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Chapter 1









The chill attacked me as soon as I stepped out of the car. It made me wish I’d worn a thicker coat, but at least it made a change from the misery on the radio – weathermen predicting more snow, train services at a standstill, and another girl missing from the streets of north London. I picked my way across the ice, pausing to admire Northwood in its winter glory. Rows of dark Victorian tenements stood shoulder to shoulder, braced against the wind. My colleagues at Guy’s thought that I’d taken leave of my senses. Why would anyone rent out their London flat and swap a comfortable hospital consultancy for a six-month sabbatical at the country’s biggest psychiatric prison? But I knew I’d made the right choice. The British Psychological Society had invited me to write the first-ever in-depth study of the regime at the Laurels, home to some of the country’s most violent criminals. The work would be fascinating, and provide an ideal subject for my next book, but that was just part of the reason. If I could handle six months in the company of serial rapists and mass murderers, it meant that I was cured. The suffering and deaths I’d witnessed during the Angel case hadn’t left a scratch.

A mixture of curiosity and fear quickened my heart rate as I approached the entrance gates. The warning signs grew more obvious with each step – barred ground-floor windows, razor wire and searchlights. Dozens of reminders that the place was a prison for the criminally insane, as well as a hospital. The security guards gave cautious smiles when I reached reception: two middle-aged women, one tall, one short. Neither seemed overjoyed by their choice of career. 

‘Bitter out there, isn’t it?’ the tall one said. 

The smaller woman gave me an apologetic look before turning my handbag upside down and shaking it vigorously. A flurry of biros, lipstick cases and old receipts scattered across the counter.

‘I’m afraid mobiles aren’t allowed,’ she said.

‘Sorry, I forgot.’

‘You wouldn’t believe the stuff people try and take inside. Drugs, flick knives, you name it.’

I processed the idea while she searched my belongings. It was hard to imagine anyone bringing weapons into a building packed with psychopaths, unless they had a death wish themselves. She led me to a machine in the corner of the room.

‘The card’s just for identity,’ she said. ‘Our doors open with keys or fingerprint recognition.’ 

I pressed my index finger onto a glass plate, then a light flared, and the machine spat out my ID card. The woman in the photo looked unfamiliar. She had a caught-in-the-headlights stare, cheeks blanched by the cold. 

The site map the security guards gave me turned out to be useless. Paths narrow as shoelaces twisted through the maze of tenements packed tight inside the walls of the compound. The architecture was designed for maximum surveillance, hundreds of windows staring down as I wandered in circles, until the Laurels loomed into view. The building had been a cause célèbre when it opened five years ago, protesters outraged that it had consumed thirty-six million pounds of taxpayers’ cash. It was a stark monument to modern architecture, surfaces cut from steel and glass. Walking inside felt like entering a futurist hotel, apart from the security measures. Two sets of doors snapped at my heels as I crossed the threshold. 

I felt apprehensive as I searched for the centre director’s office. Dr Aleks Gorski had a formidable reputation. When a prisoner escaped from the Laurels the previous year, he had refused to take responsibility, blaming the government for cutting his security budget. Gorski went on the offensive as soon as the prisoner was recaptured, giving angry interviews to the press. His outspoken style had cost him some important allies. It was common knowledge that his seniors were longing to have him removed. 

Gorski seemed to be fighting a losing battle with his temper when I found the right door. He was around forty, wearing a tight suit and highly polished shoes, black hair shorn to a savage crew cut. His smile was too brief to be interpreted as a welcome.

‘Our appointment was at nine, Dr Quentin.’

‘Sorry I’m late, the M25’s closed. Didn’t you get my message?’

He sat behind his desk, eyeing me across yards of dark brown mahogany. ‘Your head of department says you want to write a book about us. What do you plan to focus on?’ Gorski’s speech was rapid and a fraction too loud, with a strong Polish inflection.

‘I’m interested in your treatments for Dangerous and Severe Personality Disorder. I’d like to learn more about your rehabilitation work before release.’

‘Very few of our men ever leave, but you’re in the right place to study mental disorder. This is the DSPD capital of the world. The only reason our inmates are here is because the prison system spat them out.’ He observed me coolly. ‘Do you know how long our female employees normally last?’

‘A year?’  

‘Four months. Only a few stay the distance; the ones that carry on fall into two categories – the flirts and the lion tamers. Some are attracted to violent men, and the rest have got something to prove. It’s too soon to guess which category you belong to.’

I gazed at him in amazement. Surely statements like that had been outlawed years ago? ‘That’s irrelevant, Dr Gorski. I’m here to learn about the welfare of your patients.’ 

‘It’s your own welfare you should worry about. Last summer an inmate attacked one of our nurses so savagely she was in intensive care for a week. These men will hurt you, if you fail to look after yourself. Do you understand?’

‘Of course.’

He gave a curt nod. ‘In that case, I’ll give you a tour.’   

By now I was yearning for my regular boss at Guy’s. He was so chilled out that he had a sedative effect on everyone he met, but Gorski seemed as volatile as his patients. He would register a high score on the Hare Psychopathy Checklist, ticking all the boxes for aggression and lack of respect for social boundaries. 

