together. His woollen hat feels rough against my cheek.

‘What do you want me to do?’ he asks in a croaky voice.

‘You can pray the other end of this is tied on to something.’
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I was probably safer on the roof of the Marsden than at home with Julianne. I can’t remember exactly what she called me, but I seem to recall her using words like irresponsible, negligent, careless, immature and unfit to be a parent. This was after she hit me with a copy of Marie Claire and made me promise never to do anything so stupid again.

Charlie, on the other hand, won’t leave me alone. She keeps bouncing on the bed in her pyjamas, asking me questions about how high up it was, whether I was scared and did the firemen have a big net ready to catch me?

‘At last I have something exciting to tell for news,’ she says, punching me on the arm. I’m glad Julianne doesn’t hear her.

Each morning when I drag myself out of bed I go through a little ritual. When I lean down to tie my shoes I  get a good idea of what sort of a day I’m going to have. If it’s early in the week and I’m rested, I will have just a little trouble getting the fingers of my left hand to cooperate. Buttons will find buttonholes, belts will find belt-loops and I can even tie a Windsor knot. On my bad days, such as this one, it is a different story. The man I see in the mirror will need two hands to shave and will arrive at the breakfast table with bits of toilet paper stuck to his neck and chin. On these mornings Julianne will say to me, ‘You have a brand new electric shaver in the bathroom.’

‘I don’t like electric shavers.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I like lather.’

‘What is there to like about lather?’

‘It’s a lovely sounding word, don’t you think? It’s quite sexy - lather. It’s decadent.’

She’s giggling now, but trying to look annoyed.

‘People lather their bodies with soap; they lather their bodies with shower gel. I think we should lather our scones with jam and cream. And we could lather on suntan lotion in the summer . . . if we ever have one.’

‘You are silly, Daddy,’ says Charlie, looking up from her cereal.

‘Thank you, my turtle dove.’

‘A comic genius,’ says Julianne as she picks toilet paper from my face.

Sitting down at the table, I put a spoonful of sugar in my coffee and begin to stir. Julianne is watching me. The spoon stalls in my cup. I concentrate and tell my left hand to start moving, but no amount of willpower is going to budge it. Smoothly I switch the spoon to my right hand.

‘When are you seeing Jock?’ she asks.

‘On Friday.’ Please don’t ask me anything else.

‘Is he going to have the test results?’

‘He’ll tell me what we already know.’

‘But I thought—’

‘He didn’t say!’ I hate the sharpness in my voice.

Julianne doesn’t even blink. ‘I’ve made you mad. I like you better silly.’

‘I am silly. Everyone knows that.’

I see right through her. She thinks I’m doing the macho thing of hiding my feelings or trying to be relentlessly positive, while really I’m falling apart. My mother is the same - she’s become a bloody armchair psychologist. Why don’t they leave it to the experts to get it wrong?

Julianne has turned her back. She’s breaking up stale bread to leave outside for the birds. Compassion is her hobby.

Dressed in a grey jogging suit, trainers and a baseball cap over her short-cropped dark hair, she looks twenty-seven, not thirty-seven. Instead of growing old gracefully together, she’s discovered the secret of eternal youth whereas I need two tries to get off the couch. Monday is yoga, Tuesday is Pilates, Thursday and Saturday are circuit training. In between times she runs the house, raises a child, teaches Spanish lessons and still finds time to try to save the world. She even made childbirth look easy, although I would never tell her that unless I developed a death wish.

We have been married for sixteen years and when people ask me why I became a psychologist, I say, ‘Because of Julianne. I wanted to know what she was really thinking.’

It didn’t work. I still have no idea.

[image: 001]

Sunday morning is normally my time. I bury myself under the combined weight of four newspapers and drink coffee until my tongue feels furry. After what happened yesterday I’m going to avoid the headlines, although Charlie is insisting we cut them out and make a scrapbook. I guess it’s pretty cool being ‘cool’ for once. Up until yesterday she’s regarded my job as more boring than cricket.

Charlie’s rugged up in jeans, skivvy and a ski jacket because I’ve promised she can come with me today. After gulping down her breakfast, she watches me impatiently - convinced that I’m drinking my coffee too slowly.

When it’s time to load up the car, we carry the cardboard boxes from the garden shed and put them next to my old Metro. Julianne is sitting on the front steps with a cup of coffee resting on her knees. ‘You’re both mad, you know that?’

‘Probably.’

‘And you’ll get arrested.’

‘And that’s going to be your fault.’

‘Why is it my fault?’

‘Because you won’t come with us. We need a getaway driver.’

Charlie pipes up. ‘C’mon, Mum. Dad said you used to.’

‘That’s when I was young and foolish and I wasn’t on the committee at your school.’

‘Do you realise, Charlie, that on my second date with your mother she was arrested for scaling a flag-pole and taking down the South African flag.’

Julianne scowls. ‘Don’t tell her that!’

‘Did you really get arrested?’

‘I was cautioned. It’s not the same thing.’

There are four boxes on the roof racks, two in the boot and two on the back seat. Fine beads of sweat, like polished glass, are decorating Charlie’s top lip. She slips off her ski jacket and tucks it between the seats.

I turn back to Julianne. ‘Are you sure you won’t come? I know you want to.’

