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    Prologue




    Tuesday, 23 December 2003




    Pain has its uses, Lizzie thinks. It scares you into doing what you’re told. It lets you know you’re alive in spite of everything. But it keeps waking you up, and when they see your eyes open, they think they own you.




    ‘Tell us what he did and we’ll get him,’ the cop said the last time she made that mistake. ‘You must tell us. What did he call himself? What does he look like? Who is he? You knew him, didn’t you? You know who he is. You must tell us. Fucking talk to me.’




    Lizzie knows the cop’s here again today because she can recognize the smell of his smoky breath and clothes, but he’s not the one speaking now.




    ‘It’s definitely the same m.o., Sarge.’ This is a woman’s voice, sensible and quiet. ‘Although the damage is much worse this time. Even so, I’m sure it’s Randall Gyre again.’




    It is, thinks Lizzie. He told me so himself.




    She got to the pub soon after nine, shaking after yet another fight with her mother, looking for her dad. The Eagle and Dumpling in Cowes was his pub. It had always been his refuge from the wars at home. But he wasn’t here tonight. Lizzie stood just inside the doorway, looking round, wanting him.




    A tall, good-looking bloke leaning against the bar caught her eye and raised his glass to her. Lizzie smiled and watched his face soften into the kind of welcome that almost made her forget the stuff her mother had shouted at her. He pushed himself upright and strolled towards her.




    ‘Hi, I’m Randall Gyre. Can I get you a drink?’




    ‘Thanks. I’m Lizzie – Lizzie Fane. Vodka and tonic would be great. ’




    ‘Coming up.’




    More pain comes, different and even more frightening, as one of the doctors sticks another needle in her arm and joggles her body. Bits feel so loosely attached they might come away in the doctors’ hands, like the mushy legs of the chicken she once left in the fridge too long.




    Lizzie feels bruised and rotten all over. Everything holding her together has been ripped and torn, just like her connection to Before.




    She doesn’t even know when that was. Each time she comes round, she has no idea if it’s the same day or tomorrow, or even yesterday.




    She knows it’s still hospital, though, from the squeaks and rattles of the trolleys. And from the smells: disinfectant and alcohol. But clean, medical alcohol, not like the sweet stuff Randall bought her. That coated her mouth and slid down her throat and screwed up her sense of danger.




    All the misery had gone and she wasn’t shaking any more. Even the disappointment of not finding her dad was OK now. She felt like her whole body was smiling at Randall. The pub’s hard benches had become awesomely comfortable. His laughing voice was like dark-blue silk, soft but intense, and beautiful and very strong.




    ‘You’re fantastic, Lizzie. Why haven’t we met before? If you live on the Island, someone must’ve been hiding you away from me. I’ve been coming over for holidays all my life. It isn’t fair: I could’ve seen you playing in the sand, and kicked a football with you, and teased you about your dolls, and watched you turn beautiful and take on the world. Now here you are complete, and I’ve wasted half my life without you.’




    ‘I wouldn’t have liked you if you’d hurt my dolls.’ She smiled up at him. ‘I loved them more than anyone real. It’s much better to meet as grown-ups. Can I get you another beer?’




    ‘Later. Why don’t we go outside for a bit? Somewhere more private. There are too many people here, Lizzie.’




    Outside, he flung his arm round her shoulders and pulled her closer so he could kiss her. She loved it, and she loved his aftershave: expensive, citrus but somehow peppery too.




    ‘God, you’re gorgeous! Come here.’




    She’s choking as the smell fills up her nostrils and closes her throat and burns in her lungs and makes her head swim and the bed whirl around her. Someone’s fiddling with her drips again. A hard weight presses down on her neck. She opens her eyes, sees Randall’s face, and screams. But no sound comes out.




    Seconds later, or hours or days, more feet are running towards her.




    Voices come at her through the hot smelly fog. One is firm and female, the other young and male, but safe because it’s wobbling with worry, not shouting or slick with fake charm.




    ‘Her temperature shouldn’t be this high. I don’t understand it. The cuts have all been cleaned and stitched. They’re healing, even the internal ones. The infection’s been under control for days now. Her temperature should be down.’




    ‘But—’




    ‘Ice,’ says the man. His voice is so high now it’s nearly a scream. ‘Get some ice packs, Nurse. No – a fan first. Yes, that’s right. Start with a fan. Hurry. What are you waiting for? Hurry! I told you!’




    ‘Call the consultant.’ The quiet words are firm and, for Lizzie, nearly as good as having her hand held. ‘You can’t deal with this on your own.’




    ‘I can manage. We’ll get her temperature down and Doctor Franklin can see her in the morning. Fetch a fan.’




    ‘It’s not enough. She’s got septicaemia.’ The nurse’s voice is still respectful, but only just.




    Lizzie feels the sheet lifted at the bottom of the bed. Then comes the nurse’s voice again, more forceful now.




    ‘Look. Her feet are as pale as her hands. Septicaemia.’




    The sheet is tucked in again, too tightly so that Lizzie’s toes are bent under.




    ‘It can’t be. She’s been on i/v antibiotics for five days.’




    ‘Look at the drip, Doctor.’ Now even the nurse’s voice is rising in panic. ‘Someone’s turned it off.’




    They start tugging at her again. Lizzie’s mind screams, No, no, no, no, no!




    She was fighting, hitting, kicking, biting. But Randall was so strong nothing could get him off her. The more she fought, the harder he cut down into her. The blood from the first cuts was already sticky as the new stuff flooded out.




    In the end, his voice was cold and hard, like the broken glass itself. ‘If you talk about this, if you ever identify me to anyone, I’ll find you and kill you. Wherever you are, I’ll find you. And I will kill you. Remember this.’




    Then came the extra sharp pain, ripping right through her vagina and, up, deep inside her.




