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Twisted
Wing


Chapter One

Matthew Denison thought he was probably going to be sick. The last time he’d seen a murder victim was in the morgue during his medical degree, and back then he’d had to fight not to collapse in an embarrassed heap on the autopsy room floor. He was already sweating and feeling jumpy, and he wasn’t even at the crime scene yet. What would he do if he saw the body and had to throw up?

Detective Chief Inspector Stephen Weathers glanced at him sideways as they drove along. ‘Are you going to be all right, Matt? You know you don’t have to come.’

Denison lowered the car window to get some air. ‘We should take advantage of the fact I happened to be here.’

‘This death . . . we don’t know it’s related,’ Weathers said. He switched on the radio. Denison said nothing: they both knew that a murder at Ariel College was only going to mean one thing.

The DJ on the local Cambridge station was already talking about the murder, even though Weathers had only just got the call himself, even though it was late at night. Denison suddenly realized there were likely to be journalists at the college, and started to straighten his tie and run a shaky hand through his hair.

The familiar twin spires of Ariel’s chapel appeared above the rooftops of the houses and shops as they drew nearer. They rounded a corner and the chapel was revealed in all its Gothic glory. Denison blinked. It seemed to be glowing a shocking pink.

Even from the far end of the road they could see the cluster of vans and cars, men and women with microphones and cameras and clipboards. Blue lights flashed from the roofs of three panda cars, though the sirens were silent.

Weathers pulled up as close to Ariel’s gatehouse as possible and they walked through the horde of reporters and a lightning storm of camera flashes. Denison kept his head down, but at one point he self-consciously readjusted his glasses, realizing with embarrassment that he was doing so in order to make it obvious he wasn’t wearing handcuffs, just in case any of the reporters got the wrong idea about what he was doing with a CID officer. He had once written a paper on the contagiousness of paranoia; he wondered now if perhaps he was spending too much time with his patients.

A sergeant escorted them through a small door that was cut into the larger wooden gate of the gatehouse. On the other side they were greeted by the sight of hundreds of students in evening gowns and dinner jackets. The students were huddled in groups. Some sat on the lawn, despondent. Many of the girls wore their boyfriends’ jackets over their glamorous dresses, and a few were wrapped up in police-issued blankets. They talked to each other in hushed voices, but there was no excitement in their tone. Their faces seemed pale despite their summer tans. One girl looked up at Denison, her eyes like smudges of soot in their sockets.

‘It was their May Ball tonight,’ the sergeant said quietly. ‘That’s why the chapel’s lit up like a Christmas tree and there’s a bouncy castle on the front lawn.’

‘They know about the murder?’ Weathers asked as they passed the students, who in the darkness looked like grey battlefield ghosts.

‘They don’t know who’s been killed, but yes, they’re aware there’s been another murder.’

They walked under an archway, below the college library, and entered Carriwell Court. Gravel crunched under their feet. Chinese lanterns radiated colour into the shadows. There were more police here, but only two students – a boy and a girl – who were talking to officers on opposite sides of the courtyard.

Denison took a good lungful of the warm night air before following Weathers and the sergeant through a doorway and up the stone staircase. He could hear voices, and as they reached the top of the stairs he could smell something unpleasant: a strange coppery scent, combined with ammonia and the stench of vomit.

Denison paused at the top of the staircase, holding on tight to the wooden banister. Half an hour ago we were having a beer, he thought. What the fuck am I doing here?

Weathers turned back. ‘You really don’t have to do this, Matt,’ he reiterated. ‘If it’s anything like the last two, it will stay in your brain for ever.’

Denison tried to shrug. His mouth was dry. ‘I want to help.’

Weathers nodded. He said nothing more, but turned and let Denison follow him into a room bustling with people.

There was a young man in a dinner jacket, with blood and God knows what else on his hands and trousers. His white shirt was smeared with it. ‘I was trying to put them back,’ he kept saying to a WPC. ‘I was just trying to put them back.’

In another corner a girl was curled up in the foetal position. She was bright red with the blood that covered her. At first glance Denison took her to be naked, then realized her bra and knickers were soaked through with the stuff. A paramedic was trying to shine a torch in her eyes. Denison instinctively went over to see if he could help. The girl was rocking to and fro, eyes unseeing, her pupils huge and black, ringed with only a thin line of iris. Her lips were moving but she made no sound.

‘Is she hurt?’ he asked the paramedic.

The paramedic shook his head. ‘Not as far as I can tell. Not physically, at least. The blood doesn’t seem to be hers.’

‘Jesus Christ,’ Denison heard Weathers say. He stood up, and as the paramedics and police officers and pathologists shifted position, he saw, between and beyond them, the body that lay spreadeagled on the floor in a pool of blood, torn open, intestines dragged out and over the floorboards.


Chapter Two

‘She’s completely withdrawn,’ Denison said into his mobile.

DCI Weathers’ voice sounded frustrated. ‘What does that mean? She’s still catatonic?’ The girl they’d discovered at the murder scene had been unable to move, let alone communicate. Following a check-up at the local A&E, Denison had her transferred to the hospital ward of Coldhill, the London psychiatric institution where he worked. Weathers had been on the phone nearly every waking hour since, desperate to talk to the girl who had apparently witnessed the Cambridge Butcher’s latest slaying.

‘What she’s exhibiting is severe psychomotor retardation, but I suppose the layman’s term would be catatonia. I’ve prescribed antidepressants, but they tend to take a while to work. If she’s like this too long there’s a risk she’ll die from malnutrition; we might need to resort to ECT.’

