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‘The Thames is in many respects the river of the dead. It has the power to hurt and to kill.’


Peter Ackroyd, Thames: Sacred River


 


 


‘The river had an awful look, the buildings on the banks were muffled in black shrouds, and the reflected lights seemed to originate deep in the water, as if the spectres of suicides were holding them to show where they went down. The wild moon and clouds were as restless as an evil conscience in a tumbled bed, and the very shadow of the immensity of London seemed to lie oppressively upon the water.’


Charles Dickens, Night Walks
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The Thames is preparing to race back to the sea, currents twisting like sinews of muscle. Endless rain has upset its smoothness, reflected lights scattering in a blur of silver. A man stands beside it, gazing across the water’s moonlit surface, listening to the voices of the drowned. They whisper to him at night, begging to be remembered. It has taken him hours to walk here, reciting a litany of bridges: Lambeth, Vauxhall, Chelsea, Albert, Battersea. The journey has exhausted him, but the first soul is within reach. He senses it in his quickened breath and the excitement pulsing in his chest. 


It’s late when he finally enters the churchyard. Traffic hums on Battersea Church Road, and the gravestones jostle him, standing and falling like soldiers in a battle zone. He forces himself to concentrate before stepping over the threshold. There’s a stink of incense and stale communion wine, lights bright enough to dazzle. He drops onto a pew at the back of the nave, lets his forehead rest on the balls of his hands until a man’s voice addresses him.


‘Evensong’s over, I’m afraid. I’m just locking up.’ An elderly priest, white-haired and pinch-faced, peers down at him. Only his eyes are memorable; cornflower blue, unblinking. ‘I’ve seen you before, haven’t I? You’re soaked through. Come this way, my friend. There are towels in the vestry.’


Dust motes hang in the air. There’s a moment’s stillness before the hammer falls. The first blow strikes the priest’s temple, his body crumpling. The river’s instructions grow louder as the man drags his victim back through the churchyard to the water’s edge. He has prepared for this moment, but it still fills him with horror. If he could choose he would walk away and let the priest recover, but the decision isn’t his to make. The next stage must be accurate. There’s a splintering sound as the chisel enters the old man’s skull, followed by a single loud scream. Now he must act fast so everything is complete before his spirit can escape. The priest is unconscious as the Stanley knife swipes along his brow then down his cheek. The blade makes cut after cut, slicing skin from bone. Nausea threatens to overwhelm him, but the man only has moments to complete the river’s orders. His fingers tremble as he ties the talisman to his victim’s wrist, binding the circle of antique glass tightly in place. 


Fast-flowing currents tug at his clothes as he wades into the river. When he’s waist deep, the tide seizes his victim from his arms, black robes fanning across the surface. The priest’s lifeless body drifts east as his soul blends with the river. Tonight the man’s duty is done. By morning the Thames will deliver the body to the correct destination, his secret washed clean. The man sinks to his knees, letting the black liquid close over him. Then he wades back to the shore and stands in the graveyard, staring again at the river while its lifeblood drips from his hands.
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It was still raining when I reached St James’s Park on Monday morning. The Thames Barrier had been raised for the third time that week. London’s ancient drainage system was failing to cope, murky water bubbling up through the grates. It was tempting to catch the first bus home, but I’d been invited to meet the chief officer at the Forensic Psychology Unit of the Met, and I was intrigued. So I hurried on, with rain cascading from my umbrella. 


The headquarters of the FPU was a discreet brown stone building on Dacre Street, four storeys high, a stone’s throw from New Scotland Yard. The fact that there was no sign above the door seemed a wise move. Advertising the unit’s purpose would make it a target for every psychotic villain the specialists tracked down. The building’s interior felt equally anonymous, the foyer more like a dentist’s waiting room than the UK’s nerve centre for forensic psychology. It had white walls, a small reception desk, and coconut palms gathering dust either side of the door. The receptionist’s smile was sympathetic, as though I’d checked in for an extraction.


‘Professor Jenkins’s office is on the top floor.’


I was looking forward to meeting Christine Jenkins. Her books on personality disorders had been set texts on my degree course, and the urgent tone of her assistant’s phone message had sparked my curiosity. Photos of eminent psychologists lined the building’s walls. Jean Piaget, Elizabeth Loftus and Carl Rogers studied me gravely as I climbed the stairs.


The professor’s door was open when I arrived. She stood with her back to me by a large window, arms rigid at her sides as if she was marshalling her strength for a fight. She spun round immediately when I knocked: tall and slim, with cropped grey hair, wearing a smart suit. She greeted me with a formal smile. 


‘Thanks for braving the weather, Dr Quentin.’ 


‘It’s no problem. A bit of moisture never hurt anyone.’


‘This is the wettest June on record – you must be an optimist.’


I returned her smile. ‘Only until circumstances prove me wrong.’


She indicated for me to sit down. ‘Do you remember an attack on a young woman called Jude Shelley last year?’


‘Of course, the cabinet minister’s daughter. The reports said she was in intensive care for weeks.’


Jenkins’s smile vanished. ‘Someone dragged her into a car after she left a party on Lower Thames Street. He drove a sharp implement into her skull, a screwdriver or a chisel, then slashed her face and threw her into the river. The girl was barely alive when she washed up by Southwark Bridge. She’s been in hospital ever since.’


I winced. ‘No one was implicated?’


‘The MIT closed the case after six months – no credible suspects. Their investigation was flawed.’


‘In what way?’


‘Let’s just say they weren’t quite thorough enough.’ 


