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  To Nicola,

  with all my heart and love because every day you make me laugh,

  every day you remind me to be silly, and because . . . 

  you’re English, you are!


  Contents


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  Chapter Ten


  Chapter Eleven


  Chapter Twelve


  Chapter Thirteen


  Chapter Fourteen


  Chapter Fifteen


  Chapter Sixteen


  Chapter Seventeen


  Chapter Eighteen


  Chapter Nineteen


  Chapter Twenty


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  Chapter Thirty


  Chapter Thirty-One


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  Acknowledgments


  About The Author


  Back Cover


  CHAPTER ONE


  LONDON, ENGLAND, 2008


  Hugo turned the corner onto Gable Street, the growl of London’s evening traffic fading away behind him. The winter sun had set an hour ago and the damp evening settled itself comfortably over the city, bringing with it one of London’s famous fogs, a slow creeper that followed Hugo from the Whitechapel station, stalking him every step of the way.


  By the time he reached the entrance to the alleyway, at the south end of Gable Street, the fog had swallowed up the first of the terraced houses behind him. Hugo looked back at the remaining homes for signs of life; a few windows glowed yellow behind tightly-drawn curtains, but that was all.


  He stood at the mouth of the alley, the reason he was here, and peered into its darkness. Under his feet the gray concrete of the sidewalk gave way to ancient cobblestones, worn smooth by the feet of man and beast, now shiny with the damp of the evening. Overhead the night sky was moonless, the stars already snuffed out by the gathering mist. As Hugo peered into the alley, the blackness seeped across the cobblestones toward him.


  He raised his shoulders and shivered against a chill that was real, or mostly real. Above his head, a gentle breeze rattled the branches of an old oak tree that reached over from the cemetery next door, sending a soft shower of rain pattering onto his hat.


  He put out a hand and brushed his fingers against the rough brick wall. It was damp and his fingertips came away grimy. Two hundred years of London soot, he thought, and Gable Street had changed very little in that time.


  He’d read about this place but had never been here. He’d first heard about it from a colleague in the FBI’s behavioral-profiling unit, a man almost as obsessed with unsolved murders as Hugo. And now he was here for the same reason he always visited a crime scene: to make contact with the victim and with the killer. He’d come at dusk on purpose, a time when the senses were keenest. He was no believer in the supernatural, but there had always been something about the death of a day, the hour of the rising of night, that tugged at the part of Hugo that connected most easily with those he hunted.


  Or used to hunt. He didn’t do that anymore, have cases. He’d solved his last just two days before quitting the bureau for the State Department and now, as head of security for the US Embassy in London, he had duties and responsibilities, employees, and high-level meetings with the CIA. But no cases.


  A hundred-year-old murder in the grimy backstreets of London wouldn’t be his anyway. A good thing, considering it was all but unsolvable. There was no evidence left, of course, nothing to tag and bag, even to see, so the only connection he could make was through those unnamed senses that fed information to the nerves and the mistier corners of the brain. Pretty much all Hugo could do, with no evidence and no jurisdiction, was stand in the dark alley with the fog slinking around him and hope that he could recreate the fear, generate and experience the creeping sense of menace that lived in darkest London, in the places like this, where evil deeds were committed and where time seemed unable to wipe them away.


  He started into the alley, the cobbles hard and smooth beneath the soles of his cowboy boots. The light from Gable Street faded and he stopped to let his eyes adjust to the gloom. A soft, wet smell reached his nostrils: damp earth and something rotting. Vegetable, not animal. To his right, a twenty-foot brick wall secured the perimeter of a former coal yard, a place now used mostly as a scrap heap for old cars. To his left, another high wall kept vagrants and ne’er-do-wells out of White­chapel Cemetery. He moved forward, his left hand deep in his coat pocket, fingers wrapped around a flashlight, not switched on because he didn’t want to spoil the mood. Three-quarters of the way down the alley he stopped, took off his hat, and looked down. Here, on the right side of the alley, is where she’d been found, tucked in the lee of the wall, stretched out with her fingers toward Gable Street, her feet pointing toward the iron gates of the foundry that dead-ended the alley.


  Nothing more than a drunk and a prostitute, she’d died in December 1905 at the hands of an unknown killer who, the police had insisted, was not Jack the Ripper. Her head had been sliced open, one or two hard blows crushing her skull, and her throat cut down to the spine. Half-naked and not wearing shoes, the police surgeon found no evidence that she had been sexually assaulted. She’d bled to death on the cobbles, found by a fellow prostitute who’d gone into the alley with a customer and come out in shock. The dead woman was Meg Prescott, her body identified by a woman who sometimes shared her tiny groundfloor room on Dorset Street—a stone’s throw away and described by the Daily Mail at the time as “the worst street in London.” There, the two women spent their days drinking to excess and entertaining men. Or, as the friend told police, they worked as “seamstresses,” a polite fiction the police observed back then, at least until things got really nasty. Oddly, when police searched her house the night she was killed, police found the door unlocked and blood on Meg Prescott’s bed.