Denison was looking through the window into Olivia Corscadden’s room, where the girl was tucked up into tight white sheets on a hospital bed. There was an IV in her arm providing her with enough liquid to prevent her becoming dehydrated, but the nurses had to feed her like a baby, mashing up the food and spooning it into her mouth. Half the food ended up on the paper napkin spread across her chest; half she seemed to be swallowing on autopilot, blank-eyed.

She was a pretty girl, Denison thought, even with the black eye and the split lip. Not for the first time he wondered what had provoked this extreme response. Had she really witnessed the murder? Had she herself fought off the killer?

Was the identity of the Cambridge Butcher locked away in that broken mind?

‘Bloody hell, Matt, she’s already been out of it for three days. How much longer are we talking?’

‘It could be days, weeks or months,’ replied Denison, and held the phone away from his ear for a moment in anticipation of his friend’s response. When Weathers had stopped swearing, he said: ‘Look, what the hell do you expect me to do? I can’t snap my fingers and wake her up. You’ll just have to be patient.’

‘This is the last bloody thing we need,’ said Weathers. ‘We’re about to release Hardcastle.’

‘You’re letting him go?’ asked Denison, surprised. Nick Hardcastle claimed he had walked into June Okeweno’s room to find her dead and Olivia nearly unconscious, but forensic analysis of the murder weapon had told a different story.

‘Only on police bail. He’s got to stay with his parents and report in on a regular basis.’

‘But I thought his prints were on the knife?’

‘They were. Unfortunately it turns out the knife came from the communal kitchen he shares with the others on that staircase. We found some partials from one of the other students on the bloody thing too.’

‘And let me guess,’ said Denison, ‘the CPS said that meant you couldn’t charge him?’

‘Got it in one,’ Weathers confirmed. ‘So basically, until your Sleeping Beauty wakes up and gives us a statement, we’re treading water. Look, if I can’t convince you to inject her with a pint of adrenaline so I can interview her, maybe you can make yourself useful and come back to Cambridge. You see the papers today?’

‘No, I’ve been here since four in the morning,’ Denison answered. ‘But the car’s still in the garage, so if I catch the train I can grab some reading material at the station.’

‘One or two journalists seem to think me being made SIO means the powers-that-be now accept it’s a serial,’ said Weathers.

‘I guess it does,’ said Denison. ‘I hope you feel vindicated?’

A huffing sound came down the line. ‘No. Just pissed off that the tabloids were right when my bosses were wrong. Call me when you get in.’

All the red tops in the King’s Cross branch of WHSmith carried headlines about the murder: ‘CLUELESS’ was emblazoned on the Sun. ‘TWO KILLERS?’ posited the Mirror. ‘COMA GIRL WITNESSED MURDER,’ read the Daily Star. Denison bought them along with his regular paper and caught the 10.52 to Cambridge.

He got a seat by the window and opened the Guardian. On page three there was a longish article about the significance of Stephen Weathers being made Senior Investigative Officer on the case. The paper apparently had a source in the police, who claimed – accurately, Denison happened to know – that Weathers had lost favour among his superiors when he refused to back down on his assertion that one killer was responsible for both the recent deaths of two female students from the same Cambridge college. Another officer had been put in charge of the second homicide investigation, leaving Weathers on the sidelines watching potential leads and avenues of inquiry get missed by a man who was determined to prove their bosses right that the murders were unrelated.

And now a third student was dead; there could be no doubt in anyone’s mind that a serial killer was stalking the grounds of Ariel College.

Denison folded away the paper and shook open the pages of the Daily Star. The tabloid’s story was focused on Olivia Corscadden, the student currently lying in the hospital ward of Denison’s psychiatric unit. They erroneously reported that she was in a coma, probably as a result of being assaulted by the killer, and was in a critical condition. He jumped a little when he saw his name – ‘Dr Matthew Denison was unavailable for comment.’ He assumed his personal assistant, Janey, had hung up on them.

Denison flipped the pages until he came across an editorial on the case, which ended: ‘Did the Butcher think he’d killed her too? And if so, what was his reaction to the news that she survived and can no doubt identify him? Could Olivia Corscadden’s life still be in danger?’

As he swapped the Star for the Mirror, Denison sensed he was being watched. He lowered the paper and caught the eye of a haughty-looking man with shiny brown brogues and what Denison thought of as a public schoolboy haircut (floppy, centre-parted, long enough just to brush the collar), staring at him from a few seats away.

The man very slowly and deliberately shifted his gaze down to the front page of the tabloid before glaring back up at Denison, and the psychiatrist experienced the same small lurch in his stomach he felt when he made a social faux pas – what if the man was a friend of one of the victims? He glanced around the carriage and realized at least half of his fellow passengers were in their late teens and early twenties; he could well be sharing a carriage with a load of Ariel College students. They wouldn’t know he was involved in the investigation – to them he would just be a man who was entertaining himself with all the gory details of the latest murder, performing the reader’s equivalent of rubbernecking at a car crash.

Denison tucked the tabloids under his briefcase and buried himself in the World News section of the Guardian. He was relieved when the train reached Cambridge station.

‘Come to Ariel,’ said Weathers when he called him. ‘I’ve got to speak to the press in ten minutes, but there’ll be a uniform keeping an eye out for you.’

Denison was not thrilled about the prospect of heading back to the murder site, not with the smell of blood and guts still so fresh in his memory. Ariel was such a beautiful college, an elaborate set of Gothic buildings that dated back to the 1400s, but since the murders he’d begun to think of it as a festering trap, the way an arachnophobe might think of a spider’s web. Would it ever seem like just a college again, or would it for ever be a sinister place now, with the same connotations as Rillington Place or Cromwell Street? The houses of Christie and West had been torn down after their trials. That could hardly happen to Ariel College.