‘And that’s why I’m here?’


‘The girl’s started remembering details. Her mother’s insisting the Met reopens the case.’


I held her gaze. ‘Solving it would be a tall order, after letting it go cold for months.’ 


‘We can’t afford to fall out with Whitehall. The order’s come from the commissioner himself.’


‘He thinks the Shelleys would go to the press?’


The CO looked uncomfortable. ‘This is about limiting damage to the Met’s reputation. I’d like you to work on the case for six weeks, starting immediately. Support the family and look for new leads. If nothing comes to light, we’ll close it down permanently.’


‘That isn’t possible, I’m afraid. I return to my hospital consultancy next month.’


‘Your boss has given the go-ahead. He’s prepared to release you.’


I leaned back in my chair. ‘Why me? You’ve got a whole building full of consultants.’


‘The girl’s mother’s read your book, Understanding Violence. She asked for you personally, and I think she’s right. You’re the best person for the job, Dr Quentin. You’ve got an excellent reputation.’


Despite her flattery, it irritated me that the decision had been removed from my hands. The CO was fixing me with an intent stare, and my chance of a holiday was slipping away, but I was already hooked. I wanted to know why the Murder Investigation Team had marred their reputation over such an important case.


‘When do I start?’


Jenkins looked relieved. ‘This afternoon, if possible; the girl’s mother wants to meet you. There’s a desk for you on the first floor.’


‘I’ll need the crime file.’


‘My assistant will bring it down. I appreciate you stepping in at such short notice; let me know how I can support you.’ Her expression grew more serious as I prepared to leave. ‘The problem with having a high profile is that people start requesting your help, Dr Quentin. You become a victim of your own success.’


The CO’s comment baffled me. It sounded like she was reflecting on her own position, not mine. Her job as the leader of a national organisation placed her head well above the parapet, and the weight of public scrutiny seemed to be telling on her. She started checking her phone before I’d left the room, attention already shifting to her next urgent task.


The desk I’d been allocated was in an open-plan office at the end of a dark corridor. The room contained at least fifteen workstations, but it was almost empty, apart from a few bearded men who appeared completely immersed in their work. I realised that I’d been ambushed. Many psychologists waited their whole lives to be invited to work for the FPU, but this case was daunting. If no new evidence emerged, my next six weeks would be spent consoling a well-known politician and his distressed wife. Despite her promise of support, the CO seemed to expect me to work entirely on my own. There would be no assistant to fall back on as I ploughed through past evidence, and my new colleagues appeared too busy to acknowledge my existence. The elderly man hunched over the desk opposite gave a vacant smile when I introduced myself, then focused again on his computer, as if the prospect of small talk embarrassed him.


The CO’s assistant delivered the crime file at half past ten. She looked glad to hand over the thick ream of paper, placing several kilos of confidential facts in my hands. The reports confirmed Christine Jenkins’s damning assessment of the investigation. It had stalled soon after it began. Interviews with the Shelley family had been cursory, which convinced me that the senior investigating officer had worn kid gloves because of the minister’s position. Under different circumstances, the police would have tested the family’s stories to destruction, aware that most violent crimes are carried out by family members, lovers or spouses. I flicked through the file with a growing sense of amazement: the investigators had taken the relatives’ alibis almost entirely on trust. Timothy Shelley had claimed that he was with a colleague in Brighton, preparing for a political conference, when his daughter had been attacked. The girl’s mother and older brother said they had spent the evening together at the family home. Closer attention had been paid to the victim’s boyfriend at the time, Jamal Khan, and to a convicted killer called Shane Weldon, recently released from Brixton Prison for murdering a woman and casting her body into the Thames. The SIO had pursued both men doggedly, but found no forensic evidence linking them to the case. I scribbled their names in my notebook. My first priority would be to interview each family member to build a picture of the victim’s social environment, before the profiling process could begin. 


I was about to put the reports back when a manila envelope slipped from the folder. It was filled with photos. The first picture showed a tarnished triangle of metal, either copper or bronze, covered in a green patina. There was no information to explain where it had been found. The next photo was a portrait of Jude Shelley at around twenty years old. Her heart-shaped face wore a relaxed smile, light reflecting from her wide brown eyes. She looked pretty and untroubled, as though her life had been full of pleasures. The third image was harder to understand. A raw oval was attached to the same slim neck, but everything else had changed. There was nothing to guide my journey across the blur of exposed veins and bone. Most of the girl’s face had been removed. Her lips had gone and so had her nose. One brown, lidless eye stared back at me, unable to close. Even though I’d counselled patients with life-changing disfigurements, I’d never seen such terrible injuries. I pushed the photo back into the envelope, then stared out of the window as the reality of my task hit home. 
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The crime file was locked inside my briefcase as the taxi edged through the Pimlico streets into a roar of traffic. The city seemed to be spinning out of control. I’d spent the last six months working at Northwood Psychiatric Hospital, deep in the Berkshire countryside, and London had shifted into fast-forward during my absence. Pedestrians marched along Grosvenor Row at breakneck speed, as though their existence depended on absolute punctuality. Half-built skyscrapers dominated the view south from the Embankment, the shell of Battersea Power Station still waiting to be transformed into an oasis of deluxe apartments. The riverside to the west was a sheer wall of glass. Factories and warehouses had been replaced by rows of transparent tower blocks. But the Shelleys’ house was insulated from modern development, buried deep in the heart of Chelsea, the neighbourhood perfectly preserved for three hundred years. Georgian houses clustered around a garden square filled with rose-beds and cherry trees. 


