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For Tracy Alexander










One


Her eyes were open but she was in La La Land. She lay on the bed in her underwear like a disgusting blow-up doll, the faint rise and fall of her breasts the only sign that she was still alive. He had kept physical contact to the absolute minimum, but he knew all about forensic wizardry and removing her dress had been a necessary precaution. Hopefully, the hotel room would be awash with all manner of fibres and human DNA and any trace that he might accidentally have left would be lost amongst it all.


He put on disposable gloves and went into the bathroom where he poured the rest of the champagne down the sink. He put the cork, wire casing and empty bottle in his rucksack, which was standing ready by the door. He washed the glasses quickly, paying particular attention to remove the foul smear of lipstick she had left on hers, then dried them on the tea towel he had brought with him. He checked the photo he had taken earlier on his phone and replaced them on the tray on top of the mini-bar, exactly as he had found them. His clothes were ready by the door, along with the rucksack, which he had stuffed with as many of her things as he could fit into it. There wasn’t room for her coat, but he hadn’t touched it at any point and he decided to leave it in the wardrobe where she had hung it.


Excitement welling, he paced backwards and forwards around the room, giving it a final once-over. He would check it again before he left, but it all looked perfect, nothing out of place. He zipped up his wetsuit, pulled on the rubber mask and went over to the bed. Just to make sure he wasn’t going to have any trouble, he waved his hand in front of her face and pinched her arm hard, but there was no reaction. He turned on the TV, the volume up high enough to cover any unwanted sounds, then carefully got onto the bed and straddled her. The wetsuit was a little on the tight side and restrictive, but he couldn’t risk taking it off. Nor did he want his skin to touch hers. He flexed his arms and shoulders, trying to create some give, clicked his knuckles one by one, then took some deep breaths as he steadied himself. He needed to clear his mind of his surroundings, and focus. When he felt ready, he put his hands around her neck, locked his thumbs tightly together, took some more slow breaths and closed his eyes. As he started to press down, he tried to picture another time not so long ago, another room, small and dimly lit, furnished with old-fashioned musty things, and another woman lying beside him on the sofa. But the image was half-formed and unstable, like a reflection in rippling water, fading into nothing around the edges. He wanted to shout out in frustration; all he needed was to see her face. He took another few deep breaths, but it was no good. He couldn’t get into it, the sweet spot, or the zone, as he liked to call it. The musky perfume the slag was wearing was overpowering, putting him off his stride. Grasping her tighter, breathing only through his mouth, he tried again.


Now he saw a man’s face, soft-featured and tanned, his lips mouthing something as his watery eyes opened in a pathetic look of surprise, followed by sudden realisation. He felt the heat of the sun on his back, the rocking of the little boat, smelt his own stale sweat and the salt of the sea. It wasn’t where he wanted to be. He shouted at the man, told him to fuck off, and squeezed harder, eyes screwed tight shut, as he tried to re-focus. The man’s image dissolved. From the darkness other faces drifted ghost-like into view, a washed-out collage of pale, insipid, interchangeable girls and a devilish old woman out to spoil his fun, laughing at him, mocking his ineptitude. Lost your touch? Lost your mojo? Not up to it, are you? Never been up to it, you nasty little bastard spawn, nasty little impotent piece of shit . . . He punched her wicked face, hit it again with all his force, again and again until finally he silenced her. With a knowing look she held a bony finger to her lips, winked at him and disappeared, back down into hell where she belonged.


But nothing appeared in her place. Fucking nothing. Breathless now, and hot with rage, he rocked backwards and forwards, squeezing harder and harder, shaking the limp neck until it felt like a wet rag in his hands, until he was sure there must be no life left. Still it wasn’t enough. The magic wasn’t working. It was fucking useless. He couldn’t conjure up the one he wanted. As he threw the body down on the bed, tears filled his eyes. He was cursed. She wouldn’t come to him.










Two


Banging. More banging. Louder. Someone shouting his name. Mark Tartaglia opened his eyes. He was lying on a bed, in the dark. Unsure where he was, he stretched out his arm and felt the cool, smooth space beside him. He reached out further. Nobody there. Light filtered through the open crack under a door and, as his eyes gradually adjusted, he made out familiar shapes. He was at home. He peered at the luminous face of his watch. Just before six o’clock. About half an hour before he needed to get up. The room was cold, yet he was sweating. His head throbbed and he took several long, deep breaths, trying to fix in his mind the sequence of events the night before, images unravelling like jerky little clips of film. The bar-crawl with his cousin Gianni to celebrate Gianni’s decree absolute; beer and vodka chasers, and ending up in some fancy new boutique hotel in the West End. Dim lighting, loud music, lots of people. More of a nightclub than a hotel bar. More drinks. Something unmemorable to eat. A foursome of giggling, very young women, stragglers from an office Halloween party, who had joined them without much persuasion. More to drink; champagne this time. Later, a woman with long, dark hair, on her own, who had met his gaze several times from across the bar. Early forties, tanned and slim. Not a pro; he clocked that immediately from her body language. He’d seen her again in the courtyard at the back when he’d gone out for a smoke and they’d exchanged a few words over a cigarette until her phone rang. Then the slip of paper with her room number that she had discreetly dropped in his lap on her way out of the bar. If you’re looking for something different . . . The accompanying smile that spoke more than words. He’d been drunk, but not so drunk as to not know what he was doing when he’d made his excuses to Gianni, saying he was tired, and knocked on her door fifteen minutes or so later.


He stretched out into a star shape, enjoying the chill of the sheets in the furthest corners, and closed his eyes as he ran through the sequence of events again in his mind. He barely remembered the taxi ride home, or letting himself into his flat. Her name was Annika, no, Jannicke. From Oslo. Over in London for a few days on business. The pale circle on her ring finger said she was married.