A gang of journalists had set up camp outside the college. As his taxi pulled up outside the gatehouse, Denison saw a young student emerge from its door and become immediately submerged by the reporters. The student fought his way through them to his bike, chained up in the cobbled area outside, unlocked it and hopped on. The reporters ignored his silence and kept throwing questions at him.

‘Get out of the fucking way!’ the student yelled, front wheel wobbling furiously as he tried to stay balanced without actually being able to move. He cycled over one photographer’s foot and made his escape down Ariel Lane.

‘Your turn,’ said the taxi driver to Denison, giving him his change. Denison grimaced in response and got out of the cab.

The reporters recognized him straightaway.

‘How’s Olivia, Dr Denison?’ one asked.

‘Has she given a statement yet?’ enquired another. ‘Can she identify the Butcher?’

‘No comment,’ said Denison, looking through them for the PC who was meant to be guiding him through this melee. A young officer, sweltering in his full uniform, caught Denison’s eye and finally realized who he was.

‘Now then lads,’ he said, reaching an arm through the crowd and grabbing Denison’s elbow. ‘Let the doctor through.’

‘Where’s Weathers?’ Denison asked him once they’d broken free of the pack.

‘He’s just about to issue a statement,’ said the PC. ‘Heads up, here they come now.’

The door in the gate to Ariel opened and Weathers emerged, at six foot one unable to walk through without ducking. He strode up to the journalists and photographers, running a hand through hair that somewhat undermined his seniority by being a shade too dark; he was the only person Denison knew who was actually hoping for some grey hairs. Behind him followed his sergeant, and an older gentleman Denison didn’t recognize. Glancing at each face before him as the reporters streamed in his direction, Weathers spotted Denison to his right and nodded to him.

‘You and the DCI go way back, don’t you, sir?’ asked the PC.

‘Twenty years back,’ said Denison. ‘We were at university together in Edinburgh.’

‘What was he like as a student, sir?’ asked the young constable with a smile at the corner of his mouth. ‘Bit of a swot? Early nights before an exam and all that?’

Denison marvelled at the persona Weathers seemed to have created for his colleagues. From what Denison remembered, he had been the one asking Weathers to keep down the music as his housemate hosted yet another poker session, this time the night before their first final. What galled him most was that he and Weathers had achieved the same grade.

‘That’s right,’ Denison fibbed to the constable. ‘Would only drink at weekends, and went for a five-mile run every morning while the rest of us were having a lie-in.’ That last bit was true, anyway.

As he watched his old friend address the crowd, he felt a strange sense of pride. He and Steve had known each other for nearly two decades now, but he could still remember those times at university when they’d got drunk together, slept on each other’s floors, played practical jokes on their friends . . . Who would believe this serious, competent chief inspector who was running a major investigation was the same man who as a student had broken into the vice chancellor’s office in the dead of night and released five ducks he’d kidnapped earlier from the local pond? Even now it made Denison laugh to imagine the vice chancellor’s face when he’d arrived at work the next morning and discovered his new office mates.

‘The 21-year-old male arrested yesterday in connection with the murder of June Okeweno at Ariel College on the seventeenth of June has now been bailed subject to further inquiries,’ Weathers told the reporters, who reacted by trying to out-shout each other with questions. ‘We’d like to reiterate our appeal to those who were present at the college’s May Ball that night – if you saw anything or anyone suspicious, especially between the hours of eleven and one, please get in touch as a matter of urgency. I’m going to hand over now to Professor Raymond Whitley, who is in charge here at Ariel College. Professor . . .’

Some of the journalists tried to engage Weathers, especially when Whitley’s statement turned out to be another plea to leave the college and its members alone, but Weathers just ignored them, smiling at Denison as he walked over. He had the kind of sardonic face that meant every smile inevitably looked as if he was preparing to take the mick.

‘Hey there, Matt,’ he said, shaking Denison’s hand. ‘Thanks for coming. You know Halloran.’ Denison nodded at the sergeant, a potato-faced Manc with a receding hair-line and old-school attitude. ‘Let’s get away from these pricks, eh?’

One step through the door in the wooden gate and they were in the sudden hush of the main court. It was peaceful here, just the gentle gurgling of the fountain in the centre of the brilliant green lawn, and a couple of sparrows singing to each other from the lamp posts.

‘We’re doing run-throughs in Carriwell Court,’ said Weathers, and Denison followed him down the same path they’d taken the night of the murder. The two of them had been putting the world to rights in the detective’s local when the call had come in. Denison had known from the way his friend’s face had flushed that the person on the other end of the line was informing him of another murder. If only Weathers’ superiors had believed his serial killer theory, there might have been enough of a police presence in the college to have deterred the killer from this third murder.

Too late now.

They walked through the same archway as before and emerged into Carriwell Court, half of which was in the shade, the other half almost bleached white by the brightness of the sun. It seemed a different place in the day, with a set of gently curving stone steps leading to the library doors, and large tubs full of violets and cream-coloured pansies. In addition to the doors to the library, there were also entrances to three different staircases, each with a letter painted above them in black calligraphy: M, N and O. June Okeweno had lived and been murdered in a room on the top floor of the middle staircase, ‘N’. From what Denison could remember of that night, each of the three floors on the staircase housed just two rooms, one on either side. June’s room had been to the right; the room on the left was occupied by Nick Hardcastle.

Two students, Sinead Flynn and Leo Montegino, had called 999 to report the murder. They’d heard crying, and found Nick kneeling by June’s corpse, Olivia in the corner of the room, beaten up and only semi-conscious.

