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Praise for John Sutherland


‘You know you’re in the presence of an expert when you read The Siege. A gripping debut novel’


Jeffrey Archer


‘A masterly, gripping tale … written with a true voice of authority’


Peter James


‘This is like no other thriller you’ll ever read. Sutherland immerses you into a nightmare where life or death hangs on his main character’s every word … Few can write drama and characters as skilfully as this’


Graham Bartlett


‘A compelling insight into the mind of a real police negotiator’


Kate London


‘The most comprehensive insight into policing I have read … well researched and crafted with the deftness of an exceptionally fine writer … compelling’


Daily Express


‘Conveys with compassion and understanding the ­unvarnished reality of police work today’


The Times


‘Brave and very honest’


Bear Grylls


‘Packed with expert knowledge and a shrewd eye for human frailty … the tension never flags’
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‘All money corrupts, and big money corrupts bigly.’


Oliver Bullough (Moneyland)
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A page from Rowan Blake’s notebook







Prologue



It was the last hour before dawn, on a Monday morning in late-October. Becca Palmer had been wandering the backstreets of Westminster and Pimlico since a little after midnight: seemingly oblivious to the cold, losing all track of time, drinking too much alcohol and steadily falling apart. Her head was bowed, her body was stooped and her movements laboured: as though despair itself had somehow taken on human form. And all of it apparently brought on by a conversation that had taken place the night before – when, out of nowhere, her boss had delivered the shattering news that he no longer wanted her.


Shuffling and swaying her way along the road that runs behind the famous old Tate Britain art gallery, she paused to steady herself against a lamp post, before reaching a trembling hand into her coat pocket and pulling out a near-empty half-sized bottle of Smirnoff. She twisted the cap off and let it fall onto the pavement, where it bounced with a faint tink before rolling into the gutter. As she lifted the bottle to her lips and tilted her head to drain its remaining contents, shafts of sodium light from above fell onto her face.


In almost any other setting, at almost any other time, her simple, natural beauty would have been plain to see – but each one of her features had been dimmed and diminished by her circumstances. Her hazel eyes were hooded and salted red with tears. Her face was puffy and grey. Her light brown, shoulder-length hair was in a state of tangled disarray and the small amount of make-up that she had so carefully applied the day before was smeared across her cheeks. She was in her early twenties but looked at least ten years older. The sleeves of her coat were scuffed with dirt and her navy-blue jeans were torn at the knee – evidence not of fashion, but of falling. The cuts and grazes on her legs and on the palms of her hands offered proof of the fact.


She dropped the empty vodka bottle onto a nearby flowerbed and resumed her stumbling journey east, in the general direction of the Houses of Parliament. On either side of the road, pollarded plane trees towered above her, their naked branches extended in a series of awkward, angular shrugs, as though troubled deeply by the state of her, but powerless to intervene.


Ten blurry minutes later, Becca found herself standing opposite the main entrance to the Home Office in Marsham Street. Her place of work. She was just about to cross the road when she stopped herself. The lone, bored-looking security guard standing just inside the glass doors represented the prospect of more human contact than she seemed capable of dealing with.


Slowly, she turned and walked back the way she had just come, following the building line round into Horseferry Road. There were plenty of CCTV cameras, but no guard at the staff entrance, which afforded twenty-four hour access to those in possession of the correct ID card and accompanying four-digit security code. Becca stared at the three revolving doors, each enclosed in a vertical cylinder of reinforced glass. She patted herself down and, hands still shaking, searched through the pockets of her trousers and coat. Locating her pass – one of two attached to a dark green lanyard – she pressed it against the keypad for the door closest to her. As the pad illuminated to reveal a set of numbers and symbols, her face screwed up in drunken concentration. Her first attempt at inputting her code was met with a stern buzz and a red light. Her second too.


‘Oh, for fuck’s sake! ’ she slurred to herself.


She finally managed to get it right at the third attempt and the glass cylinder rotated open. She stepped onto the pressure pad and edged forward as the door began to turn.


Once inside the strip-lit emptiness of the ground-floor lobby, she took a deep breath before summoning the lift. The doors opened with a ping a few moments later. Selecting the button for the fourth floor, she glanced at the girl reflected in the lift’s mirror and appeared not to recognise her. The reflected girl, in turn, seemed to stare straight through her. Becca turned and faced in the opposite direction.


Arriving on the fourth floor, she turned left and walked along the corridor, as if on autopilot, emerging a few moments later in a well-ordered, open-plan office that was all business, no character. The overhead lights came on automatically, affording the room an anaemic glow. Becca stood and leaned against the edge of a desk as she stared at the closed door on her right-hand side. It bore a brass nameplate that read: ‘Policing Minister’. Her boss. At least, that’s what he had been until the previous evening’s conversation. A flicker of incomprehension passed across her face as her red eyes filled once more with tears.


She wandered slowly across the room and came to a stop behind a desk piled high with a disorderly clutter of files. She pulled the chair out from beneath it and slumped down, before absent-mindedly picking up a wooden photo frame that was sitting in front of her. It contained a picture of her, smiling, with her arms wrapped tightly around a slightly older woman who bore a certain resemblance to her. Becca lifted the picture to her lips, closed her eyes and kissed the glass.


