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    Prologue




    Dan lay back on the rug and let the August sun warm his face. His left hand idly stroked the sheep-cropped grass of Chillerton Down, near the old chalk pit, while his right became a plaything for his eighteen-month-old son. The sensations of gummy bite and sticky dribble on his fingers added an unlikely charm to this perfect day.




    ‘I’ve got your picture, Daddy. I’ve got your picture.’




    Dan opened his eyes to smile up into his daughter’s face. Foreshortened like this, it had the plump sweetness of some putto on the ceiling of a Tuscan church.




    ‘Let Daddy sleep, Anna,’ said Izzie. There was the cosy sound of amusement in her voice. ‘He’s worn out with eating so many chocolate biscuits.’




    Dan switched his attention from the squashed oval of his daughter’s face to the long bony perfection of his wife’s. The mixture of mockery and protectiveness in her eyes was so much part of her that he wanted to reach up and pull her towards him, as though they were in bed.




    ‘Where would I be without you?’ he said.




    ‘Locked to your desk by obsession, duty, and unspeakably awful ambition,’ she said, pushing some of the soft dark hair away from her face.




    ‘I’ve got your picture, ladybird. I’ve got your picture,’ chanted Anna, clicking madly at the camera as she stared towards the ground.




    ‘Your sister has a lot to answer for, Izzie.’ Dan pointed a lazy finger towards the budding Cartier-Bresson, who was now dancing away towards the trees at the edge of the field. Her pink dress dwindled to a single bright spot in the centre of his fuzzy vision. ‘Just because she didn’t want her camera any more, that’s no reason to turn our life into a perpetual slide show.’




    Izzie screwed the top on the old honey jar that had held vinaigrette, raising one finger to suck the gleaming gold oil drops off it.




    ‘Anna will be bored within a couple of days and forget it. Just as she’s forgotten to look for the fossils we came here for. I suppose we should be thankful it’s a digital camera and we’re not faced with paying to get film developed. This way if she does manage a shot without putting her thumb in front of the lens we can save it and tactfully delete the rest.’




    ‘We could even print the odd one,’ Dan said, regaining his fingers from his son, who promptly rose to his feet and performed his latest trick of flinging his now considerable weight straight down onto Dan’s diaphragm. ‘Ough! Family life.’




    Izzie had finished packing up the picnic and scooped Jake away, tucking him between her arm and ribs.




    ‘You love it,’ she said, looking down. ‘Is your gut OK?’




    ‘Sure.’ Dan prodded himself experimentally, then added: ‘At least it will be once I’ve recovered from major surgery to my abdominals and had a year or so of physio.’




    ‘Wimp!’ Izzie kissed her fingers and bent forward to lay them briefly on his forehead.




    He was impressed by her ability to hold their squirming toddler under her arm without breaking a sweat, or interrupting anything else she might want to do. But then she’d always managed the superhuman trick of making motherhood look as though it were an enchanting sideline to an easy life. He couldn’t imagine existing without her now.




    ‘Where’s Anna?’ she said, her voice sounding as near sharp as it ever did.




    ‘Photographing worms and midges I should think,’ he said, pushing himself up onto one elbow to look in the direction their daughter had taken.




    A shot sounded in the trees, cracking through the warm air.




    ‘Anna!’ Izzie dumped Jake on the rug and ran towards the straggly copse at the end of the field.




    ‘It’ll only be someone after rabbits,’ Dan called after her, surprised by the overreaction.




    Another shot smashed through the still laziness of the afternoon. It sounded even nearer. He listened. There were birds, and the buzzing chuntering background sounds of any bit of empty countryside. But there were no voices.




    In the calm after the shots, the lack of human noise spooked him. He was on his feet in seconds, picking up Jake and feeling for his phone with his free hand, even as he, too, ran towards the copse, shouting his wife’s name and his daughter’s.




    His own panting was so loud and his heart was banging so hard in his chest and Jake was crying so loudly that it was far too long before he noticed the sound of heavy, trampling feet coming through the edge of the scrubby little wood ahead of him.




    He dumped Jake on the ground and forced his phone out of his pocket. His fingers seemed to have swollen and sweat made them slip off the tiny keys. He swore and cancelled the first attempt at 999, then tried again.




    ‘Daddy! Daddy! Monster!’ Jake was tottering on his feet, one hand clamped to Dan’s trousers, and pointing.




    Dan followed the line of Jake’s finger and saw a truly monstrous figure in a tattered brown overcoat that came nearly to its feet. A tight black woollen balaclava covered its face, with ragged holes cut for the eyes. Unbelievably it held out a short stubby shotgun between its gloved paws. The two-eyed barrel was absolutely steady.




    ‘Who are you?’ Dan said, just as something ferociously heavy hit him in the chest.




    Boiling heat drove tracks all through his body. As his knees buckled, he turned to shield his son and fell. The last sight he had was of the rough edges of the gun barrels pointing past his face straight into Jake’s eyes.




    

       

    




    Chapter 1




    Ping. Ping. Ping.




    Rain fell from the loft under the leaky shingle roof to hit the base of the bowls Karen had arranged all over the kitchen floor when she’d arrived late yesterday afternoon. Confronted then with fast-spreading puddles, she’d remembered the chipped enamel bowls at once and found them at the bottom of the kitchen’s only cupboard without even thinking about it.




    What she hadn’t remembered through the eighteen years of absence was the shabbiness of this small holiday chalet on the unfashionable side of the Isle of Wight. Her last sight of it had been through a fog of tears at the age of fifteen, when she’d come to the Island for her beloved grandmother’s funeral.




    Ping.




    Granny had once used these same bowls to catch similar drips until the roof had been replaced two years before her death. Karen hadn’t expected it to need doing again so soon.