I wondered who owned the neighbouring houses as I sheltered from the rain in Heather Shelley’s porch: fading rock stars, probably, and Russian oligarchs. It surprised me that Mrs Shelley opened the door herself rather than sending a housekeeper. She was in her forties, a blonde version of her daughter before the attack, with the same heart-shaped face, but the shadows under her eyes were too dark to conceal. She reached out and grasped my hand. 


‘Thanks so much for coming.’


There was a warm northern burr to Mrs Shelley’s voice and I studied her again as she led me along the hallway. I’d seen her on the news when her husband was re-elected, an archetypal politician’s wife, giving the camera a glacial smile. Today she seemed far more human. She wore jeans and a navy blue jumper, a small silver crucifix resting on her collarbone, suede boots even scruffier than mine.


While she made coffee, I glanced around her kitchen. It was large enough to house every state-of-the-art appliance under the sun. A framed photo hanging on the wall showed a family that looked immune to adversity. Heather and her husband sat in a sunlit garden with Jude and a dark-haired young man who I guessed was her brother. He was equally good-looking, but had a heavier build and darker skin tone, his smile more cautious. The Shelleys all looked glossy with health, relaxed in each other’s company. 


Heather sat opposite me at the table, picking at the skin around her nails. ‘Where do you want me to start?’ 


I gave her a smile of encouragement. ‘Wherever you like. I’ll need to interview each of you, but perhaps you could begin with some family history. How did you meet your husband, for example?’


‘Tim and I met at Oxford.’ She swallowed a deep breath. ‘I suppose we were chalk and cheese. He’d been to Eton, but my parents ran a greengrocer’s in Leeds. I’d won a scholarship to study medicine.’


‘Did you ever practise?’


‘I never qualified. Tim’s career took off, and I wanted to be at home with the kids. It was the logical choice.’ Her voice was matter-of-fact, but I wondered whether she’d ever resented sacrificing her career. 


‘Your daughter studied law, didn’t she?’


Her eyes suddenly filled with tears, voice catching as she spoke. ‘She did a year of voluntary service in India after leaving school. It made her decide to specialise in human rights. Jude didn’t deserve any of this; she wanted to make a difference. She had so many friends.’ Her outburst petered into silence, and my sympathy doubled. One more piece of bad news would be enough to shatter her fragile coping mechanisms. 


‘Can you tell me why you wanted a forensic psychologist to work on your daughter’s case?’ 


‘We need someone who understands this kind of violence. The Met were hopeless. My husband insisted on the top people, but they went round in circles. They focused on Jude’s boyfriend, but I was never convinced. I only met Jamal twice, but he seemed crazy about her.’


‘Did Jude keep in contact with any other ex-boyfriends?’


‘I don’t think so, but I doubt she’d tell me. My daughter’s always been a private person – losing her independence has been terrible for her. She’s never been home since it happened.’


‘What does your husband think about her case being reopened?’


Heather’s expression hardened. ‘Ask him yourself, if you can track him down.’


‘His job must be very demanding.’


‘It’s his escape route; he buries his problems under a mound of work.’


Her openness shocked me. Within five minutes she had revealed the strain in her marriage to a total stranger. ‘Is your daughter’s health improving?’


Heather’s gaze locked onto mine. ‘Jude was on the waiting list for a face transplant, but she’s too weak for such a huge operation now. Last week she spent twenty-four hours in intensive care. The only thing keeping her alive is the dream that her attacker will be caught. She’s terrified he’ll hurt someone else.’


‘Your whole family must have been affected very deeply.’


‘Our son’s taken it worst. Guy had a breakdown afterwards. He only went back to art school at Easter; he’s still very vulnerable.’


I scanned my notes. ‘You and Guy were together the night of the attack, weren’t you? Can you tell me what happened before the police called?’


Her shoulders tensed. ‘Nothing unusual. I cooked him a meal around seven, but I was feeling under the weather. I had a bath and was in bed by nine. Guy decided to stay rather than go back to his flat, because Jude was coming over in the morning. They wanted to catch up.’


‘Do you know how your son spent his evening?’


‘He was working on an art project.’


‘Would it be possible to speak to him?’


‘Not today.’ Her face clouded. ‘Guy won’t find this easy, I’ll have to prepare him.’


‘I’ll keep the interview short, I promise. Was Jude living at home or in halls of residence when the attack happened?’


‘She shared a flat with her friend Natalie, but she always came home for the holidays.’ Her eyes were brimming again. ‘We’re all so worried. She’s got an infection she can’t shake off.’


‘Maybe the case reopening will give her a boost.’


‘That’s what I’m praying for,’ she agreed quietly. 


‘Could I see Jude’s room while I’m here?’


Heather balked at the idea at first, but after some gentle persuasion she led me up to the top floor. She stayed outside on the landing, as though she was reluctant to invade her daughter’s territory. The bedroom walls were a delicate shade of pink, a pin-board held Polaroid snaps of teenage faces in various stages of delight, bookshelves loaded with Stephenie Meyer and J. K. Rowling. I’d been expecting rows of heavyweight law journals, but the space was more suitable for a child than an undergraduate studying human rights. Even though the family must have cleared her apartment, no evidence of Jude’s adult life was on display. The room felt like a monument to the pleasures of youth. Her wardrobe held an array of glitzy party dresses, hanging in perfect readiness, as if time might suddenly lurch backwards and render her whole again.


