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Chapter One




Monterrey, Mexico is not to be confused with Monterey, California. This Monterrey is a border town whose main industry and source of employment is a massive tile factory. Monterrey is where Dr Manuel Mendosa has his small surgical clinic. His father had also been a surgeon, attached to the American army in Vietnam. He always maintained that his finest work had been done during the war, as he was able to finesse his reconstructive surgical abilities on the burned and dis-figured soldiers. His only son, Manuel, followed in his footsteps and became a qualified plastic surgeon. He had, under his father’s watchful eye, opened a practice in Mexico City. After his father’s death, Manuel had become addicted to drugs and sunk into debt. Accused of malpractice, he had gone into hiding. Manuel had then been coerced into operating on a known felon, altering the man’s features to enable him to escape imprisonment.

Now, known in the underworld for his prowess, he was forced into performing many similar surgical operations. He was paid highly for his skill and silence, but he was nevertheless trapped and in constant fear for his life, should he ever refuse a request.

When Manuel received a call from a Mr Smith, he knew this was yet another ‘operation’ requiring his skill as a surgeon. He knew, too, that his life would depend upon his silence.

Mr Smith was not American but English, and his arrival at the clinic, although expected, was met with trepidation. The patient was so tall he had to stoop to enter the small reception room. He was well-dressed in a cream-coloured suit and a white T-shirt. He carried a thin leather briefcase.

If Manuel felt trepidation, so did his new client. Miles from anywhere in the border town, he had arranged the meeting on word of mouth, hearing that Manuel was a genius. He had not expected to confront one of the most handsome men he had ever seen. Manuel was slender with beautiful artistic hands, dark hair swept back from a high forehead, every feature of his face chiselled, teeth white and gleaming. His pale blue cotton shirt with its priest collar, almost like a surgeon’s short gown, was obviously handmade. The colour made his wide, clear eyes even bluer, like azure.

He was sitting expectantly as Mr Smith entered.

‘Good morning,’ the Englishman said.

‘You needed to see me?’ Manuel said quietly, in fluent English.

‘Yes. That is correct.’

‘You were recommended?’

‘Yes. By…’

The Englishman said two names that sent chills down Manuel’s stiff spine. He knew who they were–men he could not refuse.

‘I will pay you in dollars.’

Manuel nodded and watched as the big man sat uncomfortably on one of the hard chairs in the reception area. He had no receptionist and no nurses. Only one person assisted him in his operations–an elderly Mexican, Enrico, who had worked alongside his father.

‘I will need to take some particulars and discuss exactly what is required.’

‘Obviously.’

Manuel liked his deep resonant voice, the way he appeared respectful. And yet there was a domineering confidence about him.

‘Firstly, may I ask your age?’

‘Sixty.’

Manuel leaned forward and picked up a clipboard from the coffee table.

‘Do you suffer from high blood pressure?’

‘Slightly.’

‘Have you had any recent operations?’

‘No.’

‘Do you have any heart problems?’

‘No.’

‘Do you have any allergies?’

‘No.’

‘No allergic reactions to antibiotics?’

‘None.’

Manuel used a slim silver pen to write on his clipboard.

‘Have you any blood disorders?’

‘No.’

‘Do you have transport?’

‘Yes.’

‘Somewhere to recover after surgery?’

‘Yes.’

Manuel replaced the board onto the coffee-table.

‘Now I need to discuss the exact surgical requirements and modifications you would like me to achieve.’

Mr Smith had started to sweat in the overheated reception; it was eighty degrees outside and there was no air-conditioning in the room. Compared to Manuel, he felt overweight and clumsy.

‘I need to look younger.’

Manuel nodded, watching as Mr Smith removed from his pocket a large envelope. He took out a thin folded piece of paper.

‘Let me start with the liposuction. I want you to remove the excess fat from my stomach, armpits and chest area, and I want my buttocks lifted, so they are tighter and stronger. I’ll leave it up to you whether implants are required.’

Manuel nodded. That part of the procedure was simple.

‘I will also want my hands looked at, get rid of the age spots, get my fingerprints lasered.’

Manuel nodded and then leaned forward to pick up his clipboard again. He turned over the top page and started jotting down notes.

‘How tall are you?’ he asked.

‘Six feet three and a half.’

‘Your weight?’

‘Nineteen and a half stone.’

Manuel tapped the silver pen against his perfect teeth as he calculated what the weight was in kilos. Mr Smith watched him, struck again by his handsomeness. He wondered if he was homosexual. Manuel wore no wedding ring, no jewellery of any kind, not even a wristwatch, and he seemed to remain cool, not perspiring at all in the oppressive heat.

‘You want me to continue?’

‘Yes.’

‘Right. I want a new face. Nose, cheek implants, maybe even a little chin enhancement, and I want the mole on my right cheek removed.’

Manuel looked up and stared hard as Mr Smith concentrated on the notepaper. He could see there were some drawings on it. Mr Smith was showing his age. His grey hair, worn in a ponytail, was thinning, he had a hooked nose. His face had slight jowls and was heavily lined, as if he had spent many years in the sun. His lips were thin and his teeth stained yellowish from smoking. His eyes were dark brown and lined at the corners with hooded lids. Yet he was still what one would describe as handsome–or had been at one time.

‘May I see that?’ Manuel asked, with his hand outstretched.

Mr Smith passed over the single sheet of paper. Manuel studied it for a considerable time. There were a number of drawings and indications of what plastic surgery was wanted.

‘This is very extensive and invasive surgery, Mr Smith.’

‘I’m aware of that.’

‘When do you want to begin?’

‘After this meeting.’

Manuel continued making his own notes. It was just after ten o’clock in the morning.

‘I also want it all done in one session.’

‘That will be impossible. The liposuction alone will take considerable time and it will be painful, requiring a few days to settle before the bandages can be removed. You will also need to wear elastic surgical bandages to maintain the tightness of the skin.’

‘Yes, I know.’

‘So may I suggest we start with the less invasive surgery and then judge how soon you would be fit enough to begin everything else?’

‘No. I want everything done as soon as possible. I’ve brought with me the required amount of Fentanyl in preference to any other anaesthetic. Are you familiar with this type of—?’

Manuel interrupted him. ‘I’m aware of the use of Fentanyl for emergency surgery and that it is now quite commonly used in many hospitals as a fast means of pain blockage. I know how quickly, unlike most anaesthetics, it leaves the system. But it’s a very potent opiate that can create respiratory depression if over-subscribed. It can be used as an intravenous anaesthetic, but I’ve never employed it.’

‘I will determine how much I need.’

‘That is a great risk, Mr Smith, and one I am not prepared to take. You will require a general anaesthetic, but it is up to you if you wish to use the Fentanyl as a means of pain relief.’

Manuel put his silver pen back into the breast pocket of his shirt. He hoped his request for a general anaesthetic would make his client change his mind. It didn’t.

‘Very well. If that’s what you advise.’

‘Have you eaten anything today?’

‘No, not since midnight.’

Manuel leaned over to a pocket built into the side of the chair.

‘I will need to call my assistant,’ he said.

Mr Smith noticed for the first time that Manuel was sitting in a wheelchair and it freaked him.

‘Is that a wheelchair?’

Manuel glanced towards him as he dialled. ‘One of my own designs–very light and battery controlled.’

‘You’re a cripple?’

Manuel gave a strange half-smile. ‘Does it worry you? I do not operate with my feet, but if it concerns you…’

‘What’s the matter with you?’

Manuel had dialled a number on his mobile phone, but he didn’t connect the call.

‘I was addicted to crack cocaine. My spine was injured in a fall.’

‘Are you still an addict?’

‘I will be for the rest of my life, but I am no longer a user. I’ve been clean for four years.’ He held the phone up. ‘Have you changed your mind?’

Mr Smith hesitated and then gave a curt shake of his head.

‘Make the call,’ he said.

Manuel wished he had walked out, but his client was obviously satisfied, so he called Enrico to come to the surgery.

•   •   •

In contrast to the reception room, the adjoining operating theatre was cold. Mr Smith felt every hair on his body tingle. He was instructed to use a small shower room to scrub his body clean with the disinfectant provided.

Then Manuel introduced Enrico, who led Mr Smith to the table. He had already prepared a row of needles and the vials of Fentanyl. He checked the client’s heart rate and blood pressure, which he noted was high–180 over 120. He prepared a vein catheter for Mr Smith’s right hand and found a vein easily, attaching it for the anaesthetic to be given. An aspirator machine stood ready for the liposuction; large packs of gauze and two big bottles of Xylocaine and adrenalin, plus dark bottles of iodine were at hand. Different rubber tubes were ready to connect to the cannula tubes, to attach to the liposuction machine. Next, Enrico opened Mr Smith’s gown and, using a paintbrush, painted three quadrants, centre of his stomach and to both sides.

He checked that there was an oxygen mask ready and a resuscitation machine in full working order. He attached a small clip onto Mr Smith’s index finger, which led to a machine to enable them to read the heartbeat. All of this was completed in total silence.

Enrico then went to assist Manuel to scrub up in a large sink. Manuel let him scrub both his hands with alcohol gel and wheel him to the trolley so he could open the paper-wrapped gloves.

‘Do you wish to inject yourself?’ Manuel asked his client. It took a while for Mr Smith to measure the exact amount before clenching his left fist and then watching as Enrico adeptly found a strong vein and injected him. It was very fast; Mr Smith just had time to lie back before he felt the warmth spreading throughout his body.

‘You can get started,’ he said, his voice slurred.

He eventually became used to the hideous sound of the suction pump working. The incisions for the cannula tubes pressed deeply and painfully into the fat. Enrico used his foot to keep the pump working as the fat drained into two big vats. It took three and a half hours. At one point Manuel was concerned: Mr Smith’s pulse-rate was at 98. He used the oxygen mask and waited for the pulse to return to normal.

•   •   •

Manuel worked quickly, inserting the tubes and pumping out the fatty tissue. For him, it was a tedious, long drawn-out procedure. He sat making drawings for the facial work he was asked to complete. Twice during the liposuction Enrico gestured for Manuel to double-check their patient; he also needed his help to turn the big man over to take the fat from his buttocks. Manuel, for all his incapacity, was very strong in the upper part of his body, and together they had been able to move him.