‘Who’s going to post bail for us?’

‘Your mother will do that.’

Her eyes narrow, but she puts her coffee cup inside the door. ‘I’m doing this under protest.’

‘Duly noted.’

She holds out her hand for the car keys. ‘And I’m driving.’

She grabs a jacket from the coat rack in the hallway and pulls the door shut. Charlie squeezes herself between the boxes on the back seat and leans forward excitedly. ‘Tell me the story again,’ she says as we swing into light traffic along Prince Albert Road, alongside Regent’s Park. ‘And don’t leave anything out just because Mum’s here.’

 



I can’t tell her the whole story. I’m not even sure of all the details myself. At the heart of it is my great-aunt Gracie - the real reason I became a psychologist. She was my maternal grandmother’s youngest sister and she died at the age of eighty, having not set foot outside her house in nearly sixty years.

She lived about a mile from where I grew up in West London, in a grand old detached Victorian house with mini-turrets on the roof, metal balconies and a coal cellar underneath. The front door had two rectangular panes of leadlight. I would press my nose against them and see a dozen fractured images of Aunt Gracie bustling down the  hallway to answer my knock. She would open the door just wide enough to let me slip inside and then close it again quickly.

Tall and almost skeletal, with clear blue eyes and fair hair gone streaky white, she always wore a long black velvet dress, with a string of pearls that seemed to glow against the black material.

‘Finnegan, come! COME! Joseph’s here!’

Finnegan was a Jack Russell without a bark. His voice box had been crushed in a fight with a neighbourhood Alsatian. Instead of barking, he huffed and puffed as though auditioning to play the big bad wolf in a pantomime.

Gracie talked to Finnegan as though he were a person. She read him stories from the local paper, or asked him questions about local issues. She would nod her agreement whenever he responded with a huff, or a puff, or a fart. Finnegan even had his own chair at the table and Gracie would slip him morsels of cake and admonish herself in the same breath for ‘feeding an animal from the hand’.

When Gracie poured the tea she half filled my cup with milk because I was too young to have full-strength brew. My feet could barely touch the floor when I sat on the dining chairs. If I sat back, my legs stuck straight out underneath the white lace tablecloth.

Years later, when my feet could reach the floor and I had to bend down to kiss Gracie on the cheek, she continued to add half a cup of milk to my tea. Maybe she didn’t want me to grow up.

If I’d come straight from school, she made me sit next to her on the chaise longue, clutching my hand in her own. She wanted to know everything about my day. What I  learned in class. What games I played. What fillings I had in my sandwiches. She soaked up the details as though picturing every footstep.

Gracie was a classic agoraphobic - terrified of open space. She once tried to explain it to me, having grown sick of fobbing off my questions.

‘Have you ever been afraid of the dark?’ she asked.

‘Yes.’

‘What did you fear would happen if the lights went out?’

‘That a monster would get me.’

‘Did you ever see this monster?’

‘No. Mum says that monsters don’t exist.’

‘She’s right. They don’t. So where did your monster come from?’

‘Up here.’ I tapped my head.

‘Exactly. I have a monster too. I know he’s not supposed to exist, but he won’t go away.’

‘What does your monster look like?’

‘He is ten feet tall and he carries a sword. If I try to leave the house he’s going to cut my head off.’

‘Are you making that up?’

She laughed and tried to tickle me, but I pushed her hands away. I wanted an honest answer.

Tiring of this conversation, she screwed shut her eyes and tucked loose strands of white hair into her tightly wrapped bun. ‘Have you ever watched one of those horror films where the hero is trying to get away and the car won’t start? He keeps turning the key and pumping the accelerator, but the engine just coughs and dies. And you can see the villain coming. He’s got a gun or a knife. And you keep saying to yourself, “Get out of there! Get out! He’s coming!”.’

I nod, wide-eyed. ‘Well, you take that fear,’ she said, ‘and you multiply it by a hundred and then you’ll know how I feel when I think about going outside.’

She stood and walked out of the room. The discussion had ended. I never raised the subject again. I didn’t want to make her sad.

I don’t know how she lived. Cheques would arrive periodically from a law firm, but Gracie would place them on the mantelpiece, where she could stare at them each day until they expired. I guess they were part of her inheritance, but she wanted nothing to do with her family’s money. I didn’t know the reason . . . not then.

She worked as a seamstress - making wedding gowns and bridesmaids’ dresses. I would often find the front room draped in silk and organza, with a bride-to-be standing on a stool and Gracie with her mouth full of pins. It was not a place for young boys - not unless they fancied modelling a dress.

The rooms upstairs were full of what Gracie called her ‘collectibles’. By this she meant books, fashion magazines, reels of cloth, cotton bobbins, hatboxes, bags of wool, photograph albums, soft toys and a treasure trove of unexplored boxes and trunks.

Most of these ‘collectibles’ had been recycled or purchased by mail order. The catalogues were always open on the coffee table and each day the mailman brought something new.

Not surprisingly, Gracie’s view of the world was rather limited. The TV news and current affairs programmes seemed to magnify conflict and pain. She saw people fighting, wilderness vanishing, bombs falling and countries  starving. While these weren’t the reasons she ran away from the world, they were certainly no incentive to go back.

