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    CHAPTER 1

    John Luther, a big man with a big walk, crosses the hospital car park, glistening with night rain. He strides through sliding doors into Accident and Emergency, approaches the desk and badges the Filipino triage nurse.

    ‘I’m looking for Ian Reed?’

    ‘That’s the police officer?’ She glances at her monitor. ‘He’s in cubicle eighteen. Over on the far side.’

    Luther marches through the waiting area, weaves through nurses in rubber clogs. He ignores the moans of the binge drinkers, the beaten women, the self-mutilators, the overdosers.

    He sweeps aside the heavy curtain to cubicle 18 and there’s Ian Reed, sitting tieless on the edge of the bed.

    Reed is blond and lean, tense by nature. The blood on his white shirt has dried in patches. He’s wearing a soft surgical collar.

    ‘Blimey,’ Luther says, shutting the curtains.

    ‘Yeah. It’s not as bad as it looks.’

    Reed’s got a couple of stitches in his scalp, a torn ligament, bruised ribs. Bruised kidneys too; he’ll be pissing blood for a week or two.

    Luther pulls up a plastic chair. ‘What about the neck?’

    ‘Sprained. They had me in a headlock. Dragged me out the car.’

    ‘Who did?’

    ‘Lee Kidman. Barry Tonga.’

    Luther knows Lee Kidman; he’s a bodybuilder, a doorman, a debt collector. Does a bit of porn. He’s not familiar with the second name.

    ‘Barry Tonga,’ Reed says. ‘Samoan bloke. Shaved head, tattoos everywhere. Size of a truck. Does a bit of cage fighting.’

    Luther lowers his voice to a murmur. ‘So why’d they do it?’

    ‘You know Julian Crouch? Property developer. Used to run a few club nights – House of Vinyl, Betamax, Intersect. And a recording studio down in Camden. But he’s on the downslide.’

    ‘Aren’t they all?’

    Reed explains that Crouch owns half a terrace in Shoreditch; six houses. He’s got a buyer lined up, some Russian who wants to develop the site, turn it into a gym in time for the Olympics.

    Crouch is servicing massive debts. And he’s divorcing. He needs a buyer; but only five of the six terraced houses are available to sell.

    ‘So,’ says Luther. ‘Who lives in house number six?’

    ‘Bloke called Bill Tanner. Old sailor.’

    Luther groans because Reed is sentimental about old servicemen. It’s landed him in grief before.

    ‘And what?’ Luther says. ‘This bloke Crouch is trying to force him out?’

    ‘Yeah.’

    ‘So why doesn’t he just move?’

    ‘Because it’s his home, mate. He’s rented it since 1972. His wife died in that house, for fuck’s sake.’

    Luther holds up his hands. Okay, okay.

    Reed outlines a campaign of intimidation; threatening phone calls, hoodies shoving dog shit through the old man’s letterbox, smashing his windows. Breaking in, covering the living room in graffiti.

    ‘He call the police?’

    ‘Thing about Bill Tanner,’ Reed says, ‘he’s a game old bastard. He’s got heart.’ This is Reed’s highest compliment. ‘He takes photos of these hoodies, hands them in as evidence. He’s shit scared, he’s an old man living by himself, being harassed every night. So uniform goes round, picks up the hoodies. They don’t mention Crouch. And they’re out before the sun’s up. Next day, maybe the day after that, Bill gets a proper visit. Two heavies.’

    ‘This’ll be Kidman and Tonga?’

    Reed nods.

    Luther crosses his arms and stares up at the strip light, dotted inside with the desiccated carcasses of dead flies. ‘So what did you do?’

    ‘What do you think? I went to see Crouch. Told him to lay off Bill Tanner.’

    Luther closes his eyes.

    ‘Oh, come on,’ says Reed. ‘It’s not like we haven’t done it before.’

    Luther concedes with a shrug. ‘When was this?’

    ‘A couple of days ago. Then tonight I’m coming home, I’m about to park, when this Mondeo rear-ends me. Before I can get it together, two blokes get out, run round, drag me out my car and give me a right kicking.’

    Luther glances at the neck brace. ‘And this is at your place? Your flat?’

    ‘On my own doorstep.’

    ‘It was definitely Kidman and Tonga?’

    ‘I know it was Tonga because he’s the biggest fucker I ever set eyes on. Plus the tattoos. And I know it’s Kidman because, well, I know Kidman. We’ve had dealings.’

    ‘What kind of dealings?’

    ‘He’s just around. On the edge of things.’

    ‘You reporting this?’

    ‘Nope.’

    ‘Why not?’

    ‘Can’t prove it was them. And even if I could – so what? Crouch rolls out another bunch of cunts to lean on poor old Bill Tanner. Bill won’t move. They’ll end up killing him, one way or another. He’ll have a heart attack. A stroke. Whatever. Poor old sod.’

    ‘But there are better ways to do this stuff,’ Luther says.

    ‘That old man served his country.’ Reed is clenching and unclenching his jaw. ‘He was there at D-Day. He’s eighty-five fucking years old and he tried to do things the right way and his country let him down.’

    ‘All right,’ Luther says. ‘Keep your hair on. What are you asking me to do?’

    ‘Just pop in on him. Make sure he’s all right. Take him some milk and a loaf of bread. A few tins of dog food. Not the cheap stuff. Meaty chunks in jelly. He loves his little dog.’

    ‘What is this thing with old people?’ Luther asks. ‘They’d rather freeze to death than feed cheap food to their pets.’

    Reed would shrug, if he could.

    •   •   •

    The killer walks the empty nocturnal streets: avenues lined with plane trees, Victorian terraces, concrete local authority buildings, belts of local shops with darkened windows. Stone churches with faded, desperately jaunty signage: Life is Fragile. Handle with Prayer!

    The killer is a compact and muscular man. Short hair, neatly parted. Dark pea coat. Jeans. A laptop backpack.

    The backpack does not contain a laptop.

    On Clayhill Street, a Smart car reverses into a small parking space. The driver, a young Asian woman, gets out and hurries to her door clutching her handbag. She looks at the killer in passing, but doesn’t really see him.

    The killer walks on. He turns onto Bridgeman Road with a sense of magnitude.