The banging started again. He wasn’t dreaming. A man was shouting his name and he opened his eyes. The noise seemed to be coming from the front of his flat. As he eased himself into a sitting position in bed and reached for the light switch, he caught a fleeting scent of a woman’s perfume. Slowly he got to his feet, head aching, mouth sour and dry as dust. He had no idea what he had done with his clothes. Unsteadily, he grabbed a towel he found lying over a chair, wrapped it around himself, and stumbled into the sitting room. The lights were on, the shutters gaping open. A man was standing in the front garden, peering through the window. The man waved at him. Silhouetted against the acid-orange glare from the street lamp, it was difficult to see his face clearly and it took Tartaglia a few moments before he recognised Nick Minderedes, a detective constable in his team. They’d been on call for the past five days, the next murder investigation team in line for any case of suspicious death that came into the Homicide West jurisdiction. A diet of early nights was the prescription, just in case, and a clear, sober head. Sod’s law that something had happened on the one night he had been out getting lashed.


Tartaglia let himself out of his flat and opened the front door.


Minderedes stood on the doorstep, dressed even at that hour in a sharply-cut suit and tie, his face shaved, his short black hair still wet and spiky from the shower. He looked alert, as though he had been awake for hours. It was ironic that he was usually the one burning the candle at both ends.


‘Sorry for the noise, boss. Didn’t want to rouse the whole street but you weren’t answering.’ As he spoke, a window was slammed shut immediately above them.


‘What’s up?’


‘Suspicious death in the West End. I need to take you over there now.’


‘Couldn’t you have phoned first?’


Minderedes’s brown eyes narrowed. ‘I tried. Many times. Some cabbie with an attitude finally picked up. Said you’d left it on the back seat of his cab a few hours ago. Said it’d been ringing non-stop ever since.’ His eyebrows raised a fraction as he spoke.


Tartaglia gave him a blank stare. Fuck. The phone must have fallen out of his jacket pocket on the way home, but it was none of Minderedes’s business where he had been or what he had been doing.


‘I told him to drop it over to the office later,’ Minderedes continued, still looking at him inquiringly. ‘Meantime, we need to get going.’


Tartaglia stifled a yawn. ‘OK, give me ten. You want to come in and wait?’


Minderedes shook his head. ‘I’ll be outside in the car. I’ll call the DI from the local station and let him know we’re on our way.’


Tartaglia closed the front door and retreated back inside. The heating was just kicking in, taking the chill off the air, the pipes were making a distant tapping sound as they warmed up. He went into the kitchen, put a pot of strong coffee on the stove and poured out a large glass of water, which he knocked back in one, along with a couple of Hedex. In the bathroom, he turned on the shower. Waiting while the water warmed up, he stood at the basin and splashed some cold water on his face, then ran his fingers through his hair and over the thick black stubble on his chin, studying himself in the mirror. Not good. Not good at all. He stuck out his tongue and grimaced in disgust. Dark circles shadowed his eyes like bruises and his skin looked sallow in the bathroom light, his summer tan having all but faded. Not much he could do about that, but if nothing else, even if it cost him an extra few minutes, he would have to shave. There’d be no chance to do so later on and it made all the difference. Somehow he had to minimise the obvious signs of a night of next to no sleep. At least he generally kept himself in good physical shape, even to his critical eye. Give or take a couple of pounds, he weighed the same as he had done ten years before and outwardly looked much the same. But some things were deceptive. Ten years on, he knew he was a different man, although he had no desire to examine or define what had changed. He put his hand under the shower, checked the temperature and stepped in, closing his eyes again and letting the water run over him.


Fifteen minutes later he was dressed and ready to go. It was still dark outside, the pavement slick from overnight rain and the air sharp with cold. Apart from the odd light on here and there, there was little sign of anyone stirring. Minderedes was waiting for him a few doors down, the shiny black BMW pulled up across someone’s drive. Tartaglia slid into the passenger seat and slammed the door shut. Capital Breakfast burbled through the speakers. Minderedes helped himself to a stick of gum and put the car into gear.


‘Where are we going?’ Tartaglia asked, stretching out his legs as they sped off down the narrow street towards Shepherd’s Bush Road.


‘Some posh new hotel called the Dillon. That’s all I know.’


Tartaglia frowned, wondering if he had heard correctly and glanced over at Minderedes. ‘The Dillon, you say.’


‘That’s right. It’s in the West End. Just off Marylebone High Street. We should be there in fifteen, if we’re lucky.’


Tartaglia said nothing. The Dillon was where he had been only a few hours before. Thinking it must be some sort of a joke, he glanced again at Minderedes, but his expression was deadpan as he concentrated on the road in front, driving at his usual breakneck speed. Minderedes was generally a bad poker player, so maybe it was for real after all.


‘What’s happened?’ he asked flatly after a moment, having watched the DC carefully out of the corner of his eye.


‘Woman found dead in one of the rooms in the early hours.’


‘What, a guest?’


‘I don’t know. Steele’s been trying to get hold of you. Do you want to use my phone?’


‘In a minute.’ Tartaglia slid down a little in his seat, folded his arms and studied the empty road ahead as they accelerated past Olympia. Before he spoke to his boss, DCI Carolyn Steele, he needed to get things clearer in his mind. He believed in coincidence about as much as he believed in the tooth fairy. Things happened for a reason, particularly in his line of work. Like a conjuror’s trick, the apparently inexplicable usually had a simple explanation, if only you knew where to look. But he found it strange that he should be going back to the same hotel only a few hours later to investigate a murder. Still not quite believing it, refusing to give in to alcohol-fuelled paranoia, he told himself that it couldn’t be anything to do with Jannicke. What were the chances? She wasn’t the only woman in the hotel, by any stretch. There must be a good forty or so rooms and at least as many guests, plus staff. No point jumping to conclusions.


