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REBOUND




Prologue


A new email pings in my mailbox and my chest tightens with anxiety. I know I have no reason to react like this any more, but the sound still fills me with dread. I click on the mailbox icon and stare at its contents in disbelief.


‘Exposure 5’.


My worst nightmare isn’t over, after all.


I could ignore it, I could delete it, but I know it will appear again. And again. I also know there is no point in trying to trace its sender. The person who has sent it doesn’t want to be found and isn’t interested in my answer.


I take a deep breath and click on the attachment. It’s a photograph this time and it’s mesmerizing. I’ve seen something like this before. It seamlessly blends two images, the one of the view outside and that of the inside of a room. The image of the exterior is projected on the back wall of the room and is upside down. I rotate the picture on my computer screen and take a closer look. It’s a section of an urban riverbank, a uniform row of solid four- and five-storey houses, perched in a neat line above the dark water. The brown and beige brick mass is interrupted by splashes of colour, marking the developer’s frivolous idea of painting some of the tiny balconies white or blue. A modern addition breaks the brick monotony, an incongruous cube of glass and steel crowned with a ‘For Sale’ sign. Below, the river has left its mark on the mixture of rotting wood and concrete with a vibrant green bloom of algae clinging to the man-made walls. My heart begins to pound when I realize the view looks familiar.


I know where the photo was taken.


I rotate the image back and concentrate on the interior. It’s someone’s bedroom, dominated by a large bed. The heavy wooden frame fills the picture, its carved antique headboard clashing with the image of the exterior projected over it. The bed is unmade, a mess of pillows and a duvet entangled with sheets that are dark red, almost crimson. A small bedside table on the left, with an unlit brass lamp on top of it. Some books scattered on the floor, mostly large-format, hardcover art albums. I find my eye keeps coming back to one spot in the image, a body on the bed. The woman is partly covered by the crimson sheet, her dark hair spilling over the edge of the mattress. One of her arms is twisted at a weird angle, revealing a small tattoo on the inside of the forearm, just above the wrist. I recognize the image. And I can tell the woman is dead.


I close the attachment and get up from the table, away from the computer. I feel dizzy and faint, my skin clammy, the thin shirt I’m wearing drenched in cold sweat. No, I can’t let panic get the better of me. I have to think and act. I go to the sink and pour myself a glass of water from the tap. I drink it greedily, spilling some on the floor. It helps a little, but the choking sensation in my throat persists as I go back to the Mac and click on the attachment. I force myself to look at the image again. Yes, there is no doubt about it. I am the dead woman in the photograph. And I know who my killer is.




1


Three Weeks Earlier


It’s an overcast and oppressively hot summer day, so humid everything I touch is damp. We’ve been filming at Shepperton Studios in Surrey since early morning and I have a feeling the shoot is going to run well into the night. The small space, a tarted-up storage room rented out to low-budget shoots, doesn’t have any ventilation to speak of. It’s in a deserted part of the film studio complex, tucked away behind the D Stage. Everything happens in slow motion today and everyone seems to be in a foul mood. Even Milo, the motion-control rig we are using, has succumbed to the tropical temperature. Something is overheating inside, causing the rig to jam, and no one can find the source of the glitch. As the studio guys are trying to fix it, most of the crew lumber to the canteen in search of air-conditioning. When I say ‘the crew’ I mean Jason, the director, Lucy, the production assistant, a couple of model makers and me, the director of photography, or DOP for short. I do mostly still photography these days and don’t normally work on film shoots, but Jason and I go back a long way and I never say no to his little projects. We reach the canteen and stare passively at the locked doors. Of course, it’s past 6 p.m. and the cafe is closed. The studio complex, normally buzzing with life, seems deserted. We begin to crawl back to the studio when my iPhone pings. We’ve been told fixing Milo will take a bit of time, so I fall back behind our group to check my emails. There is a handful of spam offering Ray-Ban glasses and friendship from ‘a pretty Russian girl called Irina’, a couple of emails from my accountant and an email from an unknown sender titled ‘Exposure 1’. My finger hovers over the ‘Delete’ button, but then I change my mind and open it. It has an attachment that most likely contains a virus, but curiosity gets the better of me. Here’s to living dangerously, I think as I click on it.


It’s a photograph of a crime scene that instantly takes me back to my early days when I freelanced for the Met police as a forensic photographer. The gig, my first attempt at putting my nose to the grindstone, didn’t last long. I quickly realized I simply couldn’t hack the mundane brutality of it. And so I tried my hand at concert photography only to end up working in small, dingy clubs and spending a fortune on earplugs. Craving fresh air and open space, I dropped the gigs arena to become a landscape photographer. I took out a small mortgage to fit my Canon 5D with a reasonable selection of wide-angle, medium and telephoto pro-zoom lenses, packed a sturdy tripod into my bag and headed for America. The only thing I brought back from there was a dislike for chipmunks and a growing debt. What else could I do? The thought of putting up with weddings and corporate events sent shivers down my spine. What about travel photography? After my disappointing landscape-chasing stint in America I knew that getting up at 3 a.m. to climb some slippery mountain weighed down by a ton of equipment to catch a perfect sunrise was not my idea of fun. Food photography, my mate Sophie suggested, leafing through the new Jamie Oliver cookbook. It was easy for her to say: she ran a successful catering business. I couldn’t tell my parsnip from my carrot. All that was left was taking stock pictures, photographing packshots and praying for an occasional job for an ad agency. And this is what I do today, juggling much-needed but rare advertising shoots with bread-and-butter packshot jobs I can usually do in my little studio in Shoreditch. So much for the ambitious dreams of a bright-eyed art college graduate, who imagined herself with a forty-thousand-dollar Hasselblad DSLR camera round her neck and an entourage of assistants.