    He marches along the frost-buckled pavement until he comes to number 23.

    Behind the rusty gate and the overgrown hedge, number 23 is a handsome, double-fronted Victorian house.

    The killer opens the gate. It squeaks, but he doesn’t mind: it must squeak every night and every day.

    He stands in the front garden, which is a small paved area sheltered by high hedges. A green wheelie bin in one corner.

    He lingers in the shadow of the house. It seems churchlike, pregnant with the future.

    He thinks of standing underneath a great railway bridge as a locomotive shrieks overhead, the shocking power of it. That’s what the killer feels inside him, now: the shriek and rattle and thunder of a great engine.

    He snaps on the latex gloves he’s kept rolled in one pocket of his pea coat. Then, from the other pocket, he removes a pair of needle-nosed pliers.

    He walks to the side of the house. His legs are trembling. He follows the vertical line of the drainpipe until it meets the small, square drain around which grows sparse London grass.

    He kneels to snip the telephone wire close to the ground. Then he pockets the pliers and returns to the front door.

    From his pocket, he removes a set of house keys.

    He grits his teeth. With great care, he inserts the Yale key into the lock and slowly turns it. The door snicks open as he leans a shoulder into it. Quietly, so quietly.

    When the gap is wide enough, he slips through like smoke.

    Into the wall near the door is set a plastic keypad. A small red light flashes. The killer ignores it, and sharks through a haze of the Lamberts’ scent: their clothes, their deodorants, their perfumes, their cleaning products, their bodies, their sex.

    He enters the dark living room and sets down his backpack.

    He shrugs off his pea coat, folds it and lays it on the sofa. He unzips the backpack and removes a pair of painter’s bootees. He slips them over his shoes.

    Then he wriggles into a pair of paper overalls. He pulls up the elasticated hood. He stands there in the white paper jumpsuit and the thin rubber gloves.

    He reaches into the backpack and removes his tools: a taser, a silvery roll of duct tape (one corner folded over for easy access), a scalpel, a carpet knife.

    At the bottom of the rucksack, rolled into a sausage, is a small polar fleece blanket with satinette edging.

    He lays the blanket on the sofa. Looks down at it, a pallid rectangle.

    The killer’s spirit balloons and seems to leave his body. He hovers above himself.

    He watches himself head upstairs: gently now, gently.

    He avoids the fifth step, slips back into his body, and proceeds into darkness.

    •   •   •

    Luther kills time in the waiting area by flicking through a tatty old Heat magazine.

    In the far corner, a tramp with ash-grey dreadlocks bellows at God, or perhaps that he is God. It’s difficult to tell.

    Reed limps out around 3.15 a.m. Luther takes his coat and helps him through the doors, through the main entrance, blazing bright.

    They cross the wet car park to Luther’s decayed old Volvo.

    Luther drives Reed home – a top-floor, one-bedroom rented apartment in Kentish Town.

    The flat is bare and disorderly, as if it were temporary accommodation, which it is. All Reed’s flats are temporary accommodation.

    Reed yearns for a big house, a big garden with a trampoline in it, a horde of kids to bounce on it – his own kids, their friends, their cousins, their neighbours.

    Reed dreams of community, of pub lunches on Sunday, of street parties, of wearing comedy aprons as he cooks sausages at well-attended barbecues. He dreams of being adored by his children, adoring them in return.

    At thirty-eight, he’s been married four times and is childless.

    He hands Luther a buff folder.

    Luther leans against the wall and flicks through the file. Sees arrest sheets, mugshots, surveillance reports.

    The top sheets detail the kids who were arrested, remanded and released for harassing Bill Tanner: dead-eyed ratboys, English white trash.

    Beneath the arrest sheets are more detailed reports on Lee Kidman, Barry Tonga and their boss Julian Crouch.

    Luther slips the folder into a carrier bag and checks his watch.

    It’s late. He thinks about going home. But what would be the point? He thinks about the dead and can’t sleep. He lies there boiling like a star about to explode.

    So he drives to Crouch’s place, a townhouse overlooking Highbury Fields.

    He parks and sits at the wheel. He wonders what he’s going to do to Julian Crouch and how he’s going to get away with it.

    At length, he pops the boot, walks round the Volvo and pulls out a hickory wood pickaxe handle. He feels its satisfying weight.

    He marches across Highbury Fields and waits in darkness, the pickaxe handle clenched in his fist.

    Shortly after 4.30 a.m., an immaculate, vintage Jaguar pulls up.

    Julian Crouch gets out. He’s got riotously curly hair, thinning on top. Suede coat, paisley shirt. White Adidas.

    He opens his front door and hits the lights – but lingers on the threshold, backlit by the chandelier. He sniffs the air like prey at a waterhole. He knows someone’s out there, watching him.

    He frowns and shuts the door, squeaks across marble tiles.

    Luther stares at the house, breathing.

    Lights come on.

    Crouch comes to his bedroom window. He looks down like a troubled king from his high castle, peering into blackness. Then he draws the curtains and turns off the light.

    Luther stands sentinel. His heart is a furnace.

    At length, a fox scurries down the centre of the empty road. Luther can hear the quick, prim click of its claws on tarmac.

    He watches the fox until it disappears, and he heads back to his car.

    He waits until the winter sun begins to rise and the first joggers pass by. Then he drives home.

  
    
       
    

    CHAPTER 2

    Luther walks through the red door before 6 a.m.

    Zoe’s already up. She’s in the kitchen making coffee, bed-headed and lovely in silk pyjamas. She smells of sleep and home and that scent behind her ears, the scent of her skin.

    She takes a carton of orange juice from the fridge, pours herself a glass. ‘So did you tell her?’

    ‘Babe,’ he says, taking off his coat. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t get the chance.’

    She drinks almost a whole glass of juice, then wipes her mouth with the back of a hand. ‘What does that mean, exactly?’

    Luther nods at the floor. It’s his tell, a signal that he’s lying. He knows it. He says, ‘It’s just, the timing was wrong.’

    ‘The timing’s always wrong.’ She puts the juice back in the fridge. Then she crosses her arms, silently counts down from five. ‘Do you actually want to do this?’

    ‘I do,’ he says. ‘I absolutely do.’

