




Praise for the novels of Boris Starling
Visibility
“Starling first made a splash several years ago with the serial killer thriller Messiah, and his innate ability to spin suspense has only strengthened with subsequent efforts. Visibility, set amid the choking London Fog of 1952, takes Starling to an even higher level, thanks to a fascinating combination of historical mystery and scientific inquiry. This is how thrillers should be done.”
—The Baltimore Sun
“With a chameleonlike talent that enables him to switch with ease between diverse characters and locales, Starling is carving a niche for himself among the crowded ranks of British crime and thriller fiction. The atmosphere oozes authenticity, and the plot…plumbs fascinating depths with well-known historical events and personalities. Mystery at its best.”
—The Guardian (UK)
“Every novel should be a journey, and Visibility is an engrossing trip back in time…an intelligent and thought-provoking book, one that asks lingering questions about the very nature of loyalty and love.”
—New Statesman
“A smart, intriguing puzzle. Where most thriller writers plumb the depths of imagination for their earth-shattering secrets, Starling does just the opposite by employing the reality of history. It’s a difficult trick, but once again he pulls it off with panache.”
—Publishers Weekly
“A top-notch espionage mystery that exudes atmosphere. Highly recommended.”
—Library Journal
“An exciting espionage thriller…that grips the audience.”
Midwest Book Review
“Fog-filled London is described brilliantly by Boris Starling—the lack of vision also serving as a clever metaphor for the mysteries surrounding the murder case. The austere world of postwar Britain is also evoked with panache…. A great and pace-driven read, and I look forward to Starling’s next book.”
—The Westmorland Gazette
Vodka
“A potent crime-thriller cocktail.”
—Library Journal
“A sprawling spectacle…action that sweeps off the steppes with bloodthirsty ferocity. For fans of Martin Cruz Smith…or Robert Harris’s evocative thrillers.”
—Booklist
“[A] dense, captivating novel of modern-day Russia…so fascinating that delighted readers will gulp it down like the novel’s free-flowing, ubiquitous vodka.”
—Publishers Weekly
“A tour de force…. Every page brims over with Starling’s passion for all things Russian. You’ll want to get your fill of Vodka.”
—Pages
“The suspense is cumulative, with the narrative a kaleidoscope patterned by Starling’s love affair with all things Russian and Moscow in particular. Starling’s enthusiasm and a quick eye achieve a Dickensian combination of sentiment and cruelty.”
—The Guardian (UK)
“Gruesome excitement and a truly gothic denouement.”
—Sunday Express
“Big and complex, panoramic and epic…powerful and all-encompassing…profound and striking.”
—Mystery Ink
“Starling writes inventively about historical facts while giving the reader an up-close look at Moscow’s sewers, back streets, and the Wild West atmosphere of the era of collapse. The writing is powerful with imagery and emotional brinkmanship.”
—Library Journal
“This exciting thriller provides an insightful look at Russia during the aftermath of the fall of Communism.”
—Midwest Book Review
Storm
“Delving deeper into the mind of a serial killer than he did in his first novel, Messiah, Starling takes readers to the brink of madness with a character who is unrelentingly violent (he tortures his victims prior to killing them by forcing rats to gnaw through their stomachs) yet literate (his victims are chosen based on characters from Aeschylus’s complex Greek myth the Oresteia). Starling expertly renders a strong heroine…and he skillfully builds the suspense as he joins various plot lines to the main story and slowly reveals the killer’s identity.”
—Publishers Weekly
“Compares with Thomas Harris’s works…. Storm is one hell of a thriller.”
—Midwest Book Review
Messiah
“Messiah sustains a sense of fear and uneasiness.”
—Publishers Weekly
“Riveting…. The denouement, like the main characters, is as interesting as they come.”
—New York Post
“Fast-paced, gritty…one of the best books on murder you’ll read.”
—Esquire (UK)
“Messiah is as terrifying as it is credible…an accomplished debut that grips from the first page and doesn’t let go.”
—Val McDermid, Gold Dagger Award–winning author of Tangled Web
“Messiah is heartstopping…the urge to devour this book at a single sitting is almost irresistible.”
—Martin Edwards, author of the Harry Devlin mysteries
“Messiah has one of the most frightening fictional serial killers ever created.”
—Writers Write
“Messiah opens with a bang and just keeps on going to the thrilling conclusion…stunning.”
—Book Rocket
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Three days before this book was published in the UK, my sister Belinda died. She was thirty-four, and her first novel had just been accepted for publication. Her myriad qualities as a sister and friend aside, she had always been my most perceptive and constructive critic. Every manuscript I sent her came back with pages and pages of notes, every single one valuable and accurate—sometimes uncomfortably so! She was every bit as fantastic an author as she was a critic, and though her career has ended almost before it started, perhaps in years to come she’ll be bracketed alongside Margaret Mitchell and Harper Lee, women who wrote one immortal novel each and called it a day right there.
At HarperCollins, Julia Wisdom has the patience of a saint, and Anne O’Brien the eyes of an eagle. They are brilliant editors, and every time I read their notes I realize how lucky I am to have them.
At A. P. Watt, Caradoc King is quite simply the best agent a writer could ask for.
Much, perhaps too much, of a modern author’s research can be done online, but now and then we have to emerge blinking into the sunlight. My investigations for Visibility took me to Tower Bridge, where I was royally looked after; special thanks to Claire Forrest, Charles Lotter, and Dave Savage.
Thanks too to the guides at Highgate Cemetery, one of London’s most beautiful parks, and sadly, too, one of its most under-resourced. The Friends of Highgate Cemetery do a grand job, but they will always need people with time or money to spare to aid them in maintenance. Please help them if you can.
Most of all, thank you to Charlotte, who is the best thing that ever happened to me.