But I can’t complain. I have paid off my debts. I own a great loft space opposite a sex shop just off Hoxton Square. I have a trusted Canon 5D Mark III with a lovely selection of lenses and a handful of loyal clients.


And I have Anton. I am happy.


Deep in thought, I stare at the photo on my phone screen without seeing it properly. I find that more and more often I tend to drift off into some disconnected reverie, forgetting the world around me. Apparently it’s common among people who freelance from home and rely most of the time on their own company. With Anton being away a lot I mostly have Pixel and Voxel as my escorts. But cats, especially ginger cats, tend to be fickle friends, so my working hours are rather lonely. Unless, of course, I have an external shoot like the one today.


‘Kris, we’re on!’


I close the mailbox on my phone and dash back towards the studio. Jason is waiting for me, holding the heavy door open.


‘Milo’s back online, it looks like we can start. With a bit of luck we’ll be done by midnight.’


I’m used to overtime without extra pay. It’s common practice these days, when everyone is scrambling for a decent gig and the competition is fierce. But I don’t mind it this time. I like working with Jason, a quiet man with the smile of a happy child and the creative imagination of a teenage genius. We are shooting a trailer for one of the TV crime shows. As the footage from the series isn’t available yet, Jason has come up with the idea of using miniature models to re-enact crime scenes.


The model makers are finishing setting up the scene, and Jason excitedly reminds everyone what we’re supposed to achieve.


‘. . . isolate the central part of the shot in focus, just here, where the woman is standing by the open door, face covered in hands, she’s obviously scared, frozen in fear, while we throw the dark figure in the background out of focus and into a nice, silky blur. And then we gradually shift the shallow depth of field . . .’


I tune him out as I concentrate on the image. I instinctively know what he wants. We’ve always understood each other like this, Jason and I, even before and after our sweet and short fling ages ago. Jason is married and has three great kids who are probably all in secondary school by now. He is devoted to his family, and his occasional infidelities are, according to him, euphoric outlets for his exuberant creativity. It may sound like complete bullshit, but I think I know what he means.


Just as Jason predicted, we are done with ten minutes to spare till midnight. While the guys are packing up, I carefully put away my camera and lenses into a hard case. It may seem overcautious, but the case has saved me a lot of money over the years. There is nothing worse than the sound of an unprotected two-thousand-pound lens hitting the floor.


Everyone is in a hurry to get home. The crew disperses swiftly. I part with Jason and Lucy, who head to the main car park by the reception. I have left my car parked in a small lot behind the A Stage, which is on the other side of the complex, but I don’t mind a short walk. It’s still very warm, but a slight breeze is moving the air pleasantly. As I pull my case through the deserted alleys, I feel tension leaving my body. I love this feeling, tiredness mixed with satisfaction when a long but productive day is over. It’s a cloudless night and the moon is almost full. Actually, I think as I stop and stare at it, it is a full moon. How lucky I am to be able to catch that perfect moment, when the world is bathed in silvery light, making everything seem clean and still. Some birds have begun chirping in the distance, poor little bastards clearly confused by the brightness of the night. I can see my old and faithful 1996 MG roadster convertible, the only car left in the whole lot, when my iPhone pings with a new email. At this hour it’s either spam or a message from Anton who is working on a project in Buenos Aires. I hope it’s from him, it would be a perfect ending to a good day. I squeeze my case onto the back seat of my MG and get in, contemplating whether to put the roof down. I know it may seem rather eccentric in the middle of the night, but the air is warm and inviting. I undo the latches and slowly coax it down. I’ve had this car for years, it’s an old and scratched banger now, but it still gives me a teenage thrill to feel the sky above my head when I’m driving. And there it is, the starlit sky shimmering overhead, peaceful and bucolic. It’s an advantage of working in the sticks, miles from home, but also far from the hustle and bustle of the metropolis. And when it comes to hustle and bustle, Shoreditch rules. It will take me a couple of hours to drive home from the Surrey suburbia, but I don’t mind. I actually like driving at night, especially with the roof down.


Without turning the engine on I pull out my phone and check my emails. No message from Anton, but the persistent Russian beauty Irina has sent me another email, together with a couple of offers from an online casino. And there it is again, ‘Exposure 1’, from a sender whose name doesn’t mean anything to me. I open it and go straight to the attachment. It’s the same photo, a crime scene in a concrete, urban environment that has already been marked by a forensic team. It looks just like hundreds of forensic photos I have taken, except for one detail: a figure clad in a light-blue uniform covering the whole body, including a tight hood around the head. Blue overshoes, a white face mask and a camera held in both hands, which are protected by blue nitrile gloves. Normally a crime-scene photo would not include a photographer for the simple reason that they would be behind the camera and not in front of it. But in this picture the person seems to be its main focal point, as if the crime scene itself is secondary. A sudden chill goes through my body as I recognize the image.