    ‘Because you look like death, John. You actually look ill. When’s the last time you slept?’

    He doesn’t know. But he knows his mind’s not right. At night his skull cracks open and spiders crawl inside.

    ‘When’s the last time you did anything,’ she says, ‘except work?’

    Zoe’s a lawyer, specializing in human rights and immigration. She earns good money; they’ve got a nice Victorian house with a red door. A little shabby inside. Scuffed skirting. 1970s heating. No kids. Lots of books.

    She turned to him in bed one morning, propped her head on the heel of her hand, her hair mussy and chaotic. Winter rain peppered like gravel against the window. The central heating was on the fritz: they’d slept in their socks. It was too cold to get out of bed.

    She said, ‘Sod it. Let’s go somewhere.’

    He said, ‘Go where?’

    ‘I don’t know. Anywhere. Wherever. When did we last have a holiday?’

    ‘We went on that boat thing.’

    He was referring to a holiday they’d taken with Zoe’s colleague and her husband. Photographs showed four smiling people propped near the rudder of a barge, raising wine glasses. But it had been a disaster: Luther alienated and withdrawn, Zoe brittle and blithely make-do.

    Luther said, ‘That can’t have been the last holiday.’

    ‘Where then? Where have we been?’

    He didn’t know.

    ‘We made all these promises to each other,’ Zoe said, ending his silence. ‘About how it would be. We’d travel. We’d spend time together. So how come none of it happened?’

    He lay on his back and listened to the icy rain. Then he turned, propping himself up on an elbow. He said, ‘Are you happy?’

    ‘Not really, no. Are you?’

    His heart hammered in his chest.

    ‘We go days and days,’ she said. ‘We hardly speak. I just want to see a bit more of you. I want it to actually be like we’re married.’

    ‘Me, too,’ he said. ‘But look – if our biggest problem is that we’d like to spend more time together then, well . . . that’s not so bad, is it? Not when you look at other people.’

    She shrugged.

    Luther loves his wife. She’s the straw at which he clutches. It mystifies him that he needs to tell her this. When he tries, she gets embarrassed: she laughs and makes a humorously appalled face.

    Propped up in bed on that cold morning, he banished thoughts of the dead kid and said, ‘So what are you thinking?’

    ‘We take a year off,’ she said. ‘Rent out the house to cover the mortgage.’

    ‘I don’t want strangers living in my house.’

    She batted his upper arm, impatiently. ‘Let me finish? Can I at least finish?’

    ‘Sorry.’

    ‘Well, actually there’s not much more to say. We just, we pack and we travel.’

    ‘Where?’

    ‘Anywhere. Where do you want to go?’

    ‘I don’t know.’

    ‘There must be somewhere.’

    ‘Antarctica.’

    ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Let’s go to Antarctica. You can fly there from South America or New Zealand. I don’t even think it costs that much. Not really. Not in the scheme of things.’

    ‘Can you actually do that?’

    ‘Apparently.’

    He sat up, scratched his head, suddenly taken with the idea. ‘I’ve always fancied New Zealand,’ he said. ‘I don’t know why.’

    ‘Turkey’s on my list,’ she said. ‘Turkey’s good. Let’s do Turkey.’

    ‘I’m not big on beaches.’

    He didn’t like to sit in the sun, having people nose at what he was reading.

    ‘You can read in the hotel,’ she said. ‘We could meet for lunch. Have a siesta. Make love. Theatre in the evening.’

    ‘You’ve really thought this through, haven’t you?’

    ‘Yep. We’d need to update your passport.’

    ‘Do we?’

    ‘It ran out.’

    ‘Seriously? When?’

    ‘Two and a half years ago.’

    He rubbed his head. ‘All right. Fuck it. Let’s do it.’

    She laughed and hugged him and they made love like they were already on holiday.

    That was nearly a year ago.

    •   •   •

    Now he’s standing exhausted in the kitchen at just gone six in the morning, dazed by lack of sleep, placing two bowls of muesli on the breakfast bar; a late night snack for him, breakfast for her. He says, ‘I was going to ask her today.’

    He means his boss, Detective Superintendent Teller.

    Zoe makes a mouth with her fingers and thumb: yada yada yada. Heard it before.

    Luther picks up a bowl of muesli, turns his back to her, shovels cereal into his mouth. ‘The thing is, Ian got hurt.’

    He allows her a moment. Ashamed of himself.

    ‘Oh, God,’ she says. ‘How bad?’

    ‘Not too bad. I picked him up from A and E, took him home.’

    ‘What happened?’

    ‘He was cornered somewhere. We’re not sure by who. But they gave him a pretty good kicking. So we’re a detective down.’

    ‘Okay,’ she says, relieved that Ian’s all right. ‘But that doesn’t mean you can’t tell her, does it? Whatever happens, she’ll need a few weeks to arrange cover for you. You know that. Ian being in hospital is not an excuse.’

    ‘No,’ he says. ‘It’s not. You’re right.’

    ‘So tell her?’

    ‘I will.’

    ‘Seriously,’ she says. ‘Tell her.’

    She’s imploring him. But it’s not about the holiday. It’s about something else.

    Zoe sometimes has flashes of what she believes to be psychic insights. Many involve him. Two nights ago, she cried out in her sleep. ‘Marked!’ she said.

    He’d meant to ask what that meant. What was marked? What had she been seeing in that secret time behind her eyes?

    He says, ‘I will. I’ll ask her. I promise.’

    ‘Or else, John,’ she says. ‘Seriously.’

    ‘Or else what?’

    ‘You can’t go on like this,’ she says. ‘You just can’t.’

    He knows she’s right.

    He’s trudging upstairs to the shower when his phone rings. He checks out the caller display: Teller, Rose.

    He answers, listens.

    Tells her he’ll be there as soon as he can. Then he washes his face, brushes his teeth, puts on a clean shirt. He kisses his wife.

    ‘I’ll ask her today,’ he says, meaning it. ‘I’ll ask her this morning.’

    Then he heads out to the crime scene.

  
    
       
    

    CHAPTER 3

    He’s forced to park some way off and walk to the scene.