Heather’s exhaustion was clear by the end of our meeting. She seemed so focused on her children’s welfare that she had forgotten her own. I promised to report back as soon as I’d reviewed the evidence, but the hollows under her eyes looked even more pronounced as I prepared to leave.


‘Would it be okay to visit Jude tomorrow morning?’ I asked.


‘I’d better come too. Meeting new people always upsets her.’


‘It’s probably best if we meet by ourselves the first time.’


Her smile vanished. ‘My daughter’s too ill for any kind of stress.’ 


‘I realise that.’ I touched her arm lightly. ‘She’ll have to meet me sooner or later, Heather. I won’t stay long.’


Her lips trembled as she said goodbye, then the door gave an abrupt click as it shut behind me.


 


My head spun as I walked north to a coffee shop on Cromwell Road. It unnerved me that I’d only been working on the Shelley case for a few hours, yet I already felt involved. Heather’s suffering was visible to the naked eye, her concentration ruined, all of her answers arriving a beat too late. If she’d arrived for a consultation, I’d have diagnosed situational depression. I could tell she was fighting tooth and nail not to let it erode her strength, but she’d endured every parent’s worst nightmare. Dragging herself to the hospital each day to confront her daughter’s injuries must have taken its toll.


When I got back to my flat in Providence Square, I made myself some pasta, then peered out of the kitchen window. My plan to go running had been foiled again. Rain was falling in solid sheets, the clouds a relentless grey. A light shower would have been fine, but there are limits even to my masochism, so I opened the crime file and got to work. 


The police medic’s report on Jude Shelley’s injuries described a lacerated throat, which had required a tracheotomy, severe cranial damage, loss of facial skin and tissue, and a broken jaw. On top of that, she had almost drowned. I stared down at the list, trying to imagine emotional triggers for such savagery, but all the evidence would have to be sifted before a psychological motive could emerge. 


The graphic details were making me feel queasy, so I switched to the crime scene report instead. Jude had been found on the riverbank below Southwark Bridge at four a.m. on 20 June, almost a year ago to the day. Southwark Police had arrived within five minutes of the emergency call. The next piece of information stopped me in my tracks. DCI Don Burns had been the reporting officer, his outsized signature scrawled across the bottom of the page. 


I tried to picture Burns kneeling on the cold mud, keeping the girl in the recovery position until the ambulance arrived. No matter how appalling her injuries were, he would have stayed there, clutching her hand. Thinking about him filled me with discomfort. I’d only seen Burns once since we worked together on the Foundlings case the previous winter. We’d had dinner in a country pub near Charnwood, beside a crackling fire. The signs had been good: he’d kissed me before getting back into his car and promised we’d meet again soon. But since then I’d heard nothing. My phone messages were never returned. When I realised he had no intention of calling, my hurt hardened into anger. The idea of contacting him now made my stomach twist into knots, but there was no alternative. I switched on my computer and hit the Skype key, determined to keep the conversation brief.


Burns answered after three rings. His face refused to come into focus, and his environment looked different. He must have left his flat, because his bookshelves had disappeared and unfamiliar paintings hung on the wall. But when the picture sharpened he was just as I remembered, hulking shoulders almost filling the screen, dark hair in need of a cut, his brown-eyed stare as intense as ever. Only his lopsided smile was missing.


‘I’ve been meaning to call you, Alice.’


Before he could speak again, another face appeared in the corner of the screen. An attractive brunette scowled at me then disappeared from view. It was no consolation that Burns looked as awkward as I felt when I blurted out my request. ‘The Jude Shelley case has reopened, Don. I need some information.’


‘You want to talk now?’


‘If possible.’


‘Can we meet tomorrow instead? Eight a.m. at Brown’s?’


I nodded then hit the escape button and his face vanished. I had no idea who his new girlfriend was, but the idea of him in bed with someone else started a raw ache at the base of my throat – a classic case of somatising. It had got the better of me dozens of times, emotional pain transforming into physical symptoms. My distress always manifested as headaches or insomnia, but I had no intention of yielding to it again. 


I felt calmer after a long bath. I was about to go to bed when a message arrived on my mobile. Lola had texted a picture of herself, marooned on her chaise longue, vastly pregnant. I couldn’t help smiling. So what if my day had gone from bad to disastrous? I focused on the prospect of becoming a godmother in a fortnight’s time, and wiped everything else from my mind.
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Burns was waiting for me at Brown’s the next morning. He sat by the window in a black raincoat, shoulders hunched as he gazed across the river to Whitechapel, pale skin stretched tight across his high cheekbones. The café had been our regular meeting place in the old days, because it opened early and served good coffee, its dimly lit interior often deserted. I approached his table reluctantly, annoyed that the physical connection was still there. If he’d invited me to check in to a hotel, it would have been impossible to refuse. He looked flustered when he spotted me, half rising to his feet.


‘It’s good to see you, Alice.’ 


‘Is it?’ I observed him steadily as I sat down. ‘Look, this won’t take long, I just want to ask—’


‘Can’t I explain why I didn’t call you first?’


‘There’s no need. Let’s keep this professional.’ 


Burns ignored me and carried on. ‘The boys weren’t coping with me and Julie being apart - Liam wouldn’t go to school. Moray kept wetting the bed, crying for hours.’


‘You could have told me you’d gone back to your wife. A text would have done it, or an email.’


He studied the surface of the table. ‘I didn’t know what to say. I felt terrible for messing you around.’ His eyes scanned my face as if he was checking for signs of damage.