One of the most strenuous parts of the suction process was drawing on the tight elastic bandages to make sure the body parts, where the fat had been removed, were held in place. The gauze was wrapped around first, then the bandages, then an elastic corset eased over the belly and chest. In truth the wrapping this time was perhaps too tight, but Mr Smith was a very big man and Manuel reckoned he was so macho, he would be able to deal with the constrictions and the painful bruising he was going to feel. They had removed an astonishing two and half litres of body fat. The next process was to tighten his buttocks. A banana-shaped incision was to be made across each cheek. Manuel calculated that he would spend at least an hour and a half on each, due to the number of internal stitches required layer by layer. The first general anaesthetic was administered.

Whatever pain he felt, three hours later Mr Smith sat up asking for water. He drank thirstily before resting back and closing his eyes. His entire body felt as if it had been run over by a ten-ton truck. The pain was making his head throb; it was excruciating and he could find no comfort, even lying on his side.

‘How long do you need before you work on my face?’ he asked hoarsely.

Manuel leaned close to him, checking his pulse.

‘I really cannot begin any more surgery. I suggest you rest for two days. Then we will be able to remove these bandages so you will be more comfortable.’

‘I don’t have that amount of time. I want it done today.’

‘I have to refuse. Your blood pressure was very high and you will need to have a second general anaesthetic. It will be impossible to operate using only Fentanyl.’

‘You get another ten thousand dollars if you continue.’

‘It is too much of a risk. The work will take at the very least three hours. I have to virtually lift your entire face off and…’

‘Just do it.’

‘I advise you to rest at least for tonight and return tomorrow.’

‘Do it!’ the man hissed. He needed to be awake, to make sure he did not overdose on the Fentanyl. He trusted no one but himself to measure it. The pain dulled by the Fentanyl, he closed his eyes.

Enrico was silent, as usual, as he cleaned up and removed the bloody gauze pads. He was surprised when Manuel asked if he could remain all night at the surgery. He gave a small nod of his head and continued clearing up.

When Manuel returned to the table, Mr Smith was already lying motionless, his eyes closed.

‘He is mad,’ Enrico whispered.

‘For Jesus’ sake, don’t let him die on us. And make me some strong black coffee.’ Manuel raised his electric wheelchair to its maximum height. He would now be able to work from above the sleeping man’s head and move easily around to the left and right of the table.

Using a black marker pen to draw the lines on Mr Smith’s face where he wished to cut, Manuel lifted both eyebrows up and took a section from the brow. He marked the upper and lower lids and made a line around both ears for an auricular incision. He then marked the lips to augment with silicone and put dotted marks between the eyes for Botox.

As he worked, he drank two small cups of thick black coffee, with heaped spoonfuls of sugar. His patient remained oblivious, eyes closed and sleeping.

Enrico prepared the prosthetic implants for the cheeks and chin, and when Manuel was ready, he administered the second general anaesthetic. It was, by now, almost six o’clock and cooler outside, but as always Manuel maintained a very low temperature in the operating room. They both went through the same procedure of scrubbing up, and now that the anaesthetic had kicked in, work began.

The first incision was to the eyebrows. Manuel removed a slice, like a small section of orange, drawing the skin upwards, and stretching out the lines in the forehead. This took a lot of pulling and stretching before he was satisfied. Then he cut a long line from behind the ear, continuing down to the chin. He drew up the scraggy skin of the neck, again removing a slice like another section of orange, so he could restitch and pull tightly back towards the lobes of the ears. He also implanted a small section of what looked and almost felt like a sponge. He inserted a piece into the lower chin, then used a thin flattening spatula to ease up two more sections to rest over each of the cheekbones, working with the finest suture scissors. He removed the mole from Mr Smith’s right cheek and gave two neat stitches, before he began work on his nose.

Twice, Manuel became concerned as his patient’s pulse shot up; his heart-rate was worrying too and it was a while before he felt he could continue. Enrico gave Mr Smith more oxygen until they were both satisfied that his pulse-rate was not life-threatening.

The bridge of the nose had a scar; his nose must have been broken at one time. Manuel broke it again and began reshaping and cutting around the nostrils. He was tired; it had been concentrated work and Enrico kept wiping his brow with an iced cloth.

‘Only eyelids to go now,’ he murmured.

The two men worked well together, Manuel checking his drawings and the ink markings he had made to Mr Smith’s face. He didn’t want to take too much from the eyelids, and as he was doing both top and bottom, it was imperative he took only his exact measurements. He couldn’t remove the age lines from around the eyes completely, nor the two lines from the nostrils down to the lips, known as puppet lines. These he injected with Botox and collagen, and then at last it was down to the bandages.

•   •   •

Mr Smith did not regain consciousness until his head was tightly bandaged. He resembled something out of an old-fashioned horror movie. Only his puffy, bloodshot eyes and his swollen lips could be seen. He could not dress himself, as his hands had been operated on and laser treatment carried out on his fingertips. Enrico had to ease him into an old wheelchair to take him out into the reception.

Mr Smith was hardly holding it together due to the waves of pain that swept over his entire body. There seemed not an inch of him that didn’t scream out. He said hardly a word, as Enrico wheeled him out into the early evening sun; he had been in surgery for over ten hours. A white, four-door Mercedes with tinted windows was parked outside. The driver had been waiting all day; his face was sweaty and his cheap black suit wrinkled and creased. His dark greasy hair was combed back and hung in a wave at his collar.

Enrico and the driver helped Mr Smith into the back seat. He let out soft moans of pain, but he didn’t speak, just lay on his side, his legs curled up.

Manuel watched the Mercedes drawing away. He had learned over the years never to ask questions or get into even the briefest conversation with the drivers. It would be two days before he could check on the liposuction treatment and a further five days to examine and remove stitches. It would therefore be seven days before he was paid.

•   •   •

‘Mr Smith’ was hurried through the lobby of the Santa Cruz Hotel in the wheelchair. He was occupying the so-called penthouse suite. He found it difficult to even sit on the bed and he hadn’t the strength to take off his clothes. He finally managed to ease himself down, thankful for the soft pillows.

The driver left the hotel with instructions to collect him in seven days.

Mr Smith remained lying on the bed for twenty-four hours, before he managed to undress. Beside the bed were an array of bottles of water, vitamins and antibiotics, and a large amount of arnica tablets. He consumed them in handfuls, as they helped the bruising, but ate nothing else, just drank bottle after bottle of the water and only moved to go to the bathroom. He was in constant pain and found it difficult to find a single position to lie in that didn’t make him feel as if his body was on fire. Not only did the elastic bandages around his body feel too tight, but the dressings on his scalp and face were so uncomfortable that he found it difficult to breathe. His head throbbed. The discomfort didn’t ease for forty-eight hours and he had, once again, injected himself with Fentanyl.

Manuel and Enrico entered the hotel suite to find Mr Smith lying on the bed with a towel wrapped loosely around him. Manuel watched as Enrico removed the wrappings from his body. The bandages were very bloody, as there had been some leakage. The torso was black from the bruises and yet the small incisions made for the tubes were healing well. Manuel placed small strips of Elastoplast over the incisions and then waited as Enrico cleaned up the bloody bandages and gauze. He unwrapped the bandages from around Mr Smith’s head, checked his stitches were healing and instructed Enrico to rebandage.

‘You are healing very well, Mr Smith.’

‘My arse feels like I got some rabid animal chewing on it!’

Neither Manuel nor Enrico showed they were amused; they left as quickly as possible.

On the fourth day, Mr Smith got up and walked around the suite. It was painful but he forced himself to move. He still did not eat but sent down for more water, lemons and honey, and continued to use his Fentanyl stash to give him relief and help him sleep.

By day seven he was feeling stronger. Fully dressed, he walked down through the hotel reception to meet his driver.

Manuel was waiting at the surgery. He could see that his patient was making a remarkable recovery and could walk unaided from the car. They went straight into the operating room; Enrico had already prepared a tray with disinfectant swabs and needle-sharp scissors. There were still extensive black bruises almost covering the patient’s entire torso. However, the small incisions were healing well, and Enrico cleaned them and replaced the small round plasters. Manuel then asked his client to sit in a chair beneath a strong lamp, and he personally unwound the head bandages. The fine, delicate stitches were snipped one by one and Mr Smith could hear a faint sound as each was placed into a stainless steel bowl. Once the last area of plaster across the nose had been removed, Manuel leaned close to inspect his work.

‘Good, very good.’

Mr Smith examined himself in a mirror. His face was puffy and the scars were still red, but none were infected, and within hours the narrow bridge of his nose would broaden. His thinning hair was dirty and the ponytail was caked in blood. He had not had a total browlift because of his receding hair; hair plugs would have made the skin too stretched and raw.

‘How soon can I get plugs done for a hairline?’ he asked Manuel.

‘In a couple of weeks, I would suggest.’

‘What about the teeth? I can begin a series of dental implants, can’t I?’

‘Yes, of course.’

Manuel was astonished that his patient gave no reaction to his finished work. It was, even by his standards, a superb transformation. The man hardly resembled himself, yet he seemed intent only on leaving as quickly as possible. Manuel was paid twenty-five thousand dollars in used notes, packed into a large brown envelope. Smiling, Mr Smith passed over a second envelope containing the extra ten thousand dollars.

Manuel placed the money into the pocket of his wheelchair without counting it. Then Mr Smith surprised him. He was about to click shut the briefcase when he hesitated and removed a small square box which he passed over to Manuel.

‘A little extra gift,’ he said. ‘Enjoy…’

He strolled out, albeit stiffly because the liposuction still made it uncomfortable to walk. His suit hung as if too large and he placed a cream cotton cap on his head to cover his scalp and donned a pair of dark sunglasses.

•   •   •

Back in his hotel room, Mr Smith spent almost an hour staring at his reflection in the dressing-table mirror. It was an amazing transformation: his chin and neck were taut and the cheek implants made his face look chiselled. His lips were still puffy but his nose was looking much better. Before, he had had an aquiline, almost hooked, nose; now it was small but perfectly straight.

After a much-needed shower, he looked again at his reflection. Gone was the beginning of a paunch and he had regained a muscular slenderness. In fact, he had dropped at least fifteen years; by the time he had his hair transplants and new teeth, he reckoned he would look no more than late forties or early fifties.