I inhaled a lungful of the building’s smell as we crossed the corridor. It reminded me of all the hospitals I’d ever visited: antiseptic, air freshener, and something indescribable being char-grilled in a distant kitchen. An overweight young man was being led towards us. Two orderlies were flanking him, another following at a respectful distance, as if a backwards kick might be delivered at any minute.

‘What’s your staff-to-patient ratio?’ I asked.

‘We’re short-staffed, but it should be three to one.’

‘Is that level always necessary?’

He nodded vigorously. ‘Fights break out all the time. Yesterday an inmate had his throat slashed with a broken CD case. He needed twenty stitches.’

The day room seemed to tell a different story. A cluster of grey-haired men were huddled in armchairs, watching A Place in the Sun. From a distance they looked like a gang of mild-mannered granddads, dressed in jeans and tracksuits, sipping from mugs of tea. Female staff must have been a rarity because their heads swivelled towards me in perfect unison. Lacklustre Christmas decorations dangled from the ceiling, but everything else at the Laurels looked brand new. There was a games room for table tennis and pool, and a gym packed with running and rowing machines. The place even had its own cinema.

I saw a different side to Gorski as we wandered through the building. He spoke passionately as he explained the holistic approach he planned to adopt, if funding increased. Psychologists and psychiatrists would work alongside creative therapists, to create individual treatment programmes, and inmates would spend far more time outside their cells. At present the centre could only afford to employ one part-time art therapist. It was snowing again when we came to a halt beside a set of sealed windows.

‘Do your patients ever use the main hospital facilities?’ I asked.

‘If they make good enough progress. I can show you an example.’

Gorski pressed a touch pad and the doors released us into the compound. I had to trot to keep up, brushing snowflakes from my face. Two male nurses were loitering outside the library, shivering in the cold. The building’s high ceilings and stained-glass windows suggested that it had been the hospital chapel once, but the place had been neglected. Many of the shelves were empty, out-of-date books stacked in piles by the door. The choice of DVDs was limited to The Green Mile, Top Gun and The Shawshank Redemption. Apart from a librarian sitting on the other side of the room, head bowed over a pile of papers, the reading area was empty. 

‘Do you recognise him?’ Gorski whispered. 

On closer inspection I saw that the man’s left wrist was handcuffed to the metal frame of his chair, and when I studied him more closely, I realised it was Louis Kinsella. He twisted round in his seat to face us, and his gaze had a disturbing intensity. He still bore an uncanny likeness to my father. Even his stare was identical, letting me know that I’d failed him without uttering a word. But he’d aged considerably since he’d filled the front pages seventeen years ago. His Eton-cropped hair had faded from brown to grey, and his features were more angular, with gaunt cheekbones and a prominent forehead. Only his half-moon glasses had remained the same. I’d been revising for my GCSEs when Kinsella’s killing spree hit its peak, and his face had lodged in my mind, among the facts I’d memorised. Maybe he fascinated me then because my father was gravely ill. He was being cared for at home, but he’d lost the powers of speech and movement. While his physical powers waned, his doppelgänger had suddenly become Britain’s most prolific child killer – a record that Kinsella still held after almost two decades.

His eyes followed me as we turned to leave. The chill felt deeper as we stepped outside, and when I looked down, I saw what had transfixed him. Snowflakes had melted into the red fabric of my coat, darkening it, like spatters of blood.


Chapter 10 









Gorski was the first person I saw at the Laurels the next day. He was clutching an outsized mug of coffee and I felt like advising him to detox – caffeine would make his temper even harder to control. 

‘My office now, please, Dr Quentin.’ He strode down the corridor at his usual racing trot, and when he closed the door his expression was even more outraged than normal. ‘I’m not comfortable with you interviewing Kinsella. You must have heard what happened to the last researcher who worked with him.’ 

‘But you gave the police your consent.’

‘If you get out of your depth, the press will be all over us.’ 

‘I don’t have a choice. The Met think Sarah Robinson’s killer knows him; they’re insisting on another interview.’

‘And you think you’ve got special powers, do you? After years of saying nothing, he’ll just open his mouth and confess.’ Gorski’s accent grew broader with every sentence, as if he might revert to his native Polish.

‘What are you trying to say, Dr Gorski?’

He slammed his hand on the desk. ‘You don’t realise how dangerous Kinsella is. Even his silence could leave you traumatised.’ 

‘Are you suggesting I sit back and do nothing?’

Luckily someone opened the door. When Judith’s calm face appeared, I could have kissed her.

‘Is everything okay?’ she asked.

Gorski shut his eyes, clearly sick of looking at me. ‘I’ve warned Dr Quentin that she’s putting herself at risk. If anything goes wrong, she should remember that. You are my witness.’

‘I’m supervising her, Aleks. That’s what we agreed, isn’t it?’

‘Someone has to keep these people safe,’ he muttered.

‘I’ll make sure nothing happens. Come on, Alice. We can talk outside.’

Gorski turned away abruptly, as if we’d ceased to exist, but the exchange had shaken me. The man seemed barely in control of his rage, as if anyone who countered him was in danger, but the source of his anger mystified me. He seemed to resent the idea of anyone trying to access Kinsella’s secrets. Judith stood there, wearing a concerned smile.

