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 ‘Death may be the greatest of all human blessings.’ 


Socrates (469 bc–399 bc)










Prologue


 


 


 


 


Ella stands on the school steps, shivering in the cold. The playground’s almost empty, and two girls from year six run past like she doesn’t exist. They don’t even notice her shoes glittering. Her granddad bought them for her on Saturday, and she can’t stop admiring them – cherry red, shining like mirrors. It’s the buckles she loves best, round and glossy as new pennies. She’s longing to dance across the playground, tapping a bright red tune into the snow. One last boy passes through the school gates, dragging his satchel behind him, and then she’s alone. 


She’s been waiting so long, the smile has frozen from her face. She scans the road for a glimpse of her grandfather’s car. It must have broken down again. She’ll have to walk home without him for the first time, but she doesn’t mind. It will make him realise that she’s almost grown up. She was ten last birthday, plenty old enough to walk a mile on her own.


Coloured lights flick on in people’s houses as she sets off along the street. Christmas is only a few days away, and she’s excited about the tree waiting in the living room. Tonight Suzanne will help her to decorate it with tinsel and baubles. She treads carefully on the ice, taking care not to slip. The street’s quiet, apart from a man loading shopping into a van. His bags are too full, and one splits as she passes, pieces of fruit scattering across the pavement. He sighs as an orange rolls past her feet.


‘Can you fetch that for me, love?’ the man asks.


Over his shoulder, Ella sees her granddad’s car arriving, then the man’s arm catches her waist, his hand stifling her mouth. She’s too shocked to scream as he bundles her into the van. The door slams shut and there’s a scratching sound behind her. When she spins round, a ghost is hovering in the shadows. A girl in a white dress, her hair an ugly nest of rats’ tails. She’s bone-thin, knees pressed against her chest, her body tightly folded. Her dead-eyed stare is terrifying. Suddenly Ella’s yelling for help, fists battering the door. Through the van’s smoky window she sees her granddad rushing up the school steps, and one of her shoes lying on the snow, among the apples and oranges. When the van pulls away, her head knocks against something solid. The pain is a sharp white knife, separating her from everything she knows.










Chapter 1


 


 


 


 


The chill attacked me as soon as I stepped out of the car. It made me wish I’d worn a thicker coat, but at least it made a change from the misery on the radio – weathermen predicting more snow, train services at a standstill, and another girl missing from the streets of north London. I picked my way across the ice, pausing to admire Northwood in its winter glory. Rows of dark Victorian tenements stood shoulder to shoulder, braced against the wind. My colleagues at Guy’s thought that I’d taken leave of my senses. Why would anyone rent out their London flat and swap a comfortable hospital consultancy for a six-month sabbatical at the country’s biggest psychiatric prison? But I knew I’d made the right choice. The British Psychological Society had invited me to write the first-ever in-depth study of the regime at the Laurels, home to some of the country’s most violent criminals. The work would be fascinating, and provide an ideal subject for my next book, but that was just part of the reason. If I could handle six months in the company of serial rapists and mass murderers, it meant that I was cured. The suffering and deaths I’d witnessed during the Angel case hadn’t left a scratch.


A mixture of curiosity and fear quickened my heart rate as I approached the entrance gates. The warning signs grew more obvious with each step – barred ground-floor windows, razor wire and searchlights. Dozens of reminders that the place was a prison for the criminally insane, as well as a hospital. The security guards gave cautious smiles when I reached reception: two middle-aged women, one tall, one short. Neither seemed overjoyed by their choice of career. 


‘Bitter out there, isn’t it?’ the tall one said. 


The smaller woman gave me an apologetic look before turning my handbag upside down and shaking it vigorously. A flurry of biros, lipstick cases and old receipts scattered across the counter.


‘I’m afraid mobiles aren’t allowed,’ she said.


‘Sorry, I forgot.’


‘You wouldn’t believe the stuff people try and take inside. Drugs, flick knives, you name it.’


I processed the idea while she searched my belongings. It was hard to imagine anyone bringing weapons into a building packed with psychopaths, unless they had a death wish themselves. She led me to a machine in the corner of the room.


‘The card’s just for identity,’ she said. ‘Our doors open with keys or fingerprint recognition.’ 


I pressed my index finger onto a glass plate, then a light flared, and the machine spat out my ID card. The woman in the photo looked unfamiliar. She had a caught-in-the-headlights stare, cheeks blanched by the cold. 


The site map the security guards gave me turned out to be useless. Paths narrow as shoelaces twisted through the maze of tenements packed tight inside the walls of the compound. The architecture was designed for maximum surveillance, hundreds of windows staring down as I wandered in circles, until the Laurels loomed into view. The building had been a cause célèbre when it opened five years ago, protesters outraged that it had consumed thirty-six million pounds of taxpayers’ cash. It was a stark monument to modern architecture, surfaces cut from steel and glass. Walking inside felt like entering a futurist hotel, apart from the security measures. Two sets of doors snapped at my heels as I crossed the threshold. 


I felt apprehensive as I searched for the centre director’s office. Dr Aleks Gorski had a formidable reputation. When a prisoner escaped from the Laurels the previous year, he had refused to take responsibility, blaming the government for cutting his security budget. Gorski went on the offensive as soon as the prisoner was recaptured, giving angry interviews to the press. His outspoken style had cost him some important allies. It was common knowledge that his seniors were longing to have him removed. 