    ‘It’s not just the drip. Something’s been missed,’ says the nurse. ‘You’ve got to do another internal, Doctor.’




    The smell of powdered rubber gloves mixes with the sound of them snapping against his fingers. Lizzie knows what’s coming. The sheet is torn away again, this time pulling her big toe as it catches in one of the ripped patches. His hands push her tight knees apart.




    Screams fill her head. The coldness of the steel speculum against her torn and sewn skin warns her to beware, just before the pain begins again.




    She has to pull her mind away from them. She can’t stop them, any more than she could stop him.




    ‘Glass,’ says the doctor. ‘Christ Almighty! There’s another piece of glass, right up by the cervix.’




    ‘Call Doctor Franklin.’




    ‘I can’t.’ Now the doctor sounds even more frightened. ‘She doesn’t like me waking her. She thinks I should be able to cope, that I get hysterical over nothing.’




    ‘Not this time,’ says the nurse grimly. ‘She needs to be here. Get her. Now. I’ll phone the parents. They need to be here, too.’




    Much later, Lizzie hears her mother’s voice, urgent and angry, and the woman doctor’s, explaining why they’re moving her to the intensive care unit. The bed swings as it’s pulled away from the wall. Lizzie feels sick and keeps her eyes tightly closed.




    The change of air temperature tells her they’re away from the ward. The bed’s still again. No one says anything. She lets her heavy lids rise and sees a porter looking up over her head, waiting. Swivelling her eyes to the side, she sees her mother sobbing as she leans against the torso of a tall man in a white coat. Is this the one who was panicking? Lizzie raises her lids even higher. There’s no name-badge on his lapel. She looks further up so she can see his face. The scream builds in her throat, choking her, but she still can’t make any sound.




    Randall sees her recognizing him. His eyes glisten, his lips widen, then part in a smile of pure, triumphant satisfaction. His lips frame the silent words:




    ‘You’re dying, Lizzie. You shouldn’t have talked.’




  



    

       

    




    Chapter 1




    Four years later – Friday morning, 26 September 2008




    Karen arrived at the probation office in west London a few minutes early, hoping she looked invulnerable. And in charge. Her height usually helped – she was five foot nine – and this morning in her flat in Southampton she’d spent ages picking the right stuff to wear.




    She loved clothes and was slim enough to carry off almost anything, but when she was dealing with violent male criminals she had to hide her real self. Today she’d tied back her shoulder-length blonde hair and was wearing roomy black bootleg trousers with a copper-coloured jacket hanging open over a loose cream shirt.




    Taking a careful breath and settling her shoulders, she rang the bell. A short, plump man in his early forties opened the door, bringing with him a gust of instant coffee, dust and a confusion of smells from flowery scent to bleach. His chinos were creased and baggy, and his striped shirt was stretched tight over his beer gut. As he inspected her, she wondered why he looked as if he hated her.




    He took several steps back, as though to make sure he didn’t have to tilt his head too far to meet her eyes.




    ‘Karen Taylor?’ he said, without even a hint of welcome. ‘Hi. I’m Dave Pickney. Come in. Your interviewee’s late. He just phoned – should be here within fifteen minutes. Tea while you wait? Or coffee?’




    ‘Thanks. Tea would be great. Milk, no sugar,’ Karen said, not prepared to risk instant coffee but pleased at the prospect of something that might ease her dry throat. Nerves always made her feel as though she’d swallowed a lump of blotting paper that mopped up all available saliva. ‘Do your clients usually phone if they’re going to be late?’




    Dave’s belated smile drove deep lines into his plump cheeks. ‘Not often. But this is one smooth operator. You’ll see. Have a seat and I’ll get the tea.’




    Karen took one of the four dark-brown bucket chairs and put her briefcase on the floor beside it. At her own request, she’d been told nothing about the man she was about to meet or what his crime had been. All she knew was that he would be a major offender, who had either killed or seriously assaulted at least one other person and was now out of prison on licence.




    She wasn’t physically frightened. Quite apart from Dave and the staff she could hear phoning and typing in the background, there’d be a camera recording everything that happened. No offender, however vicious or stupid, would risk attacking her in a place like this. But she still had plenty to worry about, and some of the men she’d already interviewed had been so verbally violent she’d had a hard time pretending to be cool.




    Her job was to decide whether prison had rehabilitated these men or left them with all their brutality intact. The old system of working out which criminals could be safely let back into the community had failed so often that the government needed to find a better way.




    Karen was only one of a whole group of experts chosen by the Ministry of Justice to help in the search. She’d been given twenty-five men to assess and was due to report in eight months’ time, after which she’d have to wait – perhaps for years – to find out whether her conclusions were right or not. Some criminals re-offended as soon as they got out; others spent years behaving perfectly, then killed again, sometimes in exactly the same way as the first time, often picking a new victim who could have been a twin of the original.




    ‘Here we are,’ said Dave, coming back with a thick earth-coloured mug in each pudgy hand. He put one on the low table in front of Karen and raised the other in a kind of toast, adding in a voice spiky with malice, ‘I saw your conclusions about John Clarence.’




    She took a cautious sip of the mahogany-coloured liquid before looking up at him.




    ‘I didn’t know you were on the circulation list,’ she said, sounding more polite than she felt.




    At the start of the project, she’d been made to sign a ferocious confidentiality document, which meant she wasn’t allowed to talk about it to anyone, even to ask university colleagues for advice or support. Now it looked as though the civil servants felt free to share her work with anyone they chose.




    ‘I’m part of the team overseeing the whole project,’ Dave said, still looking at her as if she was his enemy. It made her twitchy. ‘I’m impressed by your courage, I must say.’