The nocturnal birds have stopped chirping and I’m surrounded by silence. The temperature has dropped and I feel cold. I jump out of the car and pull the roof up until it clicks into place. Back inside, I slide the windows up and lock the doors. I turn the key in the ignition and drive off so fast something in the case on the back seat rattles worryingly. I hit the brakes right in front of the security barrier at the exit and drum my fingers impatiently on the steering wheel as it goes up slowly. And I’m off, on a narrow road that will take me to the London-bound M3. I drive recklessly above the speed limit, the adrenaline singing in my blood.
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Taking pictures of dead bodies. I would pack my kit into a white, unmarked Peugeot Expert and drive to the designated police station. There I’d wait for a call-out. Sometimes there were no call-outs at all throughout the whole shift. That would be considered a good day for London. At other times it would be non-stop, especially when there were just the two of us forensic photographers on one shift for the whole of the Met. When I first started my job we’d go out to assaults, to take pictures of victims of violent attacks, as well as to more serious crime scenes. Then our task was narrowed down to serious crimes only, an incessant procession of dead bodies, bloody scenes and cold mortuary slabs.


I used to smoke in those days, inhale deeply and blow the smoke out through my nostrils to get rid of the smell. But it would linger anyway, in my hair, on my skin, inside my mouth, the sweet, sickly smell of decomposing blood. I still can’t go into a butcher’s shop without getting nauseated by the smell of raw meat. And here’s a paradox: as soon as I’d finished my cigarette, I’d be starving. I’d go looking for food, preferably something salty and greasy, to quench my craving. It was as if dealing with death made me hungry for life.


I stop at a 24-hour petrol station to buy a packet of Marlboros and a box of matches. I get back to my car and light up straight away, staring at the ‘No Smoking’ sign on the wall of the station. I half prepare myself for some fireworks, an explosion that would wipe me off the face of the earth, but nothing happens. The feeling of smoke in my mouth and lungs is unpleasant, but as the nicotine hits my brain I instantly get light-headed. Then the dizzy spell passes, replaced by a wave of serenity. I needed that. I can think calmly now.


‘Exposure 1’. I remember the case. It was a cold and wet night, one of those when I’d put my paper suit on even if I didn’t have to, because it provided extra warmth. I was called in to the Southbank Centre undercroft. The place was deserted, the concert crowds and skateboarders dispersed hours ago. The officer in charge offered to carry my tripod and led me through the echoing concrete caverns with walls covered in striking art and graffiti. We crossed the second cordon and approached the crime scene, brightly lit and protected from view by nylon screens. There was a palpable tension in the air. When I saw the body I understood why. It was headless and armless, and stuffed into a white double bass hard case.


It was the third murder of the killer dubbed by the media ‘The Violinist’. The name was, of course, sensationalist and inaccurate. A human body, even a decapitated and severely maimed one, would not fit into a violin case. The murderer used double bass covers, progressing from a soft padded bag to a hard-shell case. But I suppose ‘The Bass Player’ doesn’t have the same ring as ‘The Violinist’. The bizarre way of disposing of the bodies had riveted the media, whipping up a frenzy of speculation. Double bass cases are not exactly easy to come by and are definitely not cheap. But the police were helpless: they had not only failed to find the source of the cases, but also failed to identify the bodies. Despite an Orwellian network of closed-circuit surveillance cameras covering London, they were unable to catch sight of the Violinist delivering his gruesome cargo. Not even a glimpse, a tiny blur of movement, a hunched figure weighed down by a heavy case, nothing. It seemed almost impossible in one of the most watched cities in the world, where one gets caught on CCTV over three hundred times a day, but it was frustratingly true. And there I was, looking at the Violinist’s third victim, this time neatly packaged inside a shiny white fibreglass case.


I jump when I hear a knock on my car window. The petrol station’s night cashier is pointing at the ‘No Smoking’ sign on the wall. I mime an apology and drive off. At the first red light, I open the window and throw the cigarette out. But the bad taste in my mouth persists until I get home, greeted by Pixel and Voxel who meow loudly and circle my legs, twitching their tails.


‘Sorry, guys, I know, it’s very late.’


I go to the fridge and give them double portions of their favourite Lily’s Kitchen Organic Lamb dinner. Only the best for my boys. They attack their bowls, instantly ignoring me. The cat pleasantries are over.


My loft is one big space, with areas assigned to the office, consisting of a large glass table with a six-core and dual GPU Mac Pro connected to an Eizo monitor, my photographic stage, the sleeping area – consisting of, well, a large bed and some storage for clothes – the kitchen and the bathroom, which is the only room separate from the rest. All in all, 1,558 sq. feet of what an estate agent would describe as an ‘open-plan living/entertaining space with floor to ceiling windows which allow a wealth of natural light’. I could never afford a place like this, but I inherited it from my aunt Stella. Stella was a trailblazer, so different to my mother, who was her older sister, that I sometimes wondered if one of them was adopted. She moved to Hoxton long before Peter Ind opened the Bass Clef and Jay Jopling turned an old piano factory building in the square into the White Cube. Faithful to the true spirit of the place, Aunt Stella bought the top floor in a derelict warehouse that used to be a carpentry workshop and set up her own business – furniture design. She would make mostly chairs, drawing her inspiration from the early Scandinavian masters Jacobsen and Wegner, combining Modernist shapes with 1950s eclecticism. I still have her wire-mesh chair, probably the first of its kind in London. I adored Stella and the affection was mutual. I never really got on with my parents and as soon as I could make my own choices I left our family house in Southgate and moved in with her. It caused a bit of a stir at the time, as Stella lived with her lover, Veronica. To my mother’s horror and disgust, Aunt Vero and I hit it off instantly. It was Vero who encouraged me to go to art college and supported me through my creative and emotional ups and downs. After Stella’s death, Vero didn’t want to stay in London so she transferred her share of the warehouse lease to me and moved to Whitstable. Now that she’s retired, she keeps herself busy by tending to her beehive box and making her own honey, as well as being an active member of a bell-ringing society. I visit her whenever I can and she always insists on taking me out to Wheelers Oyster Bar for lunch. According to her, oysters are good for body and soul, and I don’t disagree.