  Hugo knelt and put his right hand on the cold stones, finally bringing out the flashlight with the other. He switched it on, the light blanching out the cobbles, showing him nothing. Poor Meg, her death unavenged, her murder forgotten. Not even a part of the many Ripper tours that momentarily chilled the spirits of ghoulish visitors to London. He looked back the way he’d come, the way the killer had fled that winter night.


  “I’d have caught you,” he said quietly. “Jack or not.”


  He stood up and cast the light around him. A trickle of water from the afternoon’s drizzle ran along the gutter and into a drain, but there was nothing else to see. As he looked down at Meg Prescott’s final resting place, another chill settled around his shoulders and he shrugged it off before heading out back toward Gable Street, his footfalls echoing gently in the narrow confines of the alley.


  He turned right, walking alongside the low brick wall topped with iron railing that separated the street from the graveyard. Thirty yards along he reached the entranceway, a tall, double gate that someone had forgotten to close. He paused and put a hand on the cold iron but, as he started to pull it shut, he paused. He wasn’t ready to dispel the macabre cloak he’d pulled on, nor to leave the spirit of Meg Prescott entirely. He checked his watch. Not yet six. Plenty of time until his rendezvous at the Coachman pub a mile away. He pushed the gate open and stepped inside. Ahead of him, the path curved away to the left, cutting diagonally through the churchless cemetery whose gravestones tipped and tilted every way but upright, decades, centuries even, of shifting earth and soggy days, vandals that no graveyard custodian could keep out.


  The cemetery was large for central London, the size and shape of a football field, but the closeness of the rising fog and the heavy chill shrank it down, making it more intimate and personal. Hugo paused for a moment. He rested one hand on a moss-covered headstone and noticed the lack of traffic, the absence of construction noise; standing here, London was silent. After a moment, he pressed on and followed the gravel path deeper through the uneven rows of markers, stopping occasionally to try and read the older ones, tracing his fingers over the soft, worn stones and the hard, disfiguring lichen. He was able to decipher first or last names, rarely both, and sometimes dates. No catchy epitaphs or sorrowful last words. Just a fading catalog of the dead, filed away in a quiet, tree-lined corner of London, perhaps waiting to be recycled when this patch of land became too valuable and when the descendants of those who lay here had given up all pretense of aftercare. Or, maybe, had left the ranks of the living themselves.


  “A good night for ghosts,” Hugo said aloud, smiling at an unexpected knot in his stomach. Despite his skepticism for ephemeral bodies, he had to concede that the wraiths of fog that drifted around him, obscuring the lights of the city and trapping the dark, made for a spectral scene of the first order. He stepped up the pace, returning to the path and making for the far side of the graveyard, where he assumed another gate would release him back into London’s rush-hour traffic, and a little closer to the pub.


  He crested a slight rise and saw the gates in front of him, twenty yards away and the twins of those that had let him in. He breathed a sigh of relief and tried to guess which major street would be closest, but stopped short when he saw a movement to his right.


  He peered into the dark but saw nothing except the last rows of markers and, beyond them, a line of oak trees as old and twisted as the stones. The fog shifted as a slight breeze rattled the upper branches of the oaks, and he saw movement again, conspicuous not because of how much it moved, but because of the way it moved. A long, narrow object dangling in the middle branches, a gentle sway, back and forth.


  Hugo dug his hands deeper into his coat pockets, feeling the reassuring weight of his flashlight. He moved forward, his jaw clenched. The wind rose again, and a few last leaves floated past his face as the branches above clattered more loudly. He lost sight of the object for a second, but as he drew nearer he heard the faint creak of a rope above him. He looked up, his gaze trapped by a silhouette that slowly rotated in front of him, a figure that swayed in the breeze. Like a kaleidoscope image, the black limbs of the oak sank into the background and the clear outline of a human form took shape, a human being hanging from a rope that looped around its neck.


  He quick-drew his flashlight and the beam arrowed up, a weak light in the thick, pressing, cemetery dark. As he watched, the body rotated toward him and Hugo steeled himself to see the dead man’s face, to see the sunken pits of his eyes and the sagging look that Death painted on all His victims. But as it turned toward him, the body remained faceless, the beam of Hugo’s flashlight ending in a blank and empty pool where the face should have been. Hugo looked harder, not understanding what he was seeing until a momentary shift in the wind gave him a clearer view of the light-colored cloth covering the dead man’s head.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Hugo removed his hat, an automatic display of respect. He looked around quickly, though not for anything or anyone in particular, then stepped closer to the dangling figure. For a split second he contemplated grabbing the legs, lifting the body high in case its owner wasn’t yet dead, in case there was a chance that breath and life might yet be restored. He resisted the urge and instead pressed his fingers against bare skin by the ankle, and the cold skin told him that the artery he was looking for no longer pulsed. In truth, Hugo had known from the figure’s stillness that Death had come and gone, His heart cold and without remorse, caring only that this empty shell, whoever it was, remained in His graveyard as lifeless as its other residents. The indignity of how this person had died would be addressed later, the sacred rites of the living imposed on this corpse by family and friends. For now, though, nothing could be disturbed, because for Hugo the only thing more sacred than death was a crime scene.