    Ping.




    She braced herself for the next drop, rather as she’d once braced herself for each new bout of her husband’s snoring. There’d been a hideous pattern to it: seven snores rising in pitch and intensity until they’d peaked in one tremendous snort, before stopping for at least two minutes. At first she’d lain beside Peter, silently screaming with frustration. Later in their five-year battle of a marriage, she’d often sat up to watch his sweaty, stubbly face and thought about putting a pillow over his nose and mouth and leaning on it until he was dead.




    Ping. Ping. Ping.




    A distant bellow interrupted the drops’ rhythm and her worst memories. This was a trumpeting kind of sound she’d been warned to expect whenever the rain was especially heavy.




    Her nearest neighbour in these weird and muddy woods apparently believed he was descended from elephants and liked to greet the rain with a triumphal roar. According to local gossip, he’d been sent to live here decades ago, when his family had finally admitted they found him too embarrassing to keep with them on the expensive side of the Island.




    Ping.




    ‘He’s utterly benign,’ Jan Davies, the most ordinary of the few other neighbours, had told Karen yesterday. ‘Got a fantastic memory, a wrinkled kind of skin that looks too big for his body, even though that’s fat enough, and this habit of trumpeting in the rain. He won’t bother you in any other way.’




    Ping. Ping.




    Now the noise of the drips made Karen think of war films, with tense young men using sonar to listen out for enemy submarines and the torpedoes that could kill them in seconds.




    She turned back to her laptop and the email she was composing to her boyfriend to stop herself thinking too much about the very different sorts of danger she was facing. The chalet had no broadband – it didn’t even have a phone line – but she could save the text on a memory stick and take it with her to the nearest Internet cafe on her way back from the prison tomorrow.




    Talking to Will, even at several removes like this, always cheered her up. Sometimes it was better doing it at several removes because she could include all the things she would never actually tell him, whole paragraphs she could delete before sending the email. She typed:




    

      

        

          I keep reminding myself, that in my family we don’t make mistakes. Ever. Sometimes our plans ‘just don’t work out’. But that just opens the way to new plans and new achievements.




          Trouble is, the reminding doesn’t always work. If I were to list all the things I’ve got wrong, apart (maybe) from coming back here, they’d look like this.


        


      


    




    ‘Fuck it,’ she said aloud, determined to be more positive. ‘Don’t be pathetic.’




    She grabbed her phone and drove halfway up the road that led out of the woods, to the point where she could make and receive calls. She pressed the speed dial for Will’s mobile.




    ‘Hi,’ she said when he answered. ‘You busy?’




    ‘Never too busy to talk to you,’ he said, and she could tell he was smiling from the sound of his voice. ‘How is it?’




    ‘Grim. Dank. Full of memories I don’t need right now.’ She thought of adding: so I wanted to talk to my resilient, untouchable, unworryable, brilliant bloke. ‘How was today’s list?’




    Will was a neurosurgeon at Brighton Hospital, with a long queue of patients waiting for his skills.




    ‘Fine. Nothing too hard. But we’ve got a five-year-old whose glioma isn’t going to be safely accessible. I’ve got to talk to the parents tomorrow to tell them why we won’t operate.’




    ‘Awful!’ Karen said, knowing she’d find that kind of encounter impossibly hard. ‘For them and for you do.’




    ‘Part of the job. Easier in some ways than interviewing murderous psychopaths in prison like you do.’




    ‘Maybe. Are you going to be able to get away at the weekend and see my eccentric refuge? I should warn you there’s nothing here but the kitchen/living room, a couple of small bedrooms and a ramshackle shower.’




    ‘I hope I can make it,’ he said, and the smile was back in his voice. ‘I’ll let you know for certain as soon as I can.’




    ‘Great. And I hope I’ll have found a way to fix the leaking roof by the time you come. Otherwise you’ll be falling over bowls full of rainwater.’




    ‘Don’t let the leaks distract you.’ His voice was still light, but there was an unmistakable note of authority in it, which she didn’t like at all. They’d been together for three months now and just occasionally he seemed to forget that she wasn’t one of the junior doctors on his team. ‘They don’t matter and your work does.’




    ‘But you don’t believe in my work,’ she said, hoping she sounded confidently amused.




    ‘That’s not fair. I don’t myself see how you could ever find enough evidence of the formation and causes of Dangerous Severe Personality Disorder from interviewing any number of individuals, however psychopathic, to come up with an incontrovertible diagnostic test, but . . .’




    Will paused in his measured counter-attack for long enough to make her understand that sometimes cool rationality could be even more irritating than thoughtless prejudice and shouting. She still didn’t know why she found him so irresistible, when his unshakeable self-control, long sinewy torso and short spiky blond hair made him so completely different from every other man she’d ever fancied.




    ‘But,’ he went on, ‘that doesn’t mean I don’t think it’s worth the attempt. Or that any other psychologist, forensic or otherwise, could do any better. You’re as good as they come, Karen.’




    ‘Aaah,’ she said, forgiving him. ‘You do know how to make a girl feel good about herself. I’d better go, Will. Sleep well.’




    ‘I always do. Take care. Bye.’




    She sat in the car, holding the hard little phone and thinking of all the differences in the way she and Will approached their work.




    For him, the brain was a collection of differently shaped masses with the texture of very lightly scrambled egg, a neat arrangement of regions named by ancient scholars and surgical explorers: the hippocampus they thought looked like a sea horse; the amygdala, so called because it was almond-shaped; the corpus collosum; the cerebellum; the ganglia; all clustered around the brain stem that reached down into the spine and ordered movement, thought, speech and behaviour by electrical impulses; each part of the whole subject to lesions and disease and tumours that his scalpel might be able to excise and correct.