    ‘Courage is a scary word to use in that tone of voice,’ Karen said, hiding her suspicion of him. She took another sip of the strong tea, nearly flinching as the tannin hit her palate, along with a few bobbles of undissolved dried milk. ‘Don’t you mean stupidity?’




    ‘Not exactly,’ he said, putting his head on one side and offering a creepy smirk. ‘More foolhardiness. Maybe it comes of being an academic with no practical experience on the ground.’




    Karen wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of a protest. If he was as resentful as he sounded, he’d love to know he’d got to her.




    ‘You take a man who beat his wife to a pulp,’ he went on, clearly enjoying himself, ‘slamming her against the wall again and again until the back of her head’s the texture of a rotten tomato, and decide he’s no danger to anyone? Aren’t you pushing it a bit?’




    ‘Maybe. But I’m not going to fudge my results,’ Karen said, as all her hidden anxieties lurched to the surface of her mind. She put her tea on the table.




    Dave came even closer, perching on the edge of the table and only just missing her mug. He looked ready for a treat. As he settled himself, she watched his thighs squish upwards and outwards. She thought they looked like the filling in a lumpy old duvet as they spread inside his crumpled chinos.




    ‘Here’s a textbook case of poor impulse control and inability to manage anger,’ he said, as though lecturing a first-year student, ‘leading to unpredictable violence. Men like John Clarence always re-offend. Anyone involved in the real world could’ve told you that.’




    ‘If you’re right,’ Karen said with a smile, thinking that if she had to work with the man she might as well try to make him like her, ‘my report will be lining cat-litter trays in no time, and I’ll be on the streets.’




    ‘It’ll be a lot worse than that.’ Dave laughed, and the patronising note set her teeth on edge. ‘You’ll have a starring role as the latest media monster. You’ll get filthy hate mail. You’ll probably be sacked, and any good work you’ve done in the past will be ignored. You’ll definitely understand how witches felt in the sixteenth century.’




    He’d described all Karen’s worst waking nightmares. But she wasn’t going to let him see it.




    ‘No one in this business is right a hundred per cent of the time,’ he went on with glee. ‘I just hope you don’t make a cock-up with today’s subject.’




    ‘Why today’s particularly?’ Karen said.




    Dave pretended to hesitate, looking her up and down before adding with fake kindness, ‘I’d better not say too much. But he’s got powerful supporters. Whichever way you go, you’ll be taking one hell of a risk. And if you’re wrong, you’ll be pilloried in the press. Don’t think your youth and legs and hair and eyes will help you then.’




    ‘Youth?’ Karen laughed artistically.




    She’d come to academic forensic psychology much later than most people, having married at eighteen, right out of school. Widowed five years later, she’d had to set about getting herself an education just as everyone else was being promoted at work.




    ‘I’m thirty-five,’ she added, still trying to keep the conversation polite.




    ‘You don’t look it.’ Now Dave sounded sour. ‘The press’ll hate you even more than if you were a bristly hag.’




    The door bell rang, which helped Karen use her own impulse control to stop herself picking up her mug to throw at him.




    Dave headed off to unlock the door, saying over his shoulder, ‘You can go into that first office and I’ll bring him in. Don’t let any of his smoothness fool you: he’s one of the worst you’ll ever meet, however long you stay in this business.’




    

       

    




    Chapter 2




    Friday, 26 September, 11.30 a.m.




    The 23-year-old who’d once been Lizzie Fane leaned forwards, her knife loaded with blood-coloured paint, to fill the narrow serpentine gap between the great basalt cliffs that filled her giant canvas. If she got this right, she should be able to see the painting as either a gory chasm or a flame-topped mountain range.




    When the red had been laid on the canvas with all the jagged rage she’d wanted, she stepped back, wiping the knife on a rag. All around her were the good familiar smells of paint, canvas, turpentine, woodshavings and size. Her studio was little more than a glorified shed in the garden of the small white farmhouse she rented in the obscure and tiny Somerset village of Hoaxley, but it was all she needed.




    What she saw on the easel made her nod in satisfaction. The red could be either blood or fire. You could be at the top or the bottom of the mountains of hell.




    She let out a tiny breath of relief no one else would have heard, and loaded a thin brush with the pale grey she always used for her secret pseudonym: Lee Wills.




    When the painting was dry enough, she would pack it up and send it to the dealer she’d found on the internet, who’d been doing amazingly well for her ever since she’d submitted the first Lee Wills painting. She’d called it Light Out of Dark, even though the light then was only the tiniest speck in a furious sea of threatening darkness.




    Once this one had gone, she would revert to the sweet undisturbing landscapes she was becoming known for in the village, where everyone believed her name was Lisa Raithe and where for most of the time she could feel herself to be Lisa: an untroubled, comfortable kind of young woman, without the slightest knowledge of violence – or interest in it.




    Although Anton, the dealer, was always asking for more information about ‘Lee Wills’ and begging for face-to-face meetings, she’d held him off so far. They communicated only through her solicitor, who was the one person she’d trusted with the truth. He received the cheques Anton sent, organized her accounts, paid her bills and taxes, and did everything she needed to keep her hiding place and her real identity safe from everyone, even her father.




    Neither her mind nor her scarred body would ever let her forget Randall’s threat: ‘Wherever you are, I’ll find you. And I will kill you.’




    She looked at the painting she’d just finished, slashed through with the pure red river of her hate, and was proud of the way she was fighting back.




    For quite a lot of the time now, she could enjoy being Lisa, who was straightforward as well as comfortable – mostly – and nearly normal. Lee wasn’t normal at all, but it was Lee who could fend off the nightmares when they came, and who would one day get justice for what had happened to Lizzie. And justice, she’d discovered, was lifeblood.




    She wasn’t mad. The three sides of her personality were only that. She let herself think of them as separate people, because that was easier, but all the time she knew they were really her. Just a way of making it possible to live with the memory of what Randall had done.