December 4, 1952
THURSDAY

 
THE FOG WAS COMING, without and within.
On the far side of the river, the first smoky tresses were stroking the rooftops with fingers as slim and elegant as a concert pianist’s. If a man had watched for a while, he would have seen the mist crawling slowly across the cityscape, its purposeful stealth that of a prowling cat.
And if a man had watched for a while, he might have felt the first hazings in his head, a gauze which would make the world opaque and through which he would have to reach for his very thoughts.
The fog had come before, but rarely with such purpose. Londoners were nothing if not survivors, however, and they knew when trouble was ahead. Certainly they needed no warning from the weathermen to brace themselves for a bad one.

New Scotland Yard was a riverside riot of turrets, crenellations, and people; a Gothic extravagance that swallowed thousands of worker bees every morning and spat them out again come dusk. Overcrowding was a permanent endemic; the place had grown like Topsy, with new buildings added every few decades to ease the strain, but the problem remained resolutely unallayed. Bounded by the Thames in front and Whitehall to the rear, New Scotland Yard’s room for expansion was running out fast.
Shifts in the Metropolitan Police’s Murder Squad came in threes: the morning, 6 A.M. until 2 P.M.; the afternoon, 2 P.M. until 10 P.M.; and the night, 10 P.M. until 6 A.M. On the days when Herbert Smith, once of the British Army, latterly of MI5, and now a member of said Murder Squad, was scheduled for the afternoon slot, he liked to lunch beforehand with no company save for that afforded by a pie, a pint, the Evening Standard, and the Times crossword. He frequented a pub off Smith Square, which at ten minutes’ walking distance from the Yard was at least twice as far as any of his colleagues were liable to venture, even those adventurous enough to seek grounds more exotic than those of the staff canteen.
This day, he read Milton Shulman’s film reviews in the early edition of the Evening Standard, making a mental note to go and see The Narrow Margin at the London Pavilion (“an exciting journey” wrote Shulman), and to miss The Road to Bali, on at the Plaza and succinctly dismissed as “a cul-de-sac.” Herbert usually found Shulman’s opinions pretty accurate, though as he only ever went to the cinema on his own, he had never discovered whether this was a majority opinion or not.
The Standard duly read, he polished off three-quarters of the Times crossword—particularly proud of decoding Writing implement dripped red ink? (7) as “N-I-B-B-L-E-D”—and found without surprise that forcing himself into the office was a genuine physical strain.
It was not that he wanted to stay in the pub—he was not a big drinker—but simply that anywhere was surely better than another afternoon in the office.
There, in a nutshell, was the contradiction at the heart of working the murder beat. Days in the Yard, cramped, airless, and noisy, were dreadful; but to get out of there, someone had to have been killed, and Herbert had seen enough violent death in his time not to wish for more of it.
And, if he was to be honest, cramped, airless, and noisy weren’t the half of it. No one else on the Murder Squad seemed to mind the conditions, but then no one else on the Murder Squad felt as though their presence was at best tolerated and at worst resented.
Herbert was not one of them. He hadn’t done his time in the ranks, and he was still learning how to do things the Scotland Yard way. As far as his colleagues were concerned, therefore, his time at Five might as well have been a sojourn in the inner circles of Hell. Suspicion between arms of the law was always bad; when an espionage service was involved, it was exacerbated tenfold.
Of the five men round the table when Herbert walked into the office, only Tyce and Veal acknowledged him, and only Veal did so with anything that approximated a greeting in recognized English. Tyce gave a curt nod. The others, Connolly, Tulloch, and Bradley, glanced at him as though he were something the cat had brought in, and turned their attention back to the matter at hand; that matter being the case of Christopher Craig, an unlovely, manipulative psychopath, and Derek Bentley, an illiterate, impressionable epileptic, who had broken into a warehouse in Croydon the previous month.
The police had arrived. Craig had drawn a gun. Bentley had shouted: “Let him have it, Chris.”
A plea to surrender the weapon, or an exhortation to murder?
Craig, clearly taking it as the latter—assuming that he had listened to Bentley at all, which given their relationship seemed unlikely—had shot two policemen. Detective Constable Frederick Fairfax was hit in the shoulder, painful but not too serious. Police Constable Sidney Miles was killed.
Killing a policeman was so far beyond the pale as to be invisible. Bentley and Craig were due to stand trial at the Old Bailey the coming Tuesday, the ninth, and there was not one man in Scotland Yard who felt anything other than that they should both be convicted of murder.
No, that was not quite true. There was one man who felt otherwise, one man only—and that man was Herbert.
The problem, as far as Herbert was concerned, was this. The death penalty applied only to those over eighteen. Craig, who deserved to hang as much as anyone Herbert had ever encountered, was only sixteen. Even if he was found guilty, he would not be executed.
But Bentley was nineteen, and he would surely swing; even though his mind was that of a child, even though he had not fired the fatal shot, and even though he was less Craig’s friend than his plaything.
Unique amongst his peers, Herbert felt that Bentley had been asking Craig to hand over the weapon; for if Herbert was sure of anything, it was that he knew a victim when he saw one.
He had expressed these thoughts to his colleagues once, and they had made it clear that once was once too many.
So now they hunched round a table and discussed the trial next week; specifically, what they termed strategy for their appearances in the witness box, and what the cynical would have called getting their stories straight.

Herbert’s colleagues departed to continue their discussions in the pub sometime around dusk, leaving Herbert marooned in the office while another afternoon exodus ebbed and flowed around him. From the window, he saw that the fog was thickening now, diffusing the street lamps into haloes of dull gold. People scurried beneath with collars up and chins down.