‘Don’t take it to heart, Aleks is under a lot of pressure,’ she said. ‘By the way, Kinsella gave this to Garfield. I have to meet my trainee now, but if you want company when you read it, come and see me later.’ 

She passed me an envelope then set off for her meeting before I could thank her. My name was scrawled on the paper in jagged black copperplate, and a knot of tension twisted in my stomach, as though a set of poor exam results was hidden inside. When I got back to my office I took a deep breath and opened it.



Dear Alice,

I saw you from my window the day you arrived, picking your way across the ice like a ballerina. I noticed how small your waist is, the black buttons on your red coat, and the way your hair falls precisely to your shoulder. People assume that because I’m often silent, I no longer see or hear, but the opposite is true. I know everything about this place. I could tell you the history of each brick.

I have a strong suspicion about who may be carrying out these attacks. If I’m correct, the killer is more astute than either of us, with good reasons to continue. The killer understands that taking a child’s life is sacred. Killing a child is not like killing an adult. No matter how much pain rains down on them, they never expect to die. The last expression on a child’s face is always disbelief. 

If we meet again, I promise to talk instead of scribble. And I hope you’ll permit an old man like me to offer a compliment. You have the most extraordinary eyes – such a wonderful transparent green. 

Yours,

Louis Kinsella



Pins and needles pricked the palms of my hands. I’d never been more horrified by a compliment in my life. On a rational level, there was nothing to fear – Kinsella couldn’t lay a finger on me. But I knew too much about his crimes. I’d read Alan Nash’s book and remembered what he’d done to those girls in the flat he’d customised, the bridesmaids’ costumes he dressed them in before he strangled them. And now it was me, featuring in his fantasies. At five foot nothing, weighing a fraction over seven stone, I was probably the closest thing to a child that he’d seen in two decades. I stared at his signature again. A graphologist would have had a field day, studying the horizontal line of his name. It looked like a heartbeat flatlining. I dropped the letter on my desk, reluctant to touch it again. Perhaps Gorski was right. I was already out of my depth, sailing into something too complex to understand. 

The phone on my desk jangled and Burns started babbling immediately, as though we’d been interrupted mid-conversation. ‘You won’t believe this, Alice. Our man took a black cab to the Foundling Museum. A cabbie dropped a bloke with a big cardboard box on Hunter Street around three a.m. His face was hidden by his hat and scarf, so the driver didn’t get much of an ID.’

I tried to picture the killer calmly sitting on the back seat of a taxi with a child’s body balanced on his knees. ‘He’s fearless, isn’t he? That’s what worries me.’

‘Has Kinsella started talking?’

‘Not exactly. He sent me a letter instead.’

Burns gave a low whistle when I read out the message. ‘You’re already his favourite girl.’

‘He could be lying about knowing the killer. Manipulation’s the only power he’s got left.’ I stared out of the window at the roof of the infirmary, slates glittering like wet steel. ‘I’d like to see Kinsella’s ex-wife.’

Burns sounded surprised. ‘She’s changed her identity. You won’t get much of a welcome.’ 

‘I’m not expecting one. But she might have something I can use to prise him open.’ 

‘Leave it with me.’

I said goodbye and wondered how Burns would react if he knew about my reckless night with Tom Jensen. He’d probably stand there, rubbing the back of his neck like he always did when he was lost for words. 

At five o’clock I locked my cubbyhole, then headed for the car park. I couldn’t resist peering through the window as I walked past the gym. Jensen had his back to me, watching an inmate perform sit-ups. It looked like he’d been working out too, blond hair slick with sweat. I still had no idea why he worked at Northwood when he could have made a fortune as a personal trainer. There had to be a reason why he was making life hard for himself. Sleeping with him had restored my confidence, but although I felt curious about him, there was no flicker of emotion. It had been an act of mutual convenience, not the start of an affair. 

Snowflakes whirled in a vortex in front of my headlights as I drove down the exit road. I’ve always loved snow. I could stand by the window for hours, watching it thicken, but driving through it is another proposition. My hands tensed around the wheel when I arrived in Charndale. The car slalomed across the road, executing a perfect 360-degree turn, coming to rest bumper to bumper with a stationary BMW. The near miss made my heart thump a quickstep rhythm at the base of my throat. Luckily no one else was crazy enough to venture out in the middle of a snowstorm. 

Lola phoned as soon as I’d finished dinner. Her voice sounded even more upbeat than usual. She comes from a long line of theatricals, and Christmas with the Tremaines always involves high excitement and endless games of charades.

‘What are you up to?’ she asked.

‘Not much. I just lit the fire. How’s the Greek God?’

‘Preening himself. He’s got a part as a nurse in Holby.’

‘That’s brilliant!’ Neal was thirteen years younger than Lola. Normally he played schoolboy roles or wayward undergraduates. ‘Have you heard from Will lately?’

‘Last week. He’s still at that hostel in Brighton; he sounds happy enough.’

I gritted my teeth. It was a relief to know my brother was okay, but I wished he’d call me occasionally, instead of my best friend.