  A fresh spatter of rain fell about him, and he started to worry about preserving evidence. His mind took him away from the macabre scene, switching off his emotional senses and firing up his physical ones, letting him rely on careful observation to detach him from the horror of a human being hanging from a tree and to put him into the protective zone in which he’d lived as an FBI agent. He looked around, eyes scanning the ground, not sure what to look for other than something that shouldn’t be there. But the ground gave nothing away, dusted with dead leaves, littered with broken twigs and the occasional branch. He couldn’t even see his own footprints in the damp earth, but he knew which way he’d come and moved slowly backward in that direction. He stopped ten yards away, took another look at the dangling figure, and pulled out his cell phone. Slowly and calmly, he identified himself to the emergency operator and explained what he’d found. As he spoke, the wind rose again, turning the body slowly and setting the limbs of the oak trees chattering with excitement.
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  He followed an elderly couple into the pub, holding the door for them as they wiped their feet on the mat outside. As he waited, a patient smile on his face, he looked into the room for the man who had brought him to London six months ago, Ambassador John Delaney Cooper. He saw him, perched at a small table beside the fireplace talking with the landlord, Al Grafton. The old publican knelt by the hearth, striking matches at scrunched-up balls of faintly damp newspaper, which he swore were harder to get going but burned hotter once lit. The room already glowed golden from its yellow lamps, and Hugo felt the warmth drift over to meet him.


  The elderly woman finally finished wiping her feet and reached for her husband’s arm, giving Hugo an apologetic smile and a nod of thanks. Inside the room they stopped again, this time to help each other out of their coats, but they stood to one side of the door, letting Hugo pass.


  Hugo approached his boss. “Mr. Ambassador,” he said, offering a hand.


  “I’ve told you before, it’s John,” the seated man corrected. It was their routine; Cooper was “Mr. Ambassador” at the embassy, but insisted on “John” after hours. A willowy figure, Cooper had large, sad eyes and a drooping mustache to match, though his personality was far from forlorn. In fact, before they met, Hugo had been warned of a playboy diplomat, and there was no doubt that Ambassador Cooper had a penchant for life’s pleasures. These included an ever-roving eye and frequent, late-night visits to the ambassadorial residence from a string of different ladies, providing endless gossip to his staff. Informal in dress and manner, his preference was for backstreet pubs over whitelinen restaurants, and Hugo had found him more of a harmless epicurean than a cavalier libertine. Good company on cold nights like this.


  “Beer?” Cooper asked.


  “I’ll get it. You need a refill?”


  “You know I do. I have a tab running, stick ’em on that.”


  “Yes sir, Mr. Ambassador,” Hugo smiled.


  He dropped his hat and coat on the third chair at the table and headed for the bar. They came here once a week, sometimes more, for the booze, the food, and the two pretty barmaids. Cooper’s generous tips had been instantly welcome, and the Americans were soon on first-name terms with Lucy and Jen. President George W. Bush was on the television behind the bar, near the end of his second presidency and looking tired, Hugo thought. Politics touched his own job often enough, and Hugo couldn’t fathom the pressures heaped on the world’s most powerful man.


  “Hi, Hugo. The usual?” Jen asked, barely looking up.


  “Please.” Hugo looked around as he waited. Ambassador Cooper stretched back languidly in his seat, feet stretched toward the fire. Al, father to Lucy, had managed to get it going and the flames were devouring the last of the newspaper and kindling, crackling and popping the way a young fire should. The other fifteen or so tables were filling slowly, city types grabbing a quick pint before heading home and early diners who knew that the cottage pie would be gone by eight, maybe before. In the far corner of the room a man sat by himself, broad-­shouldered and watchful, a newspaper and a glass of water on the table in front of him. Hugo caught his eye and nodded. The man nodded back, folded his newspaper, and stood. Hugo waited as he brought his glass to the bar.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting, Bart,” Hugo said to the man. “Got held up, I’ll tell you about it tomorrow.”


  “No problem, sir.”


  “Stay and have a drink with us?”


  “Not tonight, sir.” Bart winked. “Getting a babysitter for Amy and taking a date to the theater.”


  “Get going, then.” Hugo was delighted to hear that his colleague, and friend, was going on a date. Denum had been raising his daughter, Amy, alone since his wife had been killed in the same car crash that took Hugo’s wife, Ellie. Since then, Denum had focused all his attention on his daughter, wrapping her in cotton wool and letting no other woman near him or his precious girl. Hugo smiled. “Glad to hear it. Have fun, and have her call me if she’s upset about you being late.


  “I will. Good night, sir.”


  “Good night.” He turned to the bar as Jen appeared with the drinks.


  “Here you go, luv,” she said. “John’s tab?”


  “That’s the one. Thanks.”


  Cooper sat up as Hugo arrived with the jugs of beer. He nodded toward the door that Bart had just closed behind him. “If I have to have a bodyguard everywhere I go, could you at least find one who’ll sit and have a beer with me?”


  “Sure,” said Hugo, sitting opposite his boss and with his back to the wall. “Course, if I saw him do that I’d have to fire him.”


  “Not if I fired you first.”