Weathers shrugged off his jacket, laying it over one of the railings by the stone steps. He rolled up his shirt sleeves. ‘So, where were we?’ he said.

‘Scenario number two of five,’ Halloran replied.

‘The killer, covered in blood, comes out through this door and . . . well? How does he escape being seen?’

Weathers’ team used a technique of looking at all the possible ways a crime could have happened, and then using the location, witness statements and physical evidence to pick holes in each scenario until the most likely one emerged.

‘Scenario one was that our victim was killed by one or both of the two people found in her room that night,’ he explained to Denison. ‘Scenario two is that they’re innocent witnesses who found the body shortly after the murder. The victim was last seen about half an hour before her body was discovered, which only leaves a small window of opportunity for our killer.’

Weathers walked backwards, leaving a trail in the gravel. ‘So,’ he said, raising his voice as he moved away, ‘we know there were at least four people in the courtyard at various points in that half hour. One of them was vomiting into that bush over there.’ He pointed. ‘Two of them were here, with their tongues so far down each other’s throats that they probably wouldn’t have noticed if the Prime Minister had popped by for a visit. Which leaves our Mr Godfrey Parrish. According to Sinead Flynn and Leo Montegino, Parrish was sitting on the lowest step of the victim’s stairs when they entered N staircase.’

‘So either he saw the killer . . .’ proposed Denison.

‘. . . or he is the killer,’ finished Weathers.

‘Not necessarily,’ protested Halloran, even though as a card-carrying, socialist Northerner he’d taken an instant dislike to the privileged and upper-class Parrish. ‘The bathrooms in those rooms all have windows out into the street.’

‘Or,’ said Weathers, ‘the killer could have hidden in one of the rooms halfway down the staircase, waited for Flynn, Montegino and Parrish to head up past him, and then come back down.’

‘And then what?’ said Halloran. ‘He’d have been covered in blood.’

‘What about that gate?’ asked Denison, indicating the archway on the south side of the building. ‘Doesn’t that exit onto Richmond Lane?’

‘Yeah, but it was locked that night,’ Halloran pointed out. ‘It was their May Ball, don’t forget. All the entrances were locked apart from the main gatehouse.’

‘Everyone inside the college grounds was checked,’ said Weathers. ‘Someone with blood on their clothes would have been spotted. So, could he have dumped them? And if so, where did he get fresh ones from?’

‘He could have taken them from one of the other rooms on the staircase,’ suggested Denison.

Halloran shook his head. ‘The college’s student laundry is in the basement, one staircase along. That’s got to be the most likely place.’

They headed to M staircase and descended into a basement that smelled of washing powder and fabric conditioner. Despite being out of the sun the air was even hotter down here, thanks to the tumble driers lining the far wall. To the left of the drying machines were shelves packed to bursting with abandoned clothes. A shirt, fallen from one of the shelves, had draped itself suggestively across an ironing board.

‘Jesus H. Christ,’ said Halloran. ‘If they don’t want ’em any more, why don’t they take them off to a charity shop so some other poor bugger can make use of ’em?’

‘They probably didn’t mean to leave them here indefinitely,’ said Denison, remembering his own year spent in halls of residence. ‘They probably just left them to dry in the tumble driers and forgot to collect them. The next person who needs a drier empties out the clothes and chucks them on the shelf for their owner to get later. They’ll probably come back for them eventually.’

‘Well, if our killer did come down here, he’d have had his pick,’ said Halloran grumpily, poking his toe at a punctured box of Persil that lay on the floor.

‘Yes, but not of dinner jackets,’ said Weathers. ‘Jack, I want you to look again at the photos of the students from that night. Look for anyone who seems underdressed.’

‘Yes, boss,’ said Halloran.

‘And get forensics to check out the washing machines. I know they didn’t find any bloody clothes on the grounds, but maybe the clever fucker stuck them in a Hotpoint.’

Back up in the courtyard Denison saw someone emerge from N staircase. Both the police officers slowed to a stop, at which point Denison recognized the tall and lean young man as the boy they’d found trying to put June’s intestines back into her abdomen. He was carrying a sports bag and a rucksack, both stuffed to bursting, and behind him stood an older man and woman whom Denison assumed were his parents. The father was holding a suitcase.

Nick Hardcastle stopped dead in his tracks when he saw Weathers, anger making his skin flush red. ‘Can’t you just leave me alone?’ he said. ‘Isn’t it bad enough that I’m going to have to leave through the back exit so my parents and I don’t get mobbed by those fuckers outside?’

‘Nicky,’ whispered the woman with ash-blonde hair, clutching a handbag to her stomach as though it could shield her from all this unpleasantness.

Her son ignored her. ‘Isn’t it bad enough that, thanks to you lot, my friends think that I’m a bloody murderer?!’

Weathers raised his hands. ‘We’re not here for you, Nick. This is a crime scene, remember?’

Nick’s mouth closed and he looked suddenly ashamed. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I know. I was just picking up some of my stuff.’

Weathers shrugged. ‘No problem,’ he said. ‘The SOCO boys were finished with your room. And let’s face it, you could be living with your parents for quite a while.’

Nick smiled down at the floor, shaking his head and trying not to let Weathers get to him. When he looked up again he noticed Denison. ‘You’re the doctor,’ he said. ‘The one who’s holding Olivia.’

Denison stepped out from behind Weathers and put out a hand for Nick to shake. The boy frowned at first, but set the sports bag down on the gravel and shook his hand.