He sensed a communal disillusion with the weather. The previous day had been magical, one of those winter days which made one believe sincerely that England was God’s own country: skies of lapis lazuli, air so crisp that it fizzed on the way down to your lungs, and a cheerful sunshine dappling lightly through bare branches. Now there was only filthy, moist gray shot through with traces of sulfur.

Bradley and Tulloch returned about six, realizing that, much as they might have been tempted to, they could not in all conscience leave Herbert minding the fort indefinitely. Not that there was much to do; the steady trilling of phones throughout the afternoon had dwindled to a trickle by the time they came back, and the call at eight o’clock was the first in more than an hour.
Neither Bradley nor Tulloch showed much inclination to answer it.
Bradley did not even move; he might have been a stone Aztec, Herbert thought, forever phlegmatic and unflappable, completely unreadable even to as adept an observer as Herbert.
Tulloch, cut off midway through a rant about whichever aspect of modern society had most recently attracted his ire, clicked his tongue angrily, as though the call had been made purely to irritate him. He tended to treat all crimes as a personal slight, or at least an institutional one, as if the very existence of the police force should have been enough to stop the forces of lawlessness and disorder in their tracks.
Herbert let the phone ring a few times for form’s sake, and then picked up.
“New Scotland Yard,” he said.
“Is that the Murder Squad?” A young man’s voice, breathless with excitement.
Herbert felt a brief twinge in his gut; apprehension and excitement tangling.
“That’s right.”
“This is Sergeant Elkington, in Hyde Park. I’ve got a floater in the Long Water.”
Elkington stumbled over the word “floater,” as if its use implied a casual machismo that he did not really possess.
Herbert sighed. Fogs always brought death; people who couldn’t see where they were going and tipped off walls or into rivers, usually. Had Herbert been a betting man, he would have considered an accumulator; that this floater, as Elkington had so unconvincingly referred to it, had had a few drinks inside him when he had walked into the water, and that he wouldn’t be the last.
Herbert looked at his colleagues, rolled his eyes, and made a drinking gesture.
Bradley stared back, his expression altered not a jot. Tulloch ground his teeth in silent fury at the world.
Herbert wondered why he bothered. A simple human connection, that was all he was trying to establish. Perhaps the day he stopped trying was the day it would happen.
He turned his attention back to Elkington. “Any reason you’re calling me…?”
“Sergeant Elkington,” Elkington repeated, in case Herbert hadn’t got it the first time. “No more than the usual. Just taking precautions.”
Herbert now knew exactly the kind of policeman Elkington was: the Janus sort, always looking to cover his behind so that if anything went wrong he had already and demonstrably passed the buck, all the while squinting forward through ambition-slitted eyes, so that if anything went right he was in position to claim as much credit as possible.
The biggest excitement in the Hyde Park police station was locking the park gates every night. Herbert was sure Elkington wouldn’t be there long; he would get himself transferred as soon as possible, treating every case as a possible key to the door which led out and up.
Herbert considered a moment. Neither Bradley nor Tulloch would want the case. They had wives and children, and they needed a new case this late in the day like a hole in the head. At best, it would be a false alarm; at worst, a serious drain on their Friday, possibly their weekend, too.
A cold, foggy night; a warm room for once mercifully quiet.
No contest.
“Where’s the body?” Herbert asked.
“By the Peter Pan statue,” Elkington said.

Herbert told Bradley and Tulloch where he was going, and promised to call in the moment he had something concrete. “Any time after ten,” Tulloch said; meaning he could call as much as he liked, once the night shift had come on. He wasn’t joking.
Herbert took a car from the pool and almost immediately regretted it. The fog was already thick enough to make driving difficult, and Herbert lost his way twice, even on roads he was sure he knew like the back of his hand. Headlights were little use; they simply bounced back off the thick particles of mist.
Eventually, he parked round the back of the Albert Hall and completed the journey on foot, his breath billowing in lung-shaped plumes around his head as he hurried forward against the cold.
Elkington had ensured that the scene was lit by flaming torches, as though it were some sort of pagan funeral. The edge of the water was blotched with ice, and covered in what looked like a thin film of powdered graphite. Herbert wondered for a moment where this film could have come from, and realized with a start that it must have settled there from the fog. What other particles the mist was carrying, and what was settling inside his lungs every time he inhaled, scarcely bore consideration.
The Long Water was a dammed river; effectively a lake, therefore, without a current. The floater was a few yards from shore. It was lying facedown, as corpses tended to, with its limbs and head hanging lower than its torso. Perfectly motionless, it could have been a jellyfish.
Elkington looked even younger than he sounded, cold-reddened cheeks smooth beneath a pile of dirty blond hair.
“I’ve touched nothing, sir,” Elkington said. “All I’ve done is call you and seal the scene; twenty yards in every direction.” Twenty yards was already beyond the limits of visibility; Elkington’s gestures indicated nothing but fog. “That’s correct procedure, isn’t it, sir?”
Herbert had been dead right about the kind of person Elkington was. His initial deduction now seemed less inspired guesswork than impeccable snap judgment. Still, he reflected, at least it was a pleasant change to have someone look up to him, after the stonewalling indifference he faced back at the Yard.
“That is indeed,” Herbert said.
“The way you would have done it?”
“Don’t tell me—you’ve always wanted to work in the Murder Squad.”
“As a matter of fact, sir, I have.”
“Then you can start by telling me who found the body.”
“I did.” If Elkington had put his hand up and started shouting Me, sir, me, me, it would not have surprised Herbert in the slightest. “When I was doing my rounds.”
“You were alone?”
“No, sir. I was with Flew and Hare. Here, sir.”
He indicated the constables either side of him. Flew had a neat, slightly effete face framed by a mass of curly black hair. Hare’s nose kinked halfway down and set off at a tangent; broken and badly reset, Herbert thought. Like Elkington, neither looked old enough to be shaving yet, let alone policing.