As though she was remembering. And saying goodbye.


She was jerked back into the present by the sound of a vacuum cleaner being switched on somewhere along the corridor, on the other side of the lifts. Her body tensed and she started pulling open the drawers beneath the desk, her movements suddenly urgent, as though she was determined to be gone from the office before anyone found her there.


From the bottom drawer, she retrieved an empty burgundy tote bag. She placed the wooden photo frame carefully inside it. From the middle drawer, she pulled out a couple of well-thumbed paperbacks: The Testament by John Grisham, and The Voyage of the Dawn Treader by C. S. Lewis. Both went into the bag, along with a pencil case and a hairbrush. In the top drawer, she found a box of pills. Fluoxetine. The details on the packet suggested they were long past their use-by date. She left them where they were and was about to stand up when a thought seemed to occur to her. She eased her weight back into the chair, reached into the top drawer for a pen and across the desk for a blank piece of A4 printer paper. Then she started to write.


She had filled almost half the page by the time she put the pen down. She folded the note and put it into a plain envelope. Leaving the outside blank, she stood up and walked uncertainly over to the door with the brass nameplate on it. She tried the handle, but the door was locked. So she crouched down gingerly and pushed the envelope through the narrow gap beneath it.


The sound of the vacuum cleaner was closer now. Becca went back to her desk, picked up the tote bag and, without looking back, stumbled tearfully towards the stairs and down to the ground floor. A broken-hearted, broken-headed girl.


As she stepped back out onto the pavement, the overcast early-morning sky was streaked with red.


The old shepherd’s warning.





Chapter 1



‘Are you ready to save a life? ’


The dreams, whenever they returned, always began with the same simple question, asked by a distant female voice at the other end of a telephone line. There was something both familiar and reassuring about the sound of her; something about the way she spoke and the very particular set of words she used; something that prompted the faintest twitch of a smile, even as he slept. But, as surely as the seasons change, her voice would fade and his face would fall and those same dreams would curl and twist into desperate nightmares that only ever ended in horror: with the staccato sound of gunfire and the sight of a critically wounded man crumpling to the ground in front of him; or, in a different part of the city, at a different point in time, with a sudden whump of flame and a different, screaming man catching fire just a handful of metres away from where he was standing.


And that was when Superintendent Alex Lewis would always wake up, covered in sweat and gasping for air.


Though the nightmares had lessened both in frequency and intensity over the course of the past few months, the potential for their return was always there, and always would be. Alex Lewis was a man haunted by ghosts. Of both the living and the dead.


So it was, that in the early hours of Monday morning – with the house still shrouded in darkness and silence – he woke with a violent start, his eyes wide and his chest heaving. As he sat bolt upright in bed, staring at the flickering, fading images playing out like scenes from a film on the bedroom wall, his partner, Pip, stirred alongside him.


‘Alex?’ she said sleepily, reaching a hand across to him.


He didn’t respond straight away. He was frightened and disorientated; still trying to distinguish between what was real and what was not.


Pip sat up slowly and slid her arm behind his back, seemingly unfazed by the state he was in. The T-shirt he was wearing was damp to the touch, as were the pillows and sheets on his side of the bed. ‘More nightmares?’ she asked gently as she eased herself closer to him. It had been a few weeks since anything like this had last happened, but the situation was a familiar enough one to both of them.


Alex continued to stare in silence at the wall opposite the foot of the bed. Whatever it was that he thought he had seen there had now disappeared from view, but his mind was still occupied by a confusion of echoes and shadows. Of gunfire and flames. He was like a prize fighter in the split seconds after taking a fierce right to the chin: his thoughts temporarily scrambled and his balance momentarily gone. He groaned.


‘Let’s get you out of this, shall we?’ Pip suggested, lifting his T-shirt up and easing it over his head. As she dropped it on the floor next to the bed, Alex allowed his full weight to lean against her.


‘Bloody hell,’ he murmured.


‘I’ve got you,’ she whispered as she wrapped both her arms around him and held him tight.


And, in the moments of silence that followed, Alex could feel the tension in his body starting to ease, as his pulse and breathing began to recover some semblance of normality.


‘What did you see?’ Pip asked him quietly.


‘The same as I always do,’ he said.


Alex Lewis had been a police officer for more than twenty years and a hostage negotiator – a voluntary role he performed in addition to his day job as Superintendent (Operations) for the north London Borough of Camden – for almost ten of those. In that time, he had seen endless things that he knew he could never unsee: faces and places that he would never forget. So much so that his geography of London was defined as much by the locations of major incidents and serious crimes as it was by any more conventional set of landmarks, or a map of the Underground. The things that he saw in his dreams and nightmares were not some product of the darkest recesses of his imagination; they were founded almost entirely in reality.