  “True. So I need to tell you why I was late.”


  “Don’t worry about it.” Cooper held up a silencing hand. “You’ll want to hear about a little task I have for you.”


  “Right, you said on the phone you had something new and interesting for me to do.”


  “Yes.” Cooper stooped to his beer, taking the top inch off it with a practiced slurp. He sat back and wiped his mustache with the back of his hand. “Good stuff. A little high profile, this endeavor, which is why I want you on it. Personally.”


  Hugo raised an eyebrow. “Not sure I like the sound of that.”


  “Me neither, frankly. But I have a boss, too, and she’s paying attention for once.”


  “OK.” Hugo watched Cooper over the rim of his beer glass.


  “That little accident that made the front pages,” Cooper said.


  “Accident?”


  “Yes, the one involving Dayton Harper and his lovely wife.”


  “Ginny Ferro. What does that have to do with us?” The accident Cooper was talking about involved two of Hollywood’s up-and-coming movie stars. Two days previously, while shooting a movie in Hertfordshire, they’d disappeared from the set in Harper’s convertible Jag. The newspaper stories were sparse, but the headlines had screamed to the world that they’d run down a local farmer and sped away, leaving him to bleed to death in a ditch beside a winding country lane. An eyewitness and a damaged hood had led the police to Harper and Ferro, who quickly confessed and, from jail, threw themselves on the mercy of the British public.


  “That’s what I wondered,” Cooper frowned. “Only it seems that our Dayton Harper was born as Dayton Horowitz, the son of a certain Jasper Horowitz.”


  “The guy who owns half of Texas, most of its oil, and almost all of its water rights.”


  “You know him?”


  “Of him. As does everyone who grew up in Texas. And you either love him or hate him.”


  “Which is it for you?”


  Hugo smiled into his pint. “No comment.”


  “Not that it matters. Jasper Horowitz is also a huge supporter of my boss’s boss. Not that the secretary of state or the prez have put any pressure on me directly, of course.”


  “Oh, no, of course not. But if you know what’s good for you, you’ll pitch in and do your bit, right?”


  “Right. Which is where you come in.”


  Hugo sat back and looked at his boss. “Wait. Don’t tell me . . .”


  “I’m afraid so. Harper is getting out of jail tomorrow morning, and I need you to look after him.”


  “For how long?”


  “As long as it takes. Though I don’t know what ‘it’ means in this situation.” Cooper sipped his beer. “As you might know, and if you don’t you’ll soon learn, a large part of your job will be babysitting.”


  “That’s fine, I don’t mind.”


  “I appreciate that. A movie star could be interesting, if a little high maintenance.”


  “Better an actor than a politician,” Hugo said with a smile.


  “Oh, you’ll get one of those sooner or later, don’t you worry.”


  “I’ll manage. So the tabloids have people pretty riled up about this accident, huh?”


  “Putting it mildly.” Cooper grimaced. “He’s lucky they don’t have the death penalty here.”


  “Maybe.” A thought struck Hugo. “Doesn’t he have bodyguards of his own? He can certainly afford them.”


  “Probably. But the last set didn’t keep him out of trouble. And even if he does have them, and they manage to stick with him, the last thing we need is half a dozen freelance American bodyguards beating up outraged members of the British public.” Cooper drained his glass and licked his lips. “He’s a US citizen accused of a serious crime and in potential danger of vigilante justice. Movie star or otherwise, he deserves our protection.”


  “Fair enough.” Hugo smiled to show there were no hard feelings. “But I’d be happier sticking close to his wife.”


  Cooper chuckled. “You and the rest of the male world.” He cleared his throat and looked around the pub. “And that’s where this gets a little delicate.”


  “How so?”


  “She’s already been released. This morning. Kind of an administrative cock-up, actually. Her bail was paid and she was supposed to be held until tomorrow, when she and her hubby would go home with us. With you.”


  “So what happened?”


  “We’re not too sure. That’s the delicate part. Apparently some flunky looked at her paperwork, opened her cell door, and handed her a bus pass into London. No doubt she’s hiding in a beauty salon or a coffee shop somewhere. Getting a good haircut, with any luck.”


  “I see,” Hugo nodded. “And you don’t want hubby to know she’s on her own.”


  “Correct. If he finds out, his father finds out . . .”


  “Your boss finds out.”


  Cooper shrugged. “That’s the gist of it. Plus, the more people who know, the more likely the media find out. Talk about vigilante justice.” He shuddered, then picked up his empty glass. “Still, that’s tomorrow’s business.” He looked at this watch and then toward the bar. “Cottage pie should still be available. My treat.”


  Hugo stood and collected their glasses. “I’ll order and get refills.”
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  The secret, Al had told them a few months back, was to use lamb, not mutton, and let it soak in red wine for a few hours. Warm red wine, apparently. And lots of garlic in the mashed potatoes that topped the stewy pie. “Thank the bloody Frogs for that tidbit,” he’d laughed. Hugo did thank them, and Al, every time he ate this dish.


  As they tucked in, Hugo said, “We may need to move off the beer and onto something stronger.”


  “Fine with me, but why?”