Gorski seemed to be fighting a losing battle with his temper when I found the right door. He was around forty, wearing a tight suit and highly polished shoes, black hair shorn to a savage crew cut. His smile was too brief to be interpreted as a welcome.


‘Our appointment was at nine, Dr Quentin.’


‘Sorry I’m late, the M25’s closed. Didn’t you get my message?’


He sat behind his desk, eyeing me across yards of dark brown mahogany. ‘Your head of department says you want to write a book about us. What do you plan to focus on?’ Gorski’s speech was rapid and a fraction too loud, with a strong Polish inflection.


‘I’m interested in your treatments for Dangerous and Severe Personality Disorder. I’d like to learn more about your rehabilitation work before release.’


‘Very few of our men ever leave, but you’re in the right place to study mental disorder. This is the DSPD capital of the world. The only reason our inmates are here is because the prison system spat them out.’ He observed me coolly. ‘Do you know how long our female employees normally last?’


‘A year?’  


‘Four months. Only a few stay the distance; the ones that carry on fall into two categories – the flirts and the lion tamers. Some are attracted to violent men, and the rest have got something to prove. It’s too soon to guess which category you belong to.’


I gazed at him in amazement. Surely statements like that had been outlawed years ago? ‘That’s irrelevant, Dr Gorski. I’m here to learn about the welfare of your patients.’ 


‘It’s your own welfare you should worry about. Last summer an inmate attacked one of our nurses so savagely she was in intensive care for a week. These men will hurt you, if you fail to look after yourself. Do you understand?’


‘Of course.’


He gave a curt nod. ‘In that case, I’ll give you a tour.’     


By now I was yearning for my regular boss at Guy’s. He was so chilled out that he had a sedative effect on everyone he met, but Gorski seemed as volatile as his patients. He would register a high score on the Hare Psychopathy Checklist, ticking all the boxes for aggression and lack of respect for social boundaries. 


I inhaled a lungful of the building’s smell as we crossed the corridor. It reminded me of all the hospitals I’d ever visited: antiseptic, air freshener, and something indescribable being char-grilled in a distant kitchen. An overweight young man was being led towards us. Two orderlies were flanking him, another following at a respectful distance, as if a backwards kick might be delivered at any minute.


‘What’s your staff-to-patient ratio?’ I asked.


‘We’re short-staffed, but it should be three to one.’


‘Is that level always necessary?’


He nodded vigorously. ‘Fights break out all the time. Yesterday an inmate had his throat slashed with a broken CD case. He needed twenty stitches.’


The day room seemed to tell a different story. A cluster of grey-haired men were huddled in armchairs, watching A Place in the Sun. From a distance they looked like a gang of mild-mannered granddads, dressed in jeans and tracksuits, sipping from mugs of tea. Female staff must have been a rarity because their heads swivelled towards me in perfect unison. Lacklustre Christmas decorations dangled from the ceiling, but everything else at the Laurels looked brand new. There was a games room for table tennis and pool, and a gym packed with running and rowing machines. The place even had its own cinema.


I saw a different side to Gorski as we wandered through the building. He spoke passionately as he explained the holistic approach he planned to adopt, if funding increased. Psychologists and psychiatrists would work alongside creative therapists, to create individual treatment programmes, and inmates would spend far more time outside their cells. At present the centre could only afford to employ one part-time art therapist. It was snowing again when we came to a halt beside a set of sealed windows.


‘Do your patients ever use the main hospital facilities?’ I asked.


‘If they make good enough progress. I can show you an example.’


Gorski pressed a touch pad and the doors released us into the compound. I had to trot to keep up, brushing snowflakes from my face. Two male nurses were loitering outside the library, shivering in the cold. The building’s high ceilings and stained-glass windows suggested that it had been the hospital chapel once, but the place had been neglected. Many of the shelves were empty, out-of-date books stacked in piles by the door. The choice of DVDs was limited to The Green Mile, Top Gun and The Shawshank Redemption. Apart from a librarian sitting on the other side of the room, head bowed over a pile of papers, the reading area was empty. 


‘Do you recognise him?’ Gorski whispered. 


On closer inspection I saw that the man’s left wrist was handcuffed to the metal frame of his chair, and when I studied him more closely, I realised it was Louis Kinsella. He twisted round in his seat to face us, and his gaze had a disturbing intensity. He still bore an uncanny likeness to my father. Even his stare was identical, letting me know that I’d failed him without uttering a word. But he’d aged considerably since he’d filled the front pages seventeen years ago. His Eton-cropped hair had faded from brown to grey, and his features were more angular, with gaunt cheekbones and a prominent forehead. Only his half-moon glasses had remained the same. I’d been revising for my GCSEs when Kinsella’s killing spree hit its peak, and his face had lodged in my mind, among the facts I’d memorised. Maybe he fascinated me then because my father was gravely ill. He was being cared for at home, but he’d lost the powers of speech and movement. While his physical powers waned, his doppelgänger had suddenly become Britain’s most prolific child killer – a record that Kinsella still held after almost two decades.


His eyes followed me as we turned to leave. The chill felt deeper as we stepped outside, and when I looked down, I saw what had transfixed him. Snowflakes had melted into the red fabric of my coat, darkening it, like spatters of blood.










Chapter 2


 


 


 


 


‘Everyone reacts like that. Some of my staff won’t even stay in the same room. It’s the silence they can’t stand.’ Gorski gave a condescending smile as he watched me shiver. 


‘What do you mean?’


‘Kinsella’s choosy about who he communicates with. Most people get the silent treatment. He sends me written complaints occasionally, but he hasn’t spoken in years. It’s a protest, because his last tribunal failed – he wants to finish his sentence in prison.’