‘You’re still coming for Christmas, aren’t you?’ she asked.

‘I can’t, Lo. I’ve got to work.’

It wasn’t strictly true. But drifting from party to party, then fighting Neal’s cat for space on their sofa didn’t appeal. I wanted to test my nerve and see if I could handle a Christmas alone. There was a dramatic pause at the end of the line while the idea sank in.

‘What about your presents?’ Lola sounded like a disappointed five-year-old.

‘I’ll come the day after Boxing Day, I promise.’

‘That’ll have to do, I suppose.’ 

When I put the phone down I felt a pang of guilt, remembering the first gift she ever gave me when we were twelve years old: a huge box of make-up from Woolworths. It kept us entertained for days. We spent most of the Christmas holiday attempting to make ourselves look like movie stars.

I was in bed when a text arrived from Burns. Kinsella’s ex-wife had changed her name to Lauren French, and she’d agreed to see me, after some strong persuasion. I dropped my phone back onto the bedside table. Burns might have a new girlfriend, but his habit of working past midnight was still firmly in place. The wind picked up as I tried to sleep. It made an odd, howling sound in the chimney, the windowpanes rattling in their frames like teeth chattering. No wonder the locals believed the cottage was haunted. The place was full of inexplicable sounds. 


Chapter 11 









The man’s footfall crunches across the gravel, and the fear gnawing in her stomach grows even sharper. She never knows what to expect. He can be angry or laughing, or he leaves her alone, until the light fades from the crack in the door. Her smile makes him treat her better. Yesterday he brought gifts: two bananas, a bottle of water, and a dry blanket. The fruit made her stomach hurt, each gulp sticking in her throat. Already she’s hungry again, but at least she has the blanket. It makes the chill less raw, the thick wool locking warmth close to her skin. She forces herself to beam at him when the metal door swings open.

‘Still awake, Ella?’ His eyes are invisible, his knitted hat pulled low over his forehead. 

‘I’ve been waiting for you.’

‘You little flirt.’ The man’s laughing now, lips peeled back to reveal his straight white teeth. His laughter is more scary than his frown. ‘I’ve got a treat lined up for you. I don’t want you getting bored. Do you fancy coming out for a drive?’

‘Yes, please.’ Ella doesn’t care where he takes her. Anything’s better than being locked up alone in the metal box.

‘Come on then, let’s be having you.’

She tries to make her body relax as he reaches for her. If she screams or tries to run, he’ll lash out, so she takes a deep breath then steps into his arms. It’s the opposite of the way her granddad holds her, a quick hug before she goes to bed. The man throws her across his shoulder, blood rushing to her head. His torch trails a thin yellow line across the snow. The blanket falls to the ground but she doesn’t let herself cry out.

The back door of the van is already open, the darkness inside waiting to swallow her.

‘Can’t I go in front with you?’ Ella’s shoulder hits the door as he pushes her in.

‘What did we agree?’ The man’s eyes are round and black, like holes drilled into the ground. A scream rises again in Ella’s throat, but she manages to silence it. 

‘You make the rules.’ 

‘And never ask me for things. Remember that. People have ordered me around all my life. I don’t have to take it from you.’

She kneels by the window as the van pulls away, rubbing her bruises. Streetlamps, trees, and unfamiliar buildings slip past as she stares through the dirty glass. After a long time the van pulls up behind a row of houses and the man shuts the driver’s door softly behind him. At first Ella wonders why he’s standing in the shadows, staring at the lighted windows. Soon the lights go out, one by one, but the man carries on standing there, gazing into the darkness.


Chapter 12









The Laurels was like a ghost town when I arrived on Saturday. Most of the prisoners were confined to their rooms, because so many guards were on Christmas leave. The only sounds I could hear were the hum of a generator and cars churning up grit on the approach road. I logged onto my computer and opened Louis Kinsella’s file again, looking for proof that Nash’s theory about the killer was correct. Nash was convinced that he had to be an intimate contact from Kinsella’s past, but the impact might have been momentary – a chance meeting that triggered an obsession. 

Kinsella’s crime file was longer than War and Peace, a catalogue of some of the worst acts of sexual sadism ever committed, yet his childhood and adolescence gave no hint of what was to come. His early years were a roll call of academic success. He’d won prizes at his public school, then studied history at Oxford. His tutors assumed that his rejection of a college fellowship to become a primary school teacher in London’s inner city was due to youthful idealism, but his profession had given him the perfect cover for his paedophilia. After his murder trial, dozens of former pupils testified that they had been molested. The extreme violence only began in the Nineties, after he became a headmaster – Kinsella had been biding his time. He rented a flat in Camden, less than a mile from his house in Islington, then soundproofed every room and rigged a network of cameras. 

A row of pictures confronted me. The girls he’d abducted were between the ages of eight and eleven, but there was no common denominator; they had different builds and came from a mix of races. Some beamed confidently at the camera, while others were too shy to smile. Their post-mortem pictures showed a different species. The faces were unrecognisable, deep wounds ruining their eyes. Kinsella had been questioned repeatedly about whether the girls were alive when they were blinded, but he refused to speak about the pain he inflicted on his victims. The coroner’s report stated that most of them were subjected to days of torture before they died. 