    The morning is damp and chilly; he feels it in his knees. He thinks it’s all the bending over, all the ducking through doors and under tape; half a lifetime spent cramming himself into spaces that aren’t quite big enough for him.

    It’s sunrise, but already plain clothes and uniform are conducting a house to house. Curious neighbours stand blinking in doorways, huddled in sweats and nightgowns. Some will ask the police inside; none will have heard or seen anything. But all will sense their deliverance from something sombre and profound, something that passed them by like a hunting shark.

    The house is behind tape. Two and a half storeys, double-fronted Victorian semi. Probably a million and a half.

    Luther shoves through the rubberneckers, the citizen journalists hoisting iPhones, not drowning but filming; he shoulders aside the real, old-fashioned journalists. He badges the Log Officer, who signs him in, then he ducks under the tape.

    Detective Superintendent Rose Teller steps up to greet him. Five foot four, fine-boned, hard-faced. Teller’s grown into the pinched expression she first adopted as a younger woman who sought to accommodate superior officers, men who saw frivolity in grace. She’s wearing a forensic suit, bootees.

    He says, ‘Morning, Boss. What’ve we got?’

    ‘Nasty piece of business.’

    Luther claps his hands, vigorously rubs them. ‘Can you give me a minute, first? I need to ask a favour.’

    She gives him the look. They don’t call her the Duchess for nothing.

    She says, ‘You really choose your moments, don’t you?’

    ‘Later,’ he says, taking the hint. ‘Whenever you’ve got a minute. Won’t take long.’

    ‘Okay. Good.’

    She clicks her fingers and DS Isobel Howie hurries over, trim in her white forensic bunny suit; strawberry-blonde hair worn short and spiky. Howie’s a second-generation copper, doesn’t like to talk about it. Some issue with her dad.

    She nods good morning to Luther, hands him a manila file.

    ‘Victims are Tom and Sarah Lambert. He’s thirty-eight, she’s thirty-three.’ She shows him photographs: Mr Lambert dark, handsome, fit-looking. Mrs Lambert blonde, athletic, freckled. Stunning.

    ‘Mr Lambert’s a youth counsellor. Works with troubled kids.’

    ‘Which means a lot of people with emotional and mental problems,’ Luther says. ‘Mrs Lambert?’

    ‘She’s an events manager; organizes weddings and parties, that sort of thing.’

    ‘First marriage?’

    ‘First marriage for both of them. No jealous exes that we know of, no restraining orders. Nothing like that.’

    ‘Point of entry?’

    ‘Front door.’

    ‘What? He just let himself in?’

    Howie nods.

    Luther says, ‘What time is this?’

    ‘The 999 call came in around 4 a.m.’

    ‘Who made the call?’

    ‘Male, walking his dog, didn’t leave his name. Claimed to hear screams.’

    ‘I need to hear the recording.’

    ‘We can do that.’

    ‘Neighbours? They didn’t report any screams?’

    ‘Didn’t hear a thing, apparently.’

    ‘No cars? No slamming doors?’

    ‘Nothing.’

    He turns back to the open door.

    ‘So who’s got spare keys? Neighbours, babysitters, mothers, fathers, cousins? Dog walker, house-sitter, cleaner?’

    ‘We’re looking into all that.’

    ‘Okay.’

    Luther nods to the interior of the house. Howie follows the line of his gaze, sees a plastic keypad set into the wall. A small red light is flashing. Yapping like a silent dog. A burglar alarm.

    Howie beckons Luther with a nod, leads him along the stepping plates that SOCO have placed along the side of the house.

    Near the drainpipe, Luther shoves his hands deep into his overcoat pockets; it reduces the temptation to touch things. He squats heel to haunch, nods at the point where the phone line has been snipped. Then he takes one hand from his pocket and mimes a pair of scissors. The cut is close to the ground, half hidden by the spindly city grass that grows round the bottom of the drainpipe.

    ‘So he’s got a key. He also knows they’ve got an alarm. And he knows how to disable it.’ He stands, rotating his head to loosen a stiff neck. ‘Let’s find out who installed the alarm. Start with the contractor, the actual bloke who fitted it. I’ve seen that before. If you don’t get any joy with him, go to the security company that employs him. Check out everyone. Invoicing department, IT department, the boss, the boss’s PA. The sales force. All of them. If you don’t get anywhere, go wider. Look at employee spouses. And hope that comes up trumps. Because if it doesn’t . . .’

    He lets that dangle, looks at the snipped wire in the pallid grass, feeling that feeling.

    Howie tilts her head and looks at Luther in a strange way. She’s got a smattering of freckles across her cheeks that make her look younger; her eyes are green.

    He looks over her shoulder and there’s Teller, giving him the same look.

    ‘Okay,’ he says. ‘Let’s have a look inside.’

    Howie gathers herself, takes a breath, holds it for a second. Then she leads Luther back along the stepping boards, past the SOCOs and the uniforms and into the house.

    It’s a prosperous, middle-class home: family photographs, occasional tables, stripped wood flooring, vaguely ethnic rugs.

    There’s a hot, black zoo stink that doesn’t belong in this bright clean place.

    He walks upstairs. Doesn’t want to go, but hides it. Trudges down the hall.

    He enters the master bedroom.

    It’s an abattoir.

    Tom Lambert lies naked on the seagrass matting. He’s been opened from throat to pubis. Luther’s eyes follow an imbroglio of wet intestines.

    Mr Lambert’s eyes are open. There are forensic bags on his dead hands. His penis and testicles have been sliced off and stuffed into his mouth.

    Luther feels the ground shift beneath him. He scans the blood spray, the blood-glutted carpet.

    He stands with his head bowed and his hands in his pockets and tries to see Tom Lambert, thirty-eight, counsellor, husband. Not this cluster of depravities.

    He’s aware of Howie at his shoulder.

    He takes a deep, slow breath, then turns to the bed.

    Upon it is spread the carcass that until recently was Sarah Lambert.

    Mrs Lambert had been eight and a half months pregnant. She’s been popped like a tick.

    He forces himself to look.

    He wants to go home to his clean house, to shower and slip under a crisp duvet. He wants to curl up and sleep and wake up and be with his wife, in sweats and T-shirt watching TV, amiably bickering about politics. He wants to make love. He wants to sit in a sunny, quiet room reading a good book.