    The phone rang, shocking her back into the present. After a moment, she picked it up and heard the expected voice, quiet, gentle, and softly burred with the local accent:




    ‘Lisa. It’s me. You coming to the pub tonight?’




    Outside the studio window, the sun blazed along the narrow river like the red version in her painting. The light would be gone by eight. She still didn’t like walking home in the dark, even here, even though the pub was only about five hundred yards from her cottage. But she was fighting back.




    ‘Yes,’ she said firmly into the phone. ‘I could be there by seven. You coming, Jed?’




    ‘Yeah. And I want to buy your tea,’ he said. ‘We’d be celebrating. That new restaurant in Hope Street’s going to be organic and I’m to supply their veg and herbs. Don’t turn me down again, Lisa. You know I get family rates at the pub.’




    She still didn’t like letting anyone else pay for anything. She couldn’t forget what it had been like to stand by a bar and take drinks from Randall.




    Not that Jed was anything like Randall.




    ‘OK. Great,’ she said into the phone. ‘Thanks. See you later.’




    She pressed the red button to silence the phone, then had to work on the voices in her head. They clanged around, some whispering, others yelling at her about the risks she was taking.




    ‘I can trust Jed,’ she said aloud, determined to make the voices stop. ‘I can. So shut up.’




    ‘Why?’ whispered one. ‘You were wrong before. Why d’you think you’re not wrong now? Just because Jed’s not smooth and rich like Randall, that doesn’t mean he won’t turn on you. How naïve are you? Were they right, all those people who said you were asking for it last time? Do you want to be raped again?’




    Something out in the garden caught in her peripheral vision. Her head whipped round to the left so she could look directly at it.




    Everything seemed normal, but she had seen something bigger than an animal, just for a second. She reached for the heavy bunch of keys and let herself out into the garden.




    No footprints could be seen in the soft fertile earth or on the damp grass. She moved on to the river. A swan slid along the surface, looking stately and contemptuous as it turned its head towards her. The sound of oars, or a canoe paddle, splashing on the water came from further up the river, past the bend. Someone was working hard to get his boat out of view fast.




    Lisa wrapped her arms around her shuddering body and thought about putting barbed wire across the top of the six stone steps that led down from her garden to the river.




    

       

    




    Chapter 3




    Friday, 26 September, 10.30 a.m.




    ‘Doctor Taylor, I am sorry to have kept you waiting. It’s good of you to see me.’




    The man who strolled into the small light office ahead of Dave was at least six foot tall, dark-haired and dressed in clean black jeans that looked new, with a round-necked grey T-shirt and a beautifully cut jacket of grey-flecked black cashmere. His eyes were the colour of fresh conkers and they twinkled at Karen with good humour and intelligent appreciation. He smelled of Penhaligon’s Blenheim Bouquet, the peppery-citrus aftershave her husband had always used because someone had told him it was what rich successful bankers wore.




    Even so, Karen found herself smiling back at him and knew she had to get a grip on the meeting fast.




    ‘Have a seat and we’ll get cracking,’ she said. ‘I hope they’ve explained how I want you to answer a set of questions as quickly as you can, and without bothering to try to work out what they mean or what you think I want you to write. OK?’




    ‘Yeah. Sounds just like a Myers-Briggs.’




    ‘You’ve taken a psychometric test before?’




    ‘I had to for work.’ He sat obediently, crossing his legs and offering an image of total relaxation. ‘In the old days, of course. Since I was convicted of—’




    ‘I have to stop you there,’ Karen said very quickly. ‘It’s important for the study that I know nothing of your life, sentence or crime.’ She laughed a little: ‘Alleged or otherwise.’




    ‘I suppose it would muddle the scientific purity of your investigation,’ he said, laughing back at her, as though they were at a party and flirting. ‘But God! It’s refreshing. You can’t imagine what it’s been like these f— these few years. Everyone thinks they know what I’m like because of what they’ve been told I did.’




    Hold on, Karen told herself. Don’t respond. Just because he speaks your language and looks as though he understands and likes you, don’t get involved. He’s a subject like any other.




    She handed him a basic ballpoint and the first of her sheets of questions. This section had no particular significance and was unlikely to tell her anything useful about the respondents. She used it as a way of easing them into their tests – and stopping them working out what the questions were designed to show, if they were sophisticated enough to think of it or want to control the way they answered.




    This one’s definitely sophisticated enough, Karen thought.




    ‘As I said,’ she added aloud, with an easy smile, ‘the quicker you can answer, the better.’ Something about the knowing way he looked up at her made her offer a tiny challenge. ‘Some of my subjects find reading and writing so hard they take hours. You’ll do better than that. But there’ll be things even you won’t understand. Don’t hesitate to say. I won’t judge you.’




    Karen got back a fast, harsh flash of anger that interested her. Forcing her mind to stop working out what it might mean, she pulled a batch of unrelated papers out of her briefcase and pretended to concentrate on them. The camera was recording the session, so she didn’t have to watch his reactions as he dealt with her questions. She could play and replay the films later, when she was analysing the answers.




    ‘Done,’ he said, pushing the sheet back across the table in record time.




    Karen didn’t even look at his answers as she gave him the next set of questions, all of which dealt with situations likely to generate frustration: at a bus stop; in hospital; driving a car stuck behind four caravans; discussing football with an enemy supporter; being harassed by someone else’s child; and so on. For each imaginary scene, he had to tick the box that most appropriately described his natural response.




    This time he finished the sheet even more quickly than before. She gave him the third without a word.




    ‘You know, Doctor Taylor, it might be easier if you gave me the whole bunch in one go. It would save you trouble.’