Herbert nodded at Flew and Hare, and they waded into the water with a synchronicity of which twins would have been proud.
Elkington made a sign of the cross, which Herbert might have found touching had Elkington not checked first to see whether he was watching.

There was an autopsy unit at Imperial College, less than a mile away on Exhibition Road. The pathologist, a small man whose glasses were as round and shiny as the top of his head, was waiting for Herbert in the foyer.
“Rathbone,” he said simply.
Rathbone, Elkington, Flew, Hare; didn’t these people have Christian names?
Herbert and Rathbone shook hands.
“Right then, right then.” Rathbone’s voice rose and fell in twittering ululations. “Let’s get on with it, yes?”
There would soon be a backlog, he explained en route to the autopsy room; pedestrians hit by cars traveling too fast in the murk, elderly people for whom the extra pollution would prove too much.
Herbert supposed it lucky that the body had been found before the rush.
It could not have been in the water long, for it was still recognizably human, more than enough for Herbert to imagine what the man must have been like in life.
He rattled through the alphabetical checklist that had been drummed into him during Five’s surveillance training. A for age: mid-twenties. B for build: medium, as far as he could tell under the man’s dark suit, which took him neatly on to C for clothes—white shirt, crimson tie, dapper black shoes, no hat. No surprise in any of that; men invariably wore a jacket and tie, whatever they were doing and wherever they were going. Strange not to have been wearing a coat in this weather, though.
No Distinguishing marks. Ethnic origin: Caucasian. F for face, in this case somewhat cherubic, even through the postmortem swelling. No Glasses, at least none still hooked over the ears; and, since he was dead, no chance to ascertain his Gait. His Hair was blond and floppy. He carried no Items.
All this had gone through Herbert’s head in less than a second.
Rathbone stripped the body quickly and efficiently until it was laid out in inglorious nudity on the examination table. Herbert supposed that pathology, with all its emphasis on the clinical and chemical, was intended to sanitize death. Here, it seemed to have exactly the opposite effect, making it even more revolting than Herbert had thought possible.
“You understand,” Rathbone said, “that drownings are usually suicides or accidents, yes? There are plenty of easier ways to murder someone.”
“I understand.”
“And it’s very difficult to tell whether someone was drowned at all, as opposed to being immersed in water postmortem, yes? Let alone whether they were drowned voluntarily or against their will.”
“All I’d like you to do is to tell me how he died, and who he was.”
“Well, ha-ha, I’m no alchemist, Detective Inspector…?”
“Smith.”
“First things first, yes? Let’s find out how long it’s been there.”
It’s, Herbert noticed, not he’s. Well, that was only to be expected. If he had had corpses coming across his table as though on a conveyor belt, he would probably have tried to regard them as objects rather than human too.
Rathbone took a thermometer and rolled the body onto its side. It stared at Herbert with bulbous eyes in which he read accusing disappointment. The corpse’s cheeks were swollen and its skin wrinkled, like a washerwoman’s hands. Drained of color, its face seemed to leach into the air.
Rathbone pushed the thermometer towards the rectum, and stopped.
“What?” Herbert said.
Rathbone placed a hand on each of the dead man’s buttocks, pulled them apart, and nodded for Herbert to come closer.
Herbert thought of several snappy replies, all of them inappropriate.
He stepped forward, looked, and winced.
The man’s backside was a disaster zone; red raw, swollen into puffy ridges of flesh, and crisscrossed with scratch marks.
“Raped?” Herbert said.
Rathbone shook his head. “Not tonight. Many of these marks are several days old.”
“Homosexual, then. And practicing.”
“Very.”
All things being equal, Herbert would rather this particular can of worms had remained unopened. Homosexuality was illegal—“gross indecency contrary to Section 11 of the Criminal Law Amendment Act 1885,” as the law had it. Like most things illicit, it was also widespread, albeit necessarily furtive.
Every queer therefore lived with the same question: who knew? Among their own, they were usually safe; but, if caught, they faced chemical castration, the introduction of female hormones for what the law saw as their abnormal and uncontrollable sexual urges. Estrogen would make them impotent and obese, their looks suffocated in a welter of fat, their touting reduced to receiver status only.
As King George V had famously, or infamously, said about homosexuals: “I thought men like that shot themselves.”
Herbert had no particular beef against homosexuals, certainly not by prevailing standards of intolerance. He simply did not relish the prospect of poking around a closed community trying to find a truth that was liable, like many deaths, to end up being petty and sordid.
Rathbone busied himself around the man’s rear end for a few moments.
“No trace evidence,” he announced at length. “No bodily fluids.”
“You mean he’d taken a bath since his last, er, last…”
“Encounter?”
“Exactly.”
“Probably. But the water in the park could have washed such evidence off, yes?”
“The Long Water has no current. It’s like a millpond tonight.”
Rathbone pursed his lips and nodded. “Unlikely, then.”
He inserted the thermometer into the corpse’s rectum, waited a few moments, extracted it, and read off the digits.
“Eighty-eight degrees.” He looked at his watch. “It’s half past nine now. Normal body temperature is ninety-eight degrees. Bodies in water cool at about five or six degrees an hour, twice as fast as they do in air, yes? But these measures are approximate. Very generally, therefore, I would estimate the time of death at between half past six and eight o’clock this evening.”
In other words, not long before the body had been found; eight o’clock was when Elkington had phoned.
“You might want to go outside for this next part, yes?” Rathbone said.
“I’m not squeamish.”
Rathbone shrugged—suit yourself—took a small handsaw, and began to slice at the cadaver’s right shoulder.
He was right. Herbert did want to go outside.