The gunshots and the falling man were from Romford in East London, at the scene of a domestic siege that had taken place two years earlier. Alex had been one of the Met’s on-call negotiators on the day it happened and, over the course of many hours, he and his colleagues had been able to save the lives of four innocent people: a mother and her three young children, aged nine, seven and three. But it was the memory of the life they hadn’t been able to save that continued to weigh heavily on him: that of a man high on a cocktail of booze and cocaine; an abusive father to the three rescued children; a relentlessly violent partner to their mother; a bare-chested maniac, armed with two kitchen knives, who had charged in demented fury at the thin blue line of armed police officers. There was absolutely nothing that Alex, or anyone else, could have done to save him. But still, the memory of the man remained. And, whenever Alex heard a firework going off, or an engine backfiring, or some other such noise, he was immediately back in Romford, staring at the dead.


The flames and the burning man were from Herne Hill in South London, at a church hall where, just over twelve months before, a terrorist had taken nine hostages and threatened to kill them all. Alex had been the first negotiator deployed to the scene and had remained at the heart of the protracted – and ultimately successful – police attempt to free all nine of them: men, women and children. But it was the image of the man in flames that lingered: a right-wing extremist, a Nazi fanatic, who had declared repeatedly that he was willing to die for his cause. The fact that he had survived his act of self-immolation – and had later been sentenced to life in prison, with a recommendation that he serve a minimum of fifteen years – had done little to ease the burden of recollection.


Faces and places. Alex Lewis remembered them all.


Pip kissed him tenderly on the cheek. ‘Do you want to talk about any of it?’ she asked him.


Like Alex, Detective Inspector Philippa Williams – to give Pip her full name and proper title – was a long-serving police officer and hostage negotiator. They had been close friends and colleagues for a number of years before their relationship had developed into anything more than that. Pip had been alongside him at the Herne Hill siege. She had seen and heard it all. And she knew every last detail of what had happened at Romford. She had read the reports and listened to Alex telling her the story a dozen times or more. She understood as well as anyone what he had been going through. What he was still going through.


‘I think I’m all right,’ he said to her. And he meant it. The fact that she was there in the bed next to him made the ordeal a great deal more bearable than it would otherwise have been. And the knowledge that they had been through – and recovered from – similar experiences on a number of previous occasions drew at least some of the sting from it all.


‘Come over here,’ she said quietly, moving back across to her side of the bed, where the sheets were warm and dry.


He lay down next to her, his head resting on her shoulder.


‘I’m guessing that it has something to do with the fact you’re back on call this week,’ she said as she gently ruffled his hair.


‘What do you mean?’ he asked. His eyes were growing heavy and his mind was starting to slow. It was obvious that Pip was thinking much more clearly than he was.


‘The last time you had a bad night like this coincided with the last time you were on the negotiator call-out list,’ she explained. ‘It’s not difficult to imagine that there might be a connection between those two things.’


Her suggestion certainly made sense, though the realisation it prompted in Alex was a sobering, somewhat depressing one. ‘I thought I was past all that,’ he said wearily. ‘I thought I was better.’


‘You are better,’ Pip responded quickly. ‘Certainly a whole lot better than you were when all of this first started happening.’ She turned onto her side so that she was facing him and kissed him on the lips. ‘This is just one of those bumps in the road that we always knew would happen from time to time,’ she said. ‘You’re going to be just fine.’


‘You really think so?’ he asked.


‘I know so,’ she replied, holding his gaze and kissing him again.


‘How can you be so sure?’


‘Because I know you.’


Alex sighed. ‘Sometimes I think you have more confidence in me than I do in myself,’ he said.









Chapter 2



Alex couldn’t remember exactly how their middle-of-the-night conversation had ended, or what time he had fallen back to sleep, but when he woke just after six, he was feeling unexpectedly peaceful. More often than not in the past, his nightmares had left him with a kind of psychological hang­over that had persisted well into the following day, but, to his immense relief, he sensed that it might somehow be different this time. His heart felt steady and his mind was still. There was no haunting, no sense of being overwhelmed by the past.


Turning his head on the pillow, he looked over at Pip, who was still fast asleep. Perhaps she was right, he thought. Perhaps he really was getting better. And, as he watched the gentle rise and fall of her breathing and the hint of light from the street outside resting on her face and bare shoulders, he felt a sense of deep gratitude. She, more than anyone or anything else, had got him through the past few months.


At the time of the Herne Hill siege, Alex had been stuck in the last days of a failing marriage. It meant that, in the immediate aftermath of the siege – at a time when he was struggling both psychologically and emotionally – there had been no one at home for him to turn to. In the days and weeks that followed, Pip had become that person. During the formal debriefing process after Herne Hill, Alex had done his best to maintain the illusion that all was well. But Pip had seen straight through him. She had recognised what was really going on and had made it clear to him that she was going to do whatever she could to help get him through it. Initially, there had been no more to it than that, but as the weeks went by, the intensity of their shared experiences had brought them steadily closer. Six months after Herne Hill, they had moved in together.


Pip was the one who had convinced him of the need to seek professional help – and who had reassured him repeatedly that there was no shame in his doing so. They were both products of a policing generation that considered asking for help to be a sign of both personal and professional weakness, but times were changing and Pip was having none of it. Encouraged by her, Alex had attended a series of medical appointments – initially with his local GP and, later, with a specialist who had diagnosed him with complex post-traumatic stress disorder – CPTSD. Up to that point in his career, Alex had never once stopped to consider the long-term effects of all that he had seen and done as a police officer. To him, it had always just been ‘the Job’. It was what he did and, in countless different ways, it defined who he was.