•   •   •

Enrico had returned home to his family. As ever, Manuel had been very generous, but he was concerned. The box had contained four vials of Fentanyl and when he had tried to take it, Manuel had snapped at him to leave it in the fridge. Fentanyl was unobtainable in Mexico and he feared that the young man, although clean for four years, might be tempted.

•   •   •

Mr Smith flew to Los Angeles and from there on to Brazil for the rest of his makeover. Although he was still feeling some twinges of pain, the worst of it was over. He did as Manuel instructed and waited another six weeks before he had a full transplant of hair, not grey, but dark brown, combed back from his forehead and cut into a shorter style. Now it was just below his collar, exactly as Manuel had worn his.

Lastly, he had a three-week session with a dental surgeon who implanted six back teeth and gave him what they termed in Hollywood ‘the smile’ makeover. By this time he had begun to work out, not too strenuously, but he wanted to retain his slenderness.

The entire ‘operation’ had taken almost three months and he was finally ready to return to England. Money was running out and he was about to make one of the biggest deals of his life. His luxurious life had been disrupted by a disastrous turn of events in the German and American money markets, leaving him on the verge of bankruptcy. Never one to dwell on misfortune, however, he was certain that he could–and would–once again return to the lifestyle he had grown accustomed to. With his new image, he was confident that he could remain undetected until his deals had been organised.

Leaving Brazil, he flew to Spain to arrange finances for a boat he had ordered to be brought into Puerto Banus. Money by now was a major problem; he had to get financed and fast, and it had to be cash. But he remained assured that he would be able to accomplish his deal. However, dealing with drug cartels from Columbia, he could not afford to make any mistakes.

One mistake would obviously have been his connection to Manuel, but as a man who had been around drugs and addicts for many years, he was sure that temptation would rid him of any risk from that quarter. He was correct. Enrico, not having heard from Manuel for over a week, went to the clinic. He knew by the accumulation of black flies in the overheated reception room that what he had feared had happened.

Due to the low temperature in the operating theatre, Manuel’s body was not too decomposed. The still-handsome man sat in his chair, his dead eyes staring, as if at the open box of Fentanyl resting on his lap. He had used only one vial but that had been more than enough to stop his heart.

•   •   •

Mr Smith made arrangements to return to England. He doubted that he would have problems entering the UK and he was looking forward to ‘going home’ once more. He was also confident that, using one or other of his many passports, he would not be recognised, even by his own mother.









Chapter Two




Detective Inspector Anna Travis’s relationship with James Langton was long over. Since she had last seen him, she had been assigned two other investigations. She had read about his promotion to Chief Superintendent and so knew that he was overseeing all the Murder Squad teams. She also knew that her most recent cases would have come her way on Langton’s recommendation. Anna had been nervous about confronting him again, but neither investigation had created much media attention and Langton had not even made an appearance.

The small flat, however, which had been hers before he moved in, retained his strong presence. To get him out of her system completely, she knew she should find another place to live. She put the flat up for sale and, in a matter of weeks, had received a cash offer–which meant she had to hurry to find herself a new home.

It was a depressing experience. One apartment after the other was nowhere near as pleasant, or as well-maintained, as the one she was selling. Finally, she found what she wanted: a top-floor maisonette, part of a new development close to Tower Bridge, overlooking the Thames, it had one spacious bedroom with bathroom ensuite, an open-plan living room with kitchen and dining space, and views of the river from wraparound windows. A balcony ran the width of the main room, with space enough for a small table and two chairs. There were only seven other apartments below hers, then underground garage parking, with a lift to all floors. The security of the building was a major plus.

Anna spent several sleepless nights wondering whether she should take on the apartment, knowing it would be a stretch, with her salary, to manage the high mortgage payments. It was during one of these nights, sipping a glass of warm whiskey, that she realised how few friends she had. She could think of no one whom she could take to see the apartment. She was feeling lonely; the ghost of Langton kept resurfacing. He lived not too far away from her, in Kilburn. This move would be a clean break: no chance of running into him or his ex-wife. Anna took leave for two weeks to accommodate the sale and the move.

In the heat of the moment, Anna opened an account at John Lewis on Oxford Street and ordered new bedlinen as well as new blinds and rugs, as the floors were all stripped pine. She even went crazy and bought a massive plasma-screen TV. She coordinated all the removal crates, tagging and bagging everything as if it was a massive forensic exercise. On the day of the move, she was up at eight, what small items she could ferry in her Mini stacked up and ready to go.

Later, standing in front of her new windows, overlooking the river, surrounded by her unpacked belongings, Anna broke down. She didn’t understand why she couldn’t stop crying; all the upheaval of the past few weeks was over. Was it exhaustion or the fact that, if she wasn’t careful, she could run into serious debt? Or was it because she felt just as lonely as before?

With a huge effort, she pushed herself into unloading her china and glass and finding homes for it in the sparkling new cupboards. She worked hour upon hour, determined to get everything unpacked and in position before she went back to work. Late that evening, she flopped down in a state of exhaustion on the new bed. The bubble wrap was still on the mattress, but she was too tired to take it off. She just wrapped her duvet round herself and crashed out.

A couple of hours later, she was woken by a loud foghorn and shot up in a panic. No one had mentioned that the river boats were similar to street traffic. Anna stood in her pyjamas, staring down at the dark river below, watching the lit-up boats passing back and forth. Mist hung like a grey cloud just above the water. She took a deep breath: it was a view worth taking in. Suddenly, she knew she had done the right thing. This was going to be a very special place to live.

At eight the next morning, Anna got back into her jeans and an old sweater, intending to have another bout of unpacking and settling in. She went down to the garage and was impressed by the array of expensive cars there: a Porsche, a Ferrari, two Range Rovers and a Lexus. Each tenant had their own allocated parking space and security key to enter and exit the garage. She decided that, when she was settled, she would call in on her neighbours below and introduce herself. In the meantime, she needed groceries. Unlike Maida Vale, where she had lived before, there were no small shops nearby, so Anna drove round, looking for the nearest shopping parade. She didn’t find one, but saw a Starbucks open, so pulled up and parked.

Standing in line, Anna was irritated with herself: she should have asked the estate agent about shopping amenities. She would just have to find a supermarket later that day, and stock up. Armed with cappuccino and muffins, she returned to her car, only to find a traffic warden putting a ticket on the windscreen. She couldn’t believe it; thank God the flat had its own car park. She swore. As she put the key into the ignition, her mobile rang.

‘Travis,’ she snapped, switching it onto speaker.

She listened as she drove home. They hadn’t spared her a day over her two weeks’ allocated leave before putting her on to a new case.

Back in the apartment, everywhere she looked were unpacked boxes; she would have to contact security to let in the various deliveries. By the time she had made these arrangements, and given her keys to Mr Burk, the belligerent security manager, she knew she was going to be at least an hour late for work.

Then she had problems with the garage gates. No matter how many times she pressed ‘open’, they remained firmly closed. She was about to ring the emergency buzzer when a handsome young man in a pinstriped suit appeared.

‘Jesus Christ, don’t tell me they’re stuck again,’ he said. He passed Anna and pressed the emergency buzzer. ‘This is every other bloody morning.’

Anna gave a small smile. ‘I’m Anna Travis; I’ve just moved in to the top-floor flat.’

He glanced towards her. ‘James Fullford. I’m in 2B.’ He turned back to the garage doors, hands on hips, and pressed the buzzer again.

A side door opened and Mr Burk appeared.

‘They’re stuck!’ Fullford said angrily.

Burk–ex-Navy, with a barrel chest and short legs–gave a curt nod and crossed to the gates. He used a set of keys to open the gate manually, then reprogrammed the electric codes.

‘How many times a week do you have to do that?’ Fullford was still livid.

‘They’re new,’ was all Burk said.

Fullford revved up his Porsche and drove out. Anna followed, realising this was something else that she should have checked out. She gave a small nod of thanks as she passed.

•   •   •

Anna arrived at the location in Chalk Farm almost an hour and a half after she had said she would be there. She knew little about the new case, bar the fact it was a shooting; a Murder Squad team were gathering at the site. She had also neglected to ask who was heading up the enquiry. It was extraordinary. After only a small amount of time out, her brain had stopped functioning. But she could see by the array of patrol cars, ambulances and uniformed officers cordoning off the area that she had the right place.

She parked as close as possible and showed her ID to a uniformed officer who directed her towards a block of graffiti-covered council flats, a section of which had been boarded up. Outside one of the flats, on the second floor, were numerous forensic officers in their white suits and masks, none of whom she recognised. She made her way up the stinking stone steps. Keeping her ID held up, she continued towards number 19.

The front door and the window beside it had been fortified, with heavy wooded slats nailed across them. Anna presumed, by the look of the place, that drug dealers had taken it over. At the open front door, she looked into a squalid hallway: it was filthy, littered with broken bottles and discarded junk-food boxes. The big room off the hall, where all the action was taking place, was lit by arc lamps; cables were being dragged along the corridor by forensic officers.

Just as Anna reached the front door, DCI Carol Cunningham stepped out, pulling off rubber gloves. She was tall, broad-shouldered and dressed in a dark trouser suit with a white shirt. Her hair was almost a crew cut, and she had dark brown eyes, set in a square face, with a strong jawline. She wore no make-up. ‘You DI Anna Travis?’

Anna was surprised by her voice; it was cultured and quite soft. ‘Yes.’

‘I’m DCI Cunningham, heading up this enquiry.’

‘I’m sorry it took so long for me to get here, Ma’am.’

‘So am I.’

‘It’s just that I have recently moved house, and—’

‘Don’t want to hear it. I’d like you in there to oversee the crime scene. Then get over to the incident room. We’re set up in Chalk Farm Station.’

Anna removed a pair of rubber gloves from the box outside the front door, and put them on. She didn’t see any white paper suits, so just picked her way down the hallway and over cables into the big main room.

The large bare space had the desolate appearance of a waiting room in hell. Despite police attempts to render it uninhabitable, the place had once more been taken over by dealers. A separate room leading off this main one was the secure headquarters where the dealers hung out and kept their merchandise, protected by a strongly reinforced interior door with a crude grille hacked into it, giving a view of anyone in the outer room. This door was splintered by bullet-holes. An officer was dusting and checking for cartridges while others were bagging and tagging various items. She still had not seen anyone whom she recognised.