A wave of nausea hit him and he closed his eyes for a moment, massaging his temples and the bridge of his nose, as he tried to work out what to do. No doubt he had been captured on camera somewhere in the hotel. He hated having to explain himself to anybody, but there was no way around it. He would have to come clean, and as soon as possible. He pictured the inevitable awkward conversation with Steele, a woman whose private life, if she had one, never impinged on her work. Hopefully, she would accept a basic explanation of what he had been doing there and that’s as far as it would go, from the work point of view. Other than being in the wrong place at the wrong time, he had done nothing against the rules. Why, then, did he feel as though he had?


From nowhere, a conversation from the previous afternoon with his sister, Nicoletta, bubbled to the surface. He had been sitting at his desk in the office going through some paperwork when she called. He could still hear the sound of her voice, heavy with recrimination, reminding him that he was supposed to be going over to her house for dinner that evening. He had no recollection of it but she insisted that a definite arrangement had been made. His niece and nephew were dying to see him. She had asked some other friends too. Done all the shopping and cooking. He had to admit that she sounded convincing. Maybe he had forgotten. It wouldn’t have been the first time. He had been in court for most of the past week, giving evidence in a murder trial. It hadn’t been going well and it was preoccupying him. He had tried to tell her that he had made other arrangements, but she wouldn’t listen. Finally, when forced, he had explained that he was seeing their cousin Gianni and couldn’t let him down, and she had let rip. His being at work had made no difference.


‘You’re going out to celebrate? . . . Celebrate failure, more like, he’s hopeless . . . you’re no better . . . bad influence . . . both need to grow up, get a life . . . selfish . . . midlife crisis . . .’


Blah, blah, blah. Midlife crisis? Jesus! He and Gianni weren’t even forty yet. It was as if he were still fifteen, under the thumb of his older sister, the woman of the world who thought she had all the answers. He had held the phone away from his ear – he had heard it all before – but even from a foot away, the gist was clear. He caught the word ‘commitment’ several times. Or maybe it was ‘commitment-phobe’. What could he say? ‘Marco? Marco? Are you there? Listen to me, will you?’ He had been on the point of replying, telling her to get lost, when he had heard a movement behind him. Someone was in his office. Swinging around, he had found Nick Minderedes standing right behind him, mouth puckered as he fought back a grin. It wasn’t clear how long he had been standing there, but he must have heard enough.


Tartaglia looked at Minderedes, whose eyes were still focussed ahead on the road. He could have no idea what was going through Tartaglia’s mind. Nicoletta’s words echoed again: ‘You’re not thirty any more . . .’ He felt a stab of unaccustomed guilt then felt like slapping her. What was he supposed to do? Live like a monk? He didn’t need to justify himself to anyone but he had the feeling he was still going to pay for it.










Three


The Dillon Hotel occupied a stretch of large early Victorian terraced houses set back behind railings, close to Manchester Square, not far from Marylebone High Street. The area immediately outside had been cordoned off and Tartaglia and Minderedes were forced to park a little further down the street and walk back. As they checked in with a uniformed officer, a short, heavy-set man with thinning salt and pepper hair detached himself from a group standing by the main entrance. He was wearing a baggy grey suit that had seen better days and had the tired, puffy eyes of somebody who had been up all night. He greeted them, introducing himself as DI Johnson from Marylebone CID.


‘I hear it’s one of the guests, a woman. Is that right?’ Tartaglia asked, as they walked with Johnson up the wide stone steps and in through the open front door. He hoped there was no trace in his voice of the irrational anxiety he felt, again telling himself that it couldn’t be Jannicke.


‘Yes, the victim’s female,’ Johnson replied, leading them past the white, panelled reception area and down the main corridor, ‘but we’re not sure who she is, or if she was staying in the hotel. She was strangled up in one of the rooms on the second floor.’


‘What time was this?’


‘Let’s go in here and I’ll fill you in,’ Johnson said, looking around as though worried somebody might overhear, even though there was nobody within earshot. They followed him into a book-lined snug, with a small bar in one corner. Tartaglia hadn’t noticed it the previous evening, although the leafy courtyard where he had met Jannicke while having a smoke the night before was just beyond the tall pair of French doors. Johnson appeared to be using the room as a makeshift office. Two small tables had been pushed together, with a cordless phone, papers, and several half-drunk cups of black coffee spread out on the surface.


‘So what exactly happened?’ Tartaglia said, growing increasingly impatient.


Johnson shrugged. ‘Some sort of romantic tryst gone wrong, possibly, although she could easily be a pro. The room’s booked in a man’s name, Robert Herring. She was lying on the bed, not wearing much. The man called room service from the room and ordered a bottle of champagne and some food. When it was brought up, they found her.’


‘Yes, but what time?’


Johnson picked up a piece of paper and peered at some notes. ‘The call came from the room and was logged on the in-house dining system, as they call it, at twelve-fifty-one a.m. About half an hour later a waiter goes up to the room and knocks on the door.’


‘So, around one-twenty-five?’


‘Thereabouts.’


Tartaglia stared at him for a moment, hoping his relief was well hidden. At one-twenty-five he had still been in Jannicke’s room and she had certainly been alive, so it couldn’t be her. He had left Jannicke’s room a few minutes after two. He remembered looking at his watch.


‘There’s no answer so he lets himself in with a passkey,’ Johnson continued. ‘He sees her on the bed, but there’s no sign of the man. It’s clear something’s wrong so he calls the duty manager who comes up and takes a look and decides she’s dead. He then dials 999. The call came in at one-thirty-nine and we got here just after two.’