‘That’s not why I called. I’m here to talk about Jude Shelley. The report you filed says you reached the scene before the ambulance.’


At first I thought he wouldn’t reply. His attention had shifted to the view, watching a barge dragging itself upstream. ‘I had a trainee in tow. It was the poor sod’s first call-out; he was off sick for a week afterwards.’


‘Was she conscious?’


‘That was the worst thing. She kept coming round, even though the pain must have been unbearable.’


‘Did you notice anything, apart from her injuries?’


‘There was a bit of metal round her neck. Sharp-edged, a couple of inches long, tied to a leather string.’


I remembered the photo from the crime file. ‘What do you think it was?’


‘The paramedics came before I could get a closer look.’


‘Did she say anything about her attacker?’


‘Nothing coherent. She kept babbling about souls.’


‘Maybe she thought she was dying.’


Burns shook his head. ‘It was something about the soul of the river.’


Outside the window, the Thames was blacker than the sky, dense with silt and pollutants. Surely no one could believe that a spirit existed under its dark surface? When I focused again on Burns, he was watching me cautiously. His rugby fullback shoulders were still raised high enough to deflect a rough tackle.


‘Have you seen today’s papers?’ he asked.


When I shook my head, he shunted his copy of the Independent across the table. The first headline caught my eye: PRIEST DROWNS IN VIOLENT ATTACK. The story explained that Father Kelvin Owen’s body had washed up on the banks of the Thames at Westminster Pier the previous morning with severe facial injuries. 


‘Just like Jude Shelley,’ I said quietly.


‘You think it could be happening again?’ 


‘Why would he wait a whole year? The injuries worry me, though. Facial mutilation’s so rare, I’d like to know more about what happened to him.’ It seemed too coincidental that someone had been attacked in exactly the same way as Jude, on the very day her case reopened. But no one had known about my work apart from the authorities and her family. 


‘I can get details for you.’


‘No need. The FPU gave me a password for the Police National Computer.’ I pushed my coffee cup away. ‘Did you work on the Jude Shelley case again after you found her?’


He scowled. ‘The MIT took over. I met her dad though, the Right Honourable Timothy Shelley. He made a complaint about slow response times. The bloke’s everything you’d expect from the English ruling classes: smarmy, vicious and arrogant.’ Burns’s Scottish accent grew stronger as the chip on his shoulder widened. It irritated me that I could have sat there all day, listening to him rant. I rose to my feet quickly and belted my coat.


‘Thanks for your time.’ 


‘Call me again if I can help.’ His eyes lingered on my face and it looked like he was planning another apology, so I ducked out of the door before he got the chance.


My throat burned as I walked towards Spice Quay, my heart beating uncomfortably fast. By Tower Bridge I had to stop and counsel myself. I perched on a bench and watched clippers cutting through the drizzle towards Bermondsey. Burns had been at the front of my mind for months, but unrequited love was a slippery slope. It was meant to help twelve year olds test their emotional range, not smart thirty-three-year-old psychologists. My vulnerability made me feel like kicking the nearest lamppost. Maybe I should have yelled at him in the café, but it wouldn’t have changed anything. Burns’s decision to do the right thing and return to his family only made me like him more. The best option was to wipe him from my mind. I allowed myself one more minute of abject self-pity, then continued my journey along the river path.


 


Jude Shelley was being treated at the city’s most expensive private hospital. The Royal London glittered with luxury. Drinks machines in the echoing foyer dispensed free mineral water and cappuccino, every surface polished to a high shine. The building faced north across the river to the Custom House and Old Billingsgate. It was ironic that the girl’s room must have a direct view of Lower Thames Street, where she’d been attacked. In her shoes I’d have begged for an immediate transfer.


A middle-aged nurse led me up to the first floor, examining me from the corner of her eye. ‘Have you visited Jude before?’


‘This is my first time.’


‘Can I give you some advice?’


‘Please.’


‘Try not to stare. People don’t realise they’re doing it; under all that damage she’s just a normal twenty-three-year-old girl.’


By now we were standing outside room nine, and she gave me an encouraging smile before walking away. I took a moment to compose myself, then knocked on the door. The anteroom smelled of fresh flowers, iodine and stale air, but the thing that hit me hardest was the darkness. The curtains were closed even though it was mid-morning. A girl lay on the bed, wreathed in shadows. She was wearing a hat with the brim pulled down, her face hidden, but her greeting was cheerful as I approached her bed.


‘You must be the shrink Mum told me about, Alice Quentin.’ Her voice was light and breathless, the words accompanied by air hissing from her respirator.


‘Don’t worry, I’m not here to psychoanalyse you. Do you mind if I sit down?’


‘Feel free. You’re saving me from the crap on daytime TV.’


I laughed. ‘I know what you mean. Last year I was in hospital for a while – by the end I was almost brain dead.’


‘You’ve experienced the joys of Flog It and Bargain Hunt?’


‘Not to mention Loose Women and Countdown.’ I had no idea if she could see me, but smiled anyway. I got the sense that she was trying to put me at my ease. ‘Do you know why I’m here, Jude?’


‘My mother’s asked you to profile my attacker. She’s one hundred per cent certain you’ll find him.’


‘She’s your mum. It’s her job to look on the bright side.’


A spluttering sound issued from her oxygen machine. ‘The bright side stops working after nine operations in a year.’


‘I can imagine.’ The nurse’s warning echoed as I gazed down at my pad. ‘Heather says you’re remembering things about the attack. Did the memories come back suddenly?’