    ‘It’s no trouble,’ she said, still not letting him take control. ‘Quick as you can now.’




    When he’d finished all her sets of questions, she locked his sheets away in her briefcase and thanked him.




    ‘Pleasure,’ he said, well back into his charming mode. ‘What happens now?’




    ‘I take these back to my office, enter the data into my computer model, analyse them, find out whether I need to know more, then have a proper interview with you, during which we will talk about your time in prison and the offence that sent you there, whatever it was.’




    ‘Alleged offence,’ he said with an air of languid correction, as though it didn’t really matter to him.




    ‘Of course,’ she said. Something about him chilled her, in spite of his intelligent responsiveness. ‘Have you got a flat yet, or are you in a hostel? How are you finding the transition to life outside?’




    He gestured towards his immaculate jacket. ‘Can you really see me in a hostel with drunken, drug-addled, illiterate, aggressive scum?’




    Ah, she thought, unable to keep her mind completely dumb, so he’s an arrogant shit as well as a professional charmer with anger-management issues. She smiled again, still trying to make herself look admiring.




    ‘I’m staying at my mother’s, on Campden Hill,’ he added in the drawling tones of a man at ease all over the world, ‘putting everything back together as quickly as possible. I have several interviews lined up, thank God, with people who remember me from life before prison.’




    ‘Right,’ Karen said, knowing that even the tiniest of cottages on Campden Hill in west London cost well over a million pounds. ‘Aren’t you lucky?’




    ‘Lucky?’ He almost spat out the word.




    ‘Yes,’ she said, not allowing herself to flinch at the hatred in the sound. ‘Very lucky.’




    He moved so fast she didn’t have time to react before she felt his right hand around her left wrist, squeezing so hard the bones shifted painfully. She glanced towards the camera. Dave or one of his staff should be here any minute. She sat as patiently as she could, not pulling away. No one came. The man held on and squeezed hard. Karen’s breathing shortened and her throat grew tighter and tighter.




    ‘Now you know how I’ve felt all these years,’ he said, letting her go at last. ‘Tethered. Humiliated. Afraid. There’s been no luck of any kind.’




    Karen looked down at her wrist and saw the deep, pale-yellow indentations in her pink skin, showing where his fingers had been. There’d be bruises later.




    ‘That wasn’t very sensible,’ she said, meeting his gaze with her own eyes absolutely steady, ‘for a man out of prison on parole.’




    ‘I didn’t hurt you.’ He laughed, and the sound made her feel as though someone had wiped an ice cube up and down her warm spine. ‘Not enough, anyway.’




    She glanced towards the camera again and a second later the door opened and Dave put his head round it.




    ‘Everything OK?’ he asked in the most casual of voices.




    Karen looked at him for long enough, she hoped, to tell him she knew he’d let her sweat for longer than he had to, then she said, ‘Fine, thanks. We’re done here.’




    She glanced at her paroled offender, adding, ‘I’ll see you in seven days’ time.’




    ‘So I gather.’ He got to his feet and held out his right hand, as though he expected her to shake it.




    ‘You may go,’ Karen said, not moving from her chair. ‘Mr Pickney will refund the cost of your journey here.’




    When they’d gone, she sat back, trying not to see quite how much the man she’d interviewed had in common with her dead husband. It wasn’t just the eye-wateringly expensive aftershave they both liked. Peter had had just the same kind of superficial charm, as well as the subterranean rage that had emerged whenever he’d been challenged or shown anything that even hinted at disrespect.




    How much else did the two of them share? Peter had been a conman, using his seductiveness to entice his victims into believing in his mythical financial skills, then take them for everything they had. Since his death Karen had often wondered whether it had actually been the money that had driven him or the pleasure he’d taken in ruining other people’s lives.




    ‘Nasty piece of work, isn’t he?’ Dave said, coming back with the earth-coloured mugs in his hand. ‘You’d never have thought he was a successful property dealer before he went down, would you? More tea?’




    ‘Thanks, but I’d better be off.’ Karen glanced at the big clock over the door. ‘I could just catch the 13.20 back to Southampton if I go now, then have the whole afternoon to work. I’ll see you next week when I come back to interview him.’




    ‘I’d give it a minute or two more,’ Dave said, coming to peer out of the window over her shoulder. ‘Gyre’s still down there, hanging about. You don’t want him following you home, now do you? You’re just his type: tall and blonde. His victims are usually a bit younger, but, like I say, you don’t look thirty-five.’




    *  *  *




    Karen took the later train. When she eventually made her way to Waterloo Station, she couldn’t stop thinking of the tall blonde victims of the man Dave had called Gyre. How many had there been? And what – exactly – had he done to them? Were they all dead?




    Every time a car backfired or a grimy London pigeon flew too close, she flinched and rubbed her still-aching wrist against her thigh. When someone touched her arm as he rushed past, she nearly yelled at him. And every street seemed to be full of tall dark-haired men, loitering on corners, watching her. Each time she noticed one, she had to check he was a stranger.




    You’ve got to stop this, she thought. You’ll scare yourself even more efficiently than Dave just tried to. Get a grip.




    The frustration of battling through the crowds at Waterloo and listening to the braying loudspeakers soon stopped her thinking of anything else. She found her platform in the end and made her way towards the barrier. A black cat strolled just in front of her, brushing against her leg. She dropped her ticket. Bending down to pick it up, she found herself staring at a pair of perfectly clean new black jeans. She took her time reaching for the ticket so she had a moment to prepare, then straightened up ready to face Gyre.




    She saw a lanky teenager with his mum and little sister, all three of them staring at her as though she was a freak. Karen smiled and held out her ticket with a rueful expression designed to show them what a fool she’d been. It didn’t make them look any less surprised by her tension, or the slowness of her movements. Giving up, she turned and stuffed the ticket in the automatic reader, before walking along the outside of the train until she found her compartment.