‘It scares me just seeing how small you are,’ she told me. ‘It’s not a good time to be a child.’ She glanced out the bay window and shuddered as though able to see a terrible fate awaiting me. I only saw an overgrown and unkempt garden with white butterflies flitting between the gnarled branches of the apple trees.

‘Don’t you ever want to go outside?’ I asked her. ‘Don’t you want to look up at the stars or walk along a riverbank or admire the gardens?’

‘I stopped thinking about it a long while ago.’

‘What do you miss most?’

‘Nothing.’

‘There must be something.’

She thought for a moment. ‘I used to love the autumn, just as the leaves turn and begin to fall. We used to go to Kew Gardens and I’d run along the thoroughfares, kicking up the leaves and trying to catch them. The curled leaves would slip from side to side, like miniature boats riding the air until they settled into my hands.’

‘I could blindfold you,’ I suggested.

‘No.’

‘What if you put a box over your head? You could pretend you were inside.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘I could wait until you were asleep and push your bed outside?’

‘Down the stairs?’

‘Mmmm. Bit tricky.’

She put her arm around my shoulders. ‘Don’t you worry about me. I’m quite happy here.’

From then on we had a sort of running joke. I kept suggesting new ways to get her outside and new pastimes like hang-gliding and wing-walking. Gracie would react in mock horror and tell me I was the real lunatic.

 



‘So what about her birthday?’ says Charlie impatiently. We’re driving through St John’s Wood, just passing Lord’s cricket ground. The traffic lights gleam brightly against the dullness of the outer walls.

‘I thought you wanted the whole story?’

‘Yes, but I’m not getting any younger.’

Julianne gets a fit of the giggles. ‘She gets the sarcasm from you, you know.’

‘OK,’ I sigh. ‘I’ll tell you about Gracie’s birthday. She never admitted her age, but I knew she was going to be seventy-five because I found some dates by looking through her photo albums.’

‘You said she was beautiful,’ says Charlie.

‘Yes. It’s not easy to tell from old photographs because nobody ever smiled and the women looked plain scary. But Gracie was different. She had twinkling eyes and always looked as though she was about to giggle. And she used to cinch her belt a little tighter and stand so the light shone through her petticoats.’

‘She was a flirt,’ says Julianne.

‘What’s a flirt?’ asks Charlie.

‘Never mind.’

Charlie frowns and hugs her knees, resting her chin on the patched knees of her jeans.

‘It was pretty difficult to plan a surprise for Gracie because, of course, she never left the house,’ I explain. ‘I had to do everything when she was asleep—’

‘How old were you?’

‘Sixteen. I was still at Charterhouse.’

Charlie nods and begins pinning her hair up high on her head. She looks exactly like Julianne when she does that.

‘Gracie didn’t use her garage. She had no need of a car. It had big wooden doors that opened outwards, as well as an internal doorway into the laundry. First I cleaned the place up, clearing away the junk and washing down the walls.’

‘You must have been very quiet.’

‘I was.’

‘And you put up fairy lights?’

‘Hundreds of them. They looked like twinkling stars.’

‘And then you got the big sack.’

‘That’s right. It took me four days. I had to carry the hessian sack over my shoulder and ride my bike. People must have thought I was a street sweeper or a park ranger.’

‘They probably thought you were crazy.’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Just like we’re crazy?’

‘Yep.’ I sneak a glance at Julianne, who isn’t biting.

‘What happened next?’ asks Charlie.

‘Well, on the morning of her birthday, Gracie came downstairs and I made her close her eyes. She held my arm and I walked her through the kitchen, into the laundry and then the garage. As she opened the door an avalanche of leaves came tumbling out around her waist. “Happy Birthday,” I said. You should have seen her face. She looked  at the leaves and then back at me. For a moment I thought she was angry, but then she gave me this beautiful smile.’

‘I know what happened next,’ says Charlie.

‘Yes. I’ve told you before.’

‘She ran into all those leaves.’

‘Yep. We both did. We threw them in the air and kicked up our knees. We had leaf fights and made leaf mountains. And eventually, we were both so exhausted we collapsed on to a bed of leaves and stared up at the stars.’

‘But they weren’t really stars, were they?’

‘No, but we could pretend.’

The entrance to Kensal Green Cemetery is in Harrow Road and is easy to miss. Julianne follows the narrow road and parks in a circle of trees as far from the caretaker’s cottage as possible. Glancing out the windscreen, I see neat rows of gravestones intersected by paths and beds of flowers.

‘Is this against the law?’ whispers Charlie.

‘Yes,’ says Julianne.

‘Not exactly,’ I counter as I start unloading boxes and handing them to Charlie.

‘I can take two,’ she announces.

‘OK, I’ll take three and we’ll come back for the rest. Unless Mum wants to—’

‘I’m fine just here.’ She hasn’t moved from behind the wheel.

We head off, keeping close to the trees at first. Long fingers of lawn stretch between the graves. I walk cautiously, not wanting to tread on any flowers or knock my shins on one of the smaller headstones. The sounds of Harrow Road disappear and are replaced by snatches of birdsong and the periodic roar of intercity express trains.

‘Do you know where we’re going?’ asks Charlie from behind me, puffing slightly.

‘It’s over towards the canal. Do you want a rest?’