‘Matthew Denison. And I’m not “holding” Olivia so much as treating her.’

‘Is she OK? The papers said she’s in a coma, is that true?’

Denison heard Weathers behind him, clearing his throat.

‘I’m afraid I can’t tell you that without breaking all sorts of patient confidentiality regulations,’ Denison told the young man. ‘But let’s just say don’t believe everything you read in the papers.’

Nick looked relieved. ‘Can I come and see her?’

Weathers laughed. ‘You must be joking.’

‘Next of kin only at the moment,’ Denison said, more kindly. ‘But we’ll let you know if that changes.’

‘If there’s anything I can do to help . . .’

‘It could be very useful for me to speak to you at some point,’ said Denison, seeing an opening. ‘Would you be prepared to have a chat?’

‘Sure,’ said Nick. He picked up the sports bag, dusty on the bottom now from the gravel. ‘Whatever you need.’ Without looking back to his parents, he walked out of the courtyard. They scuttled after him.

There was a silence in the courtyard for a moment, then Halloran said: ‘I’m surprised you didn’t offer him a hot toddy and a back rub.’

Weathers laughed. ‘Don’t take the piss, Jack. That promise of a chat could come in very handy.’

‘Don’t go thinking I’m going to do some covert interrogation work for you,’ warned Denison. ‘Olivia’s my priority – if I’ve got questions for him they’ll have to be about her, not about what he might have done with Amanda Montgomery’s head.’

Weathers just laughed again. ‘Come on, Matt,’ he said, clapping him on the back. ‘We’ve got work to do.’

[image: image]

Godfrey Parrish had a set of rooms in Audley Court, on J staircase. Each student’s surname and first initial could be found painted in white on a strip of black over their door. Weathers knocked smartly on the outer door, which to Denison’s surprise was pulled open a few seconds later by the young man who had been so disapproving of his reading material on the train from London.

‘Chief Inspector,’ he said, his face expressionless and voice flat. ‘How wonderful to see you again.’

Five minutes later Parrish sat cross-legged in a Regency blue and white striped armchair, a window that overlooked the chapel casting summer light on him as he sipped Earl Grey tea from a china cup. He hadn’t offered his guests anything to drink.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Of course no one came past me while I was sitting there. Don’t you think I would have mentioned that in my statement?’

‘Maybe not, if the person in question wasn’t someone you’d immediately think of as a potential suspect,’ pointed out Weathers. ‘A professor, maybe. Or a friend.’

‘No,’ Parrish said. ‘The only people I saw were Sinead and Leo. They went up N staircase, but it was only a minute or two ’til I heard Sinead screaming and we went to investigate.’

‘Could someone have been hiding somewhere along the staircase, maybe in a room or down a corridor? Someone who could have been waiting for you to join Sinead and Leo at the top of the stairs, then headed back down while the entrance was clear?’

Those thin shoulders gave a shrug. ‘It’s possible.’

‘By the end of that evening, had you noticed anyone who changed their clothes? Who maybe started off the night in one outfit but ended it in another?’

Parrish’s eyes didn’t blink as he regarded Weathers over the rim of his tea cup, taking another sip. ‘No.’

Denison could tell Parrish’s short responses were making Weathers impatient.

‘How long would you say you were sitting on that step for, Mr Parrish?’ asked Weathers, his London accent becoming more exaggerated. ‘Alone, with no one to verify your whereabouts?’

Parrish placed his cup in its saucer. ‘I was never alone. My date for the evening was only a few feet from me the entire time I was sitting there.’

‘So you say. But given her inebriated condition at the time, she’s hardly in a position to confirm that statement.’

Denison had questions of his own, and he wasn’t going to get far with Parrish if Weathers continued to antagonize him like this.

‘This is a Marieke, no?’ he interrupted, standing up and pointing to an original watercolour that hung on Parrish’s wall.

‘Yes,’ said Parrish, straightening up somewhat. Denison could tell he’d taken him by surprise.

‘It’s beautiful,’ he said. ‘Must have set you back a few bob.’

‘It’s an investment,’ said Parrish, shrugging again. ‘In a few years’ time her work will be fetching ten times as much.’

‘So, your date that evening,’ said Denison. ‘The two of you met in an art gallery?’

He and Parrish both laughed. ‘No,’ said Parrish. ‘She’s a friend of a friend. She wouldn’t know a Van Gogh from a Vermeer.’ He smiled to himself. ‘I’ve never really gone for the intellectual type. Smart, yes, but museum-goers, no.’

‘My girlfriend likes to tell people we met at an Ingmar Bergman retrospective,’ said Denison.

‘And you didn’t?’

He shook his head. ‘A Halloween showing of The Exorcist.’

Parrish burst out laughing and put his cup and saucer down on the antique occasional table in front of him. ‘I didn’t think people in your line of work went in for that kind of thing,’ he said. ‘Don’t you get enough horror and gore in your day job?’

Denison sat down again, but this time in the seat next to Parrish rather than opposite him. He wanted the student’s full attention, which meant taking Weathers out of his line of sight.

‘It’s the Ken Loach films I can’t watch,’ he told Parrish. ‘The Shane Meadows films, even some of the Mike Leigh stuff. Too real, too grim. Give me a bit of escapism any day.’

Parrish nodded, glancing away at the floor.

‘I expect you’re looking forward to escaping, aren’t you? What have you got planned after graduation?’

The young man ran a hand through his flop of hair. ‘Father’s got me a job at the bank lined up. Good old-fashioned nepotism.’

‘Didn’t you just get a First, though, Godfrey?’

‘Yes . . . and?’