A dull wave of nausea welled in my chest and when I closed the file, someone had appeared in the doorway. It was the IT guru, Chris Steadman. He still looked like he’d been burning the candle at both ends, shadows hollowing his cheeks. Even his peroxide hair was more unkempt than before, long strands flopping in his eyes.

‘Is your computer behaving itself?’

‘Pretty well thanks, Chris. Shouldn’t you be on holiday?’

‘No such luck. I work shifts, right through the year,’ he said, transferring his toolkit from one hand to the other. ‘I’m having a party on Boxing Day – you’d be welcome.’

‘I think I’ll be in London.’

‘That’s a pity.’ He pulled some Post-it notes from his pocket then leant over and stuck one on my desk. ‘Here’s my address, if you change your mind.’ He gave an awkward smile then slipped away.

I made myself reopen Kinsella’s file and study it for another hour. By mid-morning a headache was throbbing at the base of my skull. Either I was tired, or the horror of his crimes was taking its toll. I grabbed my coat and hurried back to reception. Burns’s text had promised a car at eleven o’clock to take me to see Kinsella’s ex-wife, but it didn’t arrive until quarter past. The driver was called Reg and he was close to retirement age. I got the sense he would have preferred to be at home, eating mince pies and knocking back sherry.

‘The roads are a nightmare,’ he grumbled.

‘How long will it take to get to Windsor?’

‘An hour, with luck.’

Reg didn’t bother to make conversation, which left me free to admire the view as we drove east. The fields were a clear, bluish white, almost matching the sky. Snow had converted the landscape into a blank canvas, with rows of stick-like trees marking boundaries between farms. I concentrated on the questions I needed to ask Lauren French, aware that the police’s focus had been on culpability and involvement when Kinsella was arrested. She was bound to clam up if I revisited old ground, but I needed to discover the location of his Achilles heel.

It struck me as odd that she’d moved from London to the same county as her ex-husband’s jail, even though she never visited him. In her shoes I’d have relocated to the Outer Hebrides. But Windsor seemed the ideal place to reinvent yourself. The whole town was ridiculously picturesque – full of cobbled walkways, and timber-clad medieval buildings. I caught a glimpse of the castle as we crossed the river. It looked like a fairy-tale illustration had been drawn on the sky, battlements outlined in the lightest graphite.

 After a few minutes, Reg pulled up at the end of a street lined with small Georgian terraces. ‘You’d better walk from here,’ he said. ‘The boss says the lady doesn’t want police cars outside her house.’

I thanked him and set off in search of number twelve, already curious about the meeting. It would make me the envy of every tabloid journalist in the land. When Kinsella was charged, the papers had vied for an exclusive, trying to uncover whether she’d harboured any suspicions about her husband’s crimes, yet she’d always refused. 

Lauren French’s front door was a vivid red, but her appearance was much less colourful, her outfit a tasteful blend of grey and black. She ushered me into her living room, which gave no indication that Christmas was only two days away. A large Chinese vase dominated the mantelpiece and a wooden crucifix hung above the bookcase. I gazed around while she was in the kitchen making coffee, but no family photos were on display. 

When Lauren reappeared, I wondered whether she’d had plastic surgery. The mousy, thin-faced creature who’d cowered in front of the cameras seventeen years ago had been replaced by someone else. Her hair was two shades darker, and her face had filled out, her pallor masked by skilfully applied make-up. Only her expression had remained the same. It was so tense that she seemed to be preparing herself for the next attack. 

‘Did DCI Burns explain the reason for my visit?’ I asked.

‘To talk about Louis, of course. I refuse, normally. The press hounding me is the reason I left London.’

‘But he told you what’s happened?’

A flare of anger lit her face. ‘The police only contact me when they want help. They didn’t care when someone punched me outside the courtroom. Why on earth would I know about the missing girls? I haven’t seen Louis since he was sentenced.’ Her hands clutched together, trembling in her lap.

‘I’m sorry, I know how difficult this must be for you, but the killer seems to be an expert on Louis’s crimes. Anything you can remember will help us.’ My apology cooled the temperature of our conversation slightly, some of the tension easing from Lauren’s face. ‘Do you mind me asking you how old you were when you met Louis?’ 

‘Sixteen. He was almost twice my age.’

‘Where did you meet?’

‘At church, believe it or not.’

I smiled at her. ‘Of course I believe it. Why wouldn’t I?’

‘Everyone called me a liar after the trial, but I told the truth. There were no signs. He was romantic, idealistic even, right till the end. He never forgot our anniversary. When we met, Louis wanted to do something good in his career, make his mark on the world. That’s why I fell for him.’ Lauren’s expression was fervent, as though she was intent on changing my point of view.

‘Can you tell me anything about the people Louis socialised with, before his arrest?’

Her lips formed a grim smile. ‘He didn’t have time for a social life. He ran the church choir, fundraised for a local charity, and helped the Foundling Museum.’

‘Do you know why he volunteered at the museum?’