The body of a man of about forty years of age lay on the bare boards a little way from her. His face and chest area, from what Anna could see, had taken the impact of the bullets. He was lying face down, his arms spread out in front of him. He was not some junkie; he was, in fact, exceptionally well-dressed in a smart suit. His white shirt, now covered in bloodstains, looked as if it had been pristine, and he wore gold cufflinks. Even his shoes were classy loafers.

Anna stepped over the dead man and past forensic, who were checking out the blood spattering. Filthy blankets and sleeping bags were arranged against the walls. A fire had been built in the centre of the room; there was a disposable barbecue with burned-out coals. Used takeaway cartons, bottles and cans were also strewn around.

She gingerly sidestepped the junk to reach an officer who was testing for prints around a grimy window. Anna peered out and saw a balcony below–so someone could escape that way, if they had a head for heights and were stoned enough to play at Spiderman.

‘What went down here?’ she asked.

He stopped dusting and looked at her over his mask. ‘Maybe a drug deal that went wrong. Victim appeared to have been behind the door, waiting to get served. He took hits to the face and upper chest. We think our shooter maybe got out via the window.’

‘He doesn’t look like the usual druggie.’

‘No, I know. I think we got an ID. I know the boss took stuff away. They’ll be taking him any minute.’

‘Thank you.’

‘You’re Anna Travis, right?’

‘Yes?’

‘Thought so. You were late. Mind if I give you a tip? DCI Cunningham is a real mean bitch. She can make life very unpleasant.’

‘Thank you, I’ll take that on board. And you are?’

‘Pete Jenkins, with forensics.’

Anna gave him a brittle smile. She had never worked alongside a female boss before and already it did not bode well. She spent as much time as she felt she should at the site, before heading to the incident room at Chalk Farm Police Station. She made copious notes as always and tried, while doing so, not to get in anyone’s way.

•   •   •

The station was old-fashioned and rundown. The murder team had taken over the second floor which had plenty of empty space: it was due to be shut down and a new building had already been earmarked. Until the move, they would entrench themselves in the allocated area. There were several small offices for the detectives; the largest corner office had already been taken by DCI Cunningham. Computers were being set up alongside an incident board, and the clerical staff were organising desks and phone lines. When Anna asked where she should unpack, she was given the closet next to DCI Cunningham’s office.

The room was only spacious enough for a small desk and a swivel chair that had seen better days. No sooner had Anna taken off her coat, and wiped over the dusty desk with a tissue, than her phone was brought in and connected by a young uniformed officer.

As she took out her laptop, notebooks and pens, a red-haired detective tapped on the open door. ‘Hi! I’m Gordon Loach. The boss wants us ready for a briefing in five minutes. There’s coffee and doughnuts in the incident room.’

Anna smiled and stretched out her hand. ‘DI Anna Travis. Nice to meet you.’

Gordon seemed very young, whether because of his almost orange hair and full complement of freckles, or his rather nervous clammy handshake. ‘See you in there,’ he replied, and he was gone.

Anna peered through the blinds of her small window which looked out onto the incident room. She watched the room filling up, as numerous officers drew out chairs and sat around, chatting. She still hadn’t seen anyone she knew–not that she minded. It was just nice to see a friendly or familiar face when starting a new case.

She picked up her notebook and went next door, and sat down with two empty chairs either side of her. No one else sat close. She held her pencil at the ready, coffee and a doughnut beside her. She had just taken a bite when Cunningham’s door banged open and the DCI strode across to stand at the incident board. With her back to the room, she made notes. Then she turned to face everyone.

‘Okay, let’s get cracking. First up is the call from a neighbour who lives on the estate. All we know is she heard gunfire, but I want her interviewed again, just to see if she can tell us anything about who might have been dossing down in the dump where the body was discovered.’ Cunningham twisted the marker pen in her hand. ‘We have an ID on the victim, but we need it to be verified and I want this kept quiet until we know the facts. I do not–repeat do not–want any press releases until we have that verification. According to ID in his wallet, the dead man is DI Frank Brandon.’

Anna sat bolt upright. She knew Frank Brandon: he had been on the last case she had worked on with Langton.

‘Anyone know the victim?’ Cunningham asked.

Anna raised her hand. She kept on swallowing to control how shocked she was. Frank of the heavy cologne and weightlifter’s shoulders; Frank who reckoned he was every woman’s dream; Frank who had at one time made a pass at her…Frank? What in God’s name was he doing in a drug dive?

Cunningham continued. ‘We will obviously, as soon as a formal identification has taken place, look into what case he was working on.’ She looked at Anna coldly. ‘Did you recognise him?’

‘No, Ma’am, but he was face down. It looked like he’d taken the bullets to his head and shoulders.’

‘Correct. The top of his head was blown off. We have, I believe, five bullet wounds–two shot through the door, the others we think may have been at point-blank range–but we will wait for ballistic, forensic and pathology reports for all that.’

Cunningham turned to the board, then back to the waiting officers. ‘It looks, and I am only saying what I think–we won’t know until we have made more enquiries–as if our victim went to the block of flats to score, was let in the front door and taken into the main room to wait, then for some reason was killed. The killer shot through the reinforced door, then opened it, came out and shot the victim at point-blank range, to make sure he was dead. Then he must have run back in and escaped out of the window. Right now, though, we have no idea how many people were in that squat. We wait to see if they get anything from the prints.’

Anna listened, as did everyone else. Cunningham’s soft, upper-class tone was at odds with her cold attitude; she did not meet anyone’s eyes, and talked at, rather than to them. She continued to twist the pen in her hands before writing on the board the ID of their victim and a list of the contents of his rather expensive wallet: two photographs, one of a pretty blonde woman and another of two small children; along with numerous receipts for dry cleaning, repairs to a BMW and grocery bills–nothing else.

Anna bit her lip, trying to calculate how long it had been since she had last seen Frank. He had most definitely not, to her knowledge, been married or had children. Could he, in the time she had worked on two other cases, have met someone, married them and produced two kids? She doubted it. She put up her hand and mentioned her thought to Cunningham, who nodded.

‘Well, we’ll know sooner or later. Anything else?’

Again Anna put up her hand. Cunningham stared at her, her dark brown eyes expressionless.

‘The blood spattering, Ma’am.’

‘What about it?’

‘From what I could see, if the victim was shot in the head through the door—’

‘Yes?’

‘The forensic team were still checking when I left—’

‘I am aware of that, Travis.’

‘Well, from what I could determine…’

‘Get to the point!’ Cunningham snapped.

‘The wall directly behind the victim showed only a small spray of blood.’

‘So? What do you conclude?’

‘Someone could have been standing behind him.’

‘Thank you, well-observed. We’ll obviously wait, as with everything else, for the scientists to give their report. Anyone else?’

No one else brought up any developments. By now, it was almost midday and Cunningham, with the duty manager, gave out assignments. Travis was to be accompanied by Gordon Loach to question Mrs Webster, the woman who had put the call in to the station. As the team broke up, Anna had still not been formally introduced to the main officers leading the enquiry. Cunningham had returned to her office.

Anna and Gordon travelled back to the murder site in a patrol car, with Anna driving. ‘How long have you been attached to the Murder Squad?’ Anna asked from behind the wheel.

Gordon flushed, which wasn’t too difficult; his cheeks seemed to be pinkish all the time. ‘Two weeks. This is my first time out.’

‘Ah…’

‘To be honest, I’m really sort of unsure what all the procedures are. I mean, I know from training, but being in the thick of it is different.’ ‘Yes.’ ‘My father was an officer.’ ‘So was mine.’ ‘He’s now Deputy Commissioner.’

Anna turned to look at the young man. ‘Really?’

‘What about yours?’

‘He was a Detective Inspector, Murder Squad, but he retired. He died five years ago.’

‘Oh!’ Gordon changed the subject. ‘What do you think happened?’

‘You mean the shooting?’

‘Yes.’

‘I can’t really say. We always know more when all the tests have been completed.’

‘But you think you recognised the victim?’

‘No. I said I knew Frank Brandon, who owned the ID card found in the victim’s wallet. I never got a look at the victim’s face.’

‘But if it was him, this is serious. I mean, he was a police officer.’

‘Correct.’

‘So what do you think happened?’ the young man repeated.

‘As I just said, I don’t really know. Our job, Gordon, is to find out. So, we question the neighbour, see if she has anything we can work on.’

‘Right. It’s a terrible shithole, the Warren Estate.’

‘Some people don’t have a choice,’ Anna said.

‘Where do you live?’

She hesitated. ‘I’ve just moved into a new place over near Tower Bridge.’

‘I still live with my mother,’ the young man told her. ‘My parents are separated, long time ago. I want to get a place of my own eventually, but it’s really hard to find anywhere I can afford. I’ve seen a few places, but all out of my league. Was your flat expensive?’

‘Very,’ she said, sounding more curt than she meant to. ‘Okay, here we are.’

The forensic teams remained at work. Arc lamps still lit up the dingy flat and tapes cordoned off the area. The body must have been removed as there was no longer an ambulance on standby. Anna and Gordon headed up the stone staircase and branched off to where there were still residents.

‘It’s number 18A,’ Gordon said.

‘Yes, I know.’ Anna walked a little ahead of him until they reached the front door. The paint was fresh, but the letterbox was boarded up; a smashed side window had a piece of board nailed across it. Anna knocked. They waited a while; she had to knock again, before they heard footsteps.

‘Who is it?’ came a voice.

‘I’m from the police, Mrs Webster. Detective Inspector Anna Travis.’

Chains were scraped back and the door was inched open. ‘Have you got identification?’

Anna showed her badge and then gestured to Gordon. ‘I’m accompanied by Detective Constable Loach.’ She stepped away slightly so Mrs Webster could see Gordon.

The door closed, but then the chain was released and it opened. ‘Come in,’ said Mrs Webster nervously.

The hallway was neat and clean, with floral carpet and wallpaper, but very narrow. The tiny woman gestured for them to move ahead. ‘Go into the sitting room, please. It’s on the right.’