After a small eternity while Herbert waited in the corridor, Rathbone popped his head round the door and beckoned him back inside.
Herbert followed him through, and almost immediately went straight back out again. The subject—see, Herbert was already beginning to think like Rathbone; hard not to, when they were in a glorified butcher’s shop—had been sliced open in three neat cuts, a perfect Y from shoulders to sternum and sternum to waist.
Rathbone picked up a lung. Patterned in marbles of gray and crimson, it shifted over the inside of his forearms, an outsize bladder which gave the disconcerting impression of being alive. It looked far too big to have ever fitted inside the dead man.
Rathbone placed the lung in a metal tray, picked up a knife, and sliced into it. Dirty water spurted from the gash.
How Herbert managed not to vomit, he had no idea.
“As I thought.” Rathbone seemed pleased. “Fluid.”
“I can see that.”
“No, no. Fluid, which you get only when air and water have been actively inspired. Passive flooding of lungs with water—in other words, postmortem—looks quite different, yes? And see”—he indicated above and around the dead man’s mouth—“the froth? Fine and white? Must still have been breathing, yes?”
Rathbone tripped over to a set of scales and lifted a small bag from the bowl. “The stomach. Pretty full.”
“He had just eaten, then?”
“A few hours before. Perhaps a late lunch. Shepherd’s pie and cabbage, at a guess. Also weeds, silt, and dirty water. Lake water. Not the kind of thing you get even in the most disreputable of restaurants, yes?” By the time Herbert realized that Rathbone had, in his own way, cracked a joke, the pathologist had moved on. “When the victim’s dead before entering the water, very little matter gets as far as the stomach. What you find is usually confined to the pharynx, trachea, and larger airways, yes?”
So the corpse, whoever he was, had drowned, rather than being placed in the water after his death.
Accident, suicide, or murder?
He had drowned in shallow water, at a point where it was easy to enter the water, but equally easy to walk out again. It was therefore unlikely to have been an accident, unless he was dead drunk, which seemed improbable given the time frame involved; drunks tended to die later in the evening.
Rathbone would test for alcohol, of course, but both he and Herbert were thinking the same thing: the corpse did not have the look of a drinker.
Suicide was always a possibility, especially in the winter, when long nights and unremitting gloom could drive the heartiest of fellows to despair. Every suicide involved a great deal of resolve—Herbert had no truck with those who glibly dismissed it as the coward’s way out, as he imagined that few things involved more courage than the decision to kill oneself—but drowning oneself in a still, shallow body of water took more determination than most. There were many easier methods, especially for men, who tended to prefer the more violent methods of exit.
Which left only murder.

Rathbone wanted to run more tests, so Herbert found a phone and rang the Yard.
“Yes?” Tulloch’s voice was even more loaded with rage than usual, and when Herbert glanced at his watch he saw why; it was ten to ten.
He batted away a pang of childish pleasure at inconveniencing Tulloch. “It’s Smith.”
“What do you want?”
“To tell you about the dead man.”
“Couldn’t you have waited? He’s not going anywhere, is he?”
“No, but I am.”
Tulloch sighed. “Right. Tell me what you’ve got. And keep it short. Name?”
“Unknown.”
“Cause of death?”
“Drowning. Probably forcible.”
“Probably?”
“The pathologist’s running tests as we speak.”
“Is there anything you do know?”
“He was a homosexual.”
“Your ideal case, then.”
Herbert chose to ignore this last remark. “There’s not much more I’ll be able to do tonight, so I’ll come in tomorrow morning after breakfast and take it up from there.”
“And put in for overtime, no doubt.”
The last time the topic of overtime had come up, Herbert remembered, Tulloch had contended that the whole system was skewed. The men who needed the money for their families were the ones who couldn’t afford the time to make that money, he said; in contrast, the ones who had the time to spare had nothing to spend the money on.
Herbert had suggested that he do the time and Tulloch take the money. Tulloch had thought that a splendid idea.
“Well,” Tulloch continued, before Herbert could answer, “everyone else here’s too busy to waste time on a poof in the drink, so you’re more than welcome to it. You’d know their haunts better than us, that’s for sure. What about the scene?”
“I’ve sealed it off, of course. I’ll have a proper search done in the morning, when there’s enough light.”
“Gordon Bennett,” Tulloch said. “We have taught you something after all.”
And he hung up.

South Kensington tube station was more or less at the bottom of Exhibition Road, so Herbert managed to find it by the simple expedient of walking straight, dodging the hardened drinkers who had headed for the private clubs after lunch—membership on the spot for five shillings—and remained there as afternoon slid to evening, nursing their cut-price whiskeys and bemoaning their luck. South Kensington and Earls Court were full of such places, never-never lands of clipped mustaches, army-style overcoats, and old school ties.
Seven years on from the war, they were still weary, still clinging to their Micawberish feeling that something would turn up. War veterans were prematurely and preternaturally aged, their careers ripped apart by the conflict; many of them had stepped aside so as not to get trampled underfoot by younger men desperate to fill their shoes.
Herbert found a Piccadilly Line train heading east almost at once. The tube system was still free from fog; strange days indeed, he thought, when those malodorous and claustrophobic tunnels were cleaner and brighter than the real world above.
He sat in a near-empty carriage, flicking through the notes Rathbone had given him. There was little of surprise and even less of encouragement within them.
That the blond man had been drowned against his will was now almost beyond doubt. Threads of wool, presumably from his killer’s clothes, had been found under three fingernails on the right hand and two on the left. His right hand had also been clutching silt and weeds, presumably fixed in a cadaveric spasm.
Rathbone could have written most of what followed in Greek for all the sense it made to Herbert, but, whatever he said, Herbert was happy to take his word for it.