‘I’m OK.’ Then her voice takes on a doubtful tone. ‘Dad?’

‘Yes?’

‘You know how you said that Gracie loved kicking up leaves?’

‘Yes.’

‘Because she’s dead, she can’t really kick these up, can she?’

‘No.’

‘I mean, she can’t come back to life. Dead people don’t do that, do they? Because I’ve seen scary cartoons about zombies and mummies that come back from the dead, but that doesn’t really happen, does it?’

‘No.’

‘And Gracie is in heaven now, isn’t she? That’s where she’s gone.’

‘Yes.’

‘So what are we doing with all these leaves?’

It’s at times like these I normally direct Charlie to Julianne. She sends her straight back to me, saying, ‘Your father is a psychologist. He knows these things.’

Charlie is waiting.

‘What we’re doing is sort of symbolic,’ I say.

‘What does that mean?’

‘Have you ever heard people say, “It’s the thought that counts”?’

‘You always say that when somebody gives me a present that I don’t like. You say I should be grateful, even if the present sucks.’

‘That’s not quite what I mean.’ I try a new approach. ‘Aunt Gracie can’t really kick up these leaves. But wherever she is, if she’s watching us now I think she’ll be laughing. And she’ll really appreciate what we’re doing. That’s what counts.’

‘She’ll be kicking up leaves in heaven?’ adds Charlie.

‘Absolutely.’

‘Do you think she’ll be outside or will heaven have an inside place?’

‘I don’t know.’

I set my boxes on the ground and unload Charlie’s arms. Gracie’s headstone is a simple square of granite. Someone has left a muddy shovel leaning against the brass plaque. I have visions of gravediggers taking a tea break, except nowadays they use machines instead of muscle. I toss the shovel to one side and Charlie gives the inscription a polish with the sleeve of her ski jacket. I creep up behind her and dump a box full of leaves on top of her head.

‘Hey! That’s not fair!’ Charlie scoops a big handful and stuffs them up the back of my jumper. Soon there are leaves tumbling all over the place. Gracie’s headstone disappears completely under our autumnal offering.

Behind me somebody loudly clears his throat and I hear Charlie give a little yelp of surprise.

The caretaker is silhouetted against the pale sky, with his hands on his hips and legs akimbo. He’s wearing a pea-green jacket and a pair of muddy Wellingtons that appear to be too big for his feet.

‘Do you mind explaining what you’re doing?’ he asks in a monotone. He steps closer. His face is flat and round with a wide forehead and no hair. It brings to mind Thomas the Tank Engine.

‘It’s a long story,’ I say feebly.

‘You’re desecrating a grave.’

I laugh at how ridiculous he sounds. ‘I hardly think so.’

‘You think this is funny? This is vandalism. This is a crime. This is littering—’

‘Fallen leaves aren’t technically litter.’

‘Don’t play games with me,’ he stutters.

Charlie decides to intervene. With breathless eloquence, she explains, ‘It’s Gracie’s birthday, but we can’t give her a party because she’s dead. She doesn’t like going outside. We brought her some leaves. She likes kicking up leaves. Don’t worry; she’s not a zombie or a mummy. She’s not going to come back from the dead. She’s in heaven. Do you think there are trees in heaven?’

The caretaker looks at her with utter dismay and takes a few moments to realise that her last question is directed at him. Rendered almost speechless, he makes several unsuccessful attempts to speak before his voice deserts him. Having been totally disarmed, he crouches to be at her eye-level.

‘What is your name, Missy?’

‘Charlie Louise O’Loughlin. What’s yours?’

‘Mr Gravesend.’

‘That’s pretty funny.’

‘I guess so.’ He smiles.

He looks at me with none of the same warmth. ‘Do you know how many years I’ve been trying to catch the bugger who spreads leaves all over this grave?’

‘Around fifteen?’ I suggest.

‘I was going to say thirteen, but I’ll take your word for it. You see, I worked out when you come. I made a note  of the date. I nearly caught you two years ago but you must have come in a different car.’

‘My wife’s.’

‘And then last year it was my day off - a Saturday. I told young Whitey to watch out for you but he thinks I’m fixating. He says I shouldn’t get so worked up over a pile of leaves.’

He nudges the offending mound with the toe of his boot. ‘But I take my job very seriously. People come here and try to do all sorts of things, like planting oak trees on graves or leaving kids’ toys behind. If we let ’em do what they like, where will it end?’

‘It must be a hard job,’ I say.

‘Too bleedin’ right!’ He glances at Charlie. ‘Pardon me language, Missy.’

She giggles.

Over his right shoulder, on the far side of the canal, I notice flashing blue police lights as two cars pull up to join another already parked on the towpath. The lights reflect off the dark water and strobe against the trunks of winter trees that stand like sentries above the gravestones.

Several policemen are staring into a ditch beside the canal. They look frozen in place until one of them begins sealing off the area, wrapping blue and white police tape around the trees and fence posts.

Mr Gravesend has fallen silent, unsure of what to do next. His planning had involved catching me, but didn’t extend any further than that. Moreover, he hadn’t expected Charlie to be here.

I reach into the pocket of my overcoat and produce a Thermos. In my other pocket there are two metal mugs.  ‘We were just about to have a hot chocolate. Would you like to join us?’