  “I found a body in a cemetery.” He started his story, skipping over his trip to the alley for the time being and telling Cooper about the graveyard next to it, his walk through the fog-shrouded path, and the body hanging at the end of a rope in the far oaks.


  Cooper listened, his mouth opening wider with each detail. “Jesus. No wonder you were late. And here I was, all concerned with my own problems.”


  “I’ve seen that stuff before, John, it’s OK.”


  “I suppose you have, but still.” He shook his head. “So, who was he?”


  “No idea. I left as soon as they let me, and I didn’t see the crime-scene people find any identification. They left the hood in place, so they wouldn’t disturb any forensic evidence.”


  “A hood, Jesus. You think suicide, or not?”


  “Hard to say, but I doubt it.” Hugo frowned. “The hood, the location . . . an unusual one if it is.”


  “What were you doing out there?”


  “Well, the cemetery is near Gable Street.” Hugo grinned sheepishly. Cooper knew about his little obsession.


  “Hugo, I admire your investigative spirit. Really. But a hundred historians and amateur crime buffs have gone over every inch of every corpse in London from that period. If she was a Ripper victim, someone would be saying so. Someone other than you.”


  “You forget, I’m not an amateur.”


  “No, you’re not. You’re a stubborn son of a bitch.” He speared a cube of lamb. “What was the one thing all known Ripper victims had in common?”


  “You mean cuts to their abdomen.”


  “Your girl didn’t have any.”


  “I know. And I know how badly the other victims were mutilated, while Meg Prescott wasn’t.”


  “There you go.”


  “Jack might have been disturbed, run off by a passer-by.”


  “In a dead-end alley?” Cooper shook his head. “And what about the timing?”


  “Almost seventeen years after the others, I know. But serial killers do go dormant, you know, they go to jail or get sick or go somewhere else. Or they control the urge, or maybe even evolve so they don’t get caught, to the degree that their crimes aren’t even discovered. They become masters of their art.”


  “It’s art now, is it?”


  Hugo smiled. “You know what I mean. It’s possible that Meg Prescott was a late victim and that others killed in the years before her simply weren’t found, or all that killing in 1888 had frightened him into inaction for a few years until he couldn’t stop himself. Those are possible, John, you have to admit.”


  “You sound like a lawyer, Hugo. I’ll admit those things are possible, and that you’re the expert. They just don’t seem very plausible.” He sipped his beer. “Look, I get it. It’s an unsolved murder, which bugs the crap out of you. But I don’t get why this is so personal for you. And Hugo, the fact is, you’re on your own. There’s not going to be any new evidence to back up your position, and the existing evidence isn’t enough to prove you right.”


  “Or wrong.” Hugo sat back and rested his hands on his stomach. He’d run the pie off tomorrow, if it wasn’t raining. “I know, you’re right. But let me keep hitting my head against that brick wall until it shakes loose, won’t you?”


  Cooper held his hands up in surrender. “It’s your head.” Cooper looked into his almost-empty glass. “As you said, time for something a little stronger.”


  “Good idea,” Hugo said. “My treat.”


  “Thanks. I’ll have what you’re having.” Cooper’s cell phone buzzed on the table and, with a discreet burp, he picked it up and answered. His eyes swung up to Hugo, who guessed the subject was Dayton Harper. He listened for a full minute before speaking. “I see,” Cooper said. “Thank you for letting me know, Superintendent.” He hung up and looked at Hugo. “You’d better make those doubles.”


  “Oh yes? Something happen with Harper?”


  “Not Harper, his wife.”


  “They found her?” Hugo asked.


  “No,” Cooper said. His eyes rested on Hugo for a moment. “They didn’t find her, Hugo, you did. Two hours ago, hanging in the graveyard.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  They moved Dayton Harper in the night, finding him awake and cowering on his bunk. His only knowledge of prison came from the silver screen, watching and a little acting, and he believed in the tales of crooked guards opening prison doors for blood-thirsty inmates, and had small faith in the reality of the heavy metal and thick glass that kept him in and others out.


  They took him down the long, narrow corridor normally reserved for guards moving between the men’s and women’s sections of the Whitechapel jail. There, in a cell with the door open, he changed into civilian clothes before walking in lockstep with his guards to an elevator that took them down to the basement parking lot. One of the guards held the car door open for him, the other shook his hand, and Dayton Harper climbed into the back seat of the waiting, unmarked police car. Fifteen minutes later he was at the Hammersmith Police Station, taken in through the rear entrance and locked, for his own safety, in a cream-colored cell with a cup of tea and a packet of biscuits. He was not surprised, and was somehow comforted, by the curious eyes that peered in at him every few minutes. Comforted, especially, by the soft brown eyes that bore mascara and lingered a little longer than the others.


  Just before ten in the morning he woke up to the sound of keys in the lock. A red-headed policeman, as large as any linebacker, stepped into the cell and handed him a brown paper bag. “Your things, sir. If you’d sign for them.”


  Harper took the clipboard and pen from the man and signed.


  “Thank you, sir. Now, if you’d please follow me.”