‘I remember him saying that the place was special because it saved so many children’s lives. People don’t understand how caring he was, before the illness took hold.’ Her voice tailed away. The irony of Kinsella’s admiration for an organisation that cared for vulnerable children seemed to hit her with full force. 

‘Was he close to many colleagues at school?’

‘Not really. His staff admired him, but he didn’t have favourites.’ She frowned in concentration. ‘The caretaker Roy Layton put him on a pedestal. Louis said he felt sorry for him, he was such a loner. He came to the house almost every week, and they’d sit in his study, talking for hours. Louis told me he was persuading him to go to college. He said Roy was wasted in his job.’ 

‘How long did Layton’s visits go on?’

‘It’s hard to remember. About a year, I think. He’d come for dinner and stay all evening.’

‘And there was no one else?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Do you mind me asking whether your marriage was happy, before Louis’s arrest?’

‘Very happy. No one was more shocked than me.’ Lauren’s mouth trembled. ‘Louis is the best communicator I’ve ever met. He could persuade anyone to do anything. I didn’t have a clue about life until I met him.’

‘I’m sure you had your own views, even at sixteen.’

She shook her head firmly. ‘I came from a big family, and my parents were strict. We couldn’t speak out of turn. I had to do as I was told.’

An elderly black and white cat appeared and settled at her feet, and I wondered how much comfort her new life contained. Meeting people would be a constant risk. Her fake identity couldn’t shield her forever, and exposure would be dangerous. Some of the victims’ families believed that she knew about her husband’s attacks and should have been thrown in jail too. I swallowed a deep breath. The house seemed to lack oxygen; it was like a cocoon, vacuum-sealed to keep intrusion at bay. 

‘How long ago did you and Louis separate, Mrs French?’

Her face tensed. ‘We’re not divorced, I just changed my name after the trial. I’m Catholic, you see. It would be wrong to get an annulment without telling him face to face.’ She looked down at her hands. ‘It’s partly my fault he lost his way, because our plans didn’t work out.’

‘What plans were those?’ 

Her eyes glistened. ‘We kept trying IVF in the early days, but it came to nothing.’ 

‘Surely you don’t blame yourself?’ I tried to keep the incredulity out of my voice.     

For a moment she was too distressed to reply. ‘There must have been a trigger for what he did. He was in pieces when they told us it wouldn’t work. There’s always a cause, isn’t there?’

‘Not with this kind of illness. Psychosis can make people commit terrible crimes without any reason at all.’ Lauren stared at me, glassy-eyed, as if she was having trouble focusing. ‘Would you be prepared to visit Louis to help the investigation?’ 

A spasm of anxiety crossed her face. ‘I’ve driven past Northwood hundreds of times, but I can’t make myself go in.’

‘I can understand that. Thanks for your help today.’ I nodded and rose to my feet, but her eyes searched my face anxiously.

‘Would it help the missing girl if I saw him?’ 

‘I can’t be certain, but it might do.’

Her gaze dropped to the floor. ‘I’d have to think about it.’

My thoughts spun when she closed the door. Lauren still seemed gripped by regret, even though she’d done the world a favour by failing to bear Kinsella’s children. Her statements explained why she’d chosen to live so close to Northwood. On some level she still saw herself as his wife, and the reason why Kinsella had chosen a juvenile bride was obvious. At sixteen she would have been easy to control, conditioned to obey her parents’ commands without question. She still seemed to be in his grip. All the different terms for brainwashing slipped through my head: thought change; mind control; coercive persuasion.



I called Burns as soon as I got back to the police van. In the background I could make out the hum of the incident room – raised voices and a cacophony of phones. 

‘It’s like it happened yesterday. She hasn’t seen him in seventeen years, but she’s still scared to criticise him.’

‘Did she talk about people he knew?’ Burns asked.

‘She struggled with names, but she said he ran the local choir, and volunteered at the Foundling Museum most Saturdays – some evenings, too. The school caretaker was one of his closest contacts.’

‘You sound distracted, Alice. Are you okay?’

‘There’s something odd about her. People don’t often feel that depth of connection after so long apart. He must have controlled her completely.’

‘Maybe she’s just lonely.’

‘It’s more than that. It’s like she wants to appease him, even now.’ I stared out of the window as a scattering of snow drifted past. ‘I should come with you tomorrow to see the caretaker.’

Burns sounded relieved as he said goodbye. Maybe no one else was crazy enough to volunteer to work on Christmas Eve. I watched the outline of Windsor Castle grow smaller through the rear window, and thought about Lauren French, still defending her husband’s reputation. Her mindset fascinated me. If my husband turned out to be a murderous paedophile, I’d have invested in some intensive psychotherapy, then ditched my religious principles and filed for a speedy divorce. 


Chapter 13









I had to race through Covent Garden on Christmas Eve, because lateness would have resulted in an all-out war. The pavements were clogged with tourists queuing for lunch, weighed down by shopping bags, so I trotted along the road instead. My mother had booked a table at an eye-wateringly expensive French restaurant on Garrick Street, and the maître d’ led me through the packed dining hall. She was alone at a table by the window. Even from behind, she was instantly recognisable – grey hair drawn into a chignon above the straight vertical line of her back. It was impossible to imagine her permitting herself to slouch.