    If she’d been paying for herself, it would have been a standard one, but the Ministry of Justice had her on a similar expenses regime to Members of Parliament, who always travelled first class so that they could work discreetly on the train, undisturbed by curious passengers. Karen had no idea whether they did any work, but she always did. She had too many projects on the go to waste an uninterrupted hour and a half. Today, she opened her laptop at once and started inputting the answers Gyre had given about the minutiae of his responses to everyday life.




    Building them into a net that covered almost every aspect of a man’s existence could, Karen believed, give a clear indication of how he would respond to much more dangerous stimuli. Every individual was different and every offender motivated by different stresses and memories, but there were enough common factors to be useful.




    The train pulled out of Waterloo at last, into a haze of muddy rain that splattered the window beside her, sounding like handfuls of gravel being thrown at the toughened glass. By the time they’d flashed, unstopping, through Woking, twenty-nine miles away, her skin was prickling with adrenaline and her mind was charged up like a nuclear-powered generator.




    Today’s completed tests showed a tendency to re-offend that was almost off the scale. Karen had never seen a clearer example of someone untroubled by conscience, a controlling, angry man, who was determined to display his power over other people at every possible opportunity. Even more alarming was the repeated revelation of his intense pleasure in hurting women, physically and emotionally. He was excited by the very idea.




    Karen examined her wrist and saw that dark-grey bruises were already forming in the oval spaces where his fingers had gripped her flesh.




    Now she had no problem seeing what his offence had been. All the facts would be waiting for her in her office at the university in Southampton, along with details of his identity, background and sentence. But she was clear enough in her own mind that he had to be a rapist, and exceptionally violent.




    The securely couriered package was waiting on Karen’s desk, signed for by the departmental assistant. There had been so many recent losses of supposedly secure data on disks or memory sticks – or even old-fashioned files – that Al Marks and his bosses had been determined that they were not going to have any embarrassing mishaps with revelations about dangerous offenders out on licence in the community.




    Inside the padded envelope was the usual password-protected computer disk. Karen laid it ready on her desk, before hanging her jacket on the hook behind the door and switching on the kettle she kept in her office. Ever since she’d worked out the High Street price of her caffeine habit, she’d brewed her own and saved a fortune.




    The kettle boiled and she tipped the water onto the grounds in the filter paper before inserting the disk into the side of her laptop. Today’s choice of coffee was a beautifully fruity, lightly acidic Kenya peaberry.




    All the usual security boxes popped up on her screen and she typed in her password and her security-check number and waited, pouring her coffee black. The rich smell she loved even more than the taste rose from the surface. Outside the window someone was drilling into the road and traffic clanked and coughed its way through the latest jam. Down the hall phones were ringing and doors slamming.




    Karen was used to shutting out all distractions when she was working and barely heard the cacophony as Randall Gyre’s history rose line by line on her screen.




    He had been convicted only once, of grievous bodily harm, for which he had served four years of a nine-year sentence. The length of his punishment alone told Karen that the injuries he’d inflicted must have been very bad indeed.




    The Senior Investigating Officer’s name caught Karen’s eye and made her smile.




    Charlie Trench.




    They’d met last year, when she’d been doing some research on the Isle of Wight and found herself involved in more drama than she ever wanted to face again. Charlie had been a crucial part of it, and she’d liked him a lot. If she hadn’t already been committed to Will, she might have . . .




    Karen shut down the thought at once, just as firmly as she’d stopped herself phoning Charlie during the long winter evenings when Will had been on call in Brighton, all her mates had been too busy to play, and even the charms of Mozart and coffee or good wine had palled.




    For the first few weeks after the Island dramas had ended, Karen had waited for Charlie to phone her. She’d been so sure he would she’d even practised what she might say if the odd casual meeting for drinks or a meal had got out of hand: something on the lines of, ‘I’ve loved working with you, Charlie, and I think you’re great, but as you know I’m involved with Will. I don’t think it’d be fair to . . .’




    Her face bunched up into a grimace of self-disgust. Charlie hadn’t given her the opportunity to say any of it. There hadn’t been any drinks or meals; not even a friendly text.




    The trouble with being a psychologist, she told herself, is that it forces you to face your own subconscious. You fancied the hell out of Charlie and wanted him to try to break down your resistance so you could enjoy being chased and yet still feel all virtuous because you managed to stay faithful to Will.




    Needing to get back to work, she ordered herself to forget Charlie’s wickedly gleaming dark eyes and concentrate on the files.




    His team had quickly identified the attacker, and Randall Gyre had been tried for both rape and GBH. The double charge obviously meant the Crown Prosecution Service hadn’t been confident of getting a rape conviction, in spite of the victim’s injuries. Having seen the way Randall presented himself, and having had a taste of his charm, Karen wasn’t surprised.




    Even if he hadn’t been so plausible and appealing, he might have got away with it if he hadn’t been so violent. Frighteningly few alleged rapists received guilty verdicts in the English courts. The latest figures suggested that fewer than 6 per cent of reported rapes ended in conviction.




    Some of those allegations could have been false, but in Karen’s view the few malicious accusers were more than balanced by the number of women who never went anywhere near the police, thinking they wouldn’t be believed, or not wanting to put themselves through the added trauma of investigation and possibly hostile lawyers in court. Forty per cent of raped women were thought never to tell anyone what happened to them.




    Colleagues had warned Karen that you didn’t stand much chance of seeing a rapist convicted unless he was a total stranger to his entirely sober – and modestly dressed – victim and jumped her in front of a working security camera that recorded his facial features as well as all his actions while he was leaving plenty of DNA evidence at the scene and on his victim’s body.