‘You can use my cup,’ says Charlie. ‘I’ll share.’

He considers this, wondering if the offer can be construed as a bribe. ‘So it’s come to this,’ he says in a clear, soft voice. ‘Either I have you arrested or I have a hot chocolate.’

‘Mum said we’d get arrested,’ pipes Charlie. ‘She said we were mad.’

‘You should have listened to your mum.’

I hand the caretaker a mug and give the other to Charlie.

‘Happy birthday, Aunt Gracie,’ she says. Mr Gravesend mumbles an appropriate-sounding response, still stunned by the speed of his capitulation.

At that moment I notice two boxes approaching, swaying on black leggings and sneakers.

‘That’s my mum. She’s our look-out,’ observes Charlie.

‘Not her strong suit,’ Mr Gravesend replies.

‘No.’

Julianne drops the boxes and lets out a startled squeak, not unlike Charlie’s reaction.

‘Don’t worry, Mum, you’re not going to be arrested again.’

The caretaker raises his eyebrows and Julianne smiles feebly. Hot chocolate is shared around and we make small talk. Mr Gravesend gives us a commentary on the writers, painters and statesmen buried in the cemetery. He makes them sound like personal friends, although most have been dead a century.

Charlie is kicking through the leaves until she suddenly goes still. She gazes down the slope towards the canal. Arc lights have been turned on and a white marquee is  being set up beside the water. A flashgun fires time after time.

‘What’s happening?’ she asks, wanting to go down and see. Julianne gently reaches out and pulls her close, draping her arms around her shoulders.

Charlie looks at me and then at the caretaker. ‘What are they doing?’

Nobody answers. Instead we watch in silence, weighed down by an emotion that goes beyond sorrow. The air has grown colder. It smells of dampness and decay. The shuddering screech of steel in the distant freight yard sounds like a cry of pain.

There is a boat on the canal. Men in yellow fluorescent vests peer over the sides, shining torches into the water. Others walk in a slow line along the banks with their heads down, searching inch by inch. Occasionally one of them stops and bends down. The others wait rather than break the line.

‘Have they lost something?’ asks Charlie.

‘Shush,’ I whisper.

Julianne’s face is bleak and raw. She looks at me. It’s time to leave.

At that moment a coroner’s van pulls up next to the marquee. The back doors open and two men in boiler suits pull out a stretcher on a collapsible trolley.

Over my right shoulder a police car appears through the cemetery gates, with flashing lights but no siren. A second car follows.

Mr Gravesend is already walking back towards the car park and the caretaker’s cottage.

‘Come on, we better go,’ I say, tipping out the cold dregs  of the chocolate. Charlie still doesn’t understand but realises that it’s time to be quiet.

I open the car door and she slips inside, escaping the cold. Across the bonnet, eighty yards away, the caretaker is in conversation with the police. Arms are pointed towards the canal. A notebook is produced. Details are taken.

Julianne is in the passenger seat. She wants me to drive. My left arm is trembling. I grip the gear lever to make it stop. As we pass the police cars, one of the detectives glances up. He is middle-aged with pockmarked cheeks and a punch-worn nose. He’s wearing a crumpled grey overcoat and a cynical expression, as though he’s done this before and it never gets any easier.

Our eyes meet and he looks straight through me. There’s no light, no story, no smile in his eyes. He arches an eyebrow and cocks his head to one side. By then I’m gone, still gripping the gearshift and struggling to find second gear.

As we reach the entrance, Charlie peers through the back window and asks if we’re coming back next year.
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I walk to work every weekday morning across Regent’s Park. At this time of year, when the temperature drops, I wear non-slip shoes, a woollen scarf and a permanent frown. Forget about global warming. As I get older the world gets colder. That’s a fact.

The sun is like a pale yellow ball floating in the grey-ness and joggers slip past me with heads down and their trainers leaving patterns on the wet asphalt. The gardeners are supposed to be planting bulbs for the spring, but their wheelbarrows are filling with water. I can see them smoking cigarettes and playing cards in the toolshed.

As I cross Primrose Hill Bridge, I peer over the side at the canal. A lone narrow boat is moored against the towpath and mist curls from the water like wisps of smoke.

What were the police looking for? Who did they find?

I watched the TV news last night and listened to the  radio this morning. Nothing. I know it’s just morbid curiosity, yet a part of me feels as though I’ve been a witness - if not to the crime then the aftermath. It’s like when you watch those Crimewatch shows and the police ask for people to come forward if they have any information. It’s always someone else. It’s never someone we know.

A soft rain slips down and clings to my jacket as I start walking again. The Post Office Tower is etched against the darkening sky. It is one of those landmarks that allow people to navigate a city. Streets will disappear into dead ends or twist and turn without reason, but the tower rises above the eccentricities of urban planning.

I like this view of London. It still looks quite majestic. It’s only when you get close up you see the decay. But then again, I guess you could say the same about me.

My office is in a pyramid of white boxes on Great Portland Street designed by an architect who drew inspiration from his childhood. From ground level it doesn’t look finished and I’m always half expecting a crane to turn up and hoist a few more boxes into the gaps.