‘You’re awfully flushed, darling. Is something wrong?’ She kissed the air above my cheek, making me wish I’d stopped to fix my make-up. 

‘The train was late, I had to run.’

My mother has always believed in keeping up appearances; neatly combed hair and fresh lipstick are the sticking plasters that prevent the world from falling apart. 

I studied the menu and saw that it was identical to the previous year. We’d been following the same ritual for so many Christmases, I could have placed my order blindfolded. Two Martini cocktails arrived at the table as soon as I sat down.

‘How’s the new job?’ she asked.

‘Interesting. But it’s a steep learning curve.’

My mother’s grey eyes assessed me coolly. ‘I can’t imagine what possessed you, Alice. Those men are monsters.’ 

‘It’s only for six months, Mum. Guy’s was getting too comfortable.’

‘What’s wrong with comfort, for goodness’ sake?’

Fortunately the waiter arrived before a row could get underway. She ordered her favourite meal: lobster bisque followed by Dover sole, while I chose the full Christmas blow-out.

‘How’s your brother these days?’ She took a minute sip from her Martini.

‘Okay, I think. Still in Brighton, as far as I know.’

My mother pursed her lips silently. She had decided years ago that Will was my responsibility, blaming me for all his mishaps. ‘And what about Lola?’

‘She’s on cloud nine. Her and Neal have found a flat in Borough.’

‘They’ve bought somewhere?’

‘You’re joking. Banks don’t give mortgages to actors.’

She gave me a meaningful look. ‘At least she’s found someone.’

I decided to ignore every brickbat. By now I should have been immune: she always found something to criticise, from my haircut and clothes to my work ethic and lifestyle. On a rational level I knew that she was hypercritical because her own mother had been exactly the same, but that didn’t make it any easier to swallow. She explained what she’d been up to while we ate our starters. Her schedule hadn’t changed since she retired: flower arranging at church, visits to galleries and lectures, and one day a week volunteering for Help the Homeless. I watched her as she spoke. Her appearance was a triumph of skilful make-up and expensive clothes. She still wore her wedding ring, even though my father died years ago. But when I looked at her hands more closely, I noticed something unexpected. They were trembling so hard that drops of orange liquid splashed back into the bowl when she lifted her soup spoon.

‘Are you okay, Mum? Your hands are shaking.’

‘It’s nothing. Tiredness, probably.’

‘But you’re getting it checked out?’

‘Of course. I’ve made an appointment.’

‘I’ll come with you, if you like.’

She looked exasperated. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Alice. I’ve been overdoing it, that’s all. I’m taking a holiday after Christmas.’

‘With Sheila?’

‘On my own this time. I’m going on a cruise. It starts in Cyprus, crosses the Med, then through the Red Sea to the Indian Ocean.’

I tried to disguise my amazement. Normally my mother took short holidays on the Greek islands with a friend from the library. She’d never mentioned a burning desire to circumnavigate the world.

‘That sounds wonderful. How long will you be gone?’

‘Three months.’

I watched her as she described each destination. The tremor was still there, and I flicked through a list of potential illnesses: a brain tumour, Parkinson’s, multiple sclerosis. Until that moment I’d assumed that we had forever to fix our relationship. I’d made an effort to see her more often, hoping we’d reach a point where we could talk honestly, instead of our endless bickering. As a child I’d been convinced she was superhuman. No matter how hard my father hit her, she always got out of bed the next morning, styled her hair and dragged herself to work. The idea that she might be ill made my own hands unsteady as I lifted my glass. But she was avoiding the subject, picking at her meal, keeping the conversation inside safe limits.

My mother produced a thin package from her handbag as soon as we’d finished our main courses. Part of our Christmas routine involved exchanging presents while we waited for dessert. I watched her unwrap my gift: a charcoal grey scarf from Liberty’s, with a simple Art Deco design.

‘It’s beautiful, darling.’ She looked stunned that I’d chosen something so tasteful. ‘Try not to be angry when you open yours.’

‘That sounds ominous.’

I tore the wrapping paper and drew out a large gold envelope. It looked like the ones TV presenters use to announce Oscar nominees. I expected a voucher for a health spa, or some theatre tickets. But when I studied the company logo, I realised she had bought me a year’s membership of a dating agency in Knightsbridge called Introductions Unlimited. I scanned the brochure quickly, trying not to look appalled. The pictures showed couples beaming adoringly at each other. All of the men looked athletic and confident, and the women’s smiles must have required countless trips to Harley Street. When I reached the last page, I couldn’t believe my eyes. My mother had left the receipt in the envelope – she was so desperate to find me a suitable husband that she’d parted with two and a half thousand pounds.

‘This is too much, Mum. I can’t accept it.’

‘Nonsense. For the right person, it’s worth every penny.’

I put down the envelope in a state of amazement. I’d never seen my mother cry, but her eyes were brimming. She must have spent days locating an agency that specialised in well-heeled stockbrokers. She blinked rapidly then looked me in the eye.

‘You could still find someone special, Alice, if you’d only start looking.’