At Pip’s suggestion, he had also been seeing a therapist for several months and, somewhat to his surprise, it had been doing him a great deal of good. The antidepressant medication was helping too. He was starting to learn that, when faced on an almost daily basis with the very depths of human pain and suffering, the most natural, normal, healthy thing in the world was to feel. Like so many of his colleagues, Alex had spent a large part of his professional life attempting to do precisely the opposite.


In the end, it was also Pip who had persuaded him to carry on working as a hostage negotiator. In the weeks immediately following the siege, with his mental health fractured and the memories still vivid and incredibly raw, Alex had seriously considered stepping back from the role. But Pip had convinced him not to. She knew how much he loved it, and she knew how good he was at it.


Hers was the familiar voice in his dreams, asking him if he was ready to save a life.


Alex slipped quietly out of bed and put on his running gear. A steady five kilometres, three or four mornings a week, was another recent development in his life. He had discovered that it was as good for his head as it was for his body: it helped him settle his mind and ready himself for whatever the day ahead might hold.


When he got home, sweaty and exhilarated, some forty minutes later, he found Pip sitting at the kitchen table, her hands wrapped around a large mug of steaming coffee. She worked in one of the Met’s specialist sexual offences units and Alex knew that she savoured the moments of relative stillness and calm that fell before the start of the working day.


‘Morning!’ she smiled.


‘Morning!’ he replied, with a smile of his own. He steadied himself against the kitchen door frame with one hand, as he reached down with the other and slipped off his trainers.


‘How are you doing?’ she asked him.


‘Good,’ he replied.


‘No more nightmares?’


Alex shook his head.


Pip looked pleased. ‘And how are you feeling about being back on call?’ she asked.


‘I’m looking forward to it,’ he said, his face brightening further. ‘I’ve got the negotiator van for the week. I’m picking it up from the Yard on my way up to Camden.’


Pip had been right, of course. As she was about most things. Alex really did love being a hostage negotiator. He loved the opportunity it gave him to get out of the office, away from the humdrum routine of paperwork and meetings, back to the realities of frontline policing. He loved the unpredictability of it, and the fact that it allowed him to remain involved in the real lives of real people.


More than anything, though, he understood that there was no greater duty – no greater privilege – for any police officer than to save the life of another human being.


Alex pulled the front door shut behind him. He and Pip had signed a two-year lease on a small terraced house in the backstreets of Stockwell, South London – chosen for its geographic proximity to Alex’s two teenage sons, who were still living with his ex-wife in the Clapham home he’d once shared with them. He saw his boys most weekends and on at least one evening during the week. Having acknowledged his failings as a husband, he had been determined to do better as a dad. And his efforts were being rewarded: his relationship with his sons seemed to him to be about as good as it could have been, given the circumstances. That the same could not always be said of his relationship with his ex was a fact that Alex preferred not to dwell on.


He walked the short distance to Stockwell tube station, pausing at the entrance to pick up a copy of the free Metro newspaper, before taking the escalator down to the platforms. It was still before 8 a.m. and there was plenty of space on the northbound Victoria Line train.


As the doors to his carriage slid shut, he found a seat and turned his attention to the Metro’s front-page headline: ‘Gridlock! Thousands of protestors plan to bring the Capital to a standstill’.


The accompanying article provided details of a large anti-government demonstration that was scheduled to take place in central London later that day. The piece concluded by suggesting that it was likely to be another busy afternoon for the Metropolitan Police.


Alex puffed out his cheeks and exhaled slowly. Busy afternoons were just about all that he and his Met colleagues had known in recent times. Busy mornings, evenings and nights too. Most of the time, it felt as though they were fighting a losing battle. And a huge part of the blame for that fact – certainly as far as Alex was concerned – lay squarely at the feet of the people who were supposed to be running the country.


Alex had never much cared for politics and politicians – whether those in office or those in opposition – but he cared a great deal about policing. And the people who were currently in charge had spent the best part of ten years making his job progressively harder to do. They had cut huge numbers of police officers and staff. They had slashed hundreds of millions of pounds from operational budgets. They had closed and sold hundreds of police stations. Crime squads and proactive teams had been disbanded. Local neighbourhood policing had all but disappeared. And all of it at the whim of a procession of Westminster types who seemed to have very little grasp of the real world and none whatsoever of ‘the Job’ and its people.


Alex could feel his blood rising. Bloody politicians, he thought to himself. The ignorance and the arrogance and the endless harm done.


He put the newspaper down on the empty seat next to him, closed his eyes and tried to forget about them.


The train rattled and swayed its way through the next couple of stops. When it pulled in at Victoria, rather than change to the District Line, Alex decided to get off and walk the remainder of the distance to New Scotland Yard. He planned to pick up the negotiator van from the basement car park at the Met’s headquarters and drive it up to Kentish Town police station where he was based.


Not far from Victoria Station, just across the road from the Home Office building, Becca Palmer was sitting alone on a wooden bench in St John’s Gardens. She was drinking from a bottle of cheap gin as the last of the light faded from her eyes.