  They left the cells and walked past several uniformed officers who stared, two of them women constables who shifted uneasily from foot to foot, trying not to smile at the movie star. At the back door, the large policeman stopped. They stood there for a moment and then his radio crackled, the word Clear being the only one Harper could understand. The constable unlocked the door and stood aside. “That black one’s your car, sir. No media anywhere, and it stopped raining for you.”


  Harper stepped into the wet street and turned to shake the policeman’s hand, but the door clicked shut in his face. He threw a look up at the sky, a solid gray that hung low over the city, and started toward the black SUV that idled by the curb. He smiled when he saw the Cadillac insignia. He went to the rear door, but before he could open it, the front window rolled down.


  “Sit in the front, please,” said the driver. “I’m your nanny, not your chauffeur.”


  Harper had been following orders like a conscripted private for two days and reacted automatically, pulling open the front passenger door and climbing in. The driver, a solidly-built, brown-haired man, looked at him. “How’d the Brits treat you?” the man asked.


  “Fine. Fine, I guess.” The man had the kind of face his wife and costar, Ginny, would go for. Strong jaw, intelligent brown eyes, and a fatherly quality that he, Harper, with his delicate features, would never possess. “Sorry, who are you?”


  The man reached into his coat and pulled out a black wallet. He flipped it open and Harper inspected the bronze badge. “US Embassy security,” he read aloud. “Are you arresting me now?”


  “Nope. Like I said, I’m your au pair.”


  “Why do I need one of those?”


  The man put the car into gear and started to pull away from the curb. “Do you drink?”


  “What does that have to do with anything?”


  “I’ll explain why you need me when we get to the embassy. And, if you drink, you might want to start early today.”


  Harper looked out of the window. No city, he thought, ever looked so drab and depressing as London on a rainy day. Maybe because it had so many of them, day after day, year after year, that the color had just been washed from the buildings and its people. “You didn’t tell me your name.”


  “Oh, right,” said the man, looking over and smiling, though Harper couldn’t tell if it was sincere. “Where are my manners? I’m Hugo Marston.”
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  A light drizzle started the wipers of the Cadillac automatically as Hugo turned the car onto Upper Brook Street from Park Lane. He’d taken a roundabout route, partly for security reasons—but mostly because he wasn’t entirely looking forward to sharing his apartment with a pampered movie star charged with vehicular homicide. Or whatever the British equivalent was.


  Policy at the US Embassy in London, as he saw it, forced him to live on campus. He’d been given a three-bedroom apartment in the embassy complex, fully furnished by its previous occupant and partially refurnished by his wife, Christine. The chintz-to-leather ratio now tilted the wrong way, but Hugo hadn’t said anything—challenge enough to get Christine to London in the first place. He hoped, vainly he suspected, that an emotional investment in delicate chairs and blown-glass vases would persuade her to use the place as more than a staging point for shopping expeditions. But with her family money and friends in Dallas, where she was now, his hopes weren’t high.


  Inside the compound, Hugo waved his passkey and waited as the grill slid up to allow them into the underground parking lot. Harper, as best Hugo could tell, was in a daze, registering events and sights with some delay. He’d asked a question about Hyde Park several minutes after they’d turned away from Park Lane, which bordered the green space. Now, the actor shook his head and looked over as Hugo pulled into his parking spot. “Is this the US Embassy?” he asked.


  “Yep,” Hugo said.


  “We should go to my hotel,” Harper protested mildly. “My stuff is all there. I have a room booked for the whole shoot.”


  “Not anymore.” Hugo opened his door and climbed out. He bent down and looked at the blank face of the actor. “You’re staying with me now. Your stuff is already here.” He closed the door and waited for Harper to unbuckle himself and get out of the car. “Elevator’s this way, follow me.”


  Harper trailed a few steps behind, clutching his paper bag to his chest. He looked at Hugo as the lift bumped them slowly up to the fourth floor. “Is Ginny here? She already got bail, right?”


  “Yes,” Hugo said. “She already got bail.”


  “She’s here already?”


  “No.” Mercifully the lift stopped and the doors opened into the marbled foyer of Hugo’s apartment. In front of them the enormous living room, bright even on dull days thanks to the ceiling-high, bulletproof windows that overlooked Grosvenor Gardens.


  “Nice place,” Harper said, his voice distant.


  “Thanks. Kitchen and my bedroom off to the left. Your room is off the living room, first door on the right. Shares a bathroom with the third bedroom, which I use as a study.”


  “Right. Thanks.” Harper walked to the windows and looked out, then turned and put his paper bag on the coffee table that Christine had bought from an antiques shop in Camden. He walked to a pure-white armchair and turned to Hugo. “Where’s Ginny?”


  Hugo had done this before. Many times. Too many times. For a while it had gotten easier, but not any more, not now. It had been years since he’d looked someone in the eye and told them the worst news a person could hear. He poured a shot of brandy into a tumbler and walked over to Harper, putting the drink in his hand and steering him into the chair.


  “There’s no easy way to say this,” Hugo began, his voice softening for the first time since they’d met. “I’m very sorry, but Ginny is dead.”


  “What?” Harper’s eyes widened. “No, she’s not. She can’t be.”