    For her, in spite of what she knew about its physical characteristics, the brain was a mass of anguish and delight, container of memories of punishment and despair, generator of impulses to excitement, awe, dread, hope and terror; and occasionally a terrifying labyrinth, in whose dark heart lurked a monster that had to be found, named and, with luck and courage, slain. Or at least neutralized.




    Realizing that she’d spent at least five minutes staring at the raindrops that were chasing each other down her windscreen, she put away the phone and drove on to the junction with the main road, where there was enough room to turn the car and so get it back to its little parking space outside the chalet.




    As soon as she opened the door, she realized the pings had stopped. Inside she saw why: water was now cascading over the edges of the enamel bowls. They’d have to be emptied before the floor was flooded all over again. And she’d better climb up into the roof space to empty the deeper buckets she’d put up there. This rain might go on all night.




    After that, she’d have to make serious plans for tomorrow’s trip to Parkhurst Prison and her first encounter with Spike Falconer, who had blasted a husband, wife and two small children to death with a shotgun at point-blank range for absolutely no reason anyone had yet been able to establish.




    

       

    




    Chapter 2




    Next morning Karen stopped her rattly car at the place she thought of as Reception Point, where she’d phoned Will last night, pulling off the narrow road in case of other traffic.




    Only one message had been left and no texts. She put the phone to her ear and heard his voice again, as crisp and light as usual, saying: ‘Great to talk last night, but you sounded rather down. I hope you’re more cheerful now. Go for it today and ignore everything negative I’ve ever said about psychology. If you can get anywhere with Dangerous Severe Personality Disorder, you’ll have the world at your feet. Bye.’




    A smile stretched her cheek muscles and banished half the doomy thoughts that had been in her mind since she woke. Will was exaggerating, but, if she did make a breakthrough, her career would get a much-needed boost, Max Pitton – the head of her department at Southampton University – would be pleased, and the prison governor would feel justified in allowing her access to his most notorious inmate.




    Parkhurst had been turned into a Category B training prison after some embarrassing escapes in the mid-1990s and now usually held only those lifers who weren’t considered too high risk in terms of either escaping or reoffending if they did manage to break out. Spike Falconer was most definitely a Cat A killer, but the maximum security prisons were all full. He’d been chosen for Parkhurst because he’d grown up on the Island and was assumed to have a good support network here, which might help keep him quiet as he served out his life sentence.




    Karen stowed the phone in the glove compartment and turned the ignition key. The engine fired, faithful as ever, but when she put her foot on the accelerator the car didn’t move. Looking over her shoulder out of the window, she saw the wheels spinning in the soft mud, flinging gobbets of it behind, like a terrier after some tasty prey.




    Shifting into reverse, she tried again. It would be absurd to drive the car further back into the mud, but if she could just get the wheels to grip, she might be able to get it moving forwards with a fast enough gear change.




    The wheels didn’t grip. The screech they made as they spun uselessly through the surface of the mud set her teeth on edge. She turned off the engine, left the hand-brake down and got out to see whether she could push the car back onto the road. One of her shoes slipped in the mud and she cracked her knee on the bumper, messing up the loose black linen trousers she’d ironed with such care this morning.




    ‘Shit!’




    Karen righted herself and fumbled for a tissue so she could clean some of the dirt off her hands. At least she hadn’t got mud on the cream linen of her jacket.




    Thank God the phone worked here. She should be able to get help. Even so, she could have done without this. Calling out a pick-up truck would make her feel like a fool and cost a fortune, and she hadn’t any slack in her budget. And it would make her late for Spike, which could be fatal to her chances of persuading him to talk.




    Her encounters with the five other killers she’d interviewed so far made it clear that Spike would never tell her anything useful unless he trusted her, which wasn’t going to happen if she let him down so early in their dealings.




    ‘Can I help?’ said an authoritative male voice from behind her.




    Karen whipped round in relief and saw a tall but squidgy-looking man dressed in old-fashioned tweed breeches, army-surplus sweater and shooting stockings. He repeated his offer of help, peering at her with bright brown eyes. His sparse grey hair was brushed back over a domed and shiny forehead and his wrinkled skin was reddened by broken veins and long exposure to weather. He looked as though he could be in his late sixties or early seventies, but she found it hard to be sure.




    Over his arm was a shotgun. Karen was glad to see the breech was open. Shotguns had been very much in her mind since she’d reread every version of the story about the picnic massacre last night before she turned off her light.




    She tried a smile and was relieved to see him smile back.




    ‘You see what I’ve done,’ she said. ‘I pulled over to make a phone call and I’m stuck. I tried to push, but it didn’t work.’




    With his spongy pendulous body he didn’t look strong enough to do any better.




    ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘Wait there.’




    He turned and lumbered off between the thin trees. She’d reinvented her memories of these woods during the eighteen years she’d been away, making herself believe they were like a kind of Disney landscape, with sunny clearings full of glossy moss banks and tumbling streams, and crystal-clear air full of blue birds and butterflies. The dank reality could hardly have been more different.




    The undistinguished, unbeautiful alders and scrubby conifers grew close together, and many were being slowly throttled with ivy. The ground consisted of grey mud, made even more slimy by years of half-rotted fallen leaves, and probably dead slugs too, and worse. The only punctuation in the dreariness was provided by the few isolated holiday chalets like her own.




    She saw a thin thread of smoke drifting upwards and made out the lines of a tin chimney. That must be where her eccentric rescuer had headed. She heard his crunching, shuffling footsteps coming back before she could distinguish his sludge-green clothes from the surrounding vegetation.