Chapter 3



It was just after two o’clock on Monday afternoon when Alex’s mobile rang. He was sitting on his own in his office on the first floor at Kentish Town, studying the latest set of borough crime figures. They made for particularly troubling reading. Violent crime was up significantly – knife crime and domestic violence in particular. Street crime was rising too – caused in significant part by a rapidly growing number of robberies and mobile phone snatches committed by youths on stolen mopeds. In recent weeks, he had found himself under almost constant pressure from his boss – the local Area Commander – to get the situation under control, and these latest numbers were only going to make things worse.


The problem was that – as a direct consequence of the decisions taken by the ‘bloody politicians’ – Alex was hopelessly short of both the officers and the financial resources he needed to make any sort of sustainable difference to the situation. The majority of his counterparts in the other London boroughs were in a very similar position. ‘More for less’ had been the Government’s mantra, but, like so many other Westminster slogans, it had turned out to be meaningless nonsense. Actually, it was worse than meaningless. It was dangerous. Members of the public were at greater risk of becoming victims of violent crime and police officers were at greater risk of confrontation with violent criminals. Alex and his colleagues understood that, most of the time, all you get for less is less.


All of which meant that the distraction provided by his ringing phone was a welcome one.


He reached across his desk and grabbed the handset. The screen was displaying the name of DCI Richard Wells, the Met’s Negotiator Co-ordinator for that week – the individual with responsibility for any decision to deploy negotiators to the scene of an incident.


Alex’s pulse quickened.


‘Afternoon, Rich,’ he said as the line connected. There was an expectant tone in his voice. The two men were long-standing colleagues and friends. Rich was the full-time head of the Met’s Hostage and Crisis Negotiation Unit. A year earlier, he had been with Pip and Alex at the scene of the Herne Hill siege.


‘Are you available for a call?’ Rich asked.


‘Absolutely,’ Alex replied eagerly.


‘In which case, I need you on Westminster Bridge,’ he said. ‘We’ve got a young woman apparently threatening to jump. No more details at this stage, other than the fact that local officers are already on scene, trying to engage with her.’


‘No problem,’ Alex responded. ‘I’ve got the van with me here, so I can deploy straight away.’


‘Thanks, Alex,’ said Rich. ‘You were my first call. I’ll see who else is available, then I’ll start heading in your direction.’


‘No problem,’ Alex reassured him. ‘I’m on my way.’


Westminster Bridge spans the River Thames in the very heart of London. On the north side of the river stands the magnificent Elizabeth Tower – more commonly known by the name of Big Ben, the great bell that chimes inside it – alongside the equally spectacular Houses of Parliament, where grown adults bicker like small children and the Speaker pleads repeatedly for ‘Order!’. On the southern side of the bridge, the handsome, classical structure of the old City Hall sits on one side of the road, with the rather more prosaic form of St Thomas’ Hospital on the other.


On the bridge itself – on any ordinary day – red buses and black taxis shuttle back and forth while feral pigeons mingle with visitors from almost every nation on earth. Everywhere you look, people with their phones out and selfie sticks extended are posting pictures on social media for the benefit of the folks back home. All the while, a ragtag assortment of street musicians provide a varied soundtrack – though mostly bagpipes – that mingles with the noise of the traffic and the occasional horn sounded by the captain of a passing boat. Taking up whatever space might remain elsewhere along the pavement, watchful, weaselly hustlers run crooked three-card tricks while rogues of other kinds open small suitcases and offer for sale bottles of rip-off perfume that ‘haven’t been stolen, miss, I promise you; they just haven’t been paid for yet’.


Sometimes, though, the traffic stops flowing and the pavements empty of people. In the aftermath of a terrorist attack, for instance.


Or when someone has climbed over the green parapet and is standing on the wrong side, ready to jump.


The bridge had been closed at both ends. Police cars were parked at angles across the roadway – one with its blue lights still flashing – while PCs stretched lengths of blue and white tape between lamp posts and batted away the questions being asked by the inquisitive and the inconvenienced. The centre of the bridge was almost completely deserted, save for a lone PC in uniform trying – and failing – to elicit a response from the young woman staring down at the water below.


Back at Kentish Town police station, Alex had changed quickly into a set of warm, comfortable clothes. He had checked the weather forecast – possible rain showers later in the afternoon – and double-checked the contents of his rucksack: extra layers, waterproof coat and trousers, a selection of biros and marker pens, several pads of yellow Post-it Notes, a digital Dictaphone with a set of spare batteries, and an unopened packet of Silk Cut cigarettes. He was only an occasional smoker – usually at moments of particular stress or after one too many drinks – but cigarettes had proven uses as negotiating tools. On more than one occasion in the past, the simple offer of a smoke had been all that was required for Alex to persuade a person to climb down from a roof or to put down the weapon in their hands.


Bag packed, he poked his head into the next office along the corridor. ‘Can you cover the performance meeting for me this afternoon, Ronnie?’ he asked.


Chief Inspector Veronica Egan – or ‘Ronnie’, as she preferred to be known – was Alex’s very capable deputy.


‘Sure,’ she replied, looking up from her computer screen. ‘I take it you need to be somewhere else?’