‘He thinks he’s cured?’


‘Louis claims that DSPD isn’t an illness. He says it’s a personality trait. Now that he’s learned to control his impulses, he should be released. His lawyer makes quite a convincing case.’


‘But you don’t agree?’


‘Of course not. The only reason he hasn’t killed recently is because he hasn’t had the chance. You must have heard what happened at Highpoint?’


‘He attacked someone, didn’t he?’ I remembered seeing a newspaper headline years ago, but the details had slipped my mind.


‘He gouged out a prisoner’s eye with his thumbs.’ Gorski monitored my reaction, then turned away. He seemed determined to make my introduction to the Laurels as unsettling as possible. 


The isolation unit was the next highlight on my tour. The windowless cells were padded with dark green foam rubber. If the intention was to pacify patients with subdued colours, the screams from a cell nearby proved that the strategy had backfired. When I peered through the observation hatch, a young man was hurling himself at the wall, then scrambling to his feet and trying again, as though he’d located an invisible door. 


‘One of our new recruits,’ Gorski muttered.


The combined effect of encountering Louis Kinsella, and watching someone ricochet round a padded cell like a squash ball was making me question my decision. Maybe I should have stayed at Guy’s and committed myself to a lifetime of helping depressives lighten their mood. 


Gorski came to a halt beside a narrow door, then dropped a key into my hand. ‘This is your office; my deputy Judith Miller will be supervising you. She’ll be at the staff meeting on Wednesday.’


I wondered how long Dr Miller had coped with life at the Laurels. Given her boss’s unpleasant manner, I suspected she must be a lion tamer rather than a flirt. I twisted the key in the lock and discovered that my new office was no bigger than a broom cupboard. A narrow window cast grey light across the walls, and the desk almost filled the floor space, a threadbare chair pressed against the wall. Gorski’s footsteps had faded into the distance before I could complain. 


I spent the rest of the afternoon failing to launch my Outlook account. Someone had left me a pile of papers, including a list of therapy groups to observe, and dates of meetings with the care team. I searched through the pages, looking for familiar names, half expecting Gorski to have booked one-to-one sessions with his most famous psychopaths to test my nerve.


Northwood’s staff common room was a million miles from the café at Guy’s, which was always packed with talkative nurses. A handful of staff members were sprinkled round the room, staring thoughtfully into their coffee mugs, and I could understand why. They were on high alert all day, waiting for chaos to break out. A few people stared at me curiously as I crossed the room, before returning to quiet contemplation, and I tried to picture how they vented their repressed tension when they got home. Maybe they put on Nirvana at high volume and head-banged around their living rooms. I collected a drink from the vending machine and stood by the window. The view was another reason for the sombre atmosphere. Snow was still falling, security lights blazing from the perimeter wall, an ambulance waiting by the entrance gates. The place looked as secure as Colditz: a few patrolmen with bayonets and Gestapo crests on their caps would have completed the scene. I glanced round the room again, but no one met my eye.


On the way back to my office, I saw a prisoner refusing to follow instructions. He looked like a textbook illustration of mental disorder. Everything about him was ragged, from the tears in his sleeves to his unkempt beard. 


‘I shouldn’t be here,’ he yelled at a trio of male nurses. ‘They’re trying to kill me.’


The man’s claw-like hands kept plucking at his clothes, and I wondered what his original crime had been. An orderly was struggling to grab his arm. From a distance it looked like he was trying to tether a scarecrow to the ground in the middle of a full-force gale.


 


It was dark by the time I left. Someone had cleared the paths, but the car park was still covered in snow. A van edged across the uneven surface, wheels spinning, before disappearing into the woods. My Toyota was groaning with cardboard boxes, containing everything I needed for the next six months, and I was keen to find my rented cottage. But when my key twisted in the ignition, nothing happened. The engine didn’t even clear its throat. I drummed my fists on the steering wheel and breathed out a string of expletives. In my race to meet Gorski, I’d left the sidelights on. A gust of freezing air greeted me when I wrenched the door open, the hospital lights glittering on the horizon as I hunted in the boot for jump leads, cursing quietly to myself. 


‘Are you okay?’ a voice asked.


When I straightened up, a man was looking down at me. It was too dark to tell whether he was concerned or amused.


‘My battery’s dead.’


‘Stay there. I’ll bring my car.’


He parked his four-wheel drive in front of my Toyota, and took the leads from my hands. I felt like telling him I could do it myself, but at least it gave me time to observe him. He was medium height and thickset, his cap so low over his forehead that I couldn’t see his hair colour. All I could make out was the fixed line of his jaw, wide cheekbones, and his blank expression. It was hard to know whether he loved rescuing damsels in distress, or resented every second. He didn’t say a word as the engines revved. Icy water leaked through the soles of my shoes, but he seemed comfortable, wrapped in his thick coat and walking boots. I got the impression that an earthquake would struggle to disturb his inner calm.


‘You’re the new recruit, aren’t you?’


‘That’s me.’ I nodded. ‘I’m at the Laurels, doing research.’


 ‘Lucky you. Up close and personal with our world-class freaks and psychos.’ His expression remained deadpan.


‘Are you on the clinical team?’ 


 He gave a short laugh. ‘God, no, I’d probably kill someone. I’m a humble fitness instructor.’


The man looked anything but humble. There was something disturbing about his eyes, so pale they were almost colourless. The car purred quietly as he unhooked the jump leads.