    He’d left the shotgun behind, and now carried a pile of thick, ancient sacking. The smell hit her from yards away, a mixture of damp, mould and something pungently animal. He hurried forwards, saying:




    ‘These should do the trick.’




    She couldn’t imagine how, and watched without much hope as he shook out one sack after another, making the stench even worse. She tried not to gag. He laid them in heaps stretching out in front of her wheels towards the safe hardness of the road’s tarmac.




    ‘Get in again,’ he said, ‘and build up the revs before you move, then go. The sacking should give you just enough traction. Go on – try it.’




    ‘OK,’ she said, smiling again, even though she was still not convinced. ‘But keep out of the way in case I skid. I don’t want to hurt you.’




    ‘You won’t. Go on. Have a go.’




    She pulled up the handbrake in case of accidents, turned on the engine, pumped the gas, then slowly let the brake out again. Miraculously the wheels gripped the heavy sacking and were back over the edge of the road in moments. When she’d made certain the whole car was properly supported, she stopped, wound down her window and leaned out to thank him, adding:




    ‘What’s your name?’




    He grinned, with a rictus of a smile that didn’t seem to fit his jowly wrinkled face, and said quite seriously: ‘Round here they usually call me the Elephant Man because I’m descended from elephants, but my family called me Roderick.’




    ‘Thank you, Roderick,’ she said. ‘You’ve saved my life.’




    ‘Don’t exaggerate,’ he said, as severe as any schoolteacher.




    He bent to collect his sacks, which were marked now with the mud from her wheels, then trudged off with them towards his home.




    She watched him in her mirror as he disappeared into the murk of the trees, thinking he was more like a gigantic Hobbit than an elephant. She’d have to get some sacks so she could do the same trick for herself next time. A piece of old carpet might be even better.




    Pausing at the junction with the main road for a gap in the straggling line of cars and trucks, she saw Jan Davies emerging from her chalet at the sound of the engine. Karen waved and saw Jan coming towards her, so she pulled up the handbrake again and opened the window.




    ‘How was last night, Karen?’ Jan said, balancing her arthritic hand on the edge of the window. ‘I worried about you in all that rain. Your grandmother would’ve hated the thought of you suffering on your own down there like that. She always took such trouble to make things nice for you and Aidan when you came to stay.’




    ‘I know she did,’ Karen said, smiling. ‘And I know how good you were to her when she got so ill. I wish I could stay and chat but I’m going to be late if I don’t get going.’




    ‘Of course, dear.’ Jan stood up straight. ‘You get off and have a good day. We’ll have a cup of tea one day when you’re not so busy.’




    ‘I’ll look forward to it, Jan. Thanks so much.’




    The slight traffic had passed while they were talking and Karen turned left into the main road, heading towards Newport, the main town on the Island. Turning left again, she followed the signs for Cowes and Parkhurst Prison.




    The prison’s origins as a military hospital were clear only in the elegant nineteenth-century brick and large windows of one building. The rest varied between barn-like Victorian wings and a forbidding slab of modern red brick. Karen parked as she’d been instructed, left her phone and made her way to the reception area.




    She was searched politely but firmly by a woman officer, who ran her hands up and down Karen’s legs and felt all round her waistband, as well as in her pockets.




    ‘Good clothes,’ she said with a smile as she stepped back. ‘Loose. Easy to manage, too.’




    Karen gave her a brief smile. She’d had enough experience of the atmosphere in male prisons to make sure her clothes did not cling to any part of her long body. The olive-green T-shirt she wore over her trousers was big enough to conceal her breasts, and the long jacket hid the curves of her narrow waist and hips. Her thick, shoulder-length blonde hair had been tugged back and twisted up into an informal cockade, held together with a basic rubber band.




    ‘Now,’ said the officer, ‘have you got any maps, keys, or umbrella?’




    All Karen had were her keys: a big clattering bunch on a metal ring. They opened not only the chalet, but also her flat in Southampton, her office at the university, her filing cabinet of confidential records, and her parents’ London penthouse. Her car keys followed, on their own separate plaited leather strap.




    ‘These must weigh you down,’ said the cheerful officer as she took them all from Karen. ‘Now, if you’ll just put your bags through the scanner. Great. Jim Blake will be down for you in a minute. He’ll explain procedure and take you along to Spike.’




    ‘Jim Blake?’ Karen said, letting her voice rise at the end to invite more information.




    ‘He’s the officer best placed to help you. Spike responds better to him than anyone else. Likes him too. Ah, here he is.’




    He was a big man with a shock of unruly red hair and a childish splurge of freckles over his nose, which made it look as though someone had showered his face with cayenne pepper. But his height and broad shoulders gave him an air of authority. Karen thought he looked sensible, and his smile was friendly.




    ‘Is it Ms Taylor?’ he said in a deep voice with the long vowels she suddenly remembered were characteristic of the Island.




    They sent her right back to childhood, even more efficiently than Jan Davies or the rain-drip bowls had done. She could almost see her grandmother’s face and smell the powdery, denture-fixative, old scent that had always clung to her.




    ‘It’s Doctor Taylor really,’ she said, bringing herself sharply back to the present, ‘but it doesn’t matter. And “Ms” does stop people telling me about their itches and digestive problems. Thank you for coming down.’




    ‘How much d’you know about Spike? It’s this way,’ Jim Blake said, reaching one large hand past her to unlock and push open a gate to let her through. Then he locked it behind them both before ushering her on to the next one.




    In spite of her experience of other prisons, she was taken aback to find that this one smelt of nothing but disinfectant, which suggested a general cleanliness that could have belonged in any modern hospital.




    ‘Only that he was adopted at the age of eighteen months by a well-established Island couple,’ she said, looking over her shoulder at Jim’s face as she answered his question.