I go to the office area and open a big black filing cabinet. I rummage through the files and folders until I find what I’ve been looking for: my forensic notebook. I always carried it with me and made meticulous notes, from the first call from the ops room describing the nature and location of the job, through a detailed description of the crime scene, to the final notes for the photo album I made by the duplication unit at the back of my van. And here it is, looking worn and faded, but still full of vital information. I flip through it and find the pages about the Violinist’s crime scenes. It turns out I only photographed two of them, the second body found in a black hard-shell case left by the entrance to one of the towers at the Barbican Estate and the Southbank undercroft one, which was his third.


I sit down on the floor by the filing cabinet and read through my notes. It’s the usual dry description of the location and the crime, with a detailed list of all the shots I took. There is nothing in it that makes me jump up and scream eureka. But one thing is clear: I was the only forensic photographer at the scene and no one else in the team took pictures. What the hell . . . ?


I put the notebook down and switch on my Mac. I scan through the long list of unread emails and find ‘Exposure 1’. There are, in fact, three emails titled ‘Exposure 1’ and they are all identical. I click on the picture and it fills the screen with stunning clarity. The first thing I notice is that it’s not as grainy as I would have expected a night shot to be. The scene was of course well lit, but still . . . It was probably shot in a RAW format that captures uncompressed data and gives the highest image quality, and probably from a tripod, to avoid the blurry picture so common at slower shutter speeds. It’s not the work of an amateur. There is a nice little touch, a starburst effect on the lights in the background, usually achieved by using a narrow aperture, which also gives you a deeper depth of field. It was definitely taken by a professional. There were no other forensic photographers at the scene, so who could have snapped it? A paparazzo? I’m pretty sure there were no photojournalists at the scene. My journo-radar usually spots them a mile away. Could this be the work of an accidental shutterbug, a passing phototourist? No, it looks too well prepared and executed. Who took it then? And why is it popping up on my screen now, so many years later? What is it supposed to mean? And, most importantly, why is it freaking me out? It’s just a picture after all.


I get up from the floor, go to the kitchen counter and pour myself a glass of wine from an open bottle. I move to the window and take a sip. The lit-up high-rises clustered around the Gherkin look almost ornamental against the purple-black sky. Long gone are the days when no building taller than a fireman’s ladder was allowed to be constructed in the City. The newest architectural additions have a strange culinary flavour, with the Can of Ham being built between the Gherkin and the Cheese-grater. But I love the view, the elegant multitude of lights that make the city look clean and benevolent. Nothing bad can possibly happen in a world that looks like this.


My gaze wanders down to the building opposite. It’s similar to the one I’m in, a Victorian workshop converted by a developer into a ‘unique and quirky collection of live/work units’. All the large windows are dark, except for one on the top floor, almost level with mine. It’s a big space, sparsely furnished, with high ceilings, exposed brickwork and stripped-wood flooring. Backlit by dim lighting, there is a man standing motionlessly by the window. He is looking at me.


I instinctively step back away from the window to hide in the shadows of my studio. I have never noticed the man before. Was he really staring at me? I move forward until I catch a glimpse of him again. He hasn’t moved, his face in the shade, his silhouette looking almost two-dimensional. Impulsively I pull down the blackout blind that covers the whole window. There. He’s gone.


I pour myself another glass and take it to bed. I feel wired, exhausted but wide awake, and I hope the wine will slow me down. I check my phone and there are still no messages from Anton. I text him –




Where are you? I want you back





– and put the phone down. Almost immediately my phone pings with a new message. I pick it up, expecting something short from Anton. But the message is not from him.




Great to see you today. Must catch up soon. Xx





It’s from Jason. Jason? I know we’ve had a long day, but texting me at 3 a.m.? I delete the message, putting its sentiment down to a mild case of midlife crisis.
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I drag myself out of bed at 10 a.m., knowing that there is a stack of toys on my studio floor waiting to be photographed. Being the master, or mistress, of one’s time is a curse and a blessing of freelance life. It’s a blessing to be able to stay in bed till noon because no one is breathing down your neck and you’ll be fine as long as you work till midnight. But it’s a curse to have to be your own slave driver, to crack the whip over your own shoulders. This bit is acquired knowledge: if you don’t work, you don’t get paid and your accountant will be disappointed in you.


I make a pact with myself to start the shoot at 11 a.m. and stumble to Curious Yellow Kafé down the road for a chai latte and a croissant. My phone pings as soon as I sit down at a table outside. This time it is Anton.




Back soon. Hang on in there.





Succinct and unsentimental, that’s my Anton. Or Savage, as he calls himself. His surname is, in fact, Sauvage, which in a funny way suits him. The untamed but gentle giant who swept me off my feet, or to be precise, chatted me up at a late-night movie show at the Queen of Hoxton’s rooftop cinema. I don’t remember the film, it might have been Trainspotting or Pulp Fiction, I’m not sure. What I remember is sitting in a director’s chair, wrapped in a blanket, with wireless headphones round my neck, because I wasn’t listening to the soundtrack. I was listening to a rugged-looking French guy who was telling me that his name was an aptronym.


‘Carl Jung was convinced there was a connection between a surname and the man himself.’ Anton shifted in his chair to murmur straight into my ear. ‘A grotesque coincidence, he called it. I mean, it goes back to the old days when a butcher would be called Mr Butcher and a baker – Mr Baker. Take my name, Sauvage. My dad was a rude bastard, my granddad a brute . . .’