‘You’re a life-saver. I owe you one.’


‘Buy me a drink some time. Did anyone tell you what happened to Gorski’s last visitor?’


‘Not yet.’


‘It’s probably best you don’t know.’ He raised his hand in a brief salute then walked away.


I was so happy my car had revived that I didn’t question his statement. He’d disappeared down the exit road before I realised he hadn’t even told me his name. 


Charndale looked like a ghost town. I didn’t see a soul as I drove past a post office, a pub, and rows of small houses with picket fences. The minute scale of the place made me question how I’d cope with village life. One of my reasons for accepting the research placement had been to cut my umbilical cord to London. Since the Angel case I’d been partying too hard with Lola, trying to forget all the suffering I’d witnessed. The thing I needed most was to remind myself how to be alone, but the countryside was foreign territory. It was somewhere I visited on holiday, to go walking and eat hotel food. 


The sat nav bleeped loudly, telling me to turn left down an unlit track, and my spirits sank even lower. It had been almost impossible to find somewhere to rent – maybe this was the reason why the place was vacant. I edged through the narrow opening and Ivy Cottage came into view. It stood by itself at the end of the lane, white outline highlighted by a backdrop of trees.


I left the headlights on to help me find my way, but the keys the agent had sent were unnecessary. The front door swung open the moment I touched it, as though the place was longing for visitors. The cleaner must have forgotten to lock up, which reminded me how far I was from the city. In London someone would have nicked everything that wasn’t nailed down. The air in the hallway was only marginally warmer than the temperature outside, my breath forming clouds as I hauled everything in from the car. I found the thermostat and twisted it to maximum heat. 


The rooms were a good size, but the decor was questionable, with lace doilies on the coffee table and headache-inducing swirls on the carpet. At least my new bedroom had an old-fashioned charm. There was an iron-framed bed, and rosebud wallpaper that looked like it had clung to the plaster for generations. I hung my clothes in the wardrobe then peered out of the window. All I could see were pine trees, and the clearest sky imaginable, the moon hazed by a blur of yellow light. The view was stunning enough to compensate for the cold. Back home I’d grown used to light pollution shrouding the sky, but from here I could make out whole constellations. The boiler interrupted my star-gazing with a loud groan. It sounded as if it was working flat out, but the radiators were only lukewarm. 


There were very few comforts when I got back downstairs. I perched on the edge of the settee, still wrapped in my coat. The TV was an enormous black antique, with erratic volume control. A newscaster was describing how a girl called Ella Williams had been abducted, near her primary school in Camden on Friday. She was ten years old but the photo made her look even younger. The kids in Ella’s class probably made fun of her cloud of brown ringlets, and the NHS glasses that shielded her bright, inquisitive eyes. The picture switched to her grandfather – a frail-looking grey-haired man, doing his best not to cry. Ella’s disappearance was the fourth abduction from north London in the space of twelve months. Two girls had been taken a year before, their bodies found months later. Then a third victim, Sarah Robinson, had vanished a few weeks ago, and was still missing. Her features had been blazoned across the front page of every tabloid. She looked like the archetypal Disney princess; the whole nation was familiar with her golden hair, turquoise eyes, and milk-white smile. I felt a twinge of professional regret as I studied her picture. I’d vowed to steer clear of police work, but in the rare cases when children were brought home alive, the satisfaction was incredible. 


I looked at the screen again and my stomach lurched into a forward roll. Don Burns was standing outside King’s Cross Police Station, wide shoulders set against the cold, almost filling the screen. He’d lost even more weight since we worked together six months ago, but he was still built on a monumental scale. He looked like a rugby player after a tough defeat. An irrational part of my brain wished the TV had a pause button, so I could see him more clearly. His skin was bleached by the cold, dark hair in need of a comb, but something about him made it difficult to look away. It made me wish that I’d accepted his dinner invitation after the Angel case, but I knew he wanted to compare notes, and I was still too raw to discuss the crime scenes we’d witnessed. By the time I’d recovered, too much time had passed to call him back. But now it was clear that his confidence had returned. His unflinching eye contact with the camera reminded me why I admired him so much. You could rely on him never to bullshit; he was always the truest thing in the room. 


Burns had acquired a new deputy. She was a tall, dark-haired woman in an immaculate suit, and there was so little air between them, they could have been Siamese twins. An odd feeling twitched inside my chest. Either the cold was getting to me, or the memory of my last case with Burns was resurfacing. It had started with a man being pushed under a Tube train, followed by half a dozen of the worst murders I’d ever witnessed. At least this time I had the perfect excuse: my research at Northwood would leave me no time to help the Met. 


I waited in the kitchen for the kettle to boil. So far it had been a day of mixed blessings: a flat battery followed by an unexpected rescue, a new home that felt like an igloo, and a night sky to die for. I heard a light bulb fizz, then the light failed in the hall. I floundered through the darkness to lock the front door, but the mechanism refused to budge. As I wrenched it open an owl screeched from a tree overhead. The call was so loud and pure, it was impossible to guess whether it was a greeting or a curse.










Chapter 3


 


 


 


 


Ella’s thoughts are a solid block of ice. There’s no way of knowing how long she’s been locked in here, without heat or light. The one thing she’s certain of is that the room is made of metal. Flakes of rust litter the floor, scratching the bare soles of her feet, and the only sound is the click of her teeth chattering. It’s so dark that her hand is invisible when she holds it in front of her eyes. The torch he left is beginning to fade, and Sarah hasn’t talked for hours. Her breathing makes an odd sound in her chest, like liquid pouring from a bottle. In the pale torchlight her eyes are stretched open too wide, as though the roof has peeled back and she can count the stars. Ella tries not to flinch when Sarah’s thin fingers grip her wrist. 