    Mrs Lambert still wears the remains of a baby-doll nightie, probably bought as an ironic gift from a young female workmate. Her ballooned belly must have stretched it comically before her, lifting that high hem even higher.

    She had good legs, traced with pregnancy-linked varicose veins.

    Luther thinks of Mr Lambert’s fingertips tracing the soft brown stripe that had run from Mrs Lambert’s pubic hair, over the hemisphere of stomach, right to her protruding belly button.

    He turns from the enormity on the bed, buries his hands deeper in his pockets. Makes fists.

    On the floor not far from his feet, marked out with yellow evidence flags, lies Sarah Lambert’s placenta. He stares at it. ‘What happened to the baby?’

    ‘Guv, that’s the thing,’ Howie says. ‘We don’t know.’

    ‘I prefer Boss,’ he says, frowning, mostly absent. ‘Call me Boss.’

    He turns from Howie and makes his way downstairs.

    In the kitchen, his attention is caught by a magazine page that’s been torn out and stuck to the fridge with a magnet in the shape of a teddy bear dressed as a Grenadier Guard.

    
      
        
          Ten Mistakes That Stop You Being Happy

          1) If you really want to do something, don’t wait ‘until there’s time.’ If you wait, there never will be!

          2) When you’re unhappy, don’t seclude yourself. Pick up the phone!

          3) Don’t wait for things to be perfect. If you wait until you’re thin enough or married enough you could be waiting for ever!

          4) You can’t force someone else to be happy.

          5) But you can help them along.

        

      

    

    He looks at this list for a long, long time.

    The door that leads to the little back garden is open, letting in the cold and the wet.

    Eventually he steps through it, ducking his head as he goes.

    Teller’s outside, sitting on the low garden wall and sipping a large takeaway coffee. She looks tired and raddled. Pale morning sunlight gleams through her spectacles; he can see a thumb-print on one of the lenses.

    She finishes the coffee and calls out, ‘Oi!’, catching the attention of a young detective constable. ‘Bin this, Sherlock.’ She tosses over the empty cup.

    Luther sits next to her, hunched up in his coat. Looking down on the crown of her head, he feels a rush of tenderness. He loves Rose Teller for the defiant stride she takes through the world.

    She says, ‘So what did you want to ask me?’

    ‘Nothing.’

    ‘You sure?’

    ‘It’ll keep.’

    ‘Good.’

    She stands, grinds a fist into her lower back. Then she leads him to find the medical examiner.

    Fred Penman’s a hayrick of a man in a three-piece pinstripe. Grey mutton-chop sideburns, white hair in a ponytail.

    He should be puffing on a Rothman’s, but isn’t allowed, not any more. Instead, he’s chewing on a plastic cigarette, rolling it round his mouth like a toothpick.

    Luther’s feeling the cold as he shakes Penman’s hand and nods hello. It’s the adrenaline wearing off. He needs to eat soon or he’ll start trembling.

    He says, ‘So what are the baby’s chances? Worst case.’

    Penman takes the fake cigarette from his mouth. ‘What does “worst case” mean, in a situation like this?’

    Luther shrugs. He doesn’t know.

    ‘You’ve got a healthy, late-term foetus,’ Penman says. ‘You’ve got a nutjob with an idea what he or she’s doing: they cut through Mrs Lambert’s belly layer by layer. He used clean, sharp instruments. So I’d say the baby may have been extracted successfully.’

    ‘By “successfully” . . .’

    ‘I mean “alive”, yes.’

    ‘So how long does it live?’

    ‘Assume it’s given adequate nourishment and warmth. This is finger in the wind, you do know that?’

    Luther nods.

    Penman looks mournful. He’s a grandfather. ‘We think of babies as weak,’ he says. ‘Because of the instincts they evoke in us: preconscious, very powerful. Actually, they can be tough little buggers. Fierce little survival machines. Much tougher than you’d think.’

    Luther waits. Eventually, Penman says, ‘Give it eighty per cent.’

    Luther stands without speaking or moving.

    Penman says, ‘Ding-dong. Anyone home?’

    ‘Yeah. Sorry.’

    ‘Thought we’d lost you for a minute.’

    ‘I’m just trying to work out how I feel about that answer.’

    ‘Just pray to God the child was taken by a woman.’

    ‘And why’s that?’

    ‘Because if a woman took it, at least she wanted to care for it.’

    He trails off. Can’t finish.

    ‘It wasn’t a woman,’ Luther says. ‘Women don’t target women at home in bed with their husbands.’

    Penman lets out a long, slow whistle. ‘We’ve seen too much,’ he says. ‘We shouldn’t have room in our heads for thoughts like this.’

    Then he pops the plastic cigarette back in his mouth, chews on it, passes it from side to side. He claps Luther on the arm and says, ‘You’ll be in my thoughts.’

    Luther thanks him, then goes to join DS Howie.

    She’s waiting for him at the tape.

    They pass through the thinning crowds, the people at the back reduced to standing on tiptoe.

    They reach the tatty Volvo. Luther throws Howie his keys.

    The car is cold inside, smells a bit of fast food and rotten upholstery.

    Howie starts the engine, works out how to operate the heater. Sets it to full blast. It’s loud.

    Luther belts himself in. ‘Any dirt on the victims?’

    ‘It’s early days yet, but no. From what we know, they seemed to have been devoted. The only dark cloud seems to have been a problem with fertility.’

    ‘So, what? They used IVF?’

    ‘That’s the funny thing, Guv.’

    ‘Boss.’

    ‘That’s the funny thing, Boss. Five years of IVF. No luck. Then they give it up as a bad lot, start thinking about adoption. Mrs Lambert stops the IVF twelve or thirteen months ago. And then – bingo. She’s knocked up.’

    ‘They religious?’

    ‘Mrs Lambert’s C of E, meaning no. Mr Lambert seems to have had some interest in Buddhism and yoga. Tried out a macrobiotic diet for a while.’

    ‘His dad die young?’

    Howie checks the paperwork. ‘Doesn’t say.’

    ‘Men get close to the age their dad was when he died, they start thinking about diet and exercise. Mr Lambert was in pretty good shape.’