As I walk up the front steps I hear a car horn and turn. A bright red Ferrari pulls on to the pavement. The driver, Dr Fenwick Spindler, raises a gloved hand to wave. Fenwick looks like a lawyer but he runs the psychopharmacology unit at London University Hospital. He also has a private practice with a consulting room next to mine.

‘Good morning, old boy,’ he shouts, leaving the car in the middle of the pavement so that people have to step around it on to the road.

‘Aren’t you worried about the parking police?’

‘Got one of these,’ he says, pointing to the doctor’s sticker on the windscreen. ‘Perfect for medical emergencies.’

Joining me on the steps, he pushes open the glass door. ‘Saw you on the TV the other night. Jolly good show. Wouldn’t have caught me up there.’

‘I’m sure you would have—’

‘Must tell you about my weekend. Went shooting in Scotland. Bagged a deer.’

‘Do you bag deer?’

‘Whatever,’ he waves dismissively. ‘Shot the bastard right through the left eye.’

The receptionist triggers a switch to open the security door and we summon a lift. Fenwick examines himself in the internal mirrors, brushing specks of dandruff from the bunched shoulders of an expensive suit. It says something about Fenwick’s body when a hand-tailored suit doesn’t fit him.

‘Still consorting with prostitutes?’ he asks.

‘I give talks.’

‘Is that what they call it nowadays?’ He guffaws and rearranges himself via a trouser pocket. ‘How do you get paid?’

He won’t believe me if I tell him I do it for nothing. ‘They give me vouchers. I can redeem them for blowjobs later. I have a whole drawer full of them.’

He almost chokes and blushes furiously. I have to stop myself laughing.

Fenwick, for all his obvious success as a doctor, is one of those people who tries desperately hard to be somebody else. That’s why he looks vaguely ridiculous behind the wheel of a sports car. It’s like seeing Bill Gates in board shorts or  George W. Bush in The White House. It just doesn’t look right.

‘How’s the you-know-what?’ he asks.

‘Fine.’

‘I haven’t noticed it at all, old boy. Come to think of it, Pfizer is trailing a new drug cocktail. Drop by and I’ll give you the literature . . . ’

Fenwick’s contacts with drug companies are renowned. His office is a shrine to Pfizer, Novatis and Hoffmann-La Roche; almost every item donated, from the fountain pens to the espresso machine. The same is true of his social life - sailing in Cowes, salmon fishing in Scotland and grouse shooting in Northumberland.

We turn the corner and Fenwick glances inside my office. A middle-aged woman sits in the waiting room clutching an orange torpedo-shaped lifebuoy.

‘I don’t know how you do it, old boy,’ Fenwick mutters.

‘Do what?’

‘Listen to them.’

‘That’s how I find out what’s wrong.’

‘Why bother? Dish out some antidepressants and send her home.’

Fenwick doesn’t believe there are psychological or social factors in mental illness. He claims it is completely biological and therefore, by definition, treatable with drugs. It is just a matter of finding the right combination.

Every morning (he doesn’t work after midday) patients march one by one into his office, answer a few perfunctory questions before Fenwick hands them a scrip and bills them £140. If they want to talk symptoms, he wants to talk drugs. If they mention side effects he changes the dosage.

The strange thing is that his patients love him. They come in wanting drugs and they don’t care which ones. The more pills the better. Maybe they figure they’re getting value for money.

Listening to people is considered to be old-fashioned nowadays. Patients expect me to produce a magic pill that cures everything. When I tell them that I just want to talk, they look disappointed.

‘Morning, Margaret. Glad to see you made it.’

She holds up the lifebuoy.

‘Which way did you come?’

‘Putney Bridge.’

‘It’s a good solid bridge that one. Been around for years.’

She suffers from Gephyrophobia - a fear of crossing bridges. To make matters worse, she lives south of the river and has to walk her children to school across the Thames every day. She carries the lifebuoy just in case the bridge falls down or is swept away by a tidal wave. I know that sounds irrational but simple phobias are like that.

‘I should have gone to live in the Sahara,’ she says, only half joking.

I tell her about Eremikophobia, the fear of sand or deserts. She thinks I’m making it up.

Three months ago Margaret panicked mid-crossing while walking her kids to school. It took an hour before anybody realised. The children were crying, still clutching her hands. She was frozen by fear, unable to speak or nod. Passers-by thought she might be a ‘jumper’. In reality Margaret was holding up that bridge with sheer willpower.

We’ve done a lot of work since then, trying to break the thought loop that accompanies her irrational fear.

‘What do you believe is going to happen if you cross the bridge?’

‘It’s going to fall down.’

‘Why would it fall down?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘What is the bridge made of?’

‘Steel and rivets and concrete.’

‘How long has it been there?’

‘Years and years.’

‘Has it ever fallen down?’

‘No.’

Each session lasts fifty minutes and I have ten minutes to write up my notes before my next patient arrives. Meena, my secretary, is like an atomic clock, accurate to the last second.

‘A minute lost is a minute gone for ever, ‘she says, tapping the watch pinned to her breast.

Anglo-Indian, but more English than strawberries and cream, she dresses in knee-length skirts, sensible shoes and cardigans. And she reminds me of the girls I knew at school that were addicted to Jane Austen novels and always daydreaming about meeting their Mr Darcy.