‘Someone on Westminster Bridge. Apparently thinking about jumping,’ Alex responded. ‘I could be gone for a while.’


‘No problem,’ Ronnie said, ‘I’m here all afternoon.’


‘Thanks,’ said Alex. ‘I really appreciate it.’


And, with that, he turned and hurried along the corridor, down the stairs and out into the station yard.


Over the years, the majority of Alex’s negotiator deployments had begun with calls not dissimilar to this one – individuals who weren’t guilty of committing any crime but, rather, had reached the end of themselves and were in desperate need of a helping hand. Armed sieges and full-blown hostage situ­ations were the things that tended to grab the headlines and the wider public imagination, but they remained a comparative rarity. Mostly, Alex would spend the hours following a call-out listening and talking to troubled strangers whose stories were unlikely ever to make the local paper, much less the rolling news on national TV. But every single one of them mattered to him. Whoever they were, wherever they were from, and whatever had led them to the situation they had found themselves in, his job was to save their lives.


Whenever a friend or colleague asked him why he continued to volunteer for the significant additional burdens and responsibilities associated with being a negotiator, Alex would respond by quoting a phrase often used by the RNLI – the Royal National Lifeboat Institute: ‘Every life is precious,’ he would say.


Those were the exact words in his mind as he ran over to the van. From the outside, it looked like an unremarkable black VW Transporter. But it was fitted with covert blues and twos – lights and sirens – and the rear of it had been converted into a mobile negotiation cell, complete with a fixed table and seats, a series of small whiteboards mounted on the side walls and a range of power sockets and mobile phone charging points. At the very back was a metal cage containing three sets of ballistic vests and helmets, together with a variety of ropes and harnesses. Just in case they were needed.


Alex climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. He reached down to his left to switch on the blue lights and two-tone sirens and, after waiting impatiently for the station’s automatic back gate to open, he accelerated out into the afternoon traffic.


In the meantime, the PC on Westminster Bridge had been struggling to make any kind of headway. A female colleague had been sent to join him in the hope that she might be able to elicit a different response, but to no avail. The woman hadn’t jumped, thank goodness, but neither was she responding to anything they were saying to her.


There was a burgundy tote bag lying on the ground, at the spot where she had apparently climbed over the parapet. Some of the contents had spilled out onto the pavement and, among them, next to a smartphone with a smashed screen, the female PC noticed what appeared to be some kind of work pass attached to a green lanyard. She reached down to pick it up and found that it was actually two passes: one for the Home Office and one for the Houses of Parliament. Both carried a photograph that was an obvious match for the woman on the parapet. Both bore the name ‘Becca Palmer’.


As Alex raced south in the van, lights blazing and sirens wailing, the traffic parted for him like the Red Sea for Moses. Heading through Camden Town and King’s Cross, turning towards Holborn, his thoughts were racing too. He wanted to know what was happening on the bridge. He hadn’t had any update from Rich since the initial phone call and the police radio in the van seemed to be on the blink. He would have to get that sorted out later on. In the absence of facts, he found himself imagining what a successful outcome to the negotiation might look like: one involving the girl accepting the offer of his outstretched hand and climbing back to safety.


He continued to speed along New Oxford Street, slowing a fraction whenever he approached a set of red lights, then accelerating across the junction as soon as he was sure that everyone else had given way to him. Bicycles were the things to be particularly wary of: bicycles being ridden by idiots wearing headphones, oblivious to their surroundings and indifferent to the requirements of the Highway Code. Alex had been involved in his fair share of near-misses over the years.


As he swung left onto Tottenham Court Road, his senses quickened even further. Not too far to go now. Snatching a look at his watch, he reckoned that he should be there in the next five or six minutes. But, at more or less exactly that moment, the traffic around him began to thicken and slow. Even with the blues and twos still going, the progress of the van was soon reduced to a crawl, and then to a complete standstill.


Alex thumped the steering wheel in frustration. What the hell was going on? Up ahead of him, he caught sight of a number of people weaving in and out of the traffic, waving placards and banging on the bonnets and roofs of stationary vehicles. A group of them were even attempting to hang a large banner between a pair of lamp posts on either side of the road.


Shit, he thought to himself. He’d completely forgotten about the march that had been planned for that afternoon. The people up ahead must have broken away from the main demonstration route and decided to make their point in a different part of town.


Furious at his own mistake, and even more so with those who had made good on their promise to bring central London to a standstill, Alex craned his neck in every direction, looking for options. Cars and taxis were trying to pull up onto the pavements in front of him, but the buses had nowhere to go. Shit!


With no way forward, he realised he was going to have to go backwards. To find a way through, he would have to turn around and head back the way he had just come. It would add at least another fifteen minutes to his journey. And what would that mean for the girl on the bridge? Despite knowing that there were local officers with her, Alex felt an enormous sense of personal responsibility for whatever might happen to her. And he couldn’t help her if he wasn’t there.


Hands clammy and with beads of perspiration running down the small of his back, he lowered the window of the van and began waving frantically at vehicles on both sides of the road to get out of his way. In a series of rapid and jerky backwards and forwards movements, the drivers around him did the best they could and, eventually, Alex was able to make the turn. Trying to slow his breathing, he began to steer a course through the backstreets, in search of the quickest alternative route to his destination. And, as he did so, each new knot in the traffic tightened the knot in his stomach.