As Johnson spoke, it struck Tartaglia that he had actually been there, in the hotel, at the time of the murder. It was something that had never happened to him before in connection with his work and he felt a little shaken by it. Had the killer stayed around afterwards to watch the action, maybe waiting downstairs in the bar until the police came? It wouldn’t be the first time.


He thought back, picturing himself leaving Jannicke’s room – nobody in the corridor outside – then coming down the main stairs and turning into the hall. A few people were still milling around in the lobby and in the large sitting room beyond. Nothing particularly noteworthy about that and he didn’t remember seeing anybody on their own, let alone acting oddly. The bar had still been open and an Alex Clare song he particularly liked had been playing. He was half tempted to stay and listen, but had felt suddenly very tired. Leaving the building, he hadn’t been aware of anything out of the ordinary. Nobody hanging around outside or behaving suspiciously, no commotion, no sirens, no blue lights or obvious unmarked cars pulled up outside in the street. He must have left just before CID got there. It had been raining earlier and he recalled how pleasantly fresh the air had felt. He had paused to light a cigarette then walked on, eventually hailing a cab along George Street. As far as he was aware, he had witnessed nothing relevant to the investigation.


‘How long had Robert Herring been staying?’ he asked Johnson.


‘He arrived yesterday evening, just after seven p.m., and appeared to be on his own. He was given a large double on the second floor, but he only asked for one key. He gave a home address in Manchester, which we’re checking along with his other details. There’s also a mobile number, but the phone’s switched off. The credit card that was used to secure the room is in a different name. Nobody at reception remembers seeing the woman or anybody asking for Herring and according to the switchboard no calls were put through to that room all evening. As I said, she could be a pro, or a girlfriend – or a guest staying in one of the other rooms, but until we speak to everybody, we won’t know. A lot of the guests are still asleep.’


‘What about the hotel staff?’


‘We’re taking statements from anyone still here who was on duty last night. I can give you the full list of names.’


Tartaglia looked at Minderedes. ‘You’d better start waking up the guests as soon as the rest of the team gets here.’


‘A few are already up,’ Johnson said, ‘but we told them to go back to their rooms. We’ve closed off the second floor entirely, so nobody can go in or out. We’ve left the main stairs open but we’ve stopped access to the lifts and the back stairs unless authorised. Do you want to take it any further than that?’


Tartaglia shook his head. ‘That’s fine for now. Just make sure nobody leaves the hotel until they’ve been spoken to and their IDs have been checked.’ Theoretically, he would have liked to lock down the entire hotel, but it wouldn’t be practical.


‘Have you got a map of this place?’ he asked.


Johnson handed him a sheet of paper. ‘This is the ground floor.’


‘What about cameras?’


‘There are a few dotted around, here and here,’ he said, marking the paper for Tartaglia. ‘It’s pretty minimal coverage, though. The manager gave me some spiel about guests needing their privacy. I suppose they get their fair share of celebs here, but luckily there’s a camera at reception, so we should be able to get a visual of Herring.’


‘Where’s Security?’ Minderedes asked.


‘In the basement, next to the gym,’ Johnson replied.


‘Start with that,’ Tartaglia said to Minderedes. ‘I’ll come and find you when I’m done with the crime scene.’


‘The CSM was looking for you,’ Johnson said to Tartaglia, as Minderedes disappeared out of the door. ‘She’s still up in the room. I can take you there now, if you’re ready. This place is like a rabbit warren.’


‘Carry on with what you were doing. I’ll find it myself.’ He wanted to be on his own for a minute. Try and clear his thoughts. The room where he had been with Jannicke had been on the first floor at the front of the building, not that he’d paid much attention to the location at the time. He remembered using the main stairs by reception and that was about it. He wondered whether she was already up and getting dressed, and if he would bump into her at some point. It would be a little awkward, but he felt no real embarrassment.


‘It’s number 212, at the back of the building,’ Johnson said, following him out of the snug. ‘There’s a lift that gets you out right by the room. Go through the bar, and you’ll come to it.’


Tartaglia glanced at the map. The hotel was a rectangle, with four wings built around a long central courtyard. He remembered reading in some blurb the previous night that the rear wing had once been a small theatre or cinema. The bar was empty and silent, apart from the distant sound of a hoover, and the strong smell of cleaning products hung in the air. Grey early-morning light filtered in through the row of tall windows and the room looked more austere and less welcoming than he remembered it. As he passed the table where he and Gianni had been sitting only a few hours before, he wondered what time Gianni had left and whether he had gone home on his own.


The lift was outside the entrance to the restaurant. He heard the clatter of plates and cutlery and saw staff through the glass panel of the door preparing for breakfast. He showed his ID to the uniformed PC guarding the lift, then took it up to the second floor. Breakfast TV blasted from one of the rooms nearby. It wouldn’t be long before people would be up and about and the usual complaints would start about being delayed and having to account for themselves, along with the inevitable, probing, ghoulish curiosity.


The section of corridor between the lift and room 212 had been taped off and a pathway marked out on the carpet leading to the door. Tartaglia helped himself to protective clothing from a box on the floor and was about to head towards the room when he saw Tracy Jamieson, the crime scene manager, emerging from the lift behind him.


‘There you are,’ she said cheerily. ‘I was wondering when you’d get here.’


‘Why are you so perky this morning?’


‘No reason. I tried calling you but some funny bloke answered your phone.’ Tall and athletic, she was fully suited and masked, but he could tell from her brown eyes that she was smiling.


‘I left it in a taxi last night.’


‘Ah . . . These things happen. I’m afraid I had to make a start without you.’


‘So where are we?’ he asked, grateful that she wasn’t going to make a song and dance about it.