‘Thank you,’ Anna said, as she and Gordon entered the first room off the hallway. The flat had the same layout as the drug squat, but that was the only point of comparison. Mrs Webster’s sitting room was cluttered, with an overstuffed sofa and two chairs in front of a fake coal electric fire. There were numerous cabinets with china and ornaments in them and a large television.

Mrs Webster had white hair, cut in a neat style rather like the Queen’s. She was wearing a twinset and pearls, a pleated woollen skirt and stretch stockings over her puffy ankles; fluffy suede slippers encased her feet. ‘Do you want tea or coffee?’

‘Nothing, thank you.’

‘Sit down, please.’

Both Anna and Gordon sat on the easy chairs. ‘Mrs Webster, you made the 999 call…’ Anna began, then was interrupted.

‘Yes, yes, I called the police.’

‘Can you tell me exactly what was happening before you put in the call?’

‘Well, I’ve said all this before.’

‘I know, but I just need to go over a few things.’

‘I was in bed and I woke up. Well, the sounds woke me up.’

‘The sounds?’

‘Yes–raised voices and then a sort of loud bang, bang, bang sound. It was so loud, I was worried Jeremy would be woken up.’

‘Jeremy?’

‘My son. He sleeps in the bedroom at the back of the flat. I’m in the front, but it was so loud.’

‘Did it wake him?’

‘No. Well, not at first it didn’t, because there was a sort of lull–you know, nothing happening–but by this time, I was up.’

‘What time was that?’

‘It was three-fifteen.’

‘So then what happened?’

‘I checked on Jeremy and, just as I was closing his door, there was another pop, this time not so loud–then it went pop, pop, again. I see enough TV to know what the sound was: gunfire. So I called the police.’

‘Did you leave the flat at all?’

‘No, no, I was too scared.’

‘Did your son?’

‘No, he came in here and sat with me until the police arrived.’

‘How old is your son?’

‘Why do you want to know?’

‘Just for the record.’

‘He’s thirty-four.’

‘And he lives here with you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is he at home now?’

Mrs Webster looked towards the closed door and back to Anna. ‘He’s in his room,’ she said carefully. ‘Is it necessary you talk to him?’

‘It is, but let’s just continue with you for now. You called the police?’

‘I never set foot out of the front door at night; it’s too risky. I’ve complained that the squatters have moved in and it’s been going on, over and over again. In fact, when I rang 999, I didn’t think they would take me seriously, because of how many times I’ve called them. There’s needles and filth left on the walkways, and there are still children living here. It’s every night, and most of the day now; they come and they go, these junkies. It’s worse at night, because of the cars and motorbikes, the lights, shining into my windows, and the noise, shouting and screaming. I know two residents called the police because they found a girl doped up and being sick; another time, a boy was found overdosed. It’s like living in a nightmare that never stops.’

Anna let the woman talk on until she seemed to deflate, sighing.

‘The people using the flat…did you know any names? Can you describe anyone? Maybe someone you have seen on a regular basis?’

‘No, they all look alike–hoods up, grey anoraks. They don’t look at me; they just ignore the existence of anyone else living here. The council have done nothing to help us get rehoused.’

‘How many would you say were living in the squat?’

‘I couldn’t tell you; they came and they went. Sometimes there were girls but, most times, they were just lads. Late at night the cars would pull up. I think these were bringing the drugs because then it would start, the noise, the banging, the bikes and cars, coming to get whatever they needed.’

‘Last night–the night of the shooting–did you notice anything different?’

‘No. Like I said, at seven, I shut my front door and I bolt it and I don’t go out. I turn the TV up loud and that’s it.’

‘What about your son?’

‘He never goes out much.’

‘I’m sorry–your son doesn’t go out?’

‘Not a lot, unless they come for him.’

‘Who comes, Mrs Webster?’

‘The social services. They come and take him for his swimming and then, on Wednesdays, he goes to a special unit at Camden.’

‘Is your son ill? I mean, is he disabled?’

‘No.’

‘I would like to talk to him.’

‘He doesn’t know anything.’

‘He might.’

‘I just don’t want him upset. This has all been very stressful for him, you know. I try and keep him as calm as I can, but when these things happen, it gets very upsetting. He’s afraid they might come after me because I called the police.’

‘Mrs Webster, I assure you, since the shooting, I doubt very much there will be any activity there again.’

‘Well, I have to say, since it happened it’s been quiet, apart from all the police, and the neighbours trying to find out what is going on.’

‘It must be a very difficult time for you.’ Anna closed her notebook and stood up. ‘May I meet your son now?’

Mrs Webster glanced at the clock on the mantel and licked her lips. ‘Jeremy has autism. Sometimes he can be a bit difficult. Other times he’s fine. Can you give me a few minutes?’

Anna nodded and smiled, as Mrs Webster left the room.

‘It’s not right, is it?’ Gordon said quietly.

Anna looked at him, as if to say, ‘What isn’t?’

‘Forced to live in this place, son dependent on you, having junkies day and night just up the corridor. It’s disgusting.’

‘It looks as if the council is making moves to rehouse everyone.’

‘In the meantime, they have to put up with junkies and dealers.’

Anna listened: she heard raised voices. Mrs Webster was trying to persuade her son to dress; he was refusing, as he was watching something on television. They could hear a low, almost growling voice muttering, and Mrs Webster trying to cajole him.

Anna stood up and looked over to Gordon. ‘Maybe we should come back.’

Jeremy was refusing to come out of his room. Mrs Webster was apologetic. ‘You see, he does the trolleys in our big Waitrose–you know, collecting them from the car park. It’s just a couple of mornings, but he wants to finish watching his DVD.’

•   •   •

Anna and Gordon made visits to the neighbours, but without much success. Everyone said virtually the same thing: they locked their front doors at night and stayed inside. A number had complained about the drug dealing and a few had called the police out many times.

They returned to the station and added to the incident board the times that Mrs Webster believed the gunshots had been fired. Anna was keen to know more about their victim, but they were still waiting on the forensic and pathology reports. For lunch she had a sandwich in her office as she typed up her report. She was surprised when her door was tapped and opened before she could say anything.

Cunningham closed the door behind her. ‘Tell me what you know about Frank Brandon.’

Anna licked her lips. This would obviously mean discussing the case the two of them had been on together, which meant the possibility of mentioning DCI Langton’s name. She hated the fact that, after all this time–almost eighteen months–the sound of his name still made her heart and head ache.

‘We were on a really horrific case. The bodies were found in the pig pens.’

‘Ah yes, I remember that. So Frank was with you on it, was he?’

‘Yes. I didn’t really know him on a personal level.’

‘He took early retirement…something about a knee injury.’

‘I didn’t know that.’

‘Before that, he had been with the Drug Squad.’

‘I didn’t know that either.’

Cunningham had an unnerving way of standing with her arms folded, looking around the room rather than making eye-contact. ‘So you wouldn’t know if he was using?’

‘Drugs? No. I only worked with him once, but I truthfully didn’t see any sign of him using drugs. But then I had no idea he was married, or that the children in the photograph were his.’

‘We’re checking that out. We still don’t have a formal ID.’ Cunningham pursed her lips. ‘Doesn’t make sense, does it? What would he be doing in that shithole? If he needed to score, then he would have had a lot of easier contacts.’

‘I would think so,’ Anna said.

‘You got nothing from the neighbour who did the call-out for the police?’

‘No, Ma’am, we didn’t. We weren’t able to question her son. He was also in the flat at the time, but he suffers from autism and didn’t want to speak to us.’

‘Anything from any of the other neighbours?’

‘No. All said the same thing–that the dealers had been working there for several months. I can’t believe the local cops didn’t do more to bust the place. Apparently they dealt in the day as well as at night, with a lot of vehicles coming and going.’

‘Wasn’t Jimmy Langton on that piggery case?’

Anna felt her cheeks flush. ‘Yes. He led the enquiry.’

‘Right. I know him–great guy. You’ve heard he’s been made Chief Superintendent? Virtually running the Murder Squad?’

Anna nodded.

‘You liked working with him?’

‘Very much.’

Cunningham now looked directly at Anna. ‘We must be very different.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Is it different working on my team than Langton’s?’

‘Well, I can’t really say. This is my first day.’

‘I worked with him.’

‘Did you?’ Anna gave a look of surprise. They didn’t, to her, seem a good match.

‘Long time ago, around about the time his first wife died. He fell apart, but picked himself up again. Married again, I think.’

‘Yes, I believe so.’ Anna wanted the floor to open up and swallow her. Talking about him physically hurt; she felt as if she was about to have a panic attack.

Cunningham was now really unnerving her as she sat perched on the end of the small desk, her arms still folded. ‘Always good to have someone like him at the top. Most of the top line are wankers, but Langton–he’s the business. I admire him; got great energy, and he’s fearless–doesn’t take any prisoners.’

Anna felt right now that she was his prisoner–knowing what she did, knowing how dangerous a man he was, how he had covered up his part in a murder, albeit of the most despicable killer. It had happened on the hideous murder investigation when the bodies of a mother and child had been fed to pigs, and Langton had, at the same time and against all odds, recovered from a near-fatal attack to head up the enquiry. The killer had died after being interrogated by Langton, and Anna was certain that Langton had engineered his death. He had made her a part of it, because she knew what he had done and yet kept her silence.

‘He could be a mean bastard, though.’ Cunningham picked up one of Anna’s sharpened pencils. ‘So how did Frank get along with him?’

‘I think they were on good terms.’

‘Very cagey, aren’t we?’

‘No, Ma’am, it’s just you are asking me about things I haven’t the information to give you answers on.’

‘He screw you?’

‘I’m sorry?’ Anna had to catch her breath.

‘I said, did he screw you? All right, don’t answer. I can see by your hot flush he didn’t. My, my, you are a straight-laced little madam, aren’t you?’ With that, Cunningham slid off Anna’s desk and took the mere two paces needed to get to the door. ‘Okay. See you out there; briefing in half an hour.’ She closed the door behind her.

Anna shut her eyes. She should have been angry at the personal cross-questioning, but it had taken her so off-guard, she hadn’t been able to think straight. Cunningham obviously didn’t know how close Anna had been with Langton, but that didn’t calm her. She felt sure that, at some point, Cunningham would find out and know that she had lied.