    Randall’s past history was even more illuminating. He had been in court twice before the current case, both times on charges of rape that had resulted in not-guilty verdicts. The victim in the second of those had been injured more severely than the first, though less badly than Lizzie Fane. The progression was clear, and alarming.




    Karen reached for the phone and punched in the number for Al’s direct line at the Ministry of Justice.




    While she waited for him to answer, she examined the photographs of the three victims. As Dave had hinted, all the women were tall and slender and blonde, just as she was herself. But these pictures showed another progression: each of the victims was more beautiful than the one before, as though Randall had been testing himself with a more enticing – and probably more difficult – target every time.




    Karen wondered how many others there’d been, who had not reported what he’d done to them. She’d walked down enough dark streets on her own to have some idea of how they must have felt at the moment when they realized what was going to happen. What must it do to them all to know that he still hadn’t been properly punished?




    ‘Marks,’ said the cool efficient voice in her ear, once the ringing tone had stopped.




    ‘Al? It’s Karen here – Karen Taylor. I’ve got my preliminary results from Subject Eleven’s tests and I’ve been reading up his past history.’




    ‘Oh, yes? Are you going to tell me he’s another John Clarence, who should be protected from any vigilante violence at all costs because he, himself, is not really a violent man, in spite of all the evidence everyone else has?’




    ‘Absolutely not.’ Karen’s voice was hard.




    She had to forget she could have been one of Randall’s victims if she’d had the bad luck to come up against him when he was hunting. Her job now was to do everything in her power to protect any other woman who might catch his eye.




    ‘I’m phoning to warn you that Randall’s a serious danger to the public’ Her voice was at its driest and most authoritative because she knew Al responded better to that than any overt emotion. ‘The tests I’m analysing here make it look highly likely that he’ll do it again. And next time he may kill.’




    

       

    




    Chapter 4




    Friday, 26 September, 4.30 p.m.




    ‘So?’ Down the phone Al’s voice sounded casual in the extreme.




    ‘So you’ve got to get him back in custody,’ Karen said, managing not to shout insults at him. ‘And fast, Al, before he finds the next woman he wants to rape.’




    ‘Come on. You know that’s impossible.’




    The blood pounded in her head as it always did when she was on the point of losing her temper.




    ‘You’ve got to do something.’




    ‘Don’t shout at me, Doctor Taylor.’




    Karen said nothing. All she wanted to do was swear at him. And that would be fatal.




    After a moment Al started again in a slightly friendlier voice: ‘Come on, Karen, you know how these things work. I’ll minute your call, and you can write it up in your report. If your prediction comes true, you’ll get the credit. If it doesn’t, you can console yourself with the knowledge of all those young women who have not been killed as you thought they would be.’




    ‘And if another woman is raped and murdered, how are you going to feel then?’ In response to the softening of his tone, she’d managed to quieten her own again. ‘Come on, Al, will you at least warn someone?’




    ‘Who – every chief constable in the country? What’ll they do? What can they do?’




    ‘You passed on my views of John Clarence.’




    ‘Only to MAPPA, the tracking group that deals with the most serious offenders out on licence.’




    ‘And to Dave Pickney,’ Karen said, letting out some of the outrage she felt.




    ‘Well, members of the working party, yes. But they’re bound by rules of confidentiality, just like you.’




    ‘So everyone on the panel will be told what I think about Randall?’




    ‘I’d have thought it likely,’ Al said airily.




    ‘Then maybe one of them will do something to stop the next rape.’




    ‘Now, Karen,’ Al’s clever young voice had taken on a patronising note she didn’t like at all. ‘You’re getting emotional again. Don’t let your feelings get in the way of all the good your report could do if it’s not tainted. We have to take the long view. However you may be tempted to talk about your assessment of Gyre, don’t give in to it. You’re bound – absolutely – by the confidentiality document you signed. If you break it, all your work will be for nothing. I must go. My other phone’s ringing. Keep me informed. Goodbye.’




    Karen slammed the receiver back on the phone, hating him, and muttering, ‘Long view. Bloody long view. How can I?’




    Al was right, of course. She knew that, just as she knew she couldn’t do anything to mess up her study. If she broke her contract, they could throw her off the project. All her reports so far would be binned, she’d never know how far to trust the tests she’d designed, and she wouldn’t have done anything to stop Randall raping – and maybe killing – his next victim.




    But the idea of what he had done and would do again ate into her mind. She couldn’t leave it like this. After a minute or two, she pulled his test sheets forwards again to re-check her conclusions, hoping to find that she’d got them wrong.




    She hadn’t. When she was sure, she opened her email and typed a short note to Al:




    

      

        

          We spoke. I informed you of my conclusion that Randall Gyre is a serious danger to the public and should not be living unsupervised in the community.


        


      


    




    Someone knocked on the door of her office. She pressed ‘send’ and called out, ‘Come in.’




    The door opened and from outside it a bubbly voice called, ‘Karen, darling?’




    ‘Dillie!’ Karen said as she stood up. It was a quarter of a century since she’d called her mother anything else.




    Dillie swept in, bringing with her a cloud of lily-of-the-valley scent from her favourite Diorissimo. She was dressed with unusual conservatism in a plain black pencil skirt and emerald linen jacket, with no more than an exotically coloured bird-of-paradise brooch in her lapel to show she was more exciting than anyone else in the world. Mainly enamel, the brooch had real feathers for the bird’s tail and must have been a good four inches tall, which was a lot for someone who could manage only five foot three herself, even on tiptoes.




    ‘What on earth are you doing here?’ Karen said.




    ‘I had a meeting.’ Dillie reached up to kiss her cheek. ‘Are you going to let me sit down?’




    Karen hastily cleared a heap of undergraduate essays off the only spare chair. They were the first of the academic year, and they’d have to be marked soon. Research into the minds and habits of men like Randall might get her blood running in a way her students never could, but teaching them was her first responsibility and she couldn’t shirk it. Not for long, anyway.