    He unlocked the next of the cream-painted steel gates and followed her into the usual broad, vinyl-floored corridor lined on both sides with blank, locked doors.




    ‘That he exhibited strange behaviour almost from the start,’ she went on, ‘which became worse once his adoptive parents’ own son joined him at school. That he’d dropped out by the age of fourteen, took drugs, drank too much, and was eventually thrown out by the family when he was eighteen, when the first vague diagnosis of “some kind of personality disorder” was upped to Anti-Social Personality Disorder, then later to full-blown Dangerous Severe Personality Disorder.’




    ‘That’s more or less it. He lived in hostels for a while, then slept rough all over the Island and gave everyone a lot of trouble. Have you seen any recent pictures of him?’




    ‘Only the ones in the papers and files his solicitors sent me,’ she said, surprised by the question. ‘Why?’




    He caught up with her and pulled the chained keys forwards from his belt to unlock the next of the gates. ‘Because now he’s off the drink and drugs, and super-fit from all the time he spends in the gym, he’s just about the most beautiful man you’re ever likely to meet.’




    Karen thought back to the blurred face that had stared at her out of newsprint and lawyers’ photocopies. Spike had looked pleasant enough, except for the bad skin, angry staring eyes and twisted lips, but nowhere near beautiful.




    ‘That’s unexpected,’ she said. ‘But is it important?’




    Jim paused with the key already in the lock, then he turned it with a decisiveness that surprised her.




    ‘I’d say so. It’s why . . . why some people hate him so much. Makes them judge him more harshly than an ugly man who did the same things.’




    ‘Interesting,’ she said, surprised to find him so analytical.




    ‘Haven’t you noticed how beautiful people are supposed to be better than the rest of us? Like children are supposed to be innocent. That’s why people get so angry when they offend.’




    Karen wished she’d had her tape recorder running. She knew by now that only a few prison officers fitted the stereotype of thick-as-pigshit, unimaginative petty tyrant, but she was always glad to find ones as perceptive as Jim.




    ‘But you must know that,’ he said, with an emphasis she took to be a reference to her profession rather than her own looks.




    Although she was tall, not remotely fat, and had the kind of skin that takes on a smooth tan at the first hint of hot sun, she disliked her small round face, blonde hair and hazel eyes, in which she could see nothing appealing at all. She’d much rather have had Titian hair and emerald eyes, or raven black and dazzling blue.




    ‘How long have you known him?’ she asked.




    ‘Four years. Ever since he was sent here on remand after that family was shot.’




    Karen noticed that he didn’t refer to ‘the Picnic Massacre’, which was another point in his favour.




    ‘Does he give you trouble?’




    ‘Not much. He seems to feel safer here than he ever did outside. He knows what he’s supposed to do and mostly he does it.’




    ‘That’s characteristic of DSPD. It’s interesting you’ve seen it so clearly, working with him like this.’




    ‘I’ve been reading up about personality disorders, so I’ve been looking out for symptoms. Now, you’ll be alone with him, as you requested, but there’s a panic button on your side of the table. Press it the moment you’re worried. I don’t think he’ll go for you, but so far no one’s been able to work out what makes him flip, so you need to be prepared.’




    ‘Thank you,’ she said, ignoring the roughness in her throat that was her body’s familiar response to threat.




    ‘Then there’s the ordinary bell beside the door to ring when you want to leave. If you haven’t pressed it in thirty minutes, we’ll come in and get you out.’




    He pushed open the door.




    

       

    




    Chapter 3




    Karen was glad of Jim’s warning. She had never seen anything like the unearthly perfection of Spike’s face. Botticelli’s angels mixed with Hollywood action heroes and the best complexion she’d ever seen in a prison.




    ‘Hi,’ he said in a voice with no trace of the Island in it. ‘My lawyer tells me you’ve come to get me out of here.’




    Then he smiled, stretching his lips wide apart, like any PR-trained celebrity. Unlike them, though, he had horrible teeth: stained and chipped. They were the only ugly thing about him. Karen smiled back and noticed his expression didn’t change even when she moved. His features could’ve been stuck in the same position with superglue.




    ‘That’s not exactly why I’m here,’ she said.




    Jim was hovering by the door. She wondered if he was going to say something and glanced over her shoulder at him. He was watching Spike intently, as though assessing the quality of his self-control this morning.




    Karen turned back and ploughed on: ‘I’ve come because I’m making a study of people diagnosed with various kinds of personality disorder so that I can understand exactly what’s happened to them, and why. I did make that clear to your lawyers when I asked if I could meet you. I hope they told you?’




    Spike nodded, still with the smile fixed to his face. Karen heard Jim step backwards and close the door. He must have satisfied himself that his charge was calm enough for her to be safe alone with him today. She registered the position of the big round red panic button. The heavy steel door clanged as the automatic lock activated, and the hard surfaces all round threw the sound back at her.




    Spike didn’t react. The noise must have been too familiar to bother him. Nor did he let his face relax. Karen thought he looked like someone who had been told what smiling was but had never understood the point of it. Which would fit. Empathy was almost impossible for any severely personality disordered individual.




    ‘I’ve had two,’ he said, at last allowing his lips to contract back into their perfect resting shape.




    ‘I’m sorry?’ she said, moving away from the door, towards the chair that had been set for her, directly opposite Spike. ‘Two what?’




    ‘Diagnoses. Personality disorders. Two for the price of one!’ His voice was rising in excitement. ‘That should help you, Doctor Taylor, shouldn’t it? My two diagnoses, Doctor Taylor. They’ll help, won’t they?’




    ‘Probably,’ she said, keeping her own voice very calm. ‘There are lots of things I’d like to ask you. Is that OK?’