Chapter Three




Anna went to the washroom and splashed cold water over her face. By the time she returned to the incident room, the team had gathered and were waiting for Cunningham to join them. After a few minutes, she strode into the room and took up position in front of the board. She seemed on edge.

‘Okay, let’s have quiet, please,’ she said loudly. Everyone became attentive. Cunningham folded her arms: a noticeable gesture, though one she did almost unconsciously. ‘Right, we have a really explosive situation on our hands, as well as a tragic one.’

Cunningham, in her low, cultured voice, seemed angry at the wait for the forensic and pathology reports. They had no details on any of the suspected dealers, so the hope was they would get results from the fingerprints taken from the flat. They still had no formal identification of their victim but, as the wallet had contained his ID card, they were presuming it to be ex-Detective Inspector Frank Brandon. His fingerprints, which would have been held on file, were being checked against the body. Whether he was on drugs would only be known when the labs were through testing.

Cunningham took out a packet of Polo mints, unwrapped the roll and took her time, carefully selecting one and sucking it, before she spoke again. ‘Why was our victim there? To score–or was he working for someone else? He was ex-Drug Squad, so would have many contacts though, so far, we have not got any details of them, nor do we know if he contacted any of his old buddies. He was there for a reason and we need to find out exactly what that was.’

Anna said nothing, doodling on her notepad. It seemed to her to be obvious that the reason had to be drugs.

Cunningham continued. ‘I want you all back to the estate. I want everyone reinterviewed, as we need something, anything, to give us a clue to the identity of these thugs. All we know is that at around three o’clock in the morning, an argument broke out, shots were fired, Mrs Webster called the police and, after the call, she heard a further three or four shots. This brings us to the ballistic report; they hasten to add it is a very rushed job, but I put them under pressure. Two guns were used.’

Cunningham opened her notebook and detailed how many gunshot wounds the victim had sustained. The first shots were fired through the door; this was then opened, to fire more shots into his head and neck.

Anna leaned forwards; she was confused. Two weapons? If gunshots had been fired into Frank’s chest, they would have brought him to his knees; yet she was certain she had seen fine blood spattering on the wall behind the victim, high up, as if he had been shot in the face and head area first, before the chest. She made a note to question the forensic officer she had seen at the scene of crime.

Ballistics were confirming the make of weapon, but had already suggested they were automatics; in other words, hand-held weapons. If two guns were fired, that possibly meant two shooters, but they still had no confirmation how many drug dealers were in the squat; there could have been three or four.

‘Right now,’ Cunningham went on, ‘we don’t have the faintest idea who we are looking for. The men seen by the tenants all fit the same description: grey anoraks with hoods drawn up over their heads, so we can’t even ascertain their age, never mind their ethnic origin. These shooters, or drug dealers, also had various vehicles–BMWs, motorbikes–but, as yet, we have no details. The tenants stated they saw numerous cars parked outside, as well as cars turning up all night to score. The dealers had been living in this squat for almost three months. That’s three months of complaints by residents and yet nothing seems to have been done to clear the animals away. We have various statements from the local plods saying they made plenty of visits to the squat but carried out no arrests! I want every report checked over and all the officers on these call-outs questioned.’

Cunningham folded her arms again. ‘Right, I said at the opening of this briefing that we have an explosive situation. We do. We have an ex-officer down and we have a drug dealers’ squat that appears to have been left to get on with its business without harassment. Do you understand what I am saying? Let’s take away the scenario of tough street kids dealing and, instead, make it a much bigger operation that might have been paying backhanders to officers to keep afloat.’

She glared around the room. ‘The weapons used were not the type handled by street kids. Our call-out lady, Mrs Webster, describes the sounds as loud pops; that means they were using silencers. Ballistic have said that a Glock with a silencer could have been used. Street kids? No way.’

Anna sighed, her notepad full of doodles and drawings of guns. To her mind, street kids could easily get access to this type of weapon; if they were dealing, they would have bags of cash. It was at this point that her mobile rang.

She patted her pockets hastily as everyone turned to face her. ‘Sorry, excuse me.’

‘I hope that isn’t personal.’

‘Do you mind if I go to my office?’ She hurriedly made her way outside and into her own small room.

It was DS Harry Blunt. ‘Travis?’

‘Yes, Harry. Listen, thanks for calling me back.’

‘That’s okay. What can I do for you?’

‘I just needed to ask you—’

‘Where are you?’

‘I’m on a case in Chalk Farm.’

‘That’s not bad. That schlep we had to go out to, that murder in Epping Forest, was a bastard. I’m in Dulwich–woman’s knifed her old man with an electric meat-cutter. You tell me how she can claim it’s a fucking accident–she had to plug it in! I’ve got one for the Sunday joint, and there is no way—’

‘Harry,’ she interrupted him. She had almost forgotten the way he had rambled on when they had worked together. Blunt by name and blunt by nature, he was hardly ever known to draw breath. ‘I don’t have much time.’

‘Have you heard about Jimmy? Superintendent now–very high up. Is he on your case?’

‘No, it’s a DCI Cunningham.’

‘Oh, her. The bull dyke. You watch she doesn’t come on to you.’

‘Thank you for that advice, Harry, but I didn’t call about her; it’s about the victim in our case.’

‘Right, but word of warning: you watch out for her. In my opinion, she’s full of hot air. Working with her after Langton should be a breeze,’ he laughed.

‘Harry, listen to me. What do you know about Frank Brandon?’

‘Frank? I know he retired early. Was on some case, running after some bastard, and fell. Got a rusty screw through his kneecap–fucked him over and so he got out.’ There was a pause. She could almost feel the wheels turning in Harry’s square head. ‘Why you asking about Frank?’

‘Well, it’s not been formally…I mean, we have no formal ID, but we think our victim is Frank Brandon.’

‘What?’

‘They are running tests on his prints. I couldn’t be sure as he had taken some shots to his face and…Harry?’

‘You think it was Frank?’

‘We can’t be sure, but he had a wallet with Frank’s ID in it.’

‘Shit! The poor fucker! Gets out for an easy life and…You really think it’s him?’

‘I hope it isn’t, but was he married?’

‘I dunno; he used to play around with a lot of women.’

‘When did you last see him?’

‘More than a year ago; we had drinks before he left.’

‘Was he on any kind of drugs?’

‘I dunno. Maybe painkillers–his knee was smashed.’

‘He used to be Drug Squad, didn’t he?’

‘Yeah, I think so–long time back, though. What happened?’

‘He was found shot in a drug squat in Chalk Farm.’

‘Fuck me. That’s terrible.’

‘Do you know what work he was doing after he left the Force?’

‘No, never saw him again. Wait a minute–I did see him once, for a few minutes on Tottenham Court Road. I dunno what work he was actually doing, but he was driving a very flash Merc. Maybe he got work as a driver or bodyguard?’

‘Thank you, Harry. I’ve got to go now.’

‘Okay. I hope it’s not him; he was a good bloke.’

‘Yes, I hope so too. Bye now.’ Anna closed her mobile. By the time she got back to the incident room, the briefing had broken up.

Gordon approached her. ‘I’m off home now. We are to go back to the estate first thing in the morning.’

She nodded, irritated that she seemed to be paired up with him. ‘See you then.’

‘You coming to the pub for a drink? Sort of to get to know everyone?’

‘No, I have things to do at home. See you in the morning.’

Anna went to Cunningham’s office and knocked. She waited for her to answer before entering. ‘Sorry about the interruption in the briefing.’ Anna explained that, in the hope of finding out more about Frank Brandon, she had contacted Harry Blunt.

Cunningham, on hearing his name, gave a derisive snort. ‘That bigoted buffoon! Can’t stand him.’

Nevertheless, Anna explained how Harry thought Frank might be working as a driver or bodyguard; he also doubted that Frank was using drugs, and recalled that Frank had once worked with the Drug Squad.

Cunningham snapped that they knew that; then she tipped back in her chair. ‘He’s been formally identified by his prints, Anna; it’s just come in. Right now, we don’t have an address, but that should be through soon enough.’ Her desk phone rang.

Anna gestured that she would leave.

‘No. Stay put. DCI Cunningham? Terrific–yes, yes, thank you.’ She pointed to a jar of pencils.

Anna picked one up and passed it to her, then watched as the DCI listened, jotting down notes.

She finished the call and replaced the receiver. ‘Frank Brandon married a Miss Julia Kendal five months ago. She has two children from a previous relationship. We’d better go and see her.’

Anna nodded, though she was eager to get home. It was already after six, and the thought of all the unpacking she would have to do made her head ache. She would have liked to have gone in her own car, but Cunningham had insisted they ride together in a patrol car with a driver.

‘This isn’t a social visit, Travis!’

Anna said nothing, doubting that Cunningham, she of the folded arms and classy voice, would be able to give much compassion to the poor woman they were going to visit.

•   •   •

Anna was surprised by the house in Wimbledon. It was set back from the Common, with pillared front steps up to a large oak studded door: modern, but expensive and quite tasteful. The carport had a Range Rover parked, leaving space enough for a second car. Anna could not imagine Frank Brandon here, but then she had never seen where he had lived as a bachelor.

Cunningham took a deep breath. ‘Christ, I hate these meetings.’ She rang the doorbell and stepped back, almost onto Anna’s feet. ‘Frank seems to have been doing all right though; this must be worth about three mill at least.’

A Chinese girl opened the door.

‘Mrs Brandon, please,’ Cunningham said.

The girl hesitated. ‘One moment, please.’ Her English was good.

‘Who is it, Mai Ling?’ another woman asked from inside.

‘Will you please tell Mrs Brandon that I am from the police,’ Cunningham said. ‘I need to speak with her on a very urgent matter.’

The door was swung wider and a very attractive blonde in a chic dress and high heels appeared. ‘Is it about Frank? I’ve been worried sick.’

‘Are you Mrs Brandon?’ Cunningham asked quietly.

‘Yes, do you want to come in?’

‘Please.’

They went into a spacious hall with a wide staircase. It was thickly and newly carpeted in a pale oyster; there was also the faint smell of fresh paint.

‘I’ve been calling him all day,’ Mrs Brandon said, as she led them into a big family room. Again, there was a new carpet, and some of the furniture still had bubble wrapping around it. ‘You’ll have to excuse the mess. We only moved in fairly recently.’

Cunningham nodded and introduced Anna.