  “I’m sorry, she is.”


  “But she was just . . . in jail, she was in protective custody, right? Like I was.”


  “Yes, she was but—”


  “So nothing could happen to her, that’s why . . .” His voice trailed off. “That’s not right. It can’t be.”


  “It didn’t happen in jail,” Hugo said gently. “It happened after she was released.”


  “Happened? What happened? Didn’t she come here?”


  “No. That was the plan, but . . .” Hugo spread his hands. “Someone screwed up. They just let her go without telling us.”


  Harper looked up at Hugo, his eyes wet, his face still showing confusion and disbelief. “What . . . what happened?”


  Hugo sat in the chair opposite him. “We’re not sure exactly, not yet. But she was found in a graveyard.” Hugo took a deep breath. “She was hanging from a tree.”


  Harper’s hand flew to his mouth, the brandy glass falling with a thunk onto the rug. “Oh no, no.” He started to shake his head, eyes fixed on Hugo. “She did it . . . herself?”


  “We don’t know yet, but it’s possible.”


  Harper rose to his feet and Hugo saw that his knees were shaking. The actor walked slowly to the large windows where streaks of rain blurred the view, and Hugo watched as Harper put his forehead against the glass. A moment later his shoulders started to shake, and he sank to his knees. He banged a weak fist against the window and then wrapped his arms around himself, mumbling his wife’s name over and over. Hugo watched, helpless, as Harper rolled onto his side and curled himself into a ball on Christine’s polished hardwood floor, his body wracked with the desperate sobs of a small child.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  The doctor had come and gone, and Hugo sat watching cricket highlights as a sedated Harper slept in the spare room. Occasionally Hugo flicked through the channels for a good movie, but there was something about the game of cricket that entertained him. The slow pace was hypnotic, like a ballet at half-speed, and he enjoyed the challenge of figuring out the rules without looking them up.


  During the game’s lunch break, Hugo channel surfed again, pausing on the national news when he heard a familiar name. A once-infamous murderer called Sean Bywater had been found dead in a halfway house in Liverpool. A burgeoning serial killer, Bywater had been caught after three murders, but his “signature”—carving his initials on the victim’s back and his surgically clean use of a chisel to kill—had made it to the FBI training grounds at Quantico, Virginia, decades later. Hugo had himself tried to get access to Bywater to interview him, but the man had rebuffed every approach. Hugo hadn’t been surprised because after the killer’s sentence, he’d lapsed into silence, which he broke only a few times, mostly while stabbing other inmates.


  At the time of his trial, Bywater had been the poster boy for the reinstatement of the death penalty: his crimes had been committed in 1965, just weeks after abolition. According to today’s news account, and a little ironically, Hugo thought, just two weeks after being released he’d hanged himself in the halfway house, ill-health and forty years of institutionalization too much for even a serial killer to deal with. He’d left behind no money, no friends, no family, and not even a note; just the word SORRY chiseled into the wall of his tiny room. A nice touch, considering his former MO, Hugo thought. The newsreader concluded the story by noting that another infamous killer, the former model June Michelle Stanton, was due to be released in three days into the care of her twin sister and her daughter, who’d been just two years old at the time her mother was sentenced to forty years for killing a policeman during a botched robbery. He switched back to the cricket match before the news story ended—not the kind of thing Harper needed to be seeing, should he wake up and wander in.


  An hour later, at two o’clock, Harper was still in his room when the phone rang. Hugo answered to hear the ambassador’s voice.


  “All safe and secure, Hugo?”


  “Sleeping like a baby.”


  “Good. I would have called before, but you know how it is.”


  “No, but I’ll take your word for it.”


  “Good enough.” The ambassador chuckled. “What’s he like?”


  “He’s like one of those wedding cake decorations, but with bright, blue eyes. About the same height, actually.”


  “Be nice Hugo. How did he take the news?”


  “The way you’d expect a married man to react when you tell him his wife was found hanging from a tree.”


  “Poor bastard.”


  “Yes.” Hugo cleared his throat. “So, without meaning to sound callous and just out of curiosity, how long do I have to babysit this poor guy?”


  “I’m not sure. We’re hoping for a quick resolution to his criminal case. But I’m sure you understand, Hugo, his wife’s death has complicated things.”


  “Another investigation to get through.”


  “Right. And the media will go ape shit when they hear about her death.”


  “Have you thought about shipping him back to the United States for a while, then having him come back to face his charges?”


  Ambassador Cooper hummed down the phone. “That may not be a bad idea, though the Brits would have to be persuaded.”


  “Isn’t that what you do for a living?” Hugo smiled.


  “So they tell me. In the meantime, you’re having a visitor this afternoon.”


  “Oh?”


  “Your local member of parliament. Or, more precisely, the MP for the Whitechapel area, where you found her body. Graham Stopford-Pendrith.”


  “What does he want?”


  “He’s former MI5, quite a big shot in the House of Commons. He’s a lord, with the plummy accent, British Army mustache, and tweeds, but he prefers to operate as an elected official and not because his daddy gave him a title.”


  “Very noble.”