‘Not really. It’s been gradual, over the past few months.’ 


It didn’t surprise me that her recovered memory process had been fragmentary. Victims of violence often kept their experiences buried for decades. ‘Do you feel able to talk about it?’


‘Of course, but what’s the point? The police didn’t find him. You won’t catch him all by yourself.’ Something bitter-edged lurked behind her words. It sounded like she was determined not to raise her hopes.


‘I shouldn’t brag, but I’m pretty good at my job, and you’ll be helping me. Criminals are often brought to justice years after the fact. You remember that from your law studies, don’t you?’


‘We both know the chances of him being convicted are thousands to one.’


‘But that’s what you want, isn’t it?’


‘More than anything.’


‘So we’re agreed. If you tell me what you remember, we’ve got nothing to lose.’ 


She sucked in a long breath before answering. ‘It’s hazy, but I know he carried me from the car to the river.’ She took an aerosol from her bedside cabinet and lifted the brim of her hat by a fraction before spraying something on her face. ‘He tied a mask over my eyes until he cut me. I don’t remember that part, thank God, but I heard him crying. He said the river was waiting for my soul. Then he threw me in.’


‘Do you remember anything else?’


‘His voice was muffled, but I think I’d heard it before.’


‘It was someone you know?’


‘Maybe it was just his accent that was familiar. West London, like mine.’


‘Did you see him clearly at any point?’ 


‘Only for a moment. When I try to picture him, there’s nothing there.’ Her voice faded to a whisper, revealing her exhaustion.


‘That’s enough for today. I promised your mum not to tire you, but I’d like to talk again. Would that be okay?’


‘I’m not sure.’ There was a long pause before she spoke again. ‘You’re afraid to look at me, aren’t you?’


‘Not at all, but the nurse said it upsets you when people stare.’


‘How will you find him, if you can’t even face what he did?’ The anger in her voice came out of the blue. 


‘I’d like to see you.’ My heart raced as I put down my notebook. ‘Working together’s going to be easier if we can talk openly.’


In a series of quick movements she flicked on a bedside light then pulled off her hat. I gazed back steadily, trying not to reveal my shock. A waterfall of gorgeous chestnut hair spilled across her shoulders, but everything else was ruined. The photos hadn’t prepared me for the extent of her injuries. There was a broad scar across her throat, an oxygen tube feeding into her trachea. Her face was a patchwork of skin grafts, nothing inside her right eye socket except shadows, a livid gash where her lips should have been. But the most disturbing thing was her remaining eye. It explained why she’d used the aerosol. The eyelid had been torn away, leaving her unable to blink, so it would need hydration every few minutes. But it was the one feature she could control. She stared back at me, judging my reactions. I held her gaze for a long breath before speaking again.


‘I’ll do everything I can to find who hurt you, Jude, but it won’t be easy. I’d like to try a technique called memory recovery to help you remember your attacker. It’s a type of hypnosis.’


‘Ask me any questions you like.’ The light flicked off again. ‘But I don’t believe it’ll change anything.’


When I looked up again, her veneer of bravery was cracking apart. Her eye carried on staring at me, unable to close, while air sighed from the ventilator.
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I stood by the landing window to steady myself. The Custom House dominated the opposite shore, large and prosperous from extorting ships’ taxes for eight centuries. Rain spattered the glass, but it no longer mattered that the summer was a washout, or that Burns didn’t care about me. Compared to Jude Shelley’s suffering, I was the luckiest woman alive.


I was about to leave when a familiar figure marched across the landing carrying a bouquet of yellow roses. Timothy Shelley wore the standard politician’s uniform: a dark suit, white shirt and blue silk tie, deliberately inoffensive. He looked younger than his TV persona as Minister of State for Employment, closer to forty than fifty. I’d seen him on the news countless times, justifying why the jobless totals kept on rising. He had the perfect face to break bad news, features bland and permanently fixed in a half-smile, mid-brown hair swept back from his face. He was accompanied by a small entourage. Walking behind him was a taller man, wearing the same type of expensive clothes, about the same age. At a glance he could have been a politician too, but his expression was less certain, as if he was used to taking instructions. Two bodyguards loitered at the top of the stairs, one of them murmuring into his radio. I stepped into the minister’s path as he approached his daughter’s room.


‘Mr Shelley, my name’s Alice Quentin. I’ve just visited Jude. I wonder if we could talk?’


His smile widened by a centimetre. ‘My wife said you might be here. Would you mind waiting until I’ve seen my daughter?’


‘Of course not.’


He turned to his companion. ‘Giles, could you ask the Home Office to delay my meeting?’


‘I’ll call them now, Minister.’


The man gave his boss a measured smile before retreating at a brisk pace. He spoke to the bodyguards then babbled softly into his mobile phone. 


Shelley seemed to be operating in a slower gear than his assistant, unwilling to be hurried. After twenty minutes he emerged from Jude’s room, a little paler than before, which made me wonder if her suffering struck him afresh whenever he visited.


‘Why don’t we find ourselves some coffee, Dr Quentin?’


He seemed oblivious to the followers trailing behind while we walked downstairs, as though being chaperoned had become second nature. He talked more freely as the machine dispensed cappuccino into white china cups. By the time we found a table, he’d described the excellent care his daughter was receiving, and his sympathy for all families hit by tragedy. Each statement was so perfectly honed, he could have been reciting from an autocue. Maybe I judged him harshly, but I got the sense that he was trying so hard to sound sincere that his words rang hollow. His style was the opposite of his wife’s wide-eyed openness.