Mrs Brandon knew then, by how quiet they were, that something was wrong. She touched a gold chain at her neck as she perched on one of the new easy chairs. ‘Something has happened, hasn’t it?’

‘I am sorry, but I have some distressing news. There is no easy way to tell you this, but I am afraid your husband has been fatally wounded.’

Julia just seemed to sag, her head leaning forwards. ‘Ah, no.’

‘We will need you to give us a formal identification.’

‘What happened?’

‘He was shot.’

‘Shot?’

‘Yes. I am very sorry. It happened some time early this morning.’

‘He’s dead?’

‘Yes. Do you know what he was doing last night?’

At this point, Julia lost control; she slid forwards as she vomited over her new carpet.

It took them some time to help her up, and get Mai Ling back to clean up the mess. Julia didn’t cry, but seemed to be in a daze, as she was helped to lie down and a cold cloth was put on her forehead. Cunningham sat close to her, and asked the girl to call Julia’s doctor.

By the time the doctor arrived, an ashen-faced Julia was holding on to Cunningham’s hand. She had not said a word since she had collapsed. Her eyes were wide and frightened, and even her mouth seemed to have lost its colour. As soon as the doctor went to her side, she closed her eyes. Cunningham had to ease Julia’s fingers away; her grip had been so tight, it left white marks on her skin. Julia was in a state of shock and the doctor said he would give her something to help her sleep.

Whilst Cunningham remained with Julia and the doctor, Anna busied herself, helping to clear up. The bright, happy family kitchen was full of children’s toys and games, all so new and pristine. There were many photographs of the two little sisters as babies, then toddlers; there were also numerous wedding pictures of Frank with Julia, and the girls as bridesmaids, as there were in the lounge. It was hard for Anna to reconcile the Frank she had known with this proud and happy man in a pale suit and a pink silk tie.

Mai Ling, who had come down from putting the girls to bed, was placing the children’s dishes into the dishwasher.

‘How long have you worked for Mrs Brandon?’ Anna asked her.

‘One year, six months. I have a work permit.’

‘I’m sure you do. Do you understand the reason we are here this evening?’

‘No.’

‘Mrs Brandon’s husband has been found dead.’

The face remained impassive.

‘How did you get along with Mr Brandon?’

‘He is a very nice man.’

‘Did you work for Mrs Brandon before their marriage?’

‘Yes.’

‘Was she married before?’

‘She had partner.’

‘But they weren’t married?’

‘I don’t know; he was much older.’

‘Is this house Mrs Brandon’s?’

‘Yes, she buy this house; we move in not long ago.’

‘After her marriage?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you know what work Mr Brandon did?’

‘No. He go out early; sometimes come home very late.’

‘But you don’t know who he worked for?’

‘No.’

‘So–the children are in bed?’

‘Yes, we have tea and then I take them up for bath and bedtime.’

Anna picked up the photograph of Mrs Brandon and the two pretty girls. ‘They are lovely. They were from Mrs Brandon’s previous relationship?’

‘I think so.’

‘What are their names?’

‘Emily and Kathy.’

‘Does Mrs Brandon work?’

‘No, she at home.’ Mai Ling turned the dishwasher on. ‘He have a heart-attack?’

Anna cocked her head to one side.

‘Mr Brandon? He have a gym upstairs and he work out every morning.’ The girl opened a cupboard to put away the jams from the table. It was filled with vitamins and health drinks. ‘He very fit man; he take all these with fresh orange juice.’

Anna looked over the mass of jars and health-food supplements and shook her head. ‘No. It wasn’t a heart-attack. Thank you for talking to me.’

Anna turned to walk out of the kitchen. From the array of vitamins, it was doubtful Frank would also have been pumping himself with drugs. She remembered how he was always working out; she recalled his massive shoulders and the overwhelming cologne he had always used. She was jolted out of it by the sound of the girl sobbing, sitting at the kitchen table, her head in her hands.

‘Let’s go.’ Anna jumped as Cunningham tapped her shoulder. ‘We’ll need to come back and talk to the wife. She can’t string two words together right now.’

They returned to the patrol car.

Cunningham yawned. ‘What do you make of all that?’ she said, not looking at Anna.

‘Well, it’s a very nice house; they only moved in after they were married. I think she has the money. She doesn’t work, and that place must have cost a fortune to furnish. From what I could gather from the au pair, Mrs Brandon’s last partner was older–maybe he had the money originally. She didn’t know what work Frank Brandon did; she just said he left early and often came home late. He also has a cupboard full of vitamins. It didn’t look as if he was spoiling all that with drugs.’

‘I know someone who works out and takes speed every morning, so you can never tell.’ Cunningham tapped the driver to tell him to take her home, not back to the station. She then settled back and took out her BlackBerry, checking emails all the way to her home in Belsize Park, ignoring Anna.

By the time Anna had collected her Mini from the station car park and driven home, it was half-past nine. She had not eaten since the sandwich before the briefing, so dropped into a late-night shop on the way. Anna parked in her allocated space, then took the lift up to the top floor. Stepping out, she could hardly believe her eyes.

Stacked up outside her front door were boxes and boxes of deliveries. Attached to the top one was a note, saying they had been unable to gain access, but that the security manager had agreed the items could be left. She wanted to weep.

It was another half-hour before she had dragged everything in from the hallway into the flat. She was too tired to begin unpacking and just wanted a hot shower and something to eat. She heated some soup and filled the fresh rolls she had bought with ham and cheese, then carried them into the bedroom. It would have been lovely to flop down on her bed and switch on the TV before crashing out, but the large plasma screen sat ominously in the drawing room, waiting to be connected. Wherever she looked were boxes; she knew there was no way she could start the marathon task that evening. She half-wished she was back at her old flat.

It got worse: there was no hot water. No matter how much she fiddled and twisted the dial, it remained icy cold. By this time, it was almost eleven-fifteen, too late to call the duty security manager.

Anna had just closed her eyes when a foghorn bellowed. She shot up. It felt as if her bed was being shaken by an earthquake. She opened the balcony window doors. It was terrifying; the whole apartment seemed to be moving. Anna’s mouth gaped open: the massive bridge was closing, which was why the apartment was shuddering. As soon as both sides joined, and it reverted back to its usual position, the apartment became still.

‘Jesus Christ,’ she muttered, wondering if anyone else had felt it. Surely they must have, but she saw no one else on their balconies. As she returned to her bedroom, she knocked against one of the boxes, stubbing her toe. Back in bed, she bashed her pillow, but sleep didn’t come easily; she was waiting for another foghorn blast.

It was her alarm that eventually woke her. She felt like hell. She was going to give it to the security manager.

Anna was still in a foul mood when she tried to get out of the garage. It didn’t respond to her remote. She was swearing and cursing, when it opened of its own accord; she drove out and pressed for it to close, but it remained open. Even after she had had her breakfast in her cubicle of an office, she was still uptight. She typed up her report of the meeting with Julia Brandon and then put in a call to the security manager. His answerphone was on.

Gordon was not a morning person; he yawned so many times, it felt contagious. Cunningham had underlined that they were to question every single tenant on the estate, as one or another could have details or descriptions of the drug dealers. He didn’t understand why they had such an early start. Anna pointed out that many of the residents went to work; the few they had not yet spoken to would still be at home, she hoped. It was to be another tedious round of knocking on doors and questioning the neighbours. Also, as instructed, they were to interview Mrs Webster’s son.

Gordon remained silent whilst Anna did all the enquiries. She was so irritated by his constant yawning that she snapped, ‘Did you have a late night or something? You seem half-asleep.’

‘No, I crashed out early, but I shouldn’t have eaten so much breakfast. It always makes me sleepy–well, that’s what my mother says.’

‘Well, in future, do you think you could just listen to what your mother says and maybe have a bowl of cereal?’

‘I hate cereal, all that chewing. I like scrambled eggs and grilled tomatoes.’

‘Gordon, I don’t want to know.’

‘Sorry.’

They went from floor to floor on the estate. This was usually a uniform job but, considering the seriousness of the crime, Cunningham had felt a show of rank worthwhile. It wasn’t. Some tenants were still not at home, and most of their enquiries were carried out on the doorstep. Anna was feeling that it was all a waste of time. She had been inundated with the same complaints about the state of the building, and how many tenants had been waiting years to be rehoused.

Anna had left Mrs Webster until last. Knowing the situation with her son, she had called to ask for a convenient time. Mrs Webster had said that Jeremy would talk to them, but they had to interview him in his room. Anna felt this would be another real time-waster, but far be it from her to put a foot wrong with Cunningham.

Mrs Webster was as neat and smart as she had been on the previous visit. Anna and Gordon waited in the hall as she tapped on her son’s bedroom door and then went in. They waited three or four minutes before she came out and said they could now see Jeremy.

Anna walked in ahead of Gordon–and could hardly contain her surprise.

The room was quite spacious; shelves of DVDs were built around a large desk with a computer and small TV set on it. The speakers and DVD deck were stacked on top of each other next to some expensive-looking sound equipment. The walls were lined with tapes and records, all in alphabetical order. There were many magazines, neatly placed beside the desk. The small bed was made in a military style: folded top blanket, white sheet wrapped around, with two inches showing, and a pristine white pillow on top. There was a desk chair, and two spare canvas chairs propped against a wall. The carpet was dark blue and what space on the walls was not taken up with his collections was pristine white paint. Just as Anna was taken aback by the clinical room, in complete contrast to the rest of the flat, Jeremy himself was also something of a surprise.

He was extraordinarily good-looking. He had blond hair, well-cut with a long top layer, and bright blue eyes with dark lashes; his cheeks were pinkish, almost like a child’s. He was wearing slacks, a white shirt, leather slippers and a blue knitted sweater. He had the appearance of someone scrubbed clean, almost too much so.

‘Jeremy, I am Detective Inspector Anna Travis and this is Detective Constable Gordon Loach. Thank you for agreeing to see us.’

Jeremy stared at Anna but made no move towards them.

‘May we sit down?’ Anna moved to the bed.

Jeremy stepped forwards. ‘Not on my bed.’ He took the two canvas chairs and carefully opened one, setting it down straight, and then the next, making sure they were exactly side by side.