‘As you can see, we’ve cleared a path so you can go into the room. It looked sexual, so I asked for a pathologist.’


‘Who’s on call?’


‘Arabella. She’s already been and gone. She’s pretty certain, from a quick visual, that cause of death is manual strangulation. There’s clear bruising to the neck and very obvious petechial haemorrhaging. She took some intimate swabs so we don’t lose anything, but said the rest could wait until later.’


‘Was the woman killed in the room?’


‘We think so. On the bed. Someone’s pummelled the right side of her face. She was still alive, judging by the swelling and bruising and the amount of blood on the sheets. I’ve examined the areas of exposed skin and she’s now ready to go. I want to get her out of here before the world wakes up, so they’ll be bringing a stretcher up any minute now.’


‘Do we have an ID?’


Jamieson shook her head. ‘She’s in her underwear but her clothes and personal things are gone, apart from an overcoat and a pair of heels in the cupboard.’


He wasn’t thinking clearly, but the most obvious solution was that the killer had taken her clothes and personal things for some reason. Why he had left the shoes and coat behind was another matter.


‘How far have you got with the room?’ he asked.


‘Nothing interesting so far. The photos and video are done. I can walk you through it all later, if you want. We’ll do light-sourcing and fingerprints but, given it’s a hotel, how far do you want to take it?’


‘That’s fine for now. I’ll just take a quick look at the room, then I’ll get back downstairs.’


Jamieson led the way to the door and clicked it open with a passkey, saying, ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’


Inside, a room-service trolley was parked up against a wall of the small internal lobby. An unopened bottle of champagne stood in a watery ice bucket beside two unused flutes. He pulled it out and looked at the label. Krug. No ordinary champagne, he noted, wondering how much a bottle would set you back in such a place. He lifted the metal covers off two plates. Half a dozen oysters beneath one; some sort of white fish under the other, with a gravy boat of what looked like congealed Hollandaise under a napkin on the side. So, the killer rings down to room service and orders food. Things must have been going well up to that point. Then something goes wrong and half an hour later, the woman’s dead. Was that what had happened? It didn’t quite stack up.


There was a small marble-clad bathroom to one side. The lights were on and he gave it a cursory look before pushing open the bedroom door. As he went in, he was hit by a blast of chill air. Someone had been sick on the floor just inside the room. The waiter, he assumed, or someone else from the hotel. The room was spacious and almost identical to Jannicke’s, with a modern black four-poster bed pushed up against one wall, a desk in one corner and a couple of armchairs grouped around a coffee table. The heavy red-striped curtains were still drawn, as they had been the previous night, and the lighting was very dim. Even so, he could see that the bed looked as though it had been hit by a typhoon, sheets and duvet half on the floor, pillows and cushions scattered around. The victim lay across the bed on her side, dark hair covering her face, her body partially hidden under a tangle of blood-stained sheets. He had never had a problem being alone with a body before, but he found it all suddenly oppressive and, in the shadowy light, felt strangely disorientated, almost intoxicated again. His vision blurred and for a moment he saw another woman lying before him, looking up at him, mouth slightly open, as if about to say something. It was as though no time had passed, he was in a room on the opposite side of the courtyard, it was still night outside, and he had never left the hotel. He blinked and shook his head. Maybe he was still drunk. He would get some strong black coffee as soon as he was done. He heard a noise and turned to find Jamieson in the doorway, holding a large, folded plastic sheet.


‘Was this how you found her?’ he asked a little abruptly, trying to recover himself.


‘More or less. Arabella didn’t need to shift her much to get what she wanted.’


He looked again at the scene in front of him, the chaos of the bed, the blood, the body lying untidily in the midst as though it had been violently discarded. He would study the photographs and video that had been taken but it looked as though there had been quite a struggle. Frenzy was the word that came to mind.


‘Were there any defence wounds?’


‘Doesn’t look like it.’


‘What about restraint marks?’


‘Again, nothing Arabella commented on.’


He frowned, surprised. He would call Arabella Browne later for more of an insight. Also, if the victim was drunk or had been drugged, it would show up on the toxicology report. Hopefully, the post mortem and forensic analysis would reveal more clues. He gazed around the room again. Apart from the area immediately around the bed, he was struck by how tidy it all was, nothing out of place. The air conditioning was making a racket above him and he suddenly felt very cold. He checked the thermostat on the wall. It was on the ‘Low’ setting, reading sixteen degrees, with the fan turned up to the maximum.


‘Did anybody change the thermostat?’


‘No. It’s been like this since I got here. Wish I’d put on my thermals.’


He frowned again, wondering why somebody might have deliberately turned down the thermostat when it was only a few degrees above zero outside. It was hardly conducive to a romantic atmosphere.


‘You say her clothes are gone. Did you find anything belonging to the man who booked the room?’


‘No.’


He made a mental note to ask if Herring had checked in with luggage and if anybody had taken it up to the room. Unless the victim had left her things in another room in the hotel, Herring would have needed something to carry them in, something that wouldn’t draw attention to him when he left the hotel in the early hours of the morning.


Jamieson unfolded the plastic sheeting and spread it out on the bed beside the body.


‘Can you give me a hand?’


Together they rolled the woman over onto her face and Jamieson started to untangle the bed sheet from the body’s legs. ‘Hang on. Take a look at this,’ she said, indicating the back of the woman’s thighs.


He peered over her shoulder. Faint, uneven red lines criss-crossed the woman’s skin in places.


‘We need some light,’ Jamieson said, unzipping the front of her suit. She pulled out a small torch, which was hanging on a cord around her neck, and shone it on the woman’s legs. The white beam illuminated what looked like a series of crudely formed capital letters. At first Tartaglia thought they had been tattooed on the victim’s skin, but looking closer he realised that they had been scored by something sharp, deep into her flesh. There was no bleeding, so the cuts had been made post-mortem.