‘Well, it’s not just nepotism then. A First from Cambridge. I imagine any company would be honoured to have you.’

Parrish shifted in his seat uncomfortably. Flattery was obviously not something he sought out or even enjoyed. Denison tried another tack.

‘You knew all three of the victims, didn’t you, Godfrey?’

‘Well, yes. The college is small enough that everyone in our year knows everyone else.’

‘You were friends, though? With Amanda Montgomery, say?’

At that moment the sun went behind a cloud and the room was suddenly grey.

‘Yes, we were friends,’ said Godfrey quietly. ‘As much as anyone could be friends with Amanda, anyway.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, she was a bit of a narcissist. You know the type, I’m sure – everything had to revolve around her. She was a smart girl, but in a very calculating way. Had all the boys wrapped around her little finger, including me. Bit of a tease though, to be honest, as I think she was only interested in her bit of rough.’

‘Her bit of rough?’

Godfrey chuckled. ‘Rob McNorton, the rugger bugger from Fife. Not that he turned out to be quite what she had in mind.’

‘No, I suppose not,’ said Denison, who knew all about the Rob McNorton story.

‘Listen, how’s Olivia?’ asked Godfrey, changing the subject. ‘I understand she’s at your hospital?’

‘Yes,’ said Denison. ‘We’re looking after her. Are you and she friends?’

Godfrey paused, watching Denison. ‘Of sorts,’ he said finally. Denison waited for him to elaborate. ‘We’re not close, but she’s an intriguing girl. I’ve never met anyone quite like her. I think to start with she was quite intimidated by the whole Eton thing, especially with June Okeweno forever bleating on about what a git I was, but after a while she started to see me as a person rather than the posh caricature that I like to present. A sweet thing. Entirely wasted on Nick, of course, but there you go.’

‘You don’t think they’re suited?’ asked Denison.

‘She’s quite introspective,’ Godfrey told him. ‘She needed bringing out of herself, but I think one of the things Nick likes about her is that he gets to keep that side of her all to himself. Play explorer in an undiscovered country, if you like.’

‘You don’t sound as if you like him very much.’

Godfrey turned down the corners of his mouth. ‘He’s a good chap, actually. Brighter than he lets on.’

‘You trust him?’

‘Of course he does,’ said a voice from behind them. ‘We all do.’

Denison and Weathers turned round to face the young woman in the bedroom doorway, who had obviously been eavesdropping on their conversation.

‘Paula, darling, would you like some tea?’ Godfrey asked, amused. Denison had never met Paula Abercrombie, who by all accounts had been Amanda Montgomery’s closest friend, but he recognized her immediately. She was wearing dark blue jeans that clung to her curves, and a little white vest that showed off her tan. Her glossy black hair flowed over her shoulders and she looked at Denison with eyes outlined in dark kohl.

‘Nick’s innocent,’ she said in her throaty voice. ‘If you’re looking for someone to tell you otherwise, you’ve come to the wrong place.’

‘You’re friends?’ asked Denison, which he noticed made Godfrey hide a chuckle.

‘Nick’s a good person. Godfrey here just doesn’t get him. Nick went to a good school, but it was on a scholarship, and sometimes the scholarship kids can suffer a little bit from inferiority complexes.’

‘When Nicky saw some photos of Paula’s family estate, he got a bit freaked out, poor thing,’ said Godfrey, raising his eyebrows, obviously entertained by the idea.

‘Is that why the two of you split up?’ asked Denison.

‘They were never really going out,’ laughed Godfrey.

‘We were!’ protested Paula. ‘At least until Olivia started “bumping into” him at the bar and stuff.’

‘Did you know Olivia well?’ asked Denison.

Paula coughed up a laugh. ‘Not as well as she knows me.’

‘What does that mean?’ Godfrey frowned.

‘Oh come on, Godders, you must have noticed. She’d come in my room and scan the bookshelf, scroll through my iPod, check out my posters. Then a week later you’d be round at hers and the same music would be on the stereo, and a copy of the book you were reading would be by her bed.’

‘Paula, you’re delusional,’ said Godfrey. ‘All students have the same books, the same posters, the same music. It’s an unwritten law. Don’t you remember in the first year, when all you girls were reading the same Jackie Collins books? The “trash fiction lending library”, that’s what we used to call you.’

‘Whatever,’ said Paula. ‘Some of us are trendsetters, and some of us are trend followers. Let’s leave it at that.’

‘Are you friends with Leo Montegino?’ asked Denison.

‘Yeah, good guy.’

‘Sinead Flynn?’

‘A bit of a cow every now and then, but generally a good girl.’

‘June Okeweno?’

‘You know those black people who reckon they’re cooler than whites just because of the colour of their skin?’ She waved a hand dismissively. ‘She gave Leo a hard time, just because he wore his hair in dreads. Like that hairstyle is the preserve of our Afro–Caribbean population. It’s not like he was trying to be black or anything.’

‘Amanda Montgomery?’

Paula stared at him with eyes the colour of wet leaves. ‘Amanda was the best. She was such a good laugh, that girl. We had so much fun.’ She swallowed back tears. ‘And here we are, three years later, and you still haven’t arrested the bastard who killed her.’ She was glaring at Weathers, who sat back in his chair and just looked at her.

‘Paula?’ said Denison gently. ‘Paula, who do you think killed Amanda?’

She turned back to him, her thick jet hair swinging over her shoulder. ‘Kesselich,’ she said, hands on hips. ‘Victor Kesselich.’