‘Smile at him,’ she whispers. ‘Don’t scream, it makes him angry. Do everything he says.’


Ella squeezes her hand as Sarah’s eyes close. The gurgling sound still rattles in her throat, like she’s breathing under water. All Ella can do is carry on talking and holding her hand. She describes her estate, the meals her granddad cooks, and the way her sister believes in ghosts. But soon the cold freezes her to sleep, and when she wakes up, metal is scraping over metal as the door creaks open. The man reaches inside and grabs Sarah from the floor. When the bolt slams back into place, Ella can’t help calling out. She yells until her throat aches.


It’s impossible not to cry, because Sarah’s gone and the dark presses in from all sides. Now the torch has died, there’s no brightness anywhere. All she can do is wait and think, but only two ideas give her comfort. Last week her teacher said she was the smartest girl in school. The memory of her praise makes a light inside her burn for a few seconds. Sarah’s advice repeats itself too, but it will be hard not to scream, because the sound keeps building in her throat. But next time he opens the door she won’t make a sound. She’ll widen her lips and try to smile; she can’t manage it yet, but it’s something she can practise. 


Suddenly Ella’s so cold, she has to find a way to warm herself. The crown of her head grazes the ceiling when she stands, but she flings back her arms, bare feet jittering on the metal floor. The sound of her footfall echoes from the walls of the box. She runs on the spot until feeling returns to her hands, and winter sunlight seeps through the crack in the door. 










Chapter 4


 


 


 


 


Someone had reached my office before me the next morning. The man fiddling with my computer looked like a guitarist from an obscure grunge band forced to dress like an office clerk. Ill-fitting black trousers and a white shirt hung from his gangly frame, dark roots visible in his bleached blond hair, a network of fine scars across one of his cheekbones. He must have been in his late twenties, and his smile was awkward, as though I’d caught him trespassing.  


‘I’m Chris Steadman from the IT unit. You left me a message.’ His voice was so quiet I could hardly hear him.


‘Thanks for coming, I couldn’t get online.’


‘That’s because your modem’s defunct.’ He gave the box a gentle shake, loose connections rattling against the casing. ‘I’m afraid most of our kit’s past its sell-by. I’ll bring you a new one.’


‘Thanks, that would be great.’


‘I heard about your car. Did you get home okay?’


‘Eventually. It’ll take me a while to adjust to Charndale, though. Pretty sleepy, isn’t it?’


His face relaxed into a grin. ‘It’s barely got a pulse. Give me a shout if you get stuck again, I’ll give you a lift.’ 


Steadman held my gaze for a beat too long, but it didn’t feel predatory. It reminded me of the way kids size each other up in the playground. The dark smudges below his eyes suggested that he might be a party animal under that shy exterior, spending his weekends falling out of nightclubs. He gave another tentative smile then slipped away, the broken modem cradled in his hand.


At nine thirty I made my way to the art room on the first floor. At first I thought I’d come to the wrong place, because a burst of Erik Satie’s piano music drifted along the corridor. I checked my information sheet. The name of the art therapist was Pru Fielding, and she was running a session for three long-term inmates. The music grew louder when I approached the open doorway. A woman with a cloud of blonde curls was lifting a piece of clay from a barrel, and laying it carefully on a table. In profile she looked around my own age, a Pre-Raphaelite beauty, with delicate features and an intent frown. She carried on smothering the clay with wet cloths until she finally spotted me and turned around. Shock made me take an extra breath; her disfigurement was so unexpected, it took a beat too long to replace my smile. At first I thought her face had been scarred by deep burns, but a second glance revealed that the discoloration was a dark red birthmark. The stain covered half of her face, extending down her forehead, cheek and neck, as though a can of paint had been flung at her. 


‘Are you the observer?’ she asked.


‘My name’s Alice. Thanks for letting me visit today.’


‘I’d shake your hand, but you might regret it.’ She raised a clay-covered hand in greeting. ‘The guys should be here in ten minutes. This music always calms them.’ Her voice was breathless and high-pitched, and I noticed that she used her blonde curls for camouflage, locks of hair shielding her face.


‘How long have you worked here, Pru?’


‘Two years. I came here after doing an MA in painting at the Slade.’


‘That’s a long time in an environment like this.’ Gorski’s comment about women at the Laurels being either flirts or lion tamers came to mind. She seemed too self-contained to fit either category, and I realised that the director’s statement said more about his prejudices than the staff who worked for him.


‘I like it here. And weirdly enough, there aren’t many jobs for full-time artists, unless you’re Tracey Emin.’ 


A grin illuminated Pru’s face and I caught a glimmer of how attractive she’d be if she found some confidence. Her expression was clouded by the engrained anxiety I saw on the faces of abuse victims and recovering drug addicts. But it fascinated me that as soon as her clients arrived, her persona changed. An entourage of orderlies, security guards and psychiatric nurses filed through the door, but her assertiveness flicked on like a light bulb as she settled each man at his own table. There were no sharp implements available, only blunt plastic sculpting tools, and when I read the group’s case notes, the reason was obvious. All three men had been prescribed anti-psychotics to control their violence. One of them had approached a stranger at a bus stop, chatted to him briefly, then stabbed him twenty-seven times. The other two had killed members of their families. I sat in a corner and watched the inmate nearest me. He looked too young to be imprisoned indefinitely, his face closed and inexpressive, as if his emotions were kept under lock and key. But after five minutes he was humming contentedly to himself as he shaped the clay.