‘Did you find a knife or anything with a blade?’ he asked.


She shook her head, peering at the marks. ‘Whatever it is, the blade’s really fine and sharp. Like a Stanley knife.’


‘He may have taken it with him, but we should be looking at corridors, bins, stairwells, drains, anywhere close where he might have ditched it. I’ll get a search team onto it right away. Can you read what it says?’


‘ “E” something, then “O” something, then “S” something. The last bit looks like “Som”. She crouched down until her eyes were almost level with the top of the woman’s legs. ‘That’s better. I can read it now. “ERIS QUOD SUM.”’


He squinted, but still couldn’t see clearly. ‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes. I’m pretty sure.’


She passed him the torch and he crouched down beside her, angling the beam until he could make out the letters clearly. Eris Quod Sum. She was right. It was part of a familiar quote, although he couldn’t remember what it was from. Eram quod es. Eris quod sum. He looked up and met her gaze. ‘It’s Latin,’ he said. ‘You find it on gravestones. It’s the dead speaking to the living. “I once was what you are now. What I am, you will be.” Basically, we’re all going to die.’


‘How very ominous. I didn’t know you spoke ancient Italian.’


‘Benefits of a good Catholic education,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘Did Arabella see this?’


‘No. She was in and out of here like greased lightning. Sounded like she had the flu.’


‘I’ll catch up with her later, then.’ It would have been useful to have Arabella Browne’s initial input right away, but it could wait.


‘Who’s the message for, do you think? It’s pretty ominous.’


He grimaced. His head ached and he had seen enough for now. ‘It’s probably a wind-up. CSI gives them all sorts of creative ideas. Let’s get her out of here ASAP. I need to get back downstairs.’


They rolled the woman onto her back and as Jamieson moved to bag up her feet and hands, Tartaglia glanced automatically towards the woman’s face. His mind was already sorting through a quick priority list of things to be done next, but something caught his attention, some sort of fleeting impression of familiarity that made him pause. He looked at the woman again, hoping that it was a trick of the dim, shadowy light or his own tiredness and state of mind. Her face was bloodied and disfigured on one side by the beating she had received. Death also had a way of robbing a person of their humanity and turning loved ones into strangers. Still unsure, he moved over to the other side of the bed and as he brushed back the remaining hair from her face, the breath caught in his throat. Unable to speak, he blinked, studying every detail and contour, hoping that somehow he was mistaken.


‘What’s up?’ Jamieson asked somewhere in the background.


He inhaled deeply, then exhaled, staring blindly down at the body before him, automatically noting the cuts to her face, the bruising and swelling and obvious signs of strangulation, wishing that she were someone else. But there was no doubt about it and it was pointless wasting any more time. The hideous consequences started to unfurl in his mind. What should be done, how to handle it, who to call first . . .


He pulled off his mask and rubbed his face with his hands. Even though the room was like a fridge, he was sweating. He felt suddenly feverish and claustrophobic.


‘Mark? Are you OK?’


He looked up at Jamieson and shook his head. ‘No. I’m not OK. I know her.’










Four


The car braked, then swerved to the right, rousing Tartaglia out of sleep. Minderedes leaned on the horn and muttered something unintelligible as he overtook a cyclist who had stopped in the middle of the road. Tartaglia stretched his shoulders, yawned and checked his watch. It was just after five in the afternoon but already dark. The day had gone quickly enough and the events of the morning seemed a distant memory. Gazing vaguely at the lit-up shop windows and passers-by as they sped past, he thought again of the woman whose corpse he had helped to zip inside a body bag that morning. Her name was Claire Donovan and her sister, Sam, had once been a detective sergeant on his team. Working closely together for almost two years, he and Sam had become good friends, although she had left the police a few months before to go back to university to study for a post-graduate degree. He hadn’t seen either her or Claire since. He still felt shaken by the discovery of Claire’s body in the hotel room early that morning and had spent the intervening hours trying to block out the memories, forget the Claire he had known, and do his job as best he could. But disturbing images from the darkened room kept crowding into his mind and he worried about his ability to see things objectively. Sam Donovan was also at the front of his thoughts and he wondered how she was coping with the news.


Other than the identification of the victim, little progress had been made with the case so far. The name Robert Herring had turned out to be an alias and the Manchester address entered into the reception log was equally fake. The mobile number ‘Herring’ had given was still switched off and untraceable and the credit card used to secure the booking had been Claire Donovan’s own. He had checked in just after seven o’clock the previous evening and the video footage taken of him at reception showed a youngish man of medium height and build. He was dressed in bulky winter clothing, with a thick scarf wound around his neck and a beanie pulled down low over his brow. The little that was visible of his face was disguised by dark-lensed aviators and a good few days’ worth of beard. He looked like a wannabe in the music or film business, not at all out of place in a hotel like the Dillon. He wore gloves and was carrying a large, black rucksack. CCTV footage showed him taking the back stairs up to the room and later, just before eight-thirty, Claire Donovan entering the building and going up to the second floor. The handbag she’d been carrying was still missing, but her coat and the shoes she was wearing looked to be the same as those left in the hotel room’s cupboard.