‘And you, what are you?’ I murmured back, aware of an undercurrent of heavy flirting going on between us.


‘Me?’ He looked straight at me with his innocent, blue-eyed stare and I knew I was falling for him. ‘I am a gentle barbarian. And your name must be . . .’ He paused for effect. ‘Ocean Dream – just like your blue-green eyes . . .’


I made a face.


‘Flattery won’t get you far.’


‘You don’t know what the Ocean Dream is, do you?’


I raised my eyebrows.


‘It’s the only natural deep blue-green diamond in the world.’


And that was it.


We left the show early, stopped for a drink at the Electricity Showrooms and ended up at mine after midnight. It was seven years ago, when I still thought I was the chosen one, a bona fide artist.


A lot has happened in those seven years. Our fortunes have ebbed and flowed, but we’ve stuck together. We travelled from the east to the west coast of the US, spent months in Argentina, half a year in Brazil, visited Australia, island hopped in Thailand and whizzed around Eastern Europe. No, Anton is not a travel agent. He is a street artist on a mission to paste the whole world up with his art. He’s getting there – his work is beginning to appear in street-art anthologies and his prints are selling quite well in a couple of galleries in Paris and London. His fame hasn’t quite reached its peak yet, but I reckon in a few years’ time he’ll be up there with Banksy, ROA and JR. In the meantime he has to take on paid assignments from city councils and art foundations all over the world and I stick to my packshots. Which reminds me . . . I pay for my chai and croissant and head back home.


As I stop at the lights, a voice behind me says, ‘You have to be careful.’


I turn round and see an older woman berating two small kids, a boy and a girl.


‘If you run out in front of a bus, it’ll hit you and you’ll die,’ she says drily.


‘Oh no,’ corrects the little boy. ‘You don’t always die when you’re hit by a bus. My mum’s friend was hit by a bus and she didn’t die. You just – you just –’ he searches for the right expression – ‘you just have to spend a long time in hospital.’


The light changes to green and we all cross cautiously, safe in the knowledge that nothing bad will happen to us right now.


I get back home and wave Voxel’s snake catnip toy in front of him for a few minutes. Pixel is watching us from his vantage point on the bookshelf, pretending he’s not interested. Playtime over, I reluctantly begin setting up the lighting for the shoot. I’m supposed to photograph a selection of early learning wooden toys for a catalogue. I take them out of their boxes and marvel at the ingenuity of the puzzles, workbenches and activity cubes. Things have moved on since I was a child. I decide to start with alphabet blocks and set about building a tower out of them, careful not to create any rude words accidentally. You can’t be too careful in the commercial graphics trade. I remember a designer friend of mine inadvertently creating a logo for ‘Minge Pies’, all because of the flowery font he chose. The pies flew off the shelves at Christmas.


By the afternoon coffee break I’m done with a toddler truck, a push-along pram and a train. All that’s left is a rocking horse, a set of ducks on wheels and a Noah’s ark, complete with twelve pairs of animals and Mr & Mrs Noah themselves. I hope if I keep the rhythm up I should be done by the end of the day. But as I get into the groove of arranging the sets, lighting and snapping them, my mind drifts back to ‘Exposure 1’. I leave Mr Noah to his ark and wake my computer up.


The screen lights up with the image of the Southbank undercroft. I close my eyes and try to recreate the crime scene in my head. We were never allowed to hold on to any of the forensic photographs, so all I have left to rely on is my old notebook and my memory. It all begins to come back to me now. The smell of damp mixed with a lingering whiff of hot dogs. Almost complete silence, interrupted by the hushed voices of the forensic team. The quiet sound of the river lapping at the bank. The low rumble of an MSU patrol boat. Someone whistling. Whistling? I open my eyes. Was there really someone whistling in the undercroft or is my mind fabricating a new, distorted reality? I simply can’t remember. I look at the photo again. If it is genuine, where was it taken from? A passing boat? Impossible, the water level is far too low. Waterloo Bridge? The angle is wrong. The Savoy? It would have to be one hell of a telephoto lens. Festival Pier? It is just possible that someone was hiding in the shadows of the ugly glass and blue steel construction. But wouldn’t it be shut at night? Something on a pillar above the case containing the mutilated body catches my attention. I blow up the picture and take a closer look. It’s blood-red, chunky graffiti: big bold letters with huge drops of red paint dripping off all the ‘O’s dramatically. ‘OFF TO VIOLIN-LAND’. I don’t remember seeing it. I would’ve noticed it for sure if it had been there when I was processing the scene. I grab my notebook and go through the list of photographs again. There is no mention of the graffiti. Is it possible I’d missed it? If I had, I may have omitted a vital piece of evidence. No, it simply wasn’t there. I get up from the desk and go to the window. I need a cigarette.