Chapter Three

Olivia Corscadden received electro-convulsive therapy, under anaesthetic, a week after arriving at Coldhill. Her treatments were scheduled on Mondays and Thursdays, and after a fortnight the nursing staff began to notice minor improvements; she would slowly chew on a piece of food, would react to noises and sudden movements, would brush off a fly if it landed on her bare arm. Twenty-nine days after being found covered in blood beside a corpse, Olivia asked a nurse where she was.

‘No, you can’t bloody interview her,’ Denison said into his mobile as he strode down the corridor from his office to the medical ward. ‘Steve, she’s not going to be fit for that for quite a while. Of course I’ll keep you informed. Yes, yes, I said.’ He stood in front of one of the unit’s set of nested doors – the staff called them airlocks – and waved at the security camera. The nurse on duty buzzed him through one set of doors, locked them behind him, and then opened the others. He nodded to her as he passed, still in conversation with Weathers.

‘Apparently she’s talking, but she’s very confused. They’ve told her where she is, but it’ll take a while to sink in.’ He rolled his eyes, grimacing at something Weathers said. ‘No, you’re right, it’s not every day you wake up in a loony bin. I’ll call you later.’

Denison tucked away his phone in his inside jacket pocket, where the patients couldn’t see it, and waited by the door to Olivia Corscadden’s room while the nurse came round with her huge set of keys and unlocked it.

Olivia lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling. Her hair, in need of a wash, fell in curls across her starched white pillow. The IV was still in her arm, but Denison noticed a cup of water by her bed. The door closed behind him with a loud clunk, and very slowly Olivia turned her head until her gaze was fixed on him.

Her eyes, a strange shade of hazel that looked almost gold, seemed to Denison to be so searching that it would be impossible to lie to her without those eyes detecting the deceit. He felt as though there was an owl in the room with him rather than a young woman.

‘My throat hurts,’ she said, her voice hoarse.

‘I’m not surprised. You haven’t been talking or drinking much recently.’ He walked over to her bed and indicated the cup of water. ‘Would you like some? We’ll probably have to elevate the bed first.’

She nodded, and he showed her how to press the switch which raised up the head of the bed so she didn’t have to push herself up. Her fingertip turned white with the effort it took her just to hold the button down. He imagined her muscles had weakened somewhat during her month-long period of inactivity.

Olivia sipped the water, frowning at the pain of swallowing.

‘Olivia, do you know where you are?’

She nodded. ‘The nurses explained.’

‘Do you know why?’

She shook her head, staring at him.

‘What’s the last thing you remember?’ he asked her gently.

A sad smile crossed her face. ‘I was at the May Ball, with Nick. We were dancing, going on the fairground rides.’

‘And then?’

She frowned up at him. ‘I don’t remember. What happened? Why I am here?’ She was growing increasingly distressed. ‘Did he try to kill me?’

Denison used his voice to soothe and reassure her. It was a rule of his never to make physical contact with his patients, no matter how much they might want comfort. ‘Did who try to kill you, Olivia?’ he asked, keeping his voice low and relaxed.

‘The Butcher,’ she said, tears beginning to drop from her eyelashes.

‘I’m afraid we don’t know, Olivia. We were hoping you could tell us what happened.’

She sank back against the pillows, her grip on the cup loosening so it tilted down and spilled water over the blankets. Denison reached for it and set it down on the bedside table, then patted at the wet spot with some paper towels from a dispenser on the wall. Olivia was crying silently, biting her lip so as not to make any noise.

‘It’s OK,’ he said. ‘You’re safe here. No one can get in without authorization.’

‘I’m scared,’ she whispered, looking up at him.

‘You don’t need to be,’ he said. ‘We’re going to look after you. You’re going to be OK.’

‘Can I see my boyfriend?’ she asked.

‘That might not be appropriate right now,’ Denison said. ‘We’ll have to see how you do.’

She turned away from him, curling up into a ball under the blankets. He watched her for a moment, thinking how small and vulnerable she seemed. The victimology of the Cambridge Butcher was clear – he liked strong, independent women. Was this what had saved her?

Denison’s girlfriend, Cass, knew from the minute he arrived at the cinema that something was up.

‘Bad day?’ she asked, head tilted.

‘You could say that,’ he told her, rubbing his eyes under his spectacles.

‘Well look, if you’re not in the mood for gut-eating zombies we can skip the film.’ She tucked her arm through his. ‘Come on, let’s go and get a cuppa somewhere.’

They were in a trendy part of London, and after a bit of exploring found a Moroccan tea house. Denison wanted to carry on searching out a branch of Caffè Nero, but Cass’s eyes were twinkling.

‘Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it,’ she said. They ended up perched on a red velvet chaise longue, sipping violet-flavoured tea while tinny Middle Eastern music played from a cheap set of speakers at the back of the cafe.

‘So, tell me all about it,’ she said, shifting closer to him, her thigh pleasantly warm against his own. ‘Is it the Corscadden case?’

He nodded, sipping the tea and burning his tongue. ‘She’s conscious and alert.’

‘That’s great news!’ said Cass, then saw his expression. ‘No?’

‘No, it’s good. It’s just she can’t remember anything about what she saw in that room.’

‘She’s blanked it out?’

‘Completely. Last thing she remembers is dancing with her boyfriend at the May Ball. I tried talking to her about it three times today – and frankly I shouldn’t have tried a second time, let alone a third – and I think she genuinely can’t remember that anything bad even happened. It’s not just that she doesn’t want to talk about it, or even think about it; she actually thinks June Okeweno is still alive.’

‘But surely she’s wondering what she’s doing in a hospital?’

‘She asked if she’d been attacked by the Cambridge Butcher, but I think any of those poor bastards at Ariel would think the same thing if they woke up in hospital and couldn’t work out how they’d got there.’