Some of the group’s sculptures were arranged on a shelf by the window, and one that caught my attention was a bust of a man’s head and shoulders. It had captured his anatomy perfectly, skull bones prominent on his high forehead, but there was something odd about the model’s features. His mouth gagged open, eye sockets hollow, with nothing to fill the voids. I went over to Pru while the men were busy working and pointed at the sculpture.


‘That’s incredibly lifelike, isn’t it?’


She looked pleased. ‘It’s Louis Kinsella’s. He’s the best sculptor here.’


When she drifted back to her work I looked at the statue again.  There was no denying how realistic it was, but no one would want it on their mantelpiece. It would be impossible to relax while that sightless gaze followed you around the room. 


 


The phone was ringing when I returned to my office. It was one of the women from the reception block, her tone sharp with urgency, asking me to report there immediately. She rang off before I could ask why. Snow was falling again in large, uneven flakes as I crossed the grey hospital campus, but the police car by the entrance doors made me forget about the cold. The news must be about my brother. Will hadn’t answered my calls for weeks: maybe he’d fallen asleep in a bus shelter somewhere in his worn-out coat, hypothermia catching him when he closed his eyes.  


The woman waiting for me in the foyer looked around my age, primed to deliver bad news. Her lipstick was a glossy crimson, but she didn’t smile as she rose to her feet, long legs slowly unfolding. It was rare to see a policewoman with such a chic haircut, her fringe bisecting her forehead in a precise black line. Relief washed over me when I realised it was the woman who’d stood beside Burns during his broadcast the night before. Any message she was carrying wouldn’t concern Will.


‘DI Tania Goddard.’ She shook my hand briskly. ‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’ 


Her accent was the opposite of her appearance, a raw, east London drone. She sounded like a native of Tower Hamlets or Poplar, and she would have needed plenty of grit to break the Met’s glass ceiling and forge a senior career. I got the impression that she’d taken no prisoners along the way. Her high heels tapped the lino insistently as we climbed the stairs to an empty meeting room. It smelled of urine and stale air and the woman’s frown deepened. 


‘You’re Don Burns’s deputy, aren’t you?’ I said.


‘For my sins.’ 


‘What happened to Steve Taylor?’


‘He got a security job in Saudi.’


I couldn’t help smiling. A hot country would be ideal for Taylor’s serpentine personality. He’d be happy as a sand-boy, and Burns would be thrilled to escape the thorn in his side. When Goddard reached into her briefcase, I noticed that her fingernails matched her lipstick, everything about her polished to a high shine. I buried my hands in my pockets, aware that my last manicure was a distant memory. 


‘What’s brought you here, Tania?’ 


‘You’ve heard about the missing girls, haven’t you?’ 


I nodded but didn’t reply, too interested in hearing her proposal.


‘Burns thinks you can help the investigation.’ So far her tone had remained neutral, never shifting to first gear.


‘But you don’t agree?’


‘It’s nothing personal. My first investigation was the Green Lanes case – forty-three rapes and eight murders. One of the bodies was so badly mutilated, even the photographer went off sick with stress. The shrink gave us the wrong steer. We’d have nailed the killer years sooner if we’d ignored him.’


I made no attempt to defend my profession, because she was right; the consultant on the Green Lanes case was struck off for malpractice. But it was Goddard’s manner that fascinated me. Her calmness was impressive, but so far there had been no sign of warmth. It made me wonder what lurked under that slick surface. Perhaps her living room was a chaos of dirty wine glasses, takeaway cartons festering behind the sofa. Judging by the strength of her gaze, she was a woman on a mission, unwilling to let anything slow her down. I was so busy studying her that her next statement caught me unawares.


‘We found Sarah Robinson’s body last night.’


She pressed a photo into my hand. It was a close-up of a young girl’s head and shoulders, her blonde hair thick with ice, lips frozen in a pale blue yawn. The Disney princess who’d starred in every news bulletin for days had become a ghost, puppy fat melted away, collarbones protruding from her skin.


‘It’s the same killer who took Kylie Walsh and Emma Lawrence,’ she said. 


‘Are you sure? A committed serial killer wouldn’t normally wait so long.’


‘We’re certain – there are too many connections. Both the first two victims were taken from Camden. He dumped Kylie’s body in an alleyway, then Emma was found on waste ground nearby. They were starved to death, and he kept them in a freezer before dumping the bodies.’


I took a moment to absorb the fact that the killer had stored the girls’ corpses before abandoning them. That degree of planning called for a rare level of self-awareness and premeditation. 


‘Who was the SIO when the first two were found?’


Tania’s expression soured. ‘He’s retired. The Murder Squad were running the show, drafting specialists in from all over. A lot slipped through the cracks.’


‘They didn’t get far?’


‘That’s putting it mildly. Three months after Emma’s body was found, the top man went off sick and got a payout to retire.’


My sympathy for Burns increased. It sounded like he’d inherited one of London’s worst unresolved cases. I forced myself to focus on the pictures of Sarah Robinson’s body. She was dressed in a long white nightgown, lying inside a cardboard box that fitted her as neatly as a coffin. Her reed-thin legs were arranged side by side, arms folded across her chest, like a statue on a medieval grave. My gaze settled on another photo of her bare feet. Her toes were raw with frostbite, and a tag had been attached to her right ankle. The number twelve was printed on it in thick black ink, as though she was a museum exhibit. 