‘Thank you.’ Anna and Gordon sat down, and she took out her notebook from her briefcase. Jeremy stood directly in front of them. ‘Now, Jeremy, I am here to ask you about an incident that happened the night before last. Do you mind answering some questions?’

He nodded his head but remained standing, staring at them.

‘Your mother contacted the local police station after hearing what she thought were gunshots and loud voices arguing. Do you remember that night?’

No reaction.

‘We have subsequently discovered that a man had been shot.’

No reaction.

‘I am here just to confirm that and check out the time the shots were fired.’

No reaction.

‘Do you recall anything that might be of interest to the police?’

No reaction.

‘Have you ever seen the people who were using the flat along the corridor? It’s number nineteen.’

No reaction. If he was taking in anything she was saying, there was not a flicker of interest in his bright button eyes. His presence was very unnerving as he was standing so still, looking at a point just above their heads. Anna closed her notebook.

‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ His voice was low and guttural.

‘Thank you but no, we won’t keep you any longer, Jeremy.’

‘I don’t like to be called that.’

‘I’m sorry, Mr Webster.’

‘Jay.’

‘Oh, Jay. Well, I am sorry to have taken up your time. I know you work two mornings a week at Waitrose. You clear the trolleys, don’t you?’

No reply.

‘Shall we put the chairs back against the wall for you?’

‘Have you finished?’ he asked.

Anna looked to Gordon and then back to Jeremy’s impassive face. ‘I think so.’

He almost whipped the chairs from under them both, folding and replacing them against the wall. Gordon raised his eyebrows at Anna as Jeremy took a long time making sure they were exactly on top of each other.

‘Thank you, Jay.’ Anna put out her hand, but he didn’t touch it. He stepped back a fraction and turned to face his desk.

‘Well, we will leave you to it.’ Anna crossed to the door and Gordon followed.

On a large sheet of paper, pinned behind the door and therefore not seen when they had entered, was a handwritten list of dates and times, printed in different inks and highlighted with a marker pen.

‘What are these, Jay?’

‘Visitors,’ he said.

‘I don’t understand. Visitors to you, or…’

‘They do not have residents’ parking tickets. It is against the law to park in the forecourt without a residents’ parking permit.’

Anna glanced at Gordon and back to Jeremy, who had now turned to face them. His cheeks seemed even pinker, as if he was using rouge.

‘You have been monitoring illegal cars parked, is that correct?’

‘Yes.’

‘And how do you know about these cars?’

‘Window, of course.’

‘Your window?’

‘Yes.’

‘May I see out from your window, Jay?’

‘Yes.’

Anna passed him and went to the window. She lifted the slats of the pristine white blind. The window looked out onto the lock-up garages at the rear of the estate. She let the slats slip back into place.

‘I also monitor the vehicles illegally parked at the front on the days I work at Waitrose. I collect the trolleys and stack them and replace them in a long line outside the main entrance. People leave their trolleys by the side of their cars when they unload groceries, and they are not supposed to do that. They are supposed to replace them outside the entrance, but they don’t. I have to collect each one and I make a line of them to wheel them back. Sometimes, I have found our trolleys outside on the road; that’s when people have not parked in the Waitrose car park but on the street. I collect them and take them back to the entrance.’

He spoke in short, sharp sentences with a low, controlled anger.

‘Jay, just let me understand: are these dates of people parking illegally at Waitrose or here on your estate?’

‘This is a residents’ parking area. You have to have a permit.’

‘Yes, I understand that, but these times and dates are from your estate and not Waitrose, is that correct?’

‘Yes.’

Anna could hardly believe it. ‘I don’t suppose you listed any licence-plate numbers, did you, Jay?’

‘I have them.’

‘You have the licence-plate numbers of these cars?’

‘Yes. You don’t listen to what I am saying. I am a resident and these people have no right to park illegally and so I am monitoring them.’

‘For how long?’

‘A long time.’

Anna took a deep breath and smiled. ‘Do you think, Jay, that you could pass these licence-plate numbers to me? As a police officer, I can do something about them being illegally parked in the residents’ bays.’

He chewed his lip.

‘I could make sure they don’t block any residents’ bays for you.’

‘That would be good, because sometimes when my care worker comes here to see me, she can’t find a space; one time she got a ticket because she had to park across the street on a yellow line.’

‘Well, let’s get this all written down then, shall we? Do you have the numbers?’

‘Yes. Please do not sit on my bed.’

Anna straightened and waited as Jeremy replaced the two chairs. Again, she and Gordon sat side by side, but this time Jeremy drew out his desk chair and sat down too. He swivelled to face them. Anna took out her notebook again and gave an encouraging look, expecting him to open one of the drawers, but he remained facing them.

‘Are you ready?’ he asked.

‘Yes, Jay, we are ready. Do you need your lists from there?’

‘No, they are not the licence plates; they are the dates and times they blocked the residents’ parking area. I started doing this when they boarded up the flats along the corridor.’

‘Right, could you pass me the relevant licence plates and, if they match the dates…’

‘Are you ready?’ he repeated.

‘Yes. Yes, Jay, we are very eager to—’

It was as if a key had been turned at the side of his head. Without hesitation, he began to list the car-registration numbers from memory. Over and over again, Anna had to ask him to pause, as she couldn’t keep up. He was able to describe the make and colour of the cars as well. Gordon was writing in his notepad too, but Jeremy spoke so quickly, as if on automatic pilot; sometimes, when they asked him to pause, it took a while for him to pick up where he had left off, but he continued reeling out registration after registration.

•   •   •

Anna said nothing to Gordon until they were on their way back to the station. Then: ‘Do you believe that?’

Gordon shrugged. ‘Did you ever see the film Rain Man, with Dustin Hoffman?’

Anna nodded.

‘What makes a mind able to recall all those numbers, and yet he can only work pushing grocery trolleys around?’ Gordon shook his head. ‘Look at the way he keeps his room.’

‘Obsessive compulsive syndrome. Heartbreaking really; he’s such a handsome young man.’

‘Yeah, his mother keeps him well turned out, doesn’t she? I mean, he was immaculate: hair cut, trousers creased, even his shoes were polished. You don’t think all those car numbers were just his nuttiness, do you?’

‘I hope not,’ Anna sighed. ‘We’ve got pages of figures and dates. Let’s hope something comes of them.’

•   •   •

Jeremy was still cleaning his room. He used Febreze on the canvas chairs, wiping the wooden arms down. He then wiped the window blind, especially where Anna had lifted it. He took out his own small Hoover to check over the carpet. Then he stripped naked and folded his clothes into his personal laundry basket. He showered and scrubbed his body, washed his hair and made sure his nails were clean. He then carefully got dressed. No one but his care worker was ever allowed into his room; his mother only stepped inside to pass him his meals, and to clear away his tray.

Mrs Webster tapped on his door. ‘You ready for lunch, Jeremy?’

‘Yes.’

‘Everything go all right? They were with you for a long time.’

‘Yes.’

‘Were you able to help them at all?’

‘I’m hungry.’

‘Won’t be two ticks.’

He ate grilled chicken, broccoli, mashed potatoes and gravy every day followed by fresh fruit. By the time she brought his tray, he was waiting just inside the door. He took it without a word and ate at his desk, keeping all the food as separate as possible, chewing each mouthful carefully. When she came to collect the tray, he was still sitting there, his plate empty, his cutlery placed neatly together.

‘That was very nice,’ he said.

‘Good.’ As she bent forwards for the tray, she could smell Pears soap, the only soap he would ever use. His shampoo was a brand for children, so it would not burn his eyes when he washed his hair. His freshness never ceased to move her. When she leaned forwards to pick up his tray, she was close enough to touch the soft peach cheeks that she had longed for years to kiss, but was never allowed to.

Mrs Webster returned to her kitchen and washed his dishes. It wasn’t exactly a prison; he loved his room. In many ways, she was the prisoner, and had been from the time Jeremy had been diagnosed. She wondered what he had been talking about for so long with the policewoman, totally unaware that her son might have given the murder enquiry a mind-blowing breakthrough.










Chapter Four




Cunningham looked at the lists with an open mouth. ‘You’re not serious?’

‘Yes, we are. These are all the pages of licence-plate numbers we have to check out.’

‘Work backwards. Don’t for Christ’s sake go from the top of the list. Use whoever we need to get onto the D and V Licensing Agency. Give this over to Gordon; you can come with me to the path lab. Then we have to pay another visit to Frank Brandon’s widow.’

Anna was relieved not to spend any more time with the scrambled egg and tomato gourmet Gordon, who had said not one single word during her entire interview with Jeremy. She was not sure, though, which was worse–having to partner up with him or travel with Cunningham, who unnerved her. Anna was constantly expecting her to ask about Langton.

She didn’t. ‘This kid is what?’

‘Autistic,’ Anna replied.

‘Well, it could be a big break or we could be the butt of a lot of flak, taking this nutcase’s word.’

‘He is not a nutcase, Ma’am.’

‘He isn’t? Holed up in his bedroom or pushing trolleys around doesn’t bode well for a witness, Travis.’

‘He might not be able to stand up in court, but I believe him. You have to meet him to understand the way his mind works.’

‘Yeah, well, I believe you. Thousands wouldn’t.’

•   •   •

Dr Ewan Fielding was a thin man with bony hands and a rather high-pitched voice. As he drew back the green sheet from Frank Brandon’s body, Anna had to turn away. Brandon’s face was hard to recognise, the bullets having torn most of the right side of his skull apart. His mouth gaped; part of his jaw was broken and the teeth splintered. Anna couldn’t help but think of James Langton. The two of them were linked in her mind as they had all worked together on the same case. She even recalled Brandon asking her out. She’d refused. Now, she wondered if Langton knew what had happened to Brandon. She shook her head, trying to concentrate.

‘Three gunshot wounds to the head and face,’ said Fielding, ‘and lower down, we have two more: one in his upper chest and, moving upwards into his larynx, another just above his heart. He died instantly from the bullet that went into the right lobe of his brain. The bullets have been sent to ballistics. The deceased was healthy: very fit with strong organs and heart.’ Fielding had found no trace of any drugs or trackmarks.

Returning to the patrol car, Cunningham seemed irritated. ‘That didn’t give us much. At least we know he wasn’t using, so what the hell was he doing in that shithole?’

‘Maybe he was working on something that took him there.’
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