    He put both hands in the pockets of his jeans and leaned so far back that his chair tipped until it was balanced on only two legs. She noticed how slim he was, and how muscular.




    ‘I didn’t shoot those people, you know,’ he said in a mechanical way, as though repeating something he’d learned by heart. ‘I was asleep. Fast asleep. So I didn’t know why the police were yelling at me and shaking me when they woke me up.’




    He waited for her response, but she hadn’t anything to say yet.




    ‘My lawyers must’ve told you what really happened,’ he said. ‘They were supposed to.’




    ‘They did.’ Karen kept her voice light and hoped it would express nothing but unthreatening good humour.




    She knew from the files that he’d been sleeping off a heavy intake of skunk when the police had found him after the shooting. He’d been only about half a mile away from the place where it had happened.




    Later they’d found his tattered old brown tweed overcoat and black woollen balaclava mask, dumped in a ditch. Scientists had soon established that the splatters on the cloth matched blood they’d taken from the body of little Anna Sanders. The position of all four corpses suggested she’d been Spike’s first victim.




    The tweed coat had been wrapped around a sawn-off shotgun with his prints all over it. There had been four cartridge cases in the pocket, also covered in his prints. In spite of all his denials that he’d ever had access to any kind of gun and hadn’t left his sleeping place that day, no one involved had ever had any doubt that he was guilty.




    But his disorder meant he would never be able to accept responsibility and so there was no point trying to make him do it. Instead Karen wanted him to tell her about his perceptions of himself and the world from inside his head. She knew she had to make him like her enough to want to cooperate.




    ‘They also warned me you don’t always like answering questions,’ she went on with a friendly smile.




    Spike laughed, which would have been encouraging if she hadn’t caught a hint of spite in the sound. She waited for more.




    ‘Sometimes I answer because I get so bored in here.’ His speech had slowed down a little, as though to emphasize the malicious undercurrents. ‘And sometimes I don’t. You’ll never know what it’s going to be like each day when you get here.’




    ‘I see.’




    ‘Good. Because this is how it goes, Doctor Taylor: you’re allowed to ask me whatever you want; and I’m allowed not to say anything.’ He laughed again, hunching his shoulders together as though he could hardly contain his pleasure. ‘It’ll be like going to the bookies. You make a bet, and you don’t know if you’re going to win or the bookies are. OK?’




    ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘It should be fun.’




    All her research subjects so far had exhibited similar attempts to manipulate her. None of her interviewees had been anywhere near as sophisticated as fictional psychopaths such as Hannibal Lecter, or as successful. Some had been intelligent; others not. But each had had an ability to show supreme disdain for everyone around him.




    As she pulled out her chair to sit down at last, she made sure she’d be able to reach the panic button.




    ‘It works, too,’ Spike said from the other side of the table. ‘The panic button.’




    ‘Right,’ she said, determined not to give him the satisfaction of seeing he’d disconcerted her. His ability to follow her thoughts was unexpected. ‘Thanks. D’you mind if I tape our session?’




    ‘Not at all. So, what are we going to start with? How come I was born evil?’




    She made herself smile back at him again, shaking her head. When she’d taken a pen and large white ruled pad out of her briefcase, just in case the recorder failed, she said:




    ‘What I’d like you to tell me this morning is the story of who you are.’




    He frowned, the gesture pulling his face out of shape and making it more interesting. The clouds must have moved outside because a shaft of sunlight came down through the small window high up on the wall opposite her and gilded his smooth fair hair for a second or two.




    ‘Story? What story?’




    ‘Most of us,’ Karen said, drawing an intricate key pattern at the top of her pad, to give him an illusion of privacy while he worked out what to say, ‘have a story we tell ourselves to make sense of what we do and what other people do to us. We add to it whenever something difficult happens – or doesn’t happen in the way we wanted.’




    She looked up to make sure he understood her. He nodded, as though he thought she needed encouragement, but he didn’t speak. Her so-far unpublished theory held that if you could tell a credible story to explain your own actions and motives you had a chance to overcome anything that had been done to you, however bad it had been.




    If she was right, no one with a severe personality disorder would be able to do it because an inability to accept responsibility or reason from past experience was part of the condition. So far none of the interviews she’d conducted in prisons around the country had made any holes in the theory. She hoped it would stand up long enough to become part of her recommended diagnostic process for DSPD.




    ‘Some religious people,’ she went on to encourage Spike, ‘tell their stories in terms of ideas they’ve been taught by their priests. Others do it with what their parents used to say about them. You know, “She’s the untidy pretty one, and her little sister is the neat clever plain one, who never breaks a rule.” D’you see what I mean?’




    ‘That’s what it’s like for us.’




    Karen waited, smiling encouragingly, but he didn’t go on.




    ‘What did your family say about you?’




    He shrugged. ‘I’m the special, bad one and Silas is the dream kid, who always does what he’s supposed to.’




    ‘Did you believe it?’ she said, fighting a dangerous surge of sympathy.




    If she were to produce usable research, she’d have to keep her own feelings right out of these sessions. They would muddle her intellectual response to what she heard and, perhaps, make her see things that didn’t exist and invent her own stories about him, which would distort the whole project.




    Spike laughed, with a high teetering sound like a drunk giggling to pretend that his brain wasn’t shutting down as he failed to decode what other people said.




    ‘Then there are the lucky ones,’ Karen said when the creepy noise had stopped and Spike had made it clear he wasn’t going to volunteer anything else, ‘who make up their own stories, using only what they themselves have seen and thought about the world.’




    ‘Lucky or clever?’ Spike said, suddenly sounding quite ordinary again and as though he was interested and able to follow her ideas without difficulty.