‘Were the first two tagged as well?’


She nodded. ‘And the dresses were the same.’


I closed my eyes for a second. By the time I was this child’s age, I’d become an expert on hiding places: the cupboard under the stairs, behind the coal bunker in the cellar. I’d squeezed behind every wardrobe and under every bed, waiting for my father’s rage to subside. But it was nothing compared to this.


‘Was she abused?’ I asked.


‘We won’t know till the PM. But he’s getting more violent; she’s covered in bruises.’


‘How did she die?’


‘Cold or starvation probably. They don’t think she’d been in the deep freeze, but it looks like she was kept outside.’


I put down the photos. ‘I still don’t understand why you’re here.’


Goddard’s calm stare settled on my face. ‘We’d like you to interview Louis Kinsella.’


‘Why?’ The idea made my skin tingle with panic.


‘The killer’s carrying on from the exact point where Kinsella stopped. Kylie was taken from the same street, on the same date as his last victim, seventeen years ago. Kinsella killed nine girls before he was caught, so the numbers on the tags give us another link. And the press have already spotted the connection with Ella Williams. She’s a pupil at St Augustine’s School, where he was headmaster.’  


I looked down at Sarah Robinson’s face and the pressure in my chest increased. It was impossible to guess how much the girl had suffered, or how many times she’d begged to be set free. If I refused to help, her image would tattoo itself on my conscience permanently. 


‘Where was she found?’ 


‘On the steps of the Foundling Museum, around three this morning,’ Tania replied.


I’d walked past the building dozens of times on my way to King’s Cross, but never gone inside. It was right at the centre of Bloomsbury. The killer must either be crazy or completely fearless to carry a cardboard coffin through the heart of the city. I studied the girl’s face again; her pale blue scream was impossible to ignore. Tania’s strident voice interrupted my thoughts. 


‘We’re so sure it’s a copycat I’ve intercepted Kinsella’s mail, in case the killer tries to contact him.’


‘You know he won’t talk to me, don’t you? He only speaks once in a blue moon.’


Goddard’s lips twitched in amusement or disbelief. ‘Burns says you’re a miracle worker. I’m sure you’ll find a way.’


‘You’d need the centre director’s agreement.’


‘I’ve already got it.’


The news didn’t surprise me. Tania had probably left heel marks on Gorski’s back when she marched all over him. She pulled a contract from her bag and talked me through her requirements with brisk efficiency. A consultant forensic psychologist from the Met was overseeing the case, but Burns wanted me to assist him and work directly with Kinsella. Once I’d signed on the dotted line, Goddard scooped the photos back into a plastic wallet without saying another word. 


I caught one last glimpse of Sarah Robinson’s face. The photograph had been taken at such close range, it revealed a smear of dirt on her cheek, and a perfect set of milk teeth, but her eyes had lost their transparency. The irises were opaque, as though she was studying the world through a layer of frost. 










Chapter 5


 


 


 


 


The cottage had more surprises in store when I got back from work. It was a shock to discover that the WiFi worked perfectly, even though everything else was stuck in the twentieth century. A string of emails had arrived from friends at Guy’s, reminding me that I’d taken leave of my senses, and Lola had sent a picture of herself, posing glamorously by an emerald green wall in her newly decorated lounge. She looked so smug, I couldn’t help smiling. No doubt she and the Greek God had already christened every room of their rented palace. The next message was from my mother. She’d read a newspaper article about professional women struggling to find partners. Despite her spectacularly unhappy marriage, she seemed determined to find me a husband. She’d even attached a shortlist from Match.com, but her criteria differed from mine. The first man was a forty-five-year-old lawyer from Hunstanton. His hobbies included clay pigeon shooting and the music of Roy Orbison, and there was something alarming about his smile. Her next choice looked suspiciously like a drug dealer I’d assessed once in Brixton Prison. I deleted the message immediately. There was more chance of finding romance among the psychopaths at Northwood.


The thermostat was cranked to its highest setting, but the living room still felt chilly, so I collected a torch from the kitchen and went looking for the log store. All I could see was an expanse of snow, and an outbuilding at the far end of the garden. A pile of logs was stacked neatly inside the shed and I wondered why someone had bought a supply of fuel, only to leave it for the next occupant. Maybe they’d found somewhere warmer and decided to cut their losses. Something odd caught my eye as I trudged back across the lawn. There were footprints in the snow, which must have been recent as it had been snowing all afternoon. I ran my torch beam across the ground and saw that someone had circled the house. The tracks stopped by the kitchen window, then continued along the wall. I compared the marks with the imprints my size three boots had left. These were much bigger. I was still staring at the ground when something rustled behind me, and my pulse rate doubled. But when I swung round the garden was empty. I must have been imagining things; it was probably a fox hiding in the bushes. I hurried inside and slid the latch into place. There had to be a reason for the footprints. It was probably nothing more sinister than a neighbour, keen to say hello, but my heart rate took a while to slow down all the same. The footprints were a reminder of my isolation – there was no one to help me if I got into trouble. 


I concentrated on getting the fire started. There were no matches, so I twisted a spill of paper and lit it from an electric ring on the cooker. After an hour it was finally roaring, and my phone rang as I was admiring the flames. When I turned round I realised that the noise was coming from my computer. Someone was Skyping me. I was expecting Lola, but when I pressed the reply key, a dark-haired, handsome man appeared on the screen. It made me wish again that I’d taken up his dinner invitation when I had the chance. Don Burns’s gaze was as sharp as ever, a smile slowly extending across his face.