Chapter 4



It was approaching 3 p.m. when Alex finally pulled up outside St Thomas’ Hospital on the southern approach to Westminster Bridge – more than three quarters of an hour after he had origin­ally received the call from Rich. He should have been there much sooner, but he couldn’t afford to dwell on the thought. He now needed to focus fully on the task in hand.


He grabbed his rucksack from the front passenger seat and swung it onto his shoulder as he jumped out of the van and locked the doors. Then he hurried towards the thin strip of cordon tape spanning the road in front of him and produced his warrant card for the benefit of the nearest PC.


‘I’m Alex Lewis, your negotiator,’ he said. ‘Can you tell me where the Duty Officer is?’


‘She’s somewhere over there on the other side of the bridge,’ replied the PC, gesturing in the general direction of the Houses of Parliament. ‘Do you want me to get her over here?’


‘Tell her I’ll meet her halfway,’ Alex replied, already ducking under the tape.


Up ahead and to his left, he could see the two uniformed police officers – one male, one female – standing on the pavement a few feet away from a young woman who was on the wrong side of the parapet, holding on with one hand, facing out towards the river. The two PCs were as still as statues, perhaps afraid of the consequences of movement; of somehow upsetting the balance in the air. Neither of them appeared to be saying anything.


Alex’s gaze settled on the figure of the girl as three pressing questions established themselves right at the front of his mind:


Why her?


Why here?


Why now?


The answers to those questions were the keys to unlocking her story and, in turn perhaps, to finding a way to help her back from the edge.


As he moved towards the middle of the bridge, Alex felt a surge of nerves and fresh adrenaline and reminded himself that both were necessary if he was going to be able to do his job well: the adrenaline to sustain him; the nerves to guard him against any kind of complacency.


A second female officer was hurrying towards him on the other side of the road. The Duty Officer, Alex guessed. As she got closer, he could see the inspector’s pips on the shoulders of her uniform.


‘Alex Lewis,’ he said as he reached out to shake her hand. ‘I’m one of the on-call negotiators.’


‘Jenny Haith,’ she responded. ‘Thanks for getting here.’


‘No problem,’ said Alex, his voice calm and reassuring. ‘What can you tell me?’


‘Not a great deal to be honest,’ Inspector Haith replied. ‘We’ve found a security pass with her name on it – we think she probably works at the Home Office. I’ve asked for some calls to be made, but I haven’t heard anything back yet. We’ve been with her for about ninety minutes and, so far, she hasn’t said a single word. I’ve got two of my best PCs with her and neither of them have been able to get any kind of response out of her.’


‘Well she’s still with us,’ Alex responded, ‘and that’s a good sign.’


‘Meaning?’ queried the Inspector.


‘Meaning that if she’d made up her mind to jump, I suspect she’d have done it by now,’ explained Alex. ‘The fact that she hasn’t suggests that there might be some doubt in her mind. And that gives us something to work with. It certainly gives me some hope.’


The Inspector raised her eyebrows, seemingly unsure whether or not she shared his positive outlook on the situation. ‘What do you need from me?’ she asked.


‘Just the names of the two officers over there with her,’ said Alex, gesturing across to the other side of the road.


‘Steve and Emma,’ she replied. ‘Both with plenty of years in “the Job”. Both with their heads screwed on.’


‘Are you happy for me to go across and join them?’ Alex asked, wanting to get started.


‘Yes, of course,’ said the Inspector, taking a step to one side.


If the fall doesn’t kill you, then the cold and the currents almost certainly will.


In any given year, as many as fifty people lose their lives in the murky, fast-flowing waters of the River Thames. Alex knew the numbers and the risks, but he was also an optimist – and his was an optimism born of experience. He had never lost a person on a London bridge, and he had been called out to several of them over the years. If he got there in time, experience had taught him that the chances of success were high.


That was the principal thought in his mind as he walked the last few metres towards the stranger on the parapet.


‘You must be Steve and Emma,’ he said quietly to the two PCs, who nodded at him in acknowledgement. ‘And who have you got here with you?’ he asked, looking past them at the young woman.


The female PC handed Alex the lanyard with the two photo passes attached to it. Alex studied the photos and the name: Becca Palmer.


‘Has Becca told you why she’s here?’ Alex asked them.


‘She hasn’t told us anything,’ the male officer replied. ‘She hasn’t said a word in all the time I’ve been with her.’ The concern in his voice was mixed with a hint of frustration.


‘That’s OK,’ Alex reassured him.


Over the years, Alex had found that uniformed PCs often turned out to be natural negotiators. They might not have done the official training course, but they spent a large part of their working lives dealing with people in every kind of crisis: victims with heartbreaking stories and life-threatening injuries; suspects armed with weapons and rage; traumatised witnesses struggling to remember a single thing they have seen; drinkers with demons; street sleepers with habits to feed and nowhere to go; people in agony, trying to make it through the worst days of their lives.


But, in this particular case, Alex could see that the two officers were struggling. They hadn’t done anything wrong as far as he could tell, but neither had they managed to find a way to break whatever spell the girl was under.