    She knew from the files how he’d messed around in every class at school, truanted and caused endless trouble, before dropping out completely. But no one who’d ever tried to teach him had had any doubts about his IQ.




    ‘Maybe lucky and clever are the same thing,’ she answered, ready for the moment to let the conversation flow in whichever direction he was going to allow.




    ‘What’s your story, Doctor Taylor?’




    Karen chose her words even more carefully, wanting to say enough to give him a sense of equality in the conversation without revealing anything he could use against her.




    ‘I’m lucky enough to have a good qualification that allows me to be paid for work I enjoy. And I’m a survivor. That makes me even luckier.’




    Spike’s interest sharpened at once. ‘What have you survived?’




    ‘Nothing but childhood and adolescence and the kind of frustrations everyone has to deal with,’ she said, smoothly covering the unintended hint of weakness. No way was she going to tell a research subject like Spike about the wars she’d fought with Peter.




    ‘Even with that kind of ordinary stuff,’ she went on, ‘if you tell a story in which other people do things to you, you become a victim.’




    He nodded wisely, as though he knew all about victims. But he still wasn’t offering her anything from his past.




    She plodded on: ‘If your story is about how you fight back, you become a survivor, a winner.’




    She paused, then added with a deliberation at odds with her usual light tone: ‘And no one can do anything to you then.’




    ‘Unless they kill you.’ Spike’s face was as angelic as ever.




    She had a sudden, splinteringly vivid vision of the way Peter had died and closed her eyes for a second.




    ‘Why won’t you look at me, Doctor Taylor?’ Spike giggled. ‘I’m not going to kill you. Not while Jim’s right outside the door ready to come in and save you anyway.’




    ‘Of course, you’re right,’ Karen said, ignoring his taunt with the utmost calm. ‘No one survives being killed. Now, what about your story? What can you tell me about what happened to you?’




    ‘It’s easy,’ he said, sounding very superior, as though he felt he’d scored some kind of victory over her.




    He let his chair fall back onto all four legs so he could lean forwards across the table. The surface was too wide for him to reach out and touch her, but the effect of his movement towards her was to suggest an intimacy between them that was almost more disturbing than the giggles.




    ‘I’m the Island Freak. Natural Born Killer. Monster of Depravity. Time Bomb Waiting to Explode.’




    He laughed and swung himself away, tipping back his chair again. Karen recognized the tabloid headlines. She was interested to find him so articulate, so easily able to decode some things about her and yet so completely unable to understand what she wanted from him in terms of a narrative of his life. It was a sad but useful confirmation of all her assumptions about Dangerous Severe Personality Disorder.




    But it still wasn’t enough. She wished he and his lawyers hadn’t put a ban on the psychometric tests she’d wanted to give him. Even better would have been a combination of tests and a parallel series of brain scans that would have shown all the different areas of his brain lighting up in response to her carefully designed stimuli.




    At the end of her half-hour, she got to her feet to ring the bell beside the door, planning to pack up her stuff while she waited to be released.




    ‘You know what you should have asked me?’ Spike said chattily.




    ‘No. What?’




    ‘What it feels like to stare into a toddler’s eyes and then blast them out through the back of his skull with a shotgun.’




    Karen didn’t press the bell. This was, of course, one of the many things she wanted to hear, but on her own terms and not delivered as part of one of his games.




    ‘Why should I?’ she said, moving back to the table so she could look into his eyes.




    The irises were a clear grey-green, and the whites had all the gleam of perfect health. Her recorder was still running.




    ‘Because that’s what interests you.’ He let his chair swing back onto all four legs again, with an echoing bang as the metal hit the concrete floor. ‘This stuff about stories is just an excuse. You’re like everyone else. You want to know what it’s like to kill, how it happens, how it feels, how it changes you for ever, how exciting it is.’




    ‘What would be the point of asking you anything like that?’ Karen asked with an air of wholly fake innocence. ‘You’ve just told me you didn’t do it.’




    For an instant he looked dumbfounded, then he giggled again, sounding wild and skittering off to the outer edge of self-control. When he spoke his voice rose with every quick and breathless word:




    ‘I see I’m going to enjoy our talks, Doctor Taylor. Like I say, I get bored in here. Same time tomorrow, Doctor Taylor? We can talk about more stories and more killings then, can’t we, Doctor Taylor? That’s what you’d like, isn’t it, Doctor Taylor? Lots of killing.’




    This time she did press the bell for freedom, while her ears rang with the high insistent repetition of her name.




    

       

    




    Chapter 4




    Karen was too pumped up by the encounter to go straight back to the gloomy chalet. The mixture of adrenaline, ebbing anxiety, and even sharper curiosity than she’d felt before she met Spike, made her feel as though she’d overdosed on Red Bull.




    She walked towards her car, rummaging in her loose brown-leather shoulder bag for the note Professor Pitton had sent her when he’d been urging her to produce some startling and therefore career-building research.




    

      

        

          Dangerous Severe Personality Disorder’s a good choice. There’s a lot of non-professional interest in it right now. Highly political too, with the government planning to imprison men who have been diagnosed with it before they have committed any crime whatsoever. Outrageous. It might be acceptable if there were a diagnostic tool as definitive as a blood test, but, as you know, there isn’t. Until the Oxford study is completed, there’s only the list of assumed symptoms. Find something better before they do, and you’ll have made your career. MP


        


      


    




    Good enough as an idea, Karen thought as she passed the other parked cars, but studying my first five subjects hasn’t got me anywhere and if Spike goes on playing games like today’s, he’s not going to be much more use. What will the Prof do to me if I fail?