You quit smoking ages ago, I tell myself, and go back to Mr Noah and his ark. Setting up the wooden toys calms me down. For all I know the picture is a fake. A good one, I must admit, but nothing that someone with a working knowledge of Photoshop wouldn’t be able to do. I should know better. How many times has Photoshop saved my skin when something has gone wrong during a shoot and the only way to fix it is to fake it? The problem with Photoshop reality is that it can be so perfect no one can tell the difference between it and the real thing. Well, almost no one. Cubic Zirconia, I think, and it makes me smile even now. ‘Fake diamond’, the name of a collaborative duo I started at college with my best friend, Erin. We saw ourselves as the female version of Gilbert and George, destined to conquer the world of visual art. We had it all worked out, from our anti-elitist manifesto to the vision of creating a modified reality that would become the ultimate work of art. We had the talent, we had the skill and we had the looks – slim, tall and dark-haired. We both dressed in cheap Vivienne Westwood knock-offs and looked so alike people often mistook us for each other. Encouraged by our tutor at the digital art faculty, we lived the Augmented Reality dream before it became a buzzword. Our first installation was a massive six-foot-tall glass test-tube combined with an interactive optical projection system. Inside the tube was a digitally manipulable 3D holographic projection of fetal development, from conception to birth. Thanks to video-tracking, the spectators could interfere with the development cycle by simply flapping their arms in front of the tube. They could create a hybrid, a monster or bring on a miscarriage. Needless to say the installation caused a stir. The windows of the gallery got smashed, there were raving and scathing reviews, there were death threats. Fame was knocking on our door. A controversial exhibition under our belt, a few feet away from making a splash in New York’s art world, on the verge of becoming a household name, and all this before we even turned twenty-five. We were Cubic Zirconia.


And then real life intervened and we realized there were things that could not be augmented. Bank accounts, debts, responsibilities, other people’s expectations, the boring stuff. And, above all, the pressure of the budding celebrity status. Nothing had prepared us for the brutality of fame, the cut-throat competitiveness of the art world. I was the weaker part of our duo and it was me who began to crumble under the weight of it all. It was then I met Anton and fell in love with his antiestablishment stance, his earthiness, his sense of freedom. Not to mention his knowledge of natural diamonds . . . I bailed out of Cubic Zirconia, dropped my ‘arty’ friends, immersed myself in Anton’s world. Erin fought for a while longer but she had no chance on her own. Part of me thinks she has never forgiven me for shattering our beautiful dream and for talking her into swapping the life of an artist for the daily grind of a forensic photographer. I reasoned that if the job was there we should take it. And so we did. We couldn’t have ended up further away from the fantasy of Cubic Zirconia. Lucky for Erin, the crime-scene gig didn’t last long, and before I knew it, she got catapulted into the glamorous world of portrait photography. She’s the one with a forty-thousand-dollar Hasselblad round her neck and an entourage of assistants. She spends most of her life in airport executive lounges and on first-class flights, travelling between London, New York, Los Angeles and occasionally some exotic location. Everyone who is anyone wants to have their essence captured by Erin Perdue.


Would Erin be able to shed some light on ‘Exposure 1’? If I remember correctly, she was the photographer who got called out to the Violinist’s first crime scene, the one at the Albert Hall. Should I ask her about it? But what could she tell me? She’s probably too busy to even answer my call anyway. She’s moved on and you haven’t, I think, and the familiar feeling of inadequacy kicks in. It’s funny, I’m normally quite content with my life, proud even of what I’ve managed to achieve. But when it comes to comparing myself with Erin, everything I’ve worked so hard for fades to pitiful insignificance.


My phone rings and I twitch, knocking down the carefully arranged animal queue to Noah’s ark. It’s from a long number beginning with +54.


‘Anton!’


‘Hi, babe. Missed me?’


‘Like a hole in the head. When are you back?’


‘Soon, babe. Maybe even next week. Wrapping some stuff up, not sure how much longer it’ll take.’


‘You better get your arse back here toot sweet.’


‘That bad, eh?’ He laughs. ‘What’s up?’


‘Oh, nothing, it’s silly . . .’


‘What’s wrong?’ He knows my ‘in-distress’ tone by now.


‘I’ve been getting these emails, an email actually, with a photo of a crime scene, you know, from the time when I used to work for the Met.’


‘Who is it from?’


‘I don’t know . . .’


‘Did you try asking what it’s about?’


‘No . . . Maybe I should.’


‘You could try speaking to the police, if it’s one of their pictures.’


‘No, it’s just a photo of me, with my camera, at the scene. It was the Violinist case – remember, I told you about it?’


‘Oh, yeah. They caught the guy, right?’


‘I think so . . .’


‘It’s probably just a stupid prank. As long as they are not blackmailing you over anything, don’t worry about it.’ He laughs, but I don’t find it funny. ‘Anyway, babe, I have a favour to ask. You know the big black art portfolio case, the A2 one, that stands by my desk? It’s got some signed prints of my Prague project, I think about ten artist’s proofs. Could you take them to a gallery just off Brick Lane? The Fugitives Gallery, in Sclater Street. If you could get it to them by the end of the week, it would be perfect.’


‘I’m a bit busy, but I’ll try.’ I’m peeved he dismissed my worry so easily.


‘You are a star. Gotta go now. But will be back real soon, promise. OK, babe?’


‘OK. Love you.’ I don’t get an answer to that because he’s already disconnected.


That’s my Anton, fierce, formidable and hopelessly unromantic. But he’s probably right when it comes to that stupid email, I think as I put the phone down. I go back to the computer, bring ‘Exposure 1’ back on the screen and hit ‘Reply’.




Who are you and what do you want?





I click ‘Send’.


It instantly makes me feel better. I google ‘The Violinist’ next. I trawl through a handful of violin discussion boards, ads for musicians, a few sites about Paganini and an IMDB entry for a 2009 movie, until I come across a Wikipedia entry.




Known as ‘The Violinist’ Karel Balek was a Czech national based in the UK who kidnapped and killed four women in London between January 2009 and March 2011. He would decapitate his victims and sever their arms, before putting their bodies in double bass cases. He dumped the cases in public places in the vicinity of famous concert hall venues.





Tell me something I don’t know, I think, scrolling down the page.