  “Yes. Anyway, he’s been pro-America for a long time and could be helpful. So be nice to him.”


  “Sure, but I still don’t understand,” said Hugo. “Why exactly is he coming?”


  “Because he wants to be seen doing something, investigating the death of that poor farmer and, when the news gets out, Ginny Ferro’s death.”


  “Politics, in other words.”


  “You could put it that way, though I think his interest is genuine.”


  “Making nice with MPs, am I now doing your job for you, Mr. Ambassador?”


  “I’ll get the next shepherd’s pie.”


  “That’ll do, I suppose,” Hugo said. “When he gets here I’ll make him a nice cup of tea.”


  “I’ve known him for a couple of years. You might start with something stronger.”
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  Hugo returned to the television and watched as a giant West Indian raced up to bowl at a man encased in protective padding. The ball dug into the ground and kicked up at the batsman’s head, his arms and bat flying as he threw himself out of harm’s way. Hugo waited for the batsman to charge the bowler and throw punches, but other than some gentle applause from the crowd, nothing happened. Hugo heard a noise behind him and turned.


  “You got anything to eat?” Harper stood in the doorway to his bedroom, his famously perfect brown hair sticking up every which way, as if it were trying to escape not just its reputation, but Harper’s head altogether.


  “Sure. Cold pizza in the fridge. I think I’ve got eggs, bread, and cereal, if you prefer. Help yourself.”


  “Thanks.” Harper walked through the living room and into the kitchen. After a few cupboard doors had slammed shut, he reappeared with a plate and two slices of pizza. He stood behind Hugo, looking at photos on a side table. “You married?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where is she?”


  “Dallas.” Hugo put the television remote down, having settled on golf.


  “Oh. She doesn’t live with you?”


  “Yes, she does. Some of the time.”


  “None of my business, huh? Fair enough.” Harper moved from the table and sat down. He stretched his legs out and took a large bite of pizza, watching Hugo as he chewed. “I still can’t believe this.” He shook his head. “What happens now?”


  “Well, we lay low while the Brits do a thorough investigation. Then whatever they turn up, we deal with it.”


  “Deal with it? Why can’t we go back to America and deal with it from there?”


  Hugo wasn’t sure if he was serious, or if the sedative had screwed up his thinking. “You understand that you’re still charged with a serious crime, right?”


  Harper sat forward, his elbows on his knees, and ran a hand through his hair. His bright, blue eyes looked up at Hugo. “This is fucking crazy. It was an accident. A fucking farmer got in the way, by accident, and I accidentally hit him.” He spread his hands wide. “Accident. A fucking accident.”


  “I don’t think you get to decide that,” said Hugo. “And his name was Quincy Drinker. Be nice if you could use that instead of calling him ‘the farmer.’”


  “It was a fucking accident,” Harper repeated. “And then my wife commits suicide. My wife, goddammit! What the fuck else do they want from me?”


  Hugo sat back. “Maybe an apology would be a good start.”


  “I did that already,” Harper said. “About fifty fucking times. And I am sorry that farmer . . . Mr. Drinker is dead. Jesus. It’s not like I’m a fucking serial killer or anything.”


  You show about as much remorse as one, Hugo thought. His wife’s body barely cold and he’s worried about his own neck. “There’s an MP coming over in an hour or so. You should get cleaned up and put on your friendly, I-love-Brits face. You know,” Hugo said, standing, “act nice. I hear you can act.”


  Harper stood, too, and his blue eyes flashed with passing indignation. “You ‘hear’ I can act? Funny.” He patted his pocket. “It’s a craft for me, you know. Right here I carry a notebook to write down little moments, thoughts, that I can use for my characters. Writers do it, but I don’t know any other actor who does. Don’t tell me you’ve never seen one of my movies.”


  “Sure, I’ve seen one. Something about a murder in Rome.”


  “Seven Hills.”


  “Sounds right. I don’t really remember your performance, sorry.” Hugo smiled, unable to resist. “Now, the female lead, her I remember. Phenomenal.”


  “Yeah, she was good,” Harper muttered. He sank back into the chair. “I met Ginny on the set of that movie. That Italian chick had the tits and ass, sure, but Ginny was class. Did you know she was born here, in England?”


  “I didn’t know that. And you’re from Texas, my home state.”


  “Born in Utah, though my family is all from Texas. Ski trip for my father while my mom had me in the nearby hospital, somewhere outside Park City.”


  “When did Ginny move to the States?”


  “When she was fifteen. Came from a good English family, well-bred, you know. She lost her accent, but never her class.” He shook his head again. “The opposite to everyone else I ever met in Hollywood. All image. Nothing there; it’s all about image.”


  “I can imagine,” Hugo said dryly.


  “No, you can’t.” Harper shook his head, earnest, as if explaining something truly important. “The prissy prima-donna actresses who spend their days ordering people to bring them purified water and organic grapes, then spend their nights snorting coke and chugging gin. There are directors, ones you would know, who hire a succession of pretty assistants, each one younger than the last, each one looking more and more frightened than the one before her. And those action heroes, flexing their muscles on screen for the ladies and then experimenting with their understudies when the lights go off.”
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