‘DI Burns, long time no see.’


‘I’m a DCI again these days, Alice.’


‘Brotherton finally retired?’


‘The invisible woman vanished, thank God.’ He leant forwards and studied the screen intently. ‘You look well.’


Burns’s image flickered, then reinstated itself in another position. I’ve always hated video links. It’s like communicating with astronauts, their messages stuttering back to Earth, with time delays lagging between sentences. I wished he would stay still so I could see him more clearly. It looked like he was calling from his flat. There was a bookshelf behind him and a brightly coloured painting. I was curious to see more, because I knew that he’d joined the police after being thrown out of art school. He acted like a Scottish brawler with his colleagues at the Met, but I’d always suspected he was concealing highbrow interests. 


‘Did Tania give you the details?’ Suddenly he was so close I could see his five-o’clock shadow. I thought about his new assistant; she was as tough and remote as he was humane and accessible. His face twitched with outrage when he spoke again. ‘Sarah Robinson was found by a poor sod walking home from his night shift, nineteen days after she was taken. The bastard got rid of her quicker than the first two.’


The statement hung in the air as his image froze, but he didn’t need to spell out the facts. Ella Williams had been gone three days, and the clock was ticking. But where was he keeping her? Maybe she was trapped in a pen outside, like a farm animal. Or her body was already lying in a freezer in a lock-up somewhere. When Burns reappeared, he looked homicidal.


‘Who’s your consultant, Don?’


‘Alan Nash. Scotland Yard’s insisting on it.’


‘They’ve pulled him out of retirement?’


‘More’s the pity. The commissioner’s his best chum, but so far he’s done nothing but whine.’ 


Burns had told me his opinion of Professor Nash on several occasions. In his view the man was a puffed up, self-seeking time-waster, more focused on writing true crime books than helping the Met. But his assessment wasn’t completely fair. I’d noticed Nash’s egotism when he trained me on my Masters course. He’d revelled in his applause after lectures, but he had genuine reasons to feel smug. He’d been a groundbreaker in the Nineties, and his expertise in interview techniques had sealed dozens of high-profile cases. When Kinsella was captured, it was Nash’s skills that flattered him into a confession. His book The Kill Principle analysed Kinsella’s mindset and gave new insights into the motivations of serial killers. It had been a bestseller and was still required reading on forensic psychology courses. But Nash was approaching seventy, and things had modernised since his heyday. Huge steps had been taken in geo-profiling and crime linkage software used to determine where serial killers would strike. His professional knowledge was unlikely to be up-to-date.


‘If you’ve got the top man, why do you need me?’ 


‘You’re my link to Kinsella,’ said Burns. ‘Can you interview him tomorrow? Our man knows things about his MO that never got released. He’s got to be a personal contact.’


‘Kinsella hardly ever speaks, Don.’


His grin flashed on for a second. ‘He’ll sing like a canary when he sees you.’


I noticed that Burns looked calmer than before; the shadows under his eyes were absent for once. He leant towards me as he said goodbye, but he wasn’t lunging at the screen for a virtual kiss. He was just reaching down to switch off his computer. 


The silence grew louder after that. All I could hear were the logs hissing on the fire. I pulled back the curtain and stared at the empty lane, wondering who had been spying on me. Snow was falling again, but this time it was as fine as sand. Louis Kinsella’s face appeared in my mind’s eye then erased itself. I’d taken every precaution to stay safe, locking my windows, and bolting the doors. But Ella Williams had no choice. She’d been gone for three days and nights, held captive by someone who enjoyed killing children, outside in the cold. I stood there for a long time, peering into the dark.










Chapter 6


 


 


 


 


Dr Gorski seemed as tense as ever next morning at the team meeting. The group consisted of psychiatrists, guards and mental health nurses from the Laurels, and one ridiculously good-looking man who introduced himself as Tom Jensen, the head of the fitness centre. It took me several minutes to realise that he was the one who’d helped me start my car. He had unkempt white-blond hair, and looked like he’d stepped straight from the pages of a brochure advertising the health benefits of outdoor holidays. He seemed completely at ease, relaxing in his chair, pale eyes monitoring every gesture in the room. Gorski’s bullying style didn’t seem to bother him. He listened calmly while the director snapped at his underlings and issued endless instructions.


A woman on the other side of the room gave me a gentle smile. She looked around forty, slim and elegant, with chestnut hair scooped back from her face. Her eyes had a dreamy look, but it was her hands that drew my attention. Every finger was adorned with silver rings, heavy bracelets around her wrist. She gave me a wave of greeting, but her hand soon dropped back to her lap, burdened by the weight of metal. At the end of the meeting she caught up with me in the corridor.


‘Sorry I missed you before. I’m Judith Miller, I’ve been away at the Mindset conference. How are you settling in?’ 


‘Pretty well, thanks. I’m finding my way round.’


‘Let me show you where my office is, in case you need anything.’


Her room was full of unexpected details that seemed out of keeping in a shrink’s office. A set of Tibetan prayer bowls stood on her desk, wind chimes dangling from the ceiling. The shelves contained none of the standard psychiatric manuals, but I could see King Lear, Paradise Lost, and the poems of John Donne. The pin board beside her desk was covered with postcards and letters.


‘They’re from patients,’ Judith said. ‘I work in the main hospital too. They write to me sometimes, after they leave.’
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