‘Was it your decision to press for the case to be reopened?’ I asked. 


‘Quite the opposite. I was concerned about the impact on Jude. Maybe I’m overprotective, but we’ve always been very close. I hate the idea of her hopes being dashed, and there’s no point in upsetting Guy. Let’s be honest, Dr Quentin, we both know that the chances of my daughter’s attacker being found are slim. But my wife can be very black and white about things.’


A flicker of genuine emotion showed for the first time, every muscle in his face tensing with displeasure. He and Heather had obviously fought tooth and nail about the family’s dirty linen being dragged back into the public eye. He seemed to have no faith whatsoever in my ability to solve the crime, but I didn’t doubt the sincerity of his desire to protect his daughter. Maybe the potential impact on his family’s privacy concerned him too. If it became common knowledge that the case had been reopened, their ordeal would be replayed in the national media.


‘You’re in a very visible position, Mr Shelley. Can you think of anyone who might bear a grudge towards you, or your family?’


‘Contrary to popular opinion, the Westminster village is a relaxed place to work. I don’t have any serious enemies.’ His response came a beat too late, but it made me realise how slick he was. Like Blair or Clinton, he could have lied through his teeth in front of a hundred cameras without batting an eye.


‘But you must have had suspicions about who attacked Jude?’


‘I’m afraid not. I wasn’t keen on her boyfriend at the time. He seemed jealous of her other friends, but the police accepted his alibi. The young man in question only visited her here a few times.’ His smile dimmed by a few kilowatts. ‘Love was obviously skin deep in his case.’


‘Can you remember much about the night your daughter got hurt?’


He gave a shallow sigh. ‘It’s all rather blurred, but I travelled to Brighton with a member of my campaign team. Traffic delayed us, so we stopped for a meal. I don’t recall what time we reached the hotel, but I stayed up till after midnight with a colleague planning my speech.’ 


The minister’s aide bore down on us. ‘We need to leave soon, sir.’


‘Give me one more minute please, Giles.’ The man hovered close by, wearing a tense expression, as though his boss’s punctuality was a matter of national importance. Shelley rose to his feet slowly, his parting smile a dazzle of bleached white teeth. ‘My wife and I appreciate your help, Dr Quentin.’


‘One more question, Mr Shelley. Did you hear about the body discovered by Westminster Pier yesterday morning?’


The question made him wince. ‘My wife and I were friends of Father Kelvin’s. We worship at St Mary’s; he christened Jude when she was three months old. The police want to talk to us about it this evening.’


Shelley strode away with his staff in hot pursuit. His well-honed public image was too polished to reveal personal feelings, but the parallels between the attacks must have dawned on him too. His family priest had suffered a vicious assault, carried out in the same style as his daughter’s, on the date her case reopened. The only difference was that the attack on Father Owen had proved fatal. I made a mental note to contact the senior investigating officer on the Owen case and set up a meeting as soon as possible. 


 


My head was still buzzing as I hurried along Borough High Street to meet Lola. She was waiting for me at her favourite Turkish café on Park Street. My stress reduced the moment I saw her. She had charmed a waiter into parting with his best table, and she was wearing a mile-wide grin, auburn ringlets cascading across her shoulders. I leant down to give her a hug.


‘You look fabulous, Lo.’ 


‘That’s a blatant lie. I’m big as a walrus.’


‘Believe me, you look perfect.’


Lola’s green eyes flickered. ‘Are you okay? You seem out of sorts.’


‘You’re imagining things. What have you been up to?’


‘Painting the spare room yellow. I’m hedging my bets.’


Lola had opted for a laid-back approach to pregnancy. She was planning a home birth and had chosen not to know the baby’s sex, which was driving her boyfriend crazy. Neal was thirteen years younger, but he liked life to be perfectly controlled. Suddenly she reached across the table and grabbed my wrist.


‘You’re still going to be my birthing partner, aren’t you?’


‘Of course. But Neal’ll change his mind on the big day.’


‘You’re joking; one drop of blood and he keels over. Now tell me what’s up.’


I considered lying, but Lola’s bullshit detector was unbeatable. ‘One small thing, one big.’


‘Give me the small one first.’


‘I’ve fallen for a married man.’


She rolled her eyes. ‘There’s a universal cure. Have loads of casual sex until you’ve shagged him out of your system.’ Her lewd expression made me laugh. 


‘It’s that easy?’


‘Trust me, it works. What’s the other problem?’


‘I’ve been asked to profile an attacker who mutilated someone’s face. She’s got the worst injuries I’ve ever seen.’


‘Learn to say no occasionally, darling. That might help.’


‘Thanks, Lo. You’re an endless well of sympathy.’


Lola ploughed her way through a mound of falafel, hummus and pita bread. It was a relief to see her eat a square meal for once. During her years as a dancer, she’d existed on Marlboro Lights, vodka and green salads. It still impressed me hugely that she’d given up booze and fags the instant she became pregnant.


‘Have you heard from Will?’ I asked.


‘Last week. He’s moving back to London, isn’t he?’


‘Your guess is as good as mine.’ It still rankled that my brother always phoned Lola instead of me when there was news to report. In the years when he’d lived rough, I’d been dependent on her for information. Even though his bipolar disorder had stabilised, she was still his first port of call.


‘Tell me more about the married man,’ she said.


‘There’s nothing to say. His wife kicked him out because he’s a workaholic. We had a flirtation, but his sons missed him so much he decided to go back.’


‘What are you going to do about it?’