‘Was she concussed?’ asked Cass.

‘Nope. Never lost consciousness. No, I don’t think this is anything organic. Psychiatrists used to see this a lot after the Second World War; Vietnam too, probably. The patient experiences something so horrific that their brain can’t process it properly. It’s a form of post-traumatic stress. Which means she’s probably going to be suffering some pretty nasty nightmares and possibly even flashbacks in the next few weeks.’

‘Oh, the poor thing,’ said Cass. ‘Have you told Steve yet?’

Denison sighed. ‘No. He’s going to throw a complete shit-fit.’

When they got home Denison went upstairs to make the call from his study, a small room with white walls covered in shelving for all those textbooks that wouldn’t fit in his office. He could never bear to cull any of his book collection, fantasizing that someday he could afford a house big enough for a library. Lighting a cigarette to fortify himself, he dialled Weathers’ number.

Weathers reacted with far less sympathy than Cass had shown.

‘This fucking case!’ he swore. ‘Jesus Christ, can’t anything go our way? How much time will it take for you to get her to remember?’

‘I don’t know – days, weeks, months?’ said Denison, feeling a sense of déjà vu. He realized he’d said the same thing regarding how long it would take Olivia to ‘wake up’. ‘It could even be years. She might never remember what happened that night.’

‘I want to talk to her.’

‘That’s not going to happen – you could cause her immense psychological harm if you just wade in demanding answers. She’s my patient now; her mental health has to take priority.’

‘The longer we leave this the greater chance that the Butcher is gonna kill someone else!’ said Weathers forcefully.

Denison shook his head. ‘It’s not like I haven’t asked her what happened,’ he pointed out. ‘She’s not going to start remembering just because you’re the one asking the questions! Christ, Steve, just trust me.’

He could hear heavy breathing as his friend made an effort to calm down. ‘So what’s your plan?’ Weathers eventually asked.

‘When she’s feeling a bit better we can think about trying to stimulate her memory with the same surroundings, smells, sounds and so on that she would have experienced that night,’ said Denison.

‘Right,’ said Weathers dryly. ‘I’ll bring the pig, you bring the carving knife.’

‘But in the meantime,’ said Denison, ignoring him, ‘we’ll go down the talking therapy route. It’s important that she gets to know and trust me, and likewise that I get to know her. I’ll focus on her time at Ariel – that way we should find out quite a lot about young Mr Nick Hardcastle in the process. If she’s repressing a memory of him murdering her friend, then her feelings towards him may be affected without her knowing why. It’s something I should be able to pick up on.’

‘Ask her about the Montgomery murder first,’ said Weathers, and Denison was relieved to hear some enthusiasm in his voice. ‘Hardcastle lived on the same floor as Montgomery, and remember it was his ex that provided his alibi. Corscadden can’t have been happy that he was with Paula that night.’

‘OK. But remember, I’ve got to take this slowly. I can’t rush her, not at this stage. Look, can you set up a meeting between me and Nick?’

Weathers grunted. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

Denison sat at his desk, tapping his pen on the polished surface. Olivia’s first session was due to start, and he knew he had to tread carefully. She was still in a fragile state, and he couldn’t risk her slipping back to her silent withdrawal. He had to find a way to learn what she knew without causing her further psychological trauma.

His intercom buzzed and he jumped to his feet. An orderly was sitting with Olivia in his waiting room.

‘Thanks, Mike,’ he said. ‘We’ll let you know when she’s ready to be taken back to D wing.’ He nodded to his PA and escorted Olivia into his consulting room.

The change in her took him aback. Her dark brown hair had been styled into a neat French plait, and someone had given her some mascara and blusher. She seemed composed, relaxed even.

‘Thank you, doctor,’ she said as he offered her a seat. A jacket hung over her arm, and she laid it on the armrest. She crossed her legs, folding her hands on her lap.

‘So, how are you, Olivia?’

She nodded gravely. ‘I’m well, thank you. How are you?’

‘Fine, thank you,’ he said, somewhat surprised. His patients didn’t tend to enquire after his health.

His plan was to take his time in excavating the story of her time at Ariel College, getting her used to the level of detail he would need when he did talk to her about the night of the May Ball. In the process he hoped to find out more about this group of friends whose female members were being picked off one by one. Was the group being stalked by an outsider? Or did the threat come from within? Could Olivia really have been friends with someone so sadistic, and not had any hint of the monster hidden inside?

He decided to start with something innocuous.

‘Tell me about Cambridge, Olivia. What do you like about it?’

She looked at him with suspicion, as though he was trying to catch her out. He returned her gaze, keeping his expression relaxed. Just having a chat, passing the time of day.

‘It’s pretty,’ she said after a pause. ‘Lots of nice buildings.’ It was a child’s response, obviously not what she really thought. He tried again.

‘It must have been quite a change for you, growing up in London.’

She shrugged.

‘What was your room like?’

‘My room?’ she repeated.

‘Some student rooms are in the old parts of the college, with bad plumbing and draughts. Others are in newer parts, with en-suite bathrooms and all the mod cons.’

‘I was in one of the hostels,’ she said. ‘By the Market Square.’

‘And who were your neighbours?’

‘I only had one,’ she said. ‘Sinead Flynn.’

‘Irish?’

‘How did you guess?’ she asked, flashing a quick smile to sweeten the sarcasm.

‘Did you get on?’

‘Of course.’

‘Who did you make friends with, during those first few weeks when you arrived at Cambridge?’

‘Sinead,’ she said. ‘June.’

‘June Okeweno?’
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