Just before one in the morning, five minutes after making the call down to room service, Herring was filmed leaving the building via the front entrance, walking down the street in the direction of Marylebone High Street and melting into the night. By that time, Claire Donovan was already dead. He was dressed the same as when he had arrived at the hotel earlier, the rucksack – which must have contained Claire’s things – slung over his shoulder. The search for the knife or blade used to cut Claire’s legs had proved fruitless and it looked as though he’d taken that with him too. Tartaglia had watched the footage over and over again, studying the man’s body language and familiarising himself with what little there was to be seen. Herring moved quickly and purposefully, head down, as though he knew he was being observed. He was calm, even-paced, not a man in any hurry or panic, and Tartaglia was struck by how confident he seemed for a man who had just committed murder. It was extraordinary. Why had he made the call to room service? Why not leave it for housekeeping to find the body the following day? Why had Claire booked the hotel room for Herring and what was her connection to him? These, and myriad other mushrooming questions, remained unanswered. Neither her sister, Sam, nor any of her work colleagues that they had so far spoken to, knew anything about this man. Claire’s phone was missing and switched off, but hopefully her laptop might reveal some important clues.


Tartaglia had just started to doze again when the car took a sharp left and a moment later pulled up abruptly.


‘We’re here, boss,’ Minderedes said as Tartaglia opened his eyes. They were outside the small terraced house where Sam and Claire Donovan had lived, which was located in a quiet maze of narrow streets in Hammersmith, close to the river.


‘I’m just nipping over to the office for some things, then I’ll be back. They called to say they need more evidence bags. How long will you be?’


Tartaglia rubbed his eyes vigorously and reached for the door. ‘I dunno. Maybe five minutes, maybe five hours. Just hurry up.’ Their office in Barnes was just over Hammersmith Bridge, on the other side of the Thames, but at that hour the traffic around Hammersmith Broadway was particularly heavy. What should be no more than a ten-minute journey, door-to-door, could easily turn into half an hour and Tartaglia didn’t want to find himself stranded. He was expecting a call any minute from the pathologist’s office to let him know what time Claire’s autopsy was scheduled that evening and he needed to be ready to go over there at short notice. Normally, he didn’t need ferrying around. He had his motorbike, a Ducati 998, which in his view was infinitely better than a car. But he had dropped it off the previous day at the garage for a service and he would have to rely on Minderedes for the next few days.


He climbed out of the warm cocoon of the car, acknowledging Minderedes’s murmured ‘give Sam my condolences and best wishes’ with a nod. Minderedes and Donovan had rarely seen eye to eye in the past, but it didn’t matter any more. Wrapping his jacket tightly around him, Tartaglia looked at the house. The curtains were roughly drawn but he could see light through the gaps and the shadows of people moving around. Donovan was inside, being looked after by Sharon Fuller, the family liaison officer, as well as his boss, DCI Carolyn Steele. Two other detectives from his team, Dave Wightman and Hannah Bird, had already started searching the house and going through Claire Donovan’s possessions, bagging up anything that looked interesting or might possibly give a clue to the identity of the man who had killed her. Tartaglia wondered how Donovan felt about having her home invaded at such a time, even though she knew it had to be done.


As the tail-lights of the BMW disappeared around the corner, he pulled out his phone and texted Steele to say that he had arrived. He crossed the road, sat down on a low garden wall opposite the house and lit a cigarette. When he had spoken to her half an hour earlier to tell her that he was on his way over, she had told him to wait outside. He had spent many a happy hour at the Donovans’ house and it felt odd to be forced to loiter outside like a stranger. He had explained to Steele earlier that day about losing his phone and about having been in the Dillon Hotel at the time of the murder. She had made a couple of sharp comments about needing to have an early night when on call, but otherwise seemed to have taken what he had said at face value. His alibi would have to be checked like anybody else’s, but otherwise it seemed there would be no repercussions. Something else must have happened, but he was at a loss to know what it was about.


A minute or so later the front door opened and Steele came out, bundled up in a long, belted, beige-coloured coat over her usual dark trouser suit. She must have a wardrobe full of them, he often thought. He tossed away the remains of his cigarette and crossed the road to meet her.


‘Let’s go somewhere,’ she said, pulling on leather gloves and knotting a silk scarf tightly around her neck, her voice hoarse from the tail-end of a cold. ‘We need to talk. Did you come by car?’


‘Nick dropped me off. He’s gone back to the office to get some stuff.’


‘Let’s sit in mine, then.’ She walked over to a silver Audi parked on the opposite side of the street and clicked open the locks.


‘What’s up?’ he asked, sliding into the passenger seat.


‘I need to speak to you before you see Sam.’


‘How is she?’


Steele switched on the ignition and turned the heater up to maximum. ‘As you’d expect. I did my best to talk to her and ask if she knew anything that might help us, but she’s in a pretty bad way. The doctor’s given her a sedative to calm her down, plus pills to help her sleep tonight. She and Claire were close, weren’t they?’


‘Up to a point. They got on OK, but they are . . . I mean they were . . . very different.’ Like chalk and cheese, both physically and in terms of character, he’d always thought, marvelling at the vagaries of genetics. Claire, the elder, had been striking, on the tall side, with dark, wavy hair; Sam was small, prettier, with light brown hair. While Claire had been more outwardly confident and gregarious, he had always felt she lacked her sister’s inner core and complexity.


‘Still, they shared a house together,’ Steele said. ‘That must count for something. Unfortunately, she doesn’t seem to know much about what her sister was up to, or what she was doing in that hotel.’


‘You know Sam’s been living in Bristol for the last couple of months.’


‘There’s the phone, Facebook, email. Surely they kept in touch? You know her better than I do. Do you think she’s telling the truth?’


He looked at her, surprised. Although Steele never socialised outside work, she had a good enough feel for Sam’s character. ‘Sam? Why wouldn’t she?’


‘I have to ask.’


He nodded. ‘I wasn’t that close to Claire, but I’d say it’s perfectly possible she kept things to herself, particularly if the relationship, or whatever it was, was something new. From what I gather, she didn’t have a great track record with men and it was a bit of a sore spot.’


‘Sam said she was bad at picking them. Maybe it runs in the family.’