Bilateral hemorrhages on the shoulders and chest followed lines of muscle bundles and were therefore consistent with violent tearing, itself indicative of a struggle. Such symptoms could be confused with putrefaction, but extravascular erythrocytes provided histological proof of a true hemorrhage. Moreover, petechial hemorrhaging inside the eyelid and on the eyeball itself were indicators of excessive premortem adrenaline, as were the abnormally high histamine and serotonin levels. Such indicators were all consistent with murder.
It was Herbert’s patch all right.
Since homosexuals were proscribed by law, it followed that they had an underworld. As Tulloch had insinuated, Herbert knew full well where the gates to this particular Hades were; the queer pubs, in the first instance, such as the Fitzroy Tavern on Charlotte Street, the Golden Lion on Dean Street, and the Duke of York on Rathbone Street, where the landlord, whom a Five report had once superfluously described as “eccentric,” liked to cut off customers’ ties and display them as trophies.
The Fitzroy was especially notorious, not just for the marines and guardsmen who packed in there on Saturday nights looking for a quick pickup, but for the eclectic quality of its straighter clientele; Dylan Thomas (who apparently liked to pick fights with the guardsmen), the hangman Albert Pierrepoint, and the Satanist Aleister Crowley had all drunk there, Crowley evidently inventing his own cocktail of gin, vermouth, and laudanum. When the police had raided the place and the landlord been charged, the court had heard that “there can be very little doubt that this house was conducted in a most disorderly and disgusting fashion.”
Failing all other leads, Herbert would trawl such establishments, hopefully with a name for the dead man and a photograph of him which did not include a mortician’s slab and a face rendered puffy by drowning.
Before then, however, would come the usual, tedious routes to finding out someone’s identity. Dental records could be checked, fingerprints matched, public appeals launched; all involving a level of manpower the police could ill afford. The force was desperately short of men, particularly in towns and cities, and had been so ever since the war. Too many young men had died for it to be otherwise.
Herbert alighted at Green Park. Advertisements greeted him like old friends: Good Mornings Begin With Gillette. The pubs were closing; through doors pushed briefly open, he heard the usual landlord banter. “Arses and glasses!” “Haven’t you got homes to go to?” and “Let’s be having the company’s glasses,” all pronounced with the tired, ersatz flourish of the provincial actor.
The journey had taken ten minutes, and yet it was like going from one world to another. South Kensington and Mayfair might have been continents apart; London could change faces in a heartbeat, a street.
Where there had been sad sacks, now there were men a decade their junior, the generation who had not been sent away to fight and who consequently brimmed with energy and vigor; spivs with padded shoulders and pencil mustaches, who winked with conspiratorial jauntiness as they checked the time on their Cartier watches and lit cigarettes with gold-plated lighters.
Some called them con men; they themselves would say that times were changing and, perhaps as never before in Britain, the race was to the swift. The pubs they frequented had once been the preserve of the domestic servant seeking ale and dominoes. Now they were crowded out by wide boys and posh girls.
It was change, all right; whether it was progress was a different matter.

Herbert fancied a nightcap before closing time, but one glance through the window of the Chesterfield pub put him off going in there. The place was brimming with Five officers, most of whom he recognized, and most of whom were also doubtless drunk and loudly discussing matters of national security.
Five’s oppressive regime and culture of secrecy had with grim inevitability fostered an endemic culture of excessive drinking. The Chesterfield was almost an official service watering hole, so much so that it was known within Five as Camp Two. Camp One was the Pig & Eye Club on the top floor of Five’s HQ, Leconfield House, established precisely to avoid too many people decamping to the pub; but the woeful lack of atmosphere within the club ensured that decamp they did.
This was, as if Herbert needed any reminding, the outfit charged with defense of the realm.
He walked through Shepherd Market, a curious enclave of passageways which sprouted pubs, bistro restaurants, galleries, antique shops, and brothels in more or less equal quantities. Herbert lived in the heart of the Market—his flat gained in the desirability of its location what it lacked in size—and as he approached his front door he saw through the fog that someone was standing on the pavement outside.
“You look like how I feel,” a female voice said, when he was close enough to make out her features. “Anything I can do to help?”
Herbert smiled. It was Stella, the doyenne of Shepherd Market tarts, universally known as “the Auld Slapper,” a name bestowed with affection or bile according to whether one had come across her sunny side or her dark one. She could be piercingly understanding and bitterly funny, but behind the façade, the set of her mouth and the waves of dullness in her eyes betrayed her.
Tonight, her makeup looked as though it had been applied by a plasterer. Dark roots streaked through her badly bleached hair. Business was clearly slow.
Propriety should perhaps have prompted Herbert to rebuff her, politely but firmly. Corporeal weakness had him following her gloomily upstairs.
Outside the office, Stella was the nearest thing Herbert had to a friend; seven years older than him, perhaps she was in a strange way the elder sister denied to an only child. She was also, rather unimpressively, the extent of his sex life.
That part of proceedings was over in short order, as usual. Stella made her habitual crack about the oldest profession in the world encountering the second oldest, and Herbert made his equally customary reply that he was no longer a spy, and that even if he had ever been one, he could not possibly have told her. It was a routine as old and sagging as the bed on which they had bounced with a distinct lack of luster.
He dug a couple of pound notes from his pocket and handed them over. He always paid; if he was to be in debt to her, he wanted it to be for her companionship rather than her services. Correspondingly, she never feigned ecstasy, and he would no more have wanted her to do so than he would have expected the grocer to hand over his shopping with piercing yells of fake rhapsody.
Dressed again, Stella stroked Herbert’s cheek with the backs of her fingers.
“Be careful what you wish for,” she said.
This was one of her favorite sayings, and he knew how it finished.
“Because it might just happen, right?”