    ‘Better than pretty good. Played tennis. Squash. He liked to fence, ride mountain bikes. Ran a marathon or two. He was pretty ripped.’

    ‘Anything else?’

    ‘We looked into the alarm,’ she says. ‘Tom Lambert used it extensively the first year it was fitted, then gradually his usage dropped off. That’s a pretty typical behaviour pattern, probably applies to four out of five people who’ve had them fitted. His usage drops off almost to zero. Then four or five months ago, he starts using it again.’

    ‘That might not mean anything,’ Luther says. ‘Mrs Lambert was pregnant. Sometimes men get extra vigilant when their partner’s expecting. It brings out the caveman in us.’

    ‘Or,’ Howie says, ‘maybe he was nervous about something specific. Something he’d seen or heard.’

    ‘At work, you mean?’

    ‘You said it yourself: the people he deals with every day.’

    Luther gives her the nod. Pleased, she enters the coordinates into the satnav.

    As she drives Luther says, ‘Can I hear the 999 recording?’

    She makes a call, passes him her phone.

    He listens.

    
      
        
          Operator: Police Emergency

          Caller: Yeah, I’d like to report something really weird. I was walking my dog down Bridgeman Road. I heard, like, a noise. And I saw something really weird.

          (Sound of typing)

          Operator: And what’s your name?

          Caller: I don’t want to say. Do I have to say?

          Operator: Not if you’d prefer not to. What did you see?

          Caller: A man. He was, like, sneaking out of this house.

          Operator: You saw a burglary in progress?

          Caller: I don’t know. He didn’t look like a burglar. He was too old to be a burglar.

          Operator: How old was he?

          Caller: Forties? I don’t know. Like a man in his forties.

          (Typing)

          Operator: Okay. Calm down. What was he doing?

          Caller: I don’t know. He had something with him. He had like a bundle. He had blood all on him. Blood on his face and that. He sort of ran down Crosswell Street, carrying the bundle. It looked really bad. It looked really, really bad.

          Operator: Okay, officers are on the way. Can you hold the line?

          Caller (sobs): No, I can’t. I can’t. Sorry. I have to go. I’ve got to go.

        

      

    

    Luther listens to it three times. ‘Have we traced the number?’

    ‘Number belongs to a mobile phone reported missing by a Robert Landsberry of Lyric Mews, Sydenham. Two days ago.’

    ‘Mr Landsberry have any idea who nicked his phone?’

    ‘We’ll re-interview this morning. But not really. He’s not even sure exactly when it was taken.’

    ‘So what do we think? The caller’s a burglar on the prowl, maybe? Or someone trying to put a deal together, shift a bit of weed?’

    Howie shrugs.

    Luther chews his lip as they drive. He says, ‘And this is our only witness?’

    ‘If he hadn’t called,’ Howie says, ‘the Lamberts would still be lying there. Nobody would even know.’

    Luther closes his eyes and runs through the checklist: look deeper into friends and family. Extra-marital affairs. Was the child conceived with donor sperm? Were there money worries? Workplace rivalries?

    If they don’t get a quick result, the problem won’t be the absence of information but an exponentially increasing super-abundance of it.

    He sighs, and places a call to the best technical forensics officer he ever worked with.

    ‘John Luther,’ says Benny Deadhead down the line. ‘As I live and breathe.’

    His real name is Ben Silver, but no one calls him that. Not even his mother.

    ‘Benny,’ says Luther. ‘How’s Vice?’

    ‘Depressing. The things people do to each other.’

    Luther lets that one go by. He says, ‘Listen, how’s your workload?’

    ‘Insurmountable.’

    ‘Anything urgent?’

    ‘Well, that depends how urgent you mean.’

    ‘I mean, I need your help with a really bad one. If I get my guvnor to ask your guvnor if I can borrow you, how’s that going to go?’

    Benny says, ‘I’m already packing a bag.’

  
    
       
    

    CHAPTER 4

    Until yesterday, Anthony Needham was Tom Lambert’s partner in a small, two-man counselling practice near Clissold Park.

    Needham’s in his thirties, in wine-coloured shirt, tailored, and grey trousers, neatly gelled hair. He’s tanned, fit and sporting. Expensive watch. He doesn’t conform in any way to Luther’s notion of a therapist. He makes Luther feel grubby and unhealthy.

    The room is designed to be agreeable: three comfy chairs arranged in a semi-circle, low bookshelves. A desk, bare but for a laptop and some framed photographs of Needham taking part in an Ironman Triathlon – scowling in muddy agony, running with a mountain bike slung over his shoulder.

    Needham opens the window; it’s stiff and doesn’t come easily. Sounds of the city insinuate themselves in here with them, the smell of traffic and the smell of winter.

    Luther crosses his legs and clasps his hands in his lap; something he does to constrain nervous energy. Howie observes Needham with silent gravity. She has her notebook in front of her and a pen in her hand.

    Needham opens the lowest drawer in his desk, takes out a flattened, mummified pack of cigarettes. He roots around until he finds a disposable lighter. Then he perches on the windowsill, lights a cigarette and takes a puff.

    He discreetly dry retches, leans on the windowsill with the cigarette held between two fingers.

    He grinds out the cigarette after that one puff, comes back queasy and moist-eyed. He sits in the third comfy chair, hands laced in his lap.

    Luther lets him work it through. Turns over a page of his own notebook, pretends to consult an earlier entry.

    ‘Holy Christ,’ says Needham at length. He’s Australian.

    ‘I’m sorry,’ Luther says. ‘I know it’s a lot to take in. But I’m afraid these first few hours are critical.’

    Needham gets himself together. Luther likes him for it.

    Needham swallows, then unlaces his fingers and gestures, meaning: ask away.

    ‘Well,’ Luther says. ‘You deal with some very troubled young people here. Violent people, presumably.’

    ‘You do know this is covered by doctor–patient privilege?’

    ‘I do, yes.’

    ‘Then I don’t know what you want me to tell you.’

    ‘Non-specifically – do you know if Mr Lambert was concerned about any of his patients?’

    ‘No more than usual.’

    ‘What does that mean?’

    ‘Like you say. We deal with a lot of disturbed young people.’