Sadly, I’m losing her soon. She and her cats are off to open a Bed & Breakfast in Bath. I can just imagine the place - lace doilies under every vase, moggy figurines and the toast soldiers in neat ranks beside every three-minute egg.

Meena is organising the interviews for a new secretary. She has narrowed them down to a shortlist but I know I’ll have trouble deciding. I keep hoping that she’ll change her mind. If only I could purr.

Mid-afternoon, I glance around the waiting room. ‘Where’s Bobby?’

‘He hasn’t arrived.’

‘Did he call?’

‘No.’ She tries not to meet my eyes.

‘Can you try to find him? It’s been two weeks.’

I know she doesn’t want to make the call. She doesn’t like Bobby. At first I thought it was because he didn’t turn up for appointments, but it’s more than that. He makes her nervous. Maybe it’s his size or the bad haircut or the chip on his shoulder. She doesn’t really know him. Then again, who does?

Almost on cue, he appears in the doorway with his odd-legged shuffle and an anxious expression. Tall and overweight, with flax-brown hair and metal-framed glasses, his great pudding of a body is trying to burst out of a long overcoat made shapeless by its bulging pockets.

‘Sorry I’m late. Something came up.’ He glances around the waiting room, still unsure whether to step inside.

‘Something came up for two weeks?’

He makes eye contact with me and then turns his face away.

I’m used to Bobby being defensive and enclosed, but this is different. Instead of keeping secrets he’s telling lies. It’s like closing the shutters in front of someone and then trying to deny they exist.

I take a quick inventory - his shoes are polished and his hair is combed. He shaved this morning, but the dark shadow has returned. His cheeks are red from the cold but at the same time he’s perspiring. I wonder how long he spent outside, trying to get up the courage to come and see me.

‘Where have you been, Bobby?’

‘I got scared.’

‘Why?’

He shrugs. ‘I had to get away.’

‘Where did you go?’

‘Nowhere.’

I don’t bother pointing out the contradiction. He’s full of them. Restless hands look for somewhere to hide and escape into his pockets.

‘Do you want to take off your coat?’

‘It’s OK.’

‘Well, at least sit down.’ I nod towards my office. He walks through the door and stands in front of my bookshelves, perusing the titles. Most of them are texts on psychology and animal behaviour. Eventually he stops and taps the spine of a book, The Interpretation of Dreams by Sigmund Freud.

‘I thought Freud’s views had been pretty much discredited these days.’ He has the faintest hint of a northern accent. ‘He couldn’t tell the difference between hysteria and epilepsy.’

‘It wasn’t one of his best calls.’

I point to the chair and Bobby folds himself down into it, with his knees facing sideways towards the door.

Apart from my own notes, there is very little paperwork in his file. I have the original referral, neurological scans and a letter from a GP in north London. These mention ‘disturbing nightmares’ and a sense of being ‘out of control’.

Bobby is twenty-two years of age, with no history of mental illness or habitual drug use. He has above average  intelligence, is in good health and lives in a long-term relationship with Arky, his fiancée.

I have a basic history - born in London, educated at state schools, O-levels, night classes, odd jobs as a delivery driver and storeman. He and Arky live in a tower block in Hackney. She has a little boy and works at the candy bar in the local cinema. Apparently it was Arky who convinced him to seek help. Bobby’s nightmares were getting worse. He woke screaming in the night, hurtling out of bed and crashing into walls as he tried to escape his dreams.

Before the summer we seemed to be getting somewhere. Then Bobby disappeared for three months and I thought he’d gone for good. He turned up five weeks ago, with no appointment or explanation. He seemed happier. He was sleeping better. The nightmares were less severe.

Now something is wrong. He sits motionless but his flicking eyes don’t miss a thing.

‘What’s happened?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Is something wrong at home?’

He blinks. ‘No.’

‘What then?’

I let the silence work for me. Bobby fidgets, scratching at his hands as though something has irritated his skin. Minutes pass and he grows more and more agitated.

I give him a direct question to get him started. ‘How is Arky?’

‘She reads too many magazines.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘She wants the modern fairytale. You know all that bullshit they write in women’s magazines - telling them how  to have multiple orgasms, hold down a career and be a perfect mother. It’s all crap. Real women don’t look like fashion models. Real men can’t be cut out of magazines. I don’t know what I’m supposed to be - a new age man or a man’s man. You tell me! Am I supposed to get drunk with the boys or cry at sad films? Do I talk about sports cars or this season’s colours? Women think they want a man but instead they want a reflection of themselves.’

‘How does that make you feel?’

‘Frustrated.’

‘Who with?’

‘Take your pick.’ His shoulders hunch and his coat collar brushes his ears. His hands are in his lap now, folding and unfolding a piece of paper, which has worn through along the creases.

‘What have you written?’

‘A number.’

‘What number?’

‘Twenty-one.’

‘Can I see it?’

He blinks rapidly and slowly unfolds the page, pressing it flat against his thigh and running his fingers over the surface. The number ‘21’ has been written hundreds of times, in tiny block figures, fanning out from the centre to form the blades of a windmill.

‘Do you know that a dry square piece of paper cannot be folded in half more than seven times,’ Bobby says, trying to change the subject.

‘No.’

‘It’s true.’

‘What else are you carrying in your pockets?’

‘My lists.’

‘What sort of lists?’