None of his female victims have been identified, although it was widely assumed they were illegal immigrants trafficked from ex-Soviet republics by gangs specializing in forced sexual exploitation. Balek was a professional contrabassist who began his career with the Ostrava Philharmonic Orchestra, before moving to the UK where he briefly performed with a few of the leading London orchestras. He was forced to abandon his music career in 2008, after a freak accident in which he lost two fingers of his right hand. He famously evaded capture on CCTV despite disposing of the bodies in heavily monitored public places. He was arrested in 2011, following an anonymous tip-off. He hanged himself in his cell while awaiting trial.





This I didn’t know. During my short career as a crime-scene photographer, I quickly adopted a ‘disengage or die’ philosophy. You take the pictures, produce all the necessary evidence, do the paperwork, sign a statement, turn it in and forget about it. Unless you were required to go to court and testify, in which case disengagement was delayed. It may sound cold and thick-skinned, but it was a simple survival mechanism. If you allowed yourself to feel sorry for the victims, to empathize or, God forbid, follow the case, you were finished. A girl whose place I took over got fixated on a case, started playing at being a detective and ended up at the Maudsley suffering from paranoid anxiety. Faithful to my disengagement method, I never followed any of my cases once I was done with them. I didn’t google them, didn’t discuss them with anyone and stayed away from any headlines even remotely related to them. It kept me sane, but it also kept me in the dark.


So, the Violinist is dead. He has not escaped from a high-security unit to stalk me, hasn’t been released because of some freak miscarriage of justice – he is gone, buried, six feet under. What is ‘Exposure 1’ about then? My mailbox pings with a new email. My heartbeat quickens as I click on the ‘Exposure 1’ reply.




Error 553. Inactive/invalid user.





Was I seriously expecting anything else? A friendly apology? A shame-faced explanation? No.


A stupid prank, said Anton. Why does it feel so real then? I wish there was someone else I could talk to about it, just to convince myself that I’m fretting over nothing. But Sophie’s away in Brittany, sourcing some crêpes and galettes for her catering business. And most of my other friends have entered the phase of spawning and are busy fighting for a place at the best nursery in town or moving house to be in a catchment area for a good school. Erin – my mind helpfully supplies her name again. OK, I’ll ring her, even though I haven’t spoken to her in ages. If she’s too busy, she’ll simply ignore my call.


I rummage through IKEA storage boxes until I find my old phone. I plug it in and after a few minutes it springs to life. Yes, Erin’s number is there. I dial it, expecting to hear her voicemail. But she picks up almost instantly.


‘Erin, it’s Kristin Ryder . . .’


‘Ryder!’ She calls me by my surname and I’m instantly transported to our Cubic Zirconia days. Everyone called me Ryder then.


Without going into details I awkwardly explain that I need her help with something really silly. I expect her to say she’s too busy to meet up, but she surprises me. She’s doing a photo shoot on the top floor of the Shard. But she should be free by 9 p.m. and we can meet at the Oblix there, if it’s OK with me. The table will be reserved in her name.


Of course it will, I think as I put the phone down. One of her minions is probably booking it right now, making sure Ms Perdue has a secluded table by the window. A photo shoot on the seventy-second floor of the Shard, in one of those amazing spaces for hire at thirty thousand pounds per hour. Wow. I imagine Erin with a gaggle of waif-like models or perhaps a moody pop star, snapping pictures against the backdrop of the London skyline. Creating a cover for the Rolling Stone magazine. Or a feature for Wallpaper.


I look at Mr Noah’s animals inside the lighting cube and decide I’m done for the day. I don’t have to deliver the job till the end of the week anyway. I switch off the lights and take the camera off its tripod. Everything needs to be put away, no matter what. I know from painful and costly experience that Pixel and Voxel are attracted to the most fragile pieces of my equipment. They simply can’t resist a shiny reflector, a delicate softbox or a loose spigot. Every bit of kit is a potential enemy that needs to be attacked and destroyed. I pack away Mr Noah’s zoo and the rest of the toys. They rattle dully inside their cheap cardboard packaging. And to think it could be me, rubbing shoulders with the beautiful and famous on the seventy-second floor of the Shard.
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Ms Perdue is running late but our table is ready. A beautiful hostess of immaculate complexion and impossibly full lips leads me through the open kitchen to a discreetly lit dining room. I was right, our table is in the best spot, in a quiet corner right by the glass wall of the window. Although the restaurant is on the less dizzying height of the thirty-second floor, the view is still breathtaking. London lights shimmer below, constant, but somehow alive. The river looks unusually peaceful tonight, a smooth and reflective ribbon of water illuminated in red, yellow, green and blue. It divides the panorama into two parts: the clean and orderly lines of the City and the urban mess of Southwark and Borough, with slow worms of trains crawling in and out of London Bridge. I ignore the menu and the wine list, staring at the view. If only Cubic Zirconia had ever gone beyond the idealistic fantasy . . . My phone pings with a new text message, interrupting my reverie. Guess who it’s from: Jason. I put my phone down, annoyed.


‘A message from a secret admirer?’ Her voice makes me smile.


‘Erin!’


‘Ryder!’


There she is, standing right in front of me, elegant, slim and long-limbed, with a mass of black hair over her pale face. I jump up without a word and we hug, discreetly observed by our waiter.


‘You smell nice.’ I blurt out the first thing that comes to my mind.


‘After a ten-hour shoot? I doubt it.’ She sniffs at her armpit unceremoniously and we both chuckle. It feels like we’re picking up exactly where we left off, the gap of nearly six years disappearing without a trace.


‘I mean the perfume.’


‘Patchouli Absolut by Tom Ford. It hits the spot, doesn’t it?’