“Right,” she said. “And we wouldn’t want that, would we?”

Herbert’s flat was nothing to shout about; a small kitchen area with a porcelain sink, a wooden draining board, and a small cupboard in the coolest part of the larder which served as the next best thing to a refrigerator. The pictures on the wall of the living room were plain and the furniture even plainer; most pieces carried the “Utility” mark, designed for newlyweds and those whose homes had been destroyed by the war. How they had ended up here was anyone’s guess, and Herbert was not much inclined to try and find out. They had come with the flat, and that was that.
There was one bathroom, with the lavatory cistern high on the wall and a sit-up bath which would have cramped a pygmy, and two bedrooms, both small enough for the single beds within them to look large. Herbert had one room; his mother Mary had designs on the other, on the grounds that she was ill and needed constant looking after, but Herbert had so far resisted. Living with one’s mother was for serial killers, queers, and Italians only.
He wondered how long it would be before he succumbed; for she was ill, of that there was no doubt. He had taken her to Guy’s Hospital that very morning with a recurrence of breathing difficulties, and the fog would hardly be doing her any favors.
He phoned the hospital, sat through stretching minutes as his call was passed from one ancient switchboard to another, and finally got through to the duty nurse on Mary’s ward, who told him that his mother was asleep and that her condition was unchanged.
He said he would visit tomorrow, and the nurse promised to pass the message on.
Having piled the fire with extra coal, banked it to ensure maximum warmth, checked that the windows were sealed tight against everything which came from outside, Herbert was left alone with the silence.
He thought of his colleagues finding warmth in the press of their wives’ bodies and the glow of protection over their children which every man carried in him like a birthright, and reflected, not for the first time, that of all the truths he sought in his work, the most indisputable of all was also the easiest to find; that it was precisely because he was alone that he could afford to seek, and that he was alone not because he had chosen to be but because every turn his life had taken had ensured it.
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HERBERT TURNED THE RADIO first on and then up, to drown out the clattering of the milkman in the street below. The newsreader said that Jomo Kenyatta was being tried in Nairobi for association with the Mau Mau. Imprisonment would not harm Kenyatta’s political prospects, Herbert thought; the British authorities in India had locked Nehru up during the war, and he had not done badly since. Had Herbert been a betting man, he would have put money on Kenyatta eventually running the place.
Unexciting news came and went in unexciting tones. Herbert listened for a while, summoning up the enthusiasm to move; then, with a huge effort, rolled out of bed, stumbled over to the window, and pulled open the curtains.
The fog had thickened into a greasy, heavy swirl which was condensing in oily drops on the windowpanes. It had hardly been worth the trip. He should have been a bear, he thought; any self-respecting grizzly would have taken one look outside and hibernated until April.
He was not due back on duty until two o’clock that afternoon, but he had told Tulloch he would be in after breakfast. True, he owed Tulloch nothing, but he felt obligated to the man in the Long Water, whoever he had been. In death as in life, anonymous or otherwise, he deserved the best the Metropolitan Police could give him.
Herbert rang the Hyde Park station, where Elkington, keener than a factory full of mustard, was already at his desk. Herbert asked that Elkington bring a police diver and meet him by the Peter Pan statue in an hour.
Elkington could do it in half an hour, if that was better.
No, it was not better. An hour was fine.
The weatherman came on the radio to announce that London had suffered a temperature inversion during the night. The air near the ground had grown colder, effectively trapping itself beneath the lid of warmer air above. Unable to rise vertically and with no wind to disperse it laterally, this shallow layer of low-lying, dense, frigid air was now totally inert.
The Port of London Authority had announced that all navigable sections of the river were fogbound, and that river traffic had ceased in its entirety.
A perfect day for hunting murderers, in other words.
It was breakfast time, but day and night were pretty nebulous concepts when the fog was so dense. It was noticeably more opaque than last night; dirtier, too. Herbert thought of all the millions of domestic fires which would have been lit in the past few hours, of the power stations which stood sentinel on the Thames at Barking and Woolwich and Deptford and Battersea and Fulham, of all the vehicles belching smoke as they crawled blindly round town; and when he peered closer he was sure he could see streaks of amber and black in the mist.
Back in Kensington Gardens, he walked straight past the Peter Pan statue without noticing. Only when he heard the muted splashing of the fountains at the top of the Long Water did he realize that he had gone too far. He turned round and retraced his steps on the landward side of the path, holding his right hand out like a blind man’s cane so as not to miss the railings around the statue.
Elkington was already there, together with an assortment of others, Flew and Hare among them.
“Terrible, this fog is, absolutely awful,” Elkington said with relish. “Coppers are abandoning their Humbers for bicycles or their own two feet. The river police have tied their boats up and are doing their patrols on shore. The smash-and-grab men will be harvesting fast, sir, mark my words.” He could hardly have sounded more thrilled.
For his part, Herbert could have done without Elkington’s particular brand of schadenfreude this morning. “Where’s the diver?” he asked.
“Right here, sir.” Elkington pointed to a young woman alongside him. Herbert could have sworn he saw a flourish in the gesture; and then he was no longer thinking of Elkington at all, as his entire attention was focused, almost against his will, on the woman.
It was not that she was beautiful—although she was certainly that—more that she seemed so exotic, so incongruous, in this freezing fog-bound city. Her skin was olive beneath hair black as night; Herbert saw almond eyes, a nose the elegant side of aquiline, lips like lightly plumped pillows. She was short and slender, but something in her carriage suggested a wiry strength. She could have been a biblical queen, brought early to her throne. She looked to be in her early twenties.
“Detective Inspector Smith, meet Hannah Mortimer,” Elkington said.
Hannah put out her hand for Herbert to shake, and missed his fingers by three inches. Her eyes were staring without focus at a point over his left shoulder.