    ‘Can I be honest with you, here? This wasn’t a random attack. This was a very violent, very personal crime.’

    Needham shifts in his chair. ‘All I can tell you is, Tom had some raised levels of anxiety about some of his patients.’

    ‘What kind of anxieties?’

    ‘Would counselling actually help them? Could he actually stop them victimizing? Would one of them lose his temper once too often?’

    ‘That happens? They lose their temper in here?’

    ‘These are angry young men. Introspection isn’t in their nature, but we encourage them to confront difficult personal issues. It can be hard.’

    ‘Issues like violence?’

    ‘And usually the history of abuse that led to it.’

    ‘A lot of kids are abused,’ Luther says. ‘That doesn’t give them licence to hurt other people.’

    ‘Nobody said it did.’ Needham has the infinitely patient air of a man who’s answered this indictment a thousand times. ‘Life’s about choices. We try to give them tools to make better choices.’

    Luther refers to his notes to break the eye contact. ‘So, no specific worries? No threats, no funny phone calls?’

    ‘None that he discussed with me.’

    ‘He wasn’t drinking a little more? Maybe self-medicating some other way? Sleeping pills? Cigarettes?’

    ‘Nope. None of that.’

    Howie steps in. ‘What about young women?’

    Needham turns to her. ‘Not Tom.’

    ‘I mean, do you treat young women at this practice?’

    ‘You think a woman did this?’

    ‘It’s possible,’ Luther says.

    ‘Tom’s a strong man. He’s very fit. A woman. It just . . .’

    Silence falls. The clock ticks. ‘We do treat women,’ Needham says. ‘But I don’t know. It seems strange. Why a woman?’

    ‘We’re just trying to cover all the possibilities.’ Luther tucks his notepad into a pocket. ‘Just one more thing. Do you know anyone who may have a key to the Lamberts’ house?’

    ‘I’m afraid I don’t. I’m sorry. Their cleaner, presumably. But that’s all I’ve got.’

    Luther thanks him and stands. Howie is half a beat behind him.

    Needham leads them out. At the door, he says, ‘Are you going to catch this man?’

    ‘We’re doing all we can.’

    ‘Well, sorry to be rude, but that sounds like generic police speak to me.’

    Luther hesitates, lets Howie take the lead.

    She says, ‘Mr Needham, do you have any reason to be worried for your own safety?’

    ‘Objectively, no more than usual I suppose. But I do have a wife and children, y’know. I’m only human.’

    ‘Then you can help us. Let us see Tom Lambert’s patient records.’

    ‘Obviously I can’t do that.’

    ‘We know,’ Howie says. ‘Absolutely. But do you really think it’s ethical to gamble with your children’s safety?’

    Needham gives her a measured look.

    Howie returns it.

    Quietly, Luther says, ‘Whoever did this, they let themselves into the house while Tom and Sarah were sleeping. They cut off Tom’s genitals and choked him with them. They cut open Sarah’s belly and they took her baby. The baby may still be alive. We both know what Mr and Mrs Lambert went through to conceive that child. If you want to help them, Dr Needham, then help me find it – before whoever took it does whatever they’re planning to do.’

    Needham glances at his hand, still clasping the door handle. It takes him a moment of concentration to make the hand let go. Then he wipes it on his shirt. He says, ‘Like I said, I suppose the cleaner must have a key. She must, surely?’

    ‘It stands to reason,’ Luther says. ‘Did Mr Lambert keep details of people who may have access to the house? Cleaners, builders, that kind of thing?’

    ‘He did,’ Needham says. ‘Tom’s very diligent when it comes to record keeping.’

    ‘Where did he keep these records?’

    ‘On his work computer.’

    ‘Do you have Mr Lambert’s password and log-in details?’

    ‘I do. But you do understand, I’d be trusting you not to access his patient database or his work diary. Those items are subject to doctor–patient confidentiality.’

    ‘Absolutely,’ Luther says.

    ‘Then I don’t see a problem.’

    Needham leads them to Tom Lambert’s office, similar to his own. Tom uses an older IBM ThinkPad. His chairs are comfy dark leather. Needham sits at Tom’s computer, logs on, then pointedly checks his watch. ‘I need to make some calls, cancel Tom’s appointments and so on. I’ll be back in about fifteen minutes?’

    ‘That’s plenty of time,’ Luther says.

    ‘Excellent,’ Needham says.

    There’s a moment. Then Needham backs out of the room like a servant, leaving Howie and Luther alone with Tom Lambert’s computer.

    Luther says, ‘Okay. Get on with it.’

    Howie shrugs off her jacket and hangs it over the back of Tom Lambert’s chair.

    She gets on with it.

    •   •   •

    They leave without seeing Needham again. They nod goodbye to the receptionist, who sits at the desk wearing the raw, blank expression of the recently bereaved.

    Luther makes a note to have her interviewed. But not today.

    As Howie negotiates the traffic, chewing her lower lip and cursing under her breath, Luther consults Tom Lambert’s diary and patient records.

    Finally, he calls Teller.

    She says, ‘What’ve you got?’

    ‘A few possibles,’ he says. ‘People worth having a look at. But right now, one name’s leaping out: Malcolm Perry. Made a number of death threats to Lambert over the course of a year, eighteen months.’

    ‘Any particular reason?’

    ‘Lambert was trying to help him with his paraphilia.’

    ‘What paraphilia we talking about?’

    ‘Sex with corpses.’

    ‘Nice. So he was angry enough to threaten Mr Lambert. Was he angry enough to follow through?’

    ‘According to Lambert’s notes, Perry’s the reason they started setting the burglar alarm every night.’

    ‘What a world,’ Teller says, down the line. ‘So where do we find this charmer?’

  
    
       
    

    CHAPTER 5

    Clive, Zoe’s boss, has cancelled a longstanding community outreach engagement. So a day that started badly soon gets worse; Zoe finds herself addressing a gaggle of sixth formers about the work of Ford and Vargas, and about the nature of human rights legislation.

    She tells them about Lisa Williams, twelve years old when she was killed in a hit-and-run. This was back in 2003. The driver was Aso Ibrahim, an Iraqi asylum seeker already on bail for driving while disqualified.