Alex put his rucksack on the ground next to the discarded tote bag. ‘Let me talk to her for a bit,’ he suggested to them.


The two PCs moved a short distance along the pavement in the direction of Big Ben – out of immediate earshot, but close enough to be of swift assistance should the need arise.


Alex double-checked that his phone was switched to silent. He still hadn’t heard from Rich. He didn’t know which other negotiators had been called out, or how long it would be before they eventually got there, but he wasn’t prepared to wait for them. Having already taken too long to get to the bridge himself, he couldn’t afford to – and it certainly wouldn’t be the first time he’d started a negotiation on his own.


Standing about three metres away from the girl, he leaned his elbows on the top of the balustrade and closed his mind to every possible distraction. For as long as it was going to take, saving her life needed to be the only thing that mattered to him.


Slowly, he turned his head and looked in her direction, taking care not to unsettle her with any sudden movements. Her hair was moving constantly in the breeze, one moment obscuring her profile, the next flicking out behind her in tangled disarray. From where he was standing, Alex only had sight of one side of her face. Her right eye was screwed tight shut and he could see the fading streaks of make-up on her freckled skin. She looked a complete mess.


Why her? Why here? Why now?


When the wind switched briefly in his direction, he could smell the booze on her breath.


‘You must be Becca,’ he said gently.


The girl didn’t respond.


‘Would it be all right if I talked to you for a while?’ he asked her.


She ignored him.


‘My name is Alex,’ he continued. ‘I’m with the police and I’m here to help you.’ Almost every negotiation he had ever taken part in had begun with those same words, or something very like them. This is who I am, he was telling her. And this is why I’m here.


But the girl offered no indication that she had even heard him.


The air temperature was falling. Alex reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a pair of fleece gloves. As he put them on, he looked across at the girl’s right hand, gripping the inside edge of the balustrade, and reminded himself that she’d already been there for the best part of two hours. There was surely no way she was going to be able to hold on for very much longer.









Chapter 5



A mile or so away, on the fourth floor of the Home Office, a phone was ringing. It was answered by a man in his late twenties wearing round, gold-rimmed glasses and an earnest expression. His plaid shirt – no tie, sleeves rolled halfway up his forearms – and rumpled chinos afforded him a look that was more postgrad than civil servant.


‘Yes, this is the office of the Policing Minister,’ he said politely. ‘How can I help you?’


His female colleague, sitting at the desk opposite him, seemed oblivious to the interruption as she continued to sift through a large pile of files and documents on her desk. She was older than the man, in her mid-forties perhaps, and dressed much more smartly than him: in a pale blue silk shirt and navy-blue trouser suit that was either brand new or fresh from the dry-cleaners. Her name was Camilla Lane and she was the no-nonsense, highly capable senior advisor to the Minister.


‘Yes, she works here,’ said the young man in response to what must have been a question at the other end of the line. ‘But I’m afraid she isn’t in at the moment. Can I take a message?’ As he said this, he glanced across the open-plan office and his eyes settled on Becca Palmer’s empty desk. ‘Oh,’ he said after a short pause.


And there was something about the way he said ‘oh’ that caused Camilla Lane to look up from her work. Immediately, she saw the look of concern on the man’s face.


‘What is it?’ she asked in a loud whisper.


The man put his hand over the mouthpiece of the phone. ‘It’s Becca,’ he said.


His boss rolled her eyes in exasperation. ‘Oh, for God’s sake! What is it this time?’ she asked him.


‘I’m talking to the police,’ he said, gesturing at the phone handset. ‘Apparently, she’s on Westminster Bridge. It looks as though she might be about to jump into the Thames.’


The girl on the bridge remained silent. Alex studied the parliamentary pass he was holding. It told him where she worked and suggested what he should call her, but it offered no more than that. And Alex understood that people are so much more than the names they are given and the jobs that they take. His responsibility was to find out who she really was and why she was in such a terrible state.


‘It looks to me as though you’re having a really tough day,’ he said softly. It might have been a statement of the blindingly obvious, but Alex was attempting to establish a connection with her. He was identifying with her distress, whatever the source of it might have been. ‘Why don’t you climb back over onto the pavement and we can talk about it,’ he suggested.


But she continued to pay no attention to him.


Despite his concerns about the amount of time she’d already spent out in the cold, Alex allowed the silence to rest for a while. So much of policing happened at speed – in the headlong rush from one emergency call to the next – but Alex knew that hostage and crisis negotiation was often different. Years of being deployed had taught him that negotiation frequently requires a conscious slowing down – a deliberate curbing of a copper’s natural instinct to get things done in a hurry. Of course, he would always try to get a vulnerable person to safety as soon as he possibly could, but he understood that, sometimes, the only way to achieve that was to take the long way round.


His eyes followed the course of a lone cormorant as it arrowed downriver, flying just inches above the surface of the water. How did they manage to do that, he wondered, without ever catching a wingtip and cartwheeling into the swell? The only other movement in his immediate line of sight was on the deck of the Nina Mackay II, one of the boats from the Met’s Marine Policing Unit, whose crew were silently watching and waiting. In case the girl jumped or fell.
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