“It help me if you say something,” she said.
The foreign undercoat to her accent—Eastern European, he thought—could not entirely disguise the hint of insolence in the statement. Elkington stiffened in proxy embarrassment; Herbert stifled an absurd desire to laugh.
“How do you do, Miss Mortimer?” he said.
Her sightless eyes swiveled slightly towards his face, as though she were a radio astronomer picking up return signals.
“I know what you think,” she said.
“What?” Herbert asked.
“You wonder how blind person can be diver.” He said nothing; it was exactly what he had been thinking. “My answer is very easy,” she continued. “River and lake beds are filthy dirty; most of the time, you can’t see a thing. You want to find things, you must feel for them. So your sense of touch must be accustomed. There are many blind divers, in actuality.”
She invariably emphasized the first syllables of words, Herbert noticed, irrespective of their proper pronunciation—accustomed, actuality, wonder.
“I’m sure there are,” Herbert said mildly. “OK. I want you to look for”—he caught himself, and stumbled over the next words—“I mean…”
“You can use words like ‘look’ and ‘see.’ I know what they mean. For me, is no bother to hear them.”
Herbert was glad that she could not see the rouge of embarrassment on his cheeks; the flush was too deep to pass off as reaction to the cold.
“So, you want me to find—what?” Hannah asked.
“Anything that might tell me who the man was, or why he was killed.”
Sheathed in a bulky wartime diving suit with heavy boots and a metal helmet, Hannah stepped into the Long Water as easily as a seal would and vanished from sight.
Herbert turned back towards the statue.
Peter Pan stood atop a bronze tree stump which swarmed with fairies, squirrels, mice, and rabbits. His right hand was raised, as though hailing a cab; in his left he clutched a set of pan pipes.
Herbert remembered the layout from the previous night. The statue was bounded from behind by an array of flowerbeds and shrubbery, and from in front by the Long Water.
The water was cordoned off by a railing, presumably for the safety of the children who congregated at the statue. Either side of the railing were sections of hedges and small trees. The body had been found beyond these, where the path gave directly onto the water, presumably for launching small boats in the summer.
Random sounds floated past Herbert, distorted and lacerated by the fog. He heard voices, engines, footsteps, though he could tell neither from which direction they came, nor indeed whether they existed outside of his imagination. Perhaps they were caused by atmospheric interference, like static on a radio set.
Splashings from behind the curtain of mist were for him the only proof of Hannah’s existence. Herbert could not see her; twice he almost shouted, asking if she had found anything, before realizing she would not hear him from under her huge brass helmet.
Tinker Bell stretched lovingly up from the tree stump towards Peter. A pair of fairies embraced; a sprite chatted with a squirrel which squatted on its haunches with its paws clasped out front.
Herbert called Elkington, Flew, and Hare over.
“Right,” he said. “We’re going to search this place top to bottom. I’ll take the area round the statue. Flew, you take the grass to the north; Hare, to the south. Elkington, you search the path and shrubbery by the water. Divide your sectors up into grids and do it methodically: up, down, left, right, like you’re mowing a lawn.” He looked at them each in turn. “What are you looking so boot-faced about, Flew? Worried you’re going to crease your uniform?”
Other detectives might have thought themselves above crawling around on all fours, but Herbert was happy to get down and dirty with the juniors. He knew that if one wanted something done, nine times out of ten, the best way was to do it oneself.
He started in the immediate vicinity of the statue. Within minutes, the knees of his trousers were dark with dew. When he wiped his face, small strands of grass clung to his cheeks like a beard.
He stamped his feet, wiggled his fingers inside his gloves, and hoped that clenching his teeth would let the oxygen through and keep the sulfur out.
The flowerbeds were next. He picked his way through clumps of winter weeds and felt the heaviness on his shoes as they came up trailing chunks of mud.
He gathered the others together after half an hour; too soon for them to have finished their searches, but Herbert could sense they were flagging, and a break would keep their minds fresh and minimize the chances of them missing anything.
They pooled discoveries: a used condom, a sodden copy of yesterday’s Daily Express—the best possible use for it, Herbert thought—an empty tin of Spam, and a box of matches.
Elkington had found the majority of items, of course; all of them irrelevant.
Herbert heard a sudden chatterbox of sounds, all from Hannah: snapping her fingers, humming, clicking her tongue, anything to get the return signal of an echo, be it the sharp, distinctive click of a building or a tree’s softer sigh.
He would have thought that smooth, open spaces would be easiest for her, but he saw that in fact they were the most difficult; in a park there were few orientation marks, and hence few ways for her to tell where exactly she was.
Satisfied that she had found the right place, Hannah pulled off her helmet and shook her head.
“Nothing,” she said.
“You’ve finished?”
“You joke? What it is, I’ve found nothing so far. You ask me to search this water; that’s what I do. I have made less than half the job. Go and have a cup of tea, if you want. I come and get you when I find something.”
Hannah’s damnation of weakness and self-pity stung Herbert. For the second time in as many hours, he was glad that her blindness prevented her from seeing the flush which rose ashamedly to his face.
Herbert was no stranger to patience. He had spent much of his life waiting, with no guarantee of success and with only his own thoughts for company. This was no different. He watched Hannah clump back to the water.
“Come on,” he said. “Back to work.”
Five minutes became ten; ten became thirty; thirty became an hour.
Then, suddenly, thrillingly, Herbert saw a patch of undergrowth torn flat, the earth beneath dotted with footprints.
He caught his breath, dropped his shoulders, and took his time.
The footprints were jumbled, their indentations overlapping as they twisted in different directions and pressed down to varying depths. He could make out at least two separate sole designs; there might have been more, but it was impossible to be sure.
Twigs had been snapped and
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