    Lacking clear evidence that Ibrahim had been driving dangerously, the Crown Prosecution Service charged him with Driving While Disqualified; the more serious offence of Causing Death While Disqualified didn’t become law until 2008.

    Ibrahim served two months in prison. Since his release, he’s been appealing against his deportation.

    Zoe tells the class that over the course of nine years, Aso Ibrahim cost the taxpayer several hundred thousand pounds in legal aid for lawyers and interpreters. There were immigration hearings and trials, at which he was convicted variously of harassment, possession of illegal drugs and, three years after Lisa Williams’s death, Driving While Disqualified.

    Then she asks the sixth formers what they’d do about him.

    The consensus, as she’d presumed it would be, is – send him home.

    ‘But he’s entitled to stay,’ she tells them, ‘because he’s the father of two children with a British woman. Though he doesn’t actually live with those children, taking him away from his estranged girlfriend and those kids would breach his rights under Article Eight of the Human Rights Act.’

    She asks them what they think about that.

    She sits back and listens. The kids debate the danger Ibrahim would be in, back in Iraq. They talk about his two children and their right to a father. They talk about the bereaved parents of Lisa Williams, and their right to a daughter.

    Zoe lets them discuss it for a bit, then tells them about how the British National Party had used Lisa Williams’s death as a propaganda tool during local elections in Barking.

    She tells them how Lisa Williams’s father, a good and broken man, had made a public appeal for the people of Barking not to vote BNP because this injustice had nothing to do with the colour of his daughter’s skin.

    One of the sixth formers, a good-looking, supercilious kid called Adam, suggests that Aso Ibrahim should be hung.

    Zoe says, ‘Now you sound like my husband,’ and everyone laughs.

    Then she tells them about Article Three of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: Prohibition of Torture, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, dictates that Ibrahim should be granted asylum in the United Kingdom, because rejection of torture is a moral and legal absolute.

    She asks if there are any questions.

    There are always questions. Adam tries to hold her gaze, but Zoe’s been an expert at that game since before this kid was born.

    ‘No questions?’ she says. ‘Come on. There must be one. Who’s got a question?’

    The quiet girl sitting off to the far side raises a timid hand.

    ‘Yes?’

    ‘Stephanie.’

    ‘Yes, Stephanie?’

    ‘Do you, like, get a clothing allowance?’

    Zoe looks at her, deflating.

    Stephanie says, ‘Because your clothes are really nice and everything.’

    Her classmates perform a lot of exasperated eye rolling, sucking air over their teeth.

    Stephanie blushes, and suddenly Zoe’s fiercely on her side. It’s in her nature.

    ‘Good question,’ she says. And as she’s saying it, she begins to believe it. ‘No, we don’t get a clothing allowance but we’re expected to meet a required minimum standard of dress every day. And when I say minimum, I mean – going to a royal wedding.’

    Stephanie smiles, seraphic. Zoe smiles back, wanting to help her, wanting her to come away from this pointless little forum with something of worth.

    ‘It’s easier for men,’ Zoe tells her. ‘The dress thing. Their wives buy their ties.’

    ‘Racist,’ says Adam.

    ‘I beg your pardon?’

    Adam withers a little, not much, crosses his arms, slumps in his chair, looks her in the eye. ‘That’s racist against men.’

    Zoe feels the corner of her mouth twist. She knows the futility of engaging this kid. After all, he’s here because he wants to be; he’s just trying to make the kind of obscure, self-defeating point adolescent boys seem compelled to make. But he’s still a prick.

    She says, ‘Sorry, what’s your name, again?’

    ‘Adam.’

    ‘Okay, Adam. I’ll tell you what. Why don’t we step outside this room and conduct a spot poll. We’ll see how many men in this office – that’s about sixty-five per cent of the personnel by the way, and about eighty per cent of the senior partners – bought their own tie.’

    Adam grins like the triumph’s his. Zoe’s torn between giving up and laying into him.

    Then there’s a discreet tap at the door and Miriam, her PA, pops her head into the meeting room and mimes a phone call with thumb and little finger. She mouths the words: It’s John.

    Zoe thanks everyone for coming, gathers her notes, gives Adam a withering look and Stephanie an encouraging smile, and leaves.

    She hurries to her office and dials John’s number.

    ‘Zoe,’ he says.

    She can tell he’s outside. ‘Where are you?’

    ‘Right now? Next to a canal.’

    ‘What are you doing?’

    ‘Looking at a dead pigeon trapped in a shopping trolley.’

    ‘Lovely.’

    ‘How’re you doing?’

    ‘Clive had me speak to the sixth formers.’

    ‘I told you he would.’

    ‘Well, he did. Arsehole that he is.’

    ‘Any progress on the Hattem thing?’

    The Hattem thing is Zoe’s biggest current case. She says, ‘I’ve got that bloke coming round later today, tomorrow maybe, wants to liaise about it.’

    ‘What bloke?’

    ‘Mark thingy. From Liberté Sans Frontière.’

    ‘Hippy?’

    ‘Trustafarian,’ she says, hating herself. ‘All ganja and yeah.’

    Luther laughs. ‘You’ll get through it.’

    ‘I hope so. I’m sorry I ever said yes to it.’

    She runs a hand through her hair, becomes aware that she’s dying for a cigarette.

    She holds her fringe in a bunch and tugs slightly, just enough so it hurts a bit.

    She’d been doing this since she was seven years old. It relieves stress. She doesn’t know why. Sometimes she worries she’ll get a bald patch, like one of those stressed parrots that yanks all the feathers from its body except the ones it can’t reach, so in the end it sits on its perch like an oven-ready chicken in a Halloween mask.

    She says, ‘Did you speak to Rose?’

    ‘I did. I did, yeah.’

    And now she knows why she’s tearing at her hair. It’s got nothing to do with the Hattem case. It’s John and his inability to say no to anyone except his wife.

    She says, ‘What happened?’

    ‘It’s difficult to talk about,’ he says. ‘Too many people around. But I can’t ask her today. I just can’t.’

OEBPS/images/cover_ader.jpg
THE G

NEIL CROSS

LING

?
A

f
SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi

A CBS COMPANY