She doesn’t sit down straight away, but goes to the window and presses the palms of her hands to the glass pane, fingers splayed open.


‘I love this view, even after seeing it all day. I love the river.’


‘How was the shoot?’


She shrugs. ‘Run-of-the-mill glitz.’


She sits down and picks up the drinks menu. I watch her as she orders a bottle of Veuve Clicquot that costs more than I earn in a day. She has changed. She is thinner and rougher, the harsh lines around her mouth giving her a slightly mean, cynical look. She’s no longer the angelic beauty she used to be in our college days, but is stunning nevertheless. And the outfit she’s wearing is probably genuine Vivienne Westwood.


We order a random selection of starters because we are both too excited to think about food. We have a lot of catching up to do. A bottle of Veuve Clicquot and a couple of Habanero cocktails later I remember why I called Erin in the first place.


‘Remember the Violinist?’


‘That limp dick Nikolai?’


‘You slept with Nikolai Verenich?’ I let the gossip distract me.


‘I dumped him after a couple of weeks. What about him?’


‘No, not Nikolai, I meant the serial killer.’


‘Oh, him. It’s not something you easily forget.’


‘I know. I processed two of his crime scenes.’


‘Yeah, I remember being relieved at the time it was you who got called out to them. Having seen his first was enough—’ She shakes her head as if to get rid of the memory. It’s the first silence since we sat down at the table.


‘I’ve been getting these emails . . .’ I lean down to my bag and get my iPad out. I tap the screen to retrieve ‘Exposure 1’, then show it to Erin.


‘God . . . You’ve been getting them recently?’


I nod.


‘Last night. Three identical emails with the same picture.’


‘Weird.’ She picks up the iPad to have a closer look.


‘You haven’t been getting any of these?’


‘Me?’ She looks at me, her striking light-green eyes wide with surprise. ‘No. No, I haven’t. You think it’s something to do with the Violinist?’


‘I don’t know. The guy’s been dead for years.’ I debate whether to tell her about the Violin-Land graffiti in the photo but decide against it.


‘Could it be one of the anti-Zirconia nutters?’


‘I hadn’t thought of that . . . But why now, after all these years?’


‘You’re probably right. They wouldn’t be interested in the Violinist, anyway. Why bother with real evil if you can attack art . . .’


‘Anton says it’s a stupid prank.’


‘Anton!’ Erin puts down the iPad. ‘You guys still together?’


‘We are.’ I don’t elaborate, remembering she’s never been keen on him.


‘Good for you.’ Erin’s waving at the waiter again.


‘Well, he’s been away quite a lot, so it’s just been me and my boys lately . . .’


‘Your boys? You have kids?’


‘Cats.’ I make a self-deprecating face. ‘Pixel and Voxel.’


‘Voxel? As in “a point in three-dimensional space”?’


‘Oh, yes, he’s definitely 3D. Pixel’s a much more two-dimensional character . . .’


She laughs and shakes her head. ‘Once a geek . . . Another Habanero?’


The waiter’s arrived and is looking at us expectantly.


‘Not for me, thank you.’ I realize I’m quite drunk and tired.


‘Oh, come on, just one, don’t be a party pooper . . .’


‘Go on, then.’ I’ve always let Erin lead me astray. And I know I’ll regret it later.


The rest of the evening disappears in a blur of gossip followed by alcohol-fuelled teary reminiscing. By the time we leave the Oblix, we’ve promised each other to keep in touch and never again to neglect our friendship so badly. Erin has an account with Addison Lee and she books a cab for me, ignoring my weak protests. To be honest, I’m grateful, because the world is spinning like the London Eye. By the time the cab reaches Hoxton I’ve sobered enough to direct the driver around the maze of narrow streets.


Pixel and Voxel greet me with loud meowing as I open the front door. I dish their food out for them, deciding to ignore the fact they did try to get into Mr Noah’s box when I was out. No real damage has been done anyway. Forget the glitzy life of a celebrity photographer and welcome to my world, I think as I pick up the box and put it together with the other toys. But would I really want to swap Mr Noah and company for a shoot with David Beckham or Rihanna? Of course, I wouldn’t mind the creative challenge, not to mention the fee, but the honest answer would have to be no. I learnt my lesson with Cubic Zirconia. I love the buzz of creativity but the truth is I’m an introvert. My studio is my kingdom and I like it this way. And I like the view from my kingdom, I think as I go to the window. My self-satisfaction disappears as soon as I look out. He’s there again, the man in the building opposite, standing in exactly the same spot as last night, staring at me. The widow Clicquot plus a triple Habanero still flowing in my veins, I fling the window open in a sudden fit of rage.


‘Oi! You out there! Seen enough or want a bit more?’


I rip my blouse open, pull off my bra and flash my tits at him. He doesn’t move, just keeps staring.


‘Like the view? You fucking wanker!’


Very slowly, he turns away from the window and disappears inside his dark apartment. Disappointed, I slam my window shut. I was itching for a confrontation.
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I wake up with a well-deserved hangover. Sunshine is flooding the loft, making everything look warm and cheerful. I carefully roll out of bed, shading my eyes with my arm. I shuffle barefoot to Anton’s coffee machine and sway by it brainlessly as it splurts out a double espresso. Its rich smell tickles my synapses and they begin to fire randomly: It was good to see Erin. She’s changed. What a night. Followed by, Oh God, when I remember my Peeping Tom rage. Coffee cup in hand, I shuffle to the window and look out. There is no one in the flat opposite today. The guy might be a pest, but my behaviour was perhaps a touch excessive. Well, maybe it has taught him a lesson.
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