    Dillie brushed dust off the chair, then sat down, looking critically at her daughter.




    ‘I thought your newfound fame might have brought some money with it. But you look ghastly. Can you really not afford anything better cut than those awful trousers?’




    Karen thought of explaining the need for camouflage when dealing with sadistic sex offenders, then shrugged. There was no point. Her appearance was an old battleground between them. She’d inherited the blonde hair Dillie now had to fake, and the pretty button of a face that looked so charming on someone as small as Dillie and so absurd on Karen, and she’d never been allowed to forget it.




    She had her height from her father, but she’d missed out on his long face and chiselled cheekbones, which seemed unfair.




    ‘There’s no money in academia, as you know. Not like advertising.’ Karen didn’t mean to wind-up her mother, but Dillie flushed, which suggested the business might be in crisis again. That would explain her relatively sober outfit, too. ‘What’s up?’




    ‘Nothing.’ Dillie’s tone was casual, as though she was completely untroubled by anything. ‘Why should it be?’




    Karen waited, knowing it wouldn’t be long before she got the story.




    ‘Oh, all right, darling. We are having the tiniest little financial difficulty. Nothing important. Cash-flow hiccup. Temporary, of course.’ Dillie paused, as though expecting a response. Karen did her best.




    ‘Of course,’ she repeated. ‘How does that bring you to Southampton? You’re surely far too glamorous to have clients in a city like this one.’




    Dillie laughed, the delicate sound rising into an artfully musical declaration of amusement, which ratcheted up Karen’s suspicions at once.




    ‘Come on, Dillie. Out with it. What do you want me to do for you?’




    ‘Since you ask, buy that horrid little hut you love so much on the Pile of Shite,’ said Dillie.




    Karen had no difficulty translating her mother’s request for her to buy the Isle of Wight holiday chalet that Dillie had inherited from her mother. Karen manufactured her own tone of light amusement.




    ‘No one would ever suspect that you were one of the world’s great advertising geniuses,’ she said. ‘I’ve never heard a less enticing proposition.’




    Dillie’s mask of cheerful insouciance slipped a little. ‘That’s because I don’t want to diddle you. But one good thing is that that weird neighbour – you know, the Elephant Man – has died, so you wouldn’t have a dotty stalker with a passion for shotguns living on your doorstep in the middle of those spooky woods.’




    Karen felt all kinds of emotions stirring in the least protected parts of her mind. Nostalgia mixed with fear and irritation and longing. She struggled to contain them.




    ‘How much d’you expect to get?’




    ‘I was over there having it valued this morning.’ Dillie looked at her daughter, over the edge of her coffee mug, as though checking how far she could go. Then she shrugged, saying, ‘The agent thinks on the open market we could probably get about half a million. For you, darling, we’d let it go for fifty thousand less.’




    Karen thought of her last stay on the Island, trying to dredge up memories of all the chalet’s disadvantages so she wouldn’t rush into a decision she might regret. She’d had to cook in its wholly inadequate kitchen, put out enamel bowls all over the kitchen floor to catch rain from leaks in the roof and generally endure the under-furnished, under-equipped musty squalor that had developed over the years of her mother’s neglect.




    Even with that list in mind, Karen couldn’t forget the rest. As a child, she’d thought the chalet was like something out of a fairytale. If she’d been offered three wishes, she’d have asked all three times to live there for ever with her grandmother and her beloved brother, Aidan, and nobody else at all.




    Summer holidays had been the best, full of amazing walks over the chalk downs, surrounded by the sweetness of wild flowers and clouds of colour from the butterflies: Common Blues and speckled Skippers and others whose names Karen couldn’t remember now. Painted Admirals or Red Ladies or something. If she had a chance to spend more time there, they’d become second nature again.




    She thought of long hot afternoons on the Island’s emptier beaches, with Aidan burying her in the sand up to her neck, or shrimping with him in weedy pools among the rocks and watching for porpoises out at sea, while Granny kept an eye on them as she did her knitting, so expert she never had to look down at her stitches or the pattern. Once or twice they’d even built driftwood fires on the shingle and roasted potatoes and sausages wrapped in banana skins to stop them scorching in the flames.




    Karen had learned all her cooking on the Island, just as she’d learned to swim and to ride a bike without stabilisers. She’d had her first kiss there, her first period, her first hangover. More or less everything important in her life before she’d married had happened on the Island. It would always feel like home.




    The house doesn’t have to be musty and neglected, she told herself, thinking of all kinds of ways to make the ramshackle chalet truly light and airy. Even gorgeous. Maybe.




    ‘Come on, Karen.’ Dillie was wheedling now. ‘The land itself must be worth four hundred and fifty grand on its own. It does go all the way to the sea, you know. You could make something of it. Open it up. Get rid of those ghastly trees. You could probably turn a tidy profit on it. In the end.’




    ‘I’ll have to think.’ Karen probably had enough saved to pay for a deposit, but she had no idea whether anyone would give her a mortgage for the rest. She already owed a lot on her penthouse flat here in Southampton. There was no way she could commit herself until she’d talked to her bank.




    ‘Don’t take too long. It’s urgent. Really urgent.’ Dillie shook her body, like someone emerging from a sauna, found her cheerful smile again from somewhere, and bounced up from the hard chair to kiss Karen. ‘So do your best. And think about a facial. A better haircut wouldn’t hurt either. Presentation is all. No one listens to you if you look a mess – least of all banks. Bye now.’




    She blew out of the room, banging the door behind her.




    Karen was left to wonder what it would have been like to have a mother who cared more about her children than her business affairs. Without her grandmother and the Island, Karen would have been lost.
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