Her tone made him look over at her again. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


She gave him one of her tight little smiles, her pale, cat-like eyes also giving nothing away. She would have done well in politics, he always thought. According to the rumour mill, she was destined for higher places than running the Barnes Murder Squads. ‘I’ll come onto that in a minute,’ she said. ‘Thinking about practical things first, it will be very strange for Sam to be on the outside of the investigation, and probably very frustrating.’


‘Yes, I’m sure. But I shall, of course, keep her on the outside.’ He wondered if this was the purpose of the conversation. Did Steele really think that he couldn’t be trusted where Donovan was concerned?


‘There’s something else.’ She paused, as though choosing her words carefully. ‘You two had some sort of a falling out, didn’t you?’


‘Not exactly.’


‘Lovers’ tiff?’


‘We were never lovers. You know that.’


‘When did you last see Sam?’


‘A few months ago. What’s this all about?’


She folded her arms and tilted her head to one side. ‘I need to know exactly what went on between the two of you.’ When he didn’t answer, she added: ‘If you were just good friends,’ she emphasised the words, ‘why haven’t you seen her since she left the Met? What exactly happened?’


Wondering who she had been listening to and where this was going, he said: ‘I don’t really know. We just haven’t seen one another for a while. There was no row, no falling-out, nothing at all like that.’


‘So?’


‘Look, I just got the feeling that she didn’t want to see me.’


‘And you just let it go?’


‘Why is this important?’


‘I need to understand. For professional reasons, of course.’


He looked away but could feel her eyes still on him. He didn’t like discussing such things with anybody, but he knew Steele wouldn’t let it go. ‘I don’t know. I had the feeling that I’d done something wrong, let her down in some way, although she never actually said so. I haven’t got a clue what it was all about.’ Even as he spoke, he knew it sounded odd, but he had never really tried to put it into words before. Besides, it was only half the story.


‘You didn’t try and find out?’


He shrugged. ‘I thought it would all blow over, but it didn’t, then she went off to Bristol and life went on. Does it matter?’


‘Yes. She can’t stay here. We need to search the house thoroughly and it would be much easier if she weren’t there.’


He nodded. ‘I’m sure she, of all people, understands that.’


‘You’d think so, but she’s not rational at the moment. When I told her she’d have to move out temporarily, she was quite resistant and got quite upset. When I insisted that there was no choice, she asked if she could stay with you.’


He looked at her aghast. ‘With me? What about her parents? They don’t live that far away.’


‘It’s not that simple. They’re in Australia, visiting relatives, and her dad had some sort of a heart attack when he heard the news about Claire. Understandably, Sam doesn’t want to stay in their house on her own.’


‘Jesus. Poor Colin. Is he going to be OK?’


She shrugged. ‘He’s still alive, but he’s in intensive care.’


He sighed heavily. He had seen it so many times before. The fallout of a murder was far-reaching, affecting families and loved ones in unimaginable ways.


‘I asked her if there wasn’t some other family member, or friend, she could stay with,’ Steele continued. ‘But she said no. I offered to have her, as did Sharon, but she refused. She was quite definite about it. If she was going to be made to move out of her home, in these “horrible circumstances” as she put it, she wanted to stay with you. Obviously, I said I would have to speak to you first. So – can she stay with you, just for a few days? It would make everything so much easier.’


He gazed out of the window, not sure what to say. He felt deeply for Donovan and had some inkling of what she must be going through, even though he had never experienced such a thing himself. If it had been three months before, he wouldn’t have hesitated to offer her a room, or his whole flat if need be. But things had changed between them. Something had happened and he had barely spoken to her since. It was odd that she wanted to stay with him.


‘Do you have a spare room?’ Steele asked.


‘I have a box room. It’s full of stuff at the moment.’


‘Surely it won’t be too difficult to make some space? After all, it’s only for a few days. Sam can move back into the house as soon as we’re done, if that’s what she wants.’


‘What about Justin?’ he asked, referring to Justin Chang, one of the DCs on his team. ‘They had something going on together at one point, I thought.’


‘Nothing meaningful, at least not on her side. Anyway, it’s not Justin she wants to stay with.’


He met her gaze. She was only a few years older than he was, but sometimes the gap felt like a generation. ‘You really think this is a good idea?’


She frowned. ‘No, I don’t actually. You know what I think, Mark. I’ve said to you before I thought she was . . . well, that Sam was in love with you, or something along those lines. Why she felt that way, well . . .’ She shrugged. ‘Maybe that’s why she chucked in her job.’


‘You’re blaming me?’


‘No. It’s her own stupid fault. She should have known better, but I’m pretty sure it’s why she hasn’t spoken to you in months. She probably finally saw sense and wanted to get some distance from you.’


He shook his head. There might be an element of truth in what Steele said, but it wasn’t the whole story. Something else had soured things between him and Donovan. Back in the summer, they had been working on a case involving a series of killings that proved to be linked to the unsolved murder of a young girl. Towards the end of the case, desperate for a resolution and in order to prevent any further deaths, he had taken a risk to flush out the killer. It had involved putting another man’s life in jeopardy, although if the cards played out as he expected, he hadn’t viewed the risk as being that great. He knew that he had crossed the line, both morally and professionally, but in his view it had been a gamble worth taking.


He had never discussed what had happened with anyone other than Donovan, and he was sure Steele knew nothing about it. But it had been a step too far for Donovan and she had said so. He reminded himself that she had seemed generally dissatisfied with life for a while even before those events, but maybe it had been the tipping point, providing the excuse she had been looking for to throw in the towel, both with him and her job. Since then, she had ignored all his attempts to patch things up and for the last couple of months hadn’t returned his calls. Still more hurt than he cared to admit, he didn’t understand why she was now so keen to stay with him; not that he had any intention of explaining that to Steele.
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