‘Things to do. Things I’d like to change. People I like.’

‘And people you don’t like?’

‘That too.’

Some people don’t match their voices and Bobby is one of them. Although a big man, he seems smaller because his voice isn’t particularly deep and his shoulders shrink when he leans forward.

‘Are you in some sort of trouble, Bobby?’

He flinches so abruptly the legs of his chair leave the floor. His head is shaking firmly back and forth.

‘Did you get angry with someone?’

Looking hopelessly sad, he bunches his fists.

‘What made you angry?’

Whispering something, he shakes his head.

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t hear that.’

He mouths the words again.

‘You’ll have to speak up a little.’

Without a flicker of warning he explodes: ‘STOP FUCKING WITH MY HEAD!’

The noise echoes in the confined space. Doors open along the corridor and the light flashes on my intercom. I press the button. ‘It’s OK, Meena. Everything’s fine.’

A tiny vein throbs at the side of Bobby’s temple, just above his right eye. He whispers in a little boy voice, ‘I had to punish her.’

‘Who did you have to punish?’

He gives the ring on his right index finger a half turn and then turns it back again as if he’s tuning the dial on a radio, searching for the right frequency.

‘We’re all connected - six degrees of separation, sometimes less. If something happens in Liverpool or London or Australia, it’s all connected . . . ’

I won’t let him change the subject. ‘If you’re in trouble, Bobby, I can help. You have to let me know what happened.’

‘Whose bed is she in now?’ he whispers.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘The only time she’ll sleep alone is in the ground.’

‘Did you punish Arky?’

More aware of me now, he laughs at me. ‘Did you ever see The Truman Show?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, sometimes I think I’m Truman. I think the whole world is watching me. My life has been created to someone else’s expectations. Everything is a façade. The walls are plywood and the furniture is papier mâché. And then I think that if I could just run fast enough, I’d get around the next corner and find the back-lot of the film set. But I can never run fast enough. By the time I arrive, they’ve built another street . . . and another.’
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In real estate terms we live in purgatory. I say this because we haven’t quite reached the leafy nirvana of Primrose Hill; yet we’ve climbed out of the graffiti-stained, metal-shuttered shit-hole that is the southern end of Camden Town.

The mortgage is huge and the plumbing is dodgy but Julianne fell in love with the place. I have to admit that I did too. In the summer, if the breeze is blowing in the right direction and the windows are open, we can hear the sound of lions and hyenas at London Zoo. It’s like being on safari without the mini-vans.

Julianne teaches Spanish to an adult education class on Wednesday evenings. Charlie is sleeping over at her best friend’s house. I have the place to myself, which is normally OK. I reheat some soup in the microwave and tear a French loaf in half. Charlie has written a poem on the white board,  next to the ingredients for banana bread. I feel a tiny flicker of loneliness. I want them both here. I miss the noise, the banter.

Wandering upstairs, I move from room to room checking on the ‘work in progress’. Paint pots are lined up on the windowsill and the floors are covered in old sheets that look like Jackson Pollock canvases. One of the bedrooms has become a storeroom for boxes, rugs and bits of cat-scratched furniture. Charlie’s old pram and high chair are in the corner, awaiting further instructions. And her baby clothes are sealed in plastic tubs with neat labels.

For six years we’ve been trying for another baby. So far the score stands at two miscarriages and innumerable tears. I don’t want to go on - not now - but Julianne is still popping vitamin pills, studying urine samples and taking temperature readings. Our lovemaking is like a scientific experiment, with everything aimed at the optimum moment of ovulation.

When I point this out to her she promises to jump on my bones regularly and spontaneously as soon as we have another baby.

‘You won’t regret a single moment when it happens.’

‘I know.’

‘We owe it to Charlie.’

‘Yes.’

I want to give her all the ‘what ifs’ but can’t bring myself to do it. What if this disease accelerates? What if there is a genetic link? What if I can’t hold my own child? I’m not being mawkish and self-obsessed. I’m being practical. A cup of tea and a couple of digestives aren’t going to fix this  problem. This disease is like a distant train, hurtling through the darkness towards us. It might seem like a long way off, but it’s coming.

 



At six-thirty the cab arrives and we join the rush hour. Euston Road is backed up past Baker Street and there’s no point trying to find a shortcut past an obstacle course of bollards, speed bumps and one-way signs.

The driver is complaining about illegal immigrants sneaking through the Channel Tunnel and making the traffic problems worse. Since none of them have cars I can’t understand this, but I’m too depressed to argue.

Shortly after seven he drops me at Langton Hall in Clerkenwell - a squat red-brick building with white-trimmed windows and black down pipes. Apart from a light over the front steps, the building looks deserted. Pushing through the double doors, I cross a narrow foyer and enter the main hall. Plastic chairs are arranged in rough lines. A table to one side holds a hot-water urn beside rows of cups and saucers.

About forty women have turned up. They range in age from teens to late thirties. Most are wearing overcoats, beneath which some are doubtless dressed for work in high heels, short skirts, hotpants and stockings. The air is a techni-colour stink of perfume and tobacco.
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‘Michael Robotham doesn't Just make me scared for
his characters; he makes my heart ache for them'
LINWOOD BARCLAY

Michael
Robotham

The Suspect