    Knowing nothing of her real reasons for turning to academic psychology after Peter’s death, Max Pitton was always trying to make her want more than she had: good, if belated, qualifications, an interesting job that provided her with a modest living, and a possible future sideline as an expert witness in criminal trials.




    He liked to mix encouragement with some pretty savage goads, as though he thought insult might drive her on towards the kind of career success and public recognition he had. One day he’d stormed into her office at the university, asking why she’d written ‘such a bland, banal, little paper’ for one of the professional journals.




    ‘I know you worry about being such a late starter,’ he’d said, ‘but you’re potentially very good and you could really go places, but you keep sabotaging yourself, making your talents look bog standard at best. Whatever it is, get over it, Karen.’




    If only I could, she thought, as she unlocked the car and made plans for the rest of the day.




    People who’d heard she was coming back to the Island after so long had told her how weird she’d find it, what a throwback, how amazingly polite everyone would be from bus drivers to passers-by, how cut off from the hurly-burly of real life. The few inhabitants she’d met so far had confirmed all of it. Even the Elephant Man had been the epitome of old-world courtesy.




    In the old days, when she and Aidan had been children sent here for holidays, the place had seemed like heaven. Looking back to the charms of toffee apples, dodgems, ramshackle canoes bucketing about in the surf at Totland Bay, and fish and chips in steamy cafes, she wondered how much of the bliss had come from the sensation of absolute safety provided by her grandmother.




    Her parents had never offered any safety at all, too distracted by work to pay much attention to their children. Sometimes, when their advertising business had been doing well, there’d been glamorous family trips to DisneyWorld in Florida, or skiing in France. But there’d been other times, too, when clients hadn’t paid and bills had poured in and bailiffs had come banging on the door.




    The children had had to learn to pretend they didn’t need anything then, just as they’d had to learn to hide with their parents, silent and unmoving, until the debt collectors had decided there was no one at home and given up.




    Karen would never forget the first time she’d seen her father under the bed, cowering and in tears. She must have been three or four. Finding the most powerful adult in your life lapsing into a pathetic heaving heap did things to you.




    Aidan had cut and run for the States as soon as his last term at school was over. Karen had never told him how deserted she’d felt then, in spite of all his letters and the promises he’d made to bring her over to join him ‘as soon as I can afford it’.




    Her loneliness and fear had made Peter seem heaven-sent when she’d met him only days after she’d finished her A levels. They’d married four months later and Aidan had been so angry with her he’d stopped writing altogether until after Peter was dead.




    It had taken the two of them a while to get back on the old easy terms with each other, but now, ten years on, talking to Aidan was almost like talking to herself.




    She reached the outskirts of Cowes, passing the low grey-stone cottages and half-timbered Edwardian horrors, searching for an Internet cafe. Soon she was near the centre, much older and prettier than the rest, and much more crowded too.




    Some of the buildings had facades of the same untouched grey stone as the cottages; others were stuccoed and painted white or yellow. Cheery flags were strung across the side streets in preparation for one of the many races and festivals, and in every gap between the buildings she could see the white sails of expensive yachts pottering about the Solent and the bare masts of others still attached to their swinging moorings and pontoons.




    She wound down the window and tasted the familiar salty tang in the air, somehow not at all spoiled by being mixed with petrol fumes, and heard the wild cries of the gulls that wheeled and swooped on any tiny bit of edible matter dropped by passers-by.




    Once she’d spotted a suitable Internet cafe, she swore silently at the new pedestrianization of the High Street and all the ugly double-yellow lines, but eventually she found her way to a parking space and locked the car. Eight minutes later, with a tall cardboard cup of coffee at her side, she settled at a free computer. The email to Will could wait until she’d given Aidan all the latest news.




    He was making a name for himself now in Boston, Massachusetts, as a defense attorney. He hadn’t yet met Will. She hoped it would work when they did. If not, Will would have to go. Aidan’s loathing of Peter should have warned her of what might happen. She’d never ignore him again.




    Having logged on, she waited for the system to crank itself open, taking up the time by pulling the rubber band off her pony-tail and letting the shoulder-length blonde hair fly free. Except for prison visiting she always wore it loose, in the hope it would do something to disguise the small round face she’d inherited from her mother, Dillie.




    Topping Dillie’s five-foot-three frame, the size and shape were fine; quite pretty even. Karen, who was five-nine, thought they looked absurd on her.




    She found the expected email from Aidan in her in-box. All it said was:




    

      

        

          I envy you being back on the Island. Is the chalet the same? Does Granny’s ghost walk the rooms? Have you had a crab tea at Freshwater yet? And is there anywhere you can get your beloved sushi? Somehow that doesn’t fit my memories of the Island. Axx


        


      


    




    She hit ‘reply’ and quickly typed:




    

      

        

          No ghosts. Might feel less empty if there were a few. The chalet’s tiny and dark and damp. Not at all as I remember it, although the rain-drip bowls are. Did you realize there wasn’t even a proper kitchen? No wonder Dillie’s always hated the place. I keep wondering why she never tarted it up for holiday lets – or even flogged it in one of the financial crises. Although I can’t imagine it would raise much, and she may have hung on to it in case they ever did lose the business completely and needed a hideaway. They could live on very little here – provided they never tried to take a car on one of the ferries!




          Anyway, the kitchen: just a calor gas cooker, an old pot sink on legs, a table, a kind of meat-safe cupboard thing with a chicken-wire front, a few shelves of cracked plates and mugs, and a motley collection of bent cutlery. Not a single sharp cooking knife to be found. I’d have to restock it if I were going to be here long, but for six weeks? Not worth it. The fridge is vile.




          How’s life in Boston? Still spending all your time fighting injustice wherever it rears its ugly head, or do you get a few minutes for friends . . . for romance? I’d love you to meet someone.
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