‘Nothing, obviously.’


She gave me a sorrowful look then kissed me goodbye. ‘Promise not to stay home and mope.’ 


‘Have I ever?’


I kissed her on the cheek and watched her leave. Even in the last month of her pregnancy, Lola could still turn heads. Most of the men in the café gave her admiring looks as she breezed away to her final antenatal appointment.
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The man shelters between two buildings. He’s wearing one of the disguises he keeps in his car, a leather jacket and a short blond wig, grey woollen hat pulled low over his eyes. It’s vital that no one can identify him. Taking the priest’s life still haunts him, but there’s a higher calling now, and he must follow instructions. The river blessed him after it accepted the priest’s soul, singing his name for hours. 


Pedestrians scurry past on St Pancras Way, hiding under their umbrellas. It would be easy to run at them, knife raised, but the river is more discriminating. It has already chosen its next victim. He searches the faces of the people rushing up the steps to the police station. At last a black woman with a beautiful face emerges and he slips further into the shadows. If she spots him, there’s a chance she will see through his disguise. Even from this distance, he can measure how pure her spirit is. He takes time to observe her as she talks to a friend by the station’s entrance, her uniform baggy on her slight frame. When she slips through the doorway, he feels bereft. He has memorised her features so accurately, he can see her even with his eyes closed. 


It’s after two when the man looks at his watch. He must go back before anyone misses him, but seeing the woman’s beauty has strengthened him. Even though he’s soaked to the skin, he feels elated as he hurries away.
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My next meeting was at three p.m. that afternoon with Jude’s older brother. I’d received a cryptic text from Heather, letting me know that Guy was prepared to see me at his art school on Granary Square. I was curious to know whether he had inherited his father’s slick manner and unwillingness to reveal secrets. From the outside, St Martin’s Art College was a drab industrial building, but the interior was lined with mirrored walls, glass mezzanine floors, and light flooding across abstract sculptures in the atrium. The students were much more glamorous than the geeks who had populated my psychology course. It looked like they’d spent days foraging in Camden Lock for retro clothes. It made me wish I’d been artistic, but my only talents at school had been a good memory and an obsession with the foibles of the human mind.


I recognised Guy Shelley from the photo in his parents’ kitchen. He was in his mid-twenties; tall, with an athletic build and spiky black hair. His skin was so pale it looked like he’d been living underground. He seemed determined to conceal his wealthy background, dressed in scruffy jeans and a black shirt covered in patches of white powder. His handshake felt dusty, as though he’d been sifting flour. He didn’t return my smile, which made me wonder if he’d been coerced into seeing me.


‘Thanks for making time to meet,’ I said. 


He gave a rapid nod. ‘It’s fine. Jude deserves all the time she needs.’


We found a quiet bench away from the main thoroughfare, and I observed his body language. Guy’s hands were in perpetual motion, flying up to adjust his hair, or fidgeting in his lap. His mother hadn’t described the nature of his breakdown, but it must have been severe to keep him away from college for a whole year.


‘I’m trying to build a picture of Jude’s life before the attack. Do you remember much about the weeks leading up to it?’


‘Not really. I was planning to study sculpture in Rome that summer, but I got ill after she was hurt, so I never went.’


‘Did you speak to your sister the day it happened?’


‘She called to invite me to a party, but I told her I was too busy. If I’d gone with her, she’d still be safe.’ His hands clenched suddenly in his lap.


‘That’s not how it works,’ I said quietly. ‘If the attacker was determined to hurt her, he’d have found another way.’


‘I suppose so.’ His expression was a mixture of sullenness and rage. 


‘Did you work that evening, at your mum’s?’


He gave an awkward nod. ‘I had some drawings to finish.’


‘But you ate together?’


‘Not that night. She had hay fever; after she went to bed I made myself some food.’


His story didn’t tally with his mother’s description of a cosy shared meal before she went for her bath. Guy’s behaviour was twitchy enough to make me concerned, but the shock of his sister’s attack might have made him forget the order of events.


‘Were you and Jude close as kids?’ I asked.


His gaze slipped away. ‘I wasn’t always the best brother.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘I was a thorn in her side. Jude’s way smarter than me. Most of the time she tried to protect me, even though I’m a year older.’


‘Protect you from what?’


‘Myself, mainly. I’m my own worst enemy.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘I’ve never had great self-control. Even as a kid it was all or nothing; I’d play computer games all night if I could get away with it. I’d been partying too hard at college last year. My panic attacks started after she got hurt; I’d go and see her then spend days locked in my room. I still struggle with it now.’


‘That can’t be easy.’


Guy picked at the chalk on his hands. I could understand why he’d been traumatised by his sister’s injuries. A single visit had unsettled me, but hours at her bedside watching her suffer could drive a loved one to breaking point.


‘Do you talk to your dad about how you feel?’


He let out a sharp laugh. ‘You’re joking. He thinks emotions are for weaklings, and Jude’s the one he’s close to, not me.’


‘What about Father Owen? Could you talk to him?’


He flinched. ‘Not really. I go to church for Mum’s sake these days; religion stopped working for me after Jude’s attack. But it was awful to hear he’d died.’


‘Do you ever go to confession?’


‘I haven’t for months.’


I studied him again. ‘Can you think of anyone who might want to hurt your family?’


He gave me a sharp look. ‘Dad’s surrounded by weirdos all day long. These freaks come to his office; I don’t know how he stands it. Maybe one of them attacked Jude to get at him.’ His skin was growing paler by the minute.
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