I wanted to tell her not to worry. My friends and my job were enough to satisfy me, but she was too distressed to talk. When I touched her hand it was trembling, like a butterfly struggling to get away.



I spent the next hour in a frenzy of shopping. Retail therapy doesn’t usually work for me, but it took the edge off my anxiety about my mother. I found the ideal dress for Lola in a vintage clothes shop, a cashmere scarf for Will, and some shocking pink coral earrings for my friend Yvette. At three o’clock I slogged through the crowds to Tottenham Court Road, catching a northbound Tube to meet Burns. His Audi was parked opposite the station, and a jolt of attraction hit me when I saw him, like an unexpected punch. I had to blink hard to ignore it.

‘Has Alan agreed I can help interview Layton?’ I asked.

 ‘Of course. He wants you doing the legwork, then he’ll swoop in when we start arresting suspects and collect the kudos.’

‘And you’re letting him get away with it?’

Burns rolled his eyes. ‘The guy’s spending Christmas with the commissioner, Alice. He’s godfather to the top man’s kids.’

There was no sense in labouring the point; his irritation with the situation was obvious. My main concern was that evidence could be lost in the yawning procedural gap between Nash and myself. I’d submitted a crime analysis report and entered the locations of all four abductions into the Home Office mapping software to create a geo-profile, but so far Alan had contributed nothing to the investigation apart from his eminence.

‘Have you been investigating the staff at Northwood?’ I asked.

‘Not yet. The searches for the first two girls were local, and the leads in Sarah and Ella’s cases centre round Camden.’

I stared at him. ‘But the link to Kinsella’s obvious, isn’t it? It’s likely to be someone who’s spent time with him.’

‘Northwood staff all have enhanced security, don’t they?’

‘That only picks up people with previous offences.’

Burns gave a brisk nod. ‘I’ll put it on my list.’

‘What do you know about Roy Layton?’ I asked.

‘He’s been asking too many questions. When my team searched the school, he was all over them.’

‘That could just be natural curiosity.’

Burns frowned. ‘There’s nothing natural about him. He gave us permission to check his computers yesterday. I bet he thought he’d done a good job of cleaning the hard drive, but there are images of young girls on one of them.’

‘Child porn?’

‘The violent kind. The Sex Crime Unit’s looking at it now. You can assess him, then he’ll be taken to the station. I’ve got a warrant for a full search.’

‘Is there anything else?’

‘He’s been caretaker at the school for thirty years, single, no previous convictions. I thought he seemed okay at first, but Tania reckons he’s an oddball.’

Burns glowed slightly at the mention of his girlfriend, and I turned my attention to the council houses outside the window. Miles of Scandinavian forest must have been decimated to provide Christmas trees for so many front rooms. News footage of Louis Kinsella being led from St Augustine’s flashed through my memory as we arrived at the schoolhouse, which was classic, red-brick Victorian. A hundred years ago, boys and girls would have been corralled through different entrances every morning when the bell rang. I peered into a small classroom. The walls were freshly painted, miniature chairs and tables in a range of primary colours, as if the place was determined to banish its dark reputation.

Police officers were swarming round the caretaker’s house. It was a dilapidated building just behind the school, with tiles slipping from the roof, and a view of the playground. Yards of yellow crime-scene tape circled the perimeter, and a gang of SOCOs were erecting a tent over a white Luton van parked on the drive. There was a sour tang of damp when I followed Burns into the hallway, strips of woodchip paper peeling from the walls. The carpet pattern had been stamped into non-existence years ago. I fished in my bag for a notebook and a psychological assessment form. I’d filled them out so often that I knew the categories by heart: state of mind, evasiveness, and propensity for violence, with a sub-section for observations about whether the interviewee was lying or concealing information. 

Roy Layton looked around fifty-five, but the years hadn’t been kind. He was huddled over a two-bar heater, hands clasped over a sizeable beer belly. Buttons were missing from his brown cardigan and, apart from a ruff of grey hair above his ears, narrow as a monk’s tonsure, he was completely bald. When we walked into the room he looked in my direction, but full eye contact was impossible. One of his pupils lit on my face, while the other scanned the ceiling for cracks. Burns loitered by the door, close enough to eavesdrop, but not to interrupt.

‘Hello, Mr Layton, my name’s Alice,’ I said. ‘Do you mind if I sit down?’

‘You’re the first to ask. The rest just barge in, without a by-your-leave.’

‘Can I ask you a few questions?’

Layton’s good eye assessed me nervously. ‘It’s a free world.’

The man’s shoulders were hunched round his ears, but under his truculence I could sense his anxiety. His home, reputation, and livelihood could vanish in a blink.

‘Can you tell me about your time here, at St Augustine’s?’ 

I kept my head down and scribbled a few words on the back of my form. People are always more forthcoming when you’re submissive. It interested me that Layton was manifesting the full range of anxiety gestures, tugging at his sparse hair, crossing and uncrossing his legs. 

‘Nine head teachers have come and gone in my time. The new one said she’d get this place done up, but it never happened.’ 

‘You were the last person to see Ella Williams, weren’t you?’ I asked.

‘So they say. I’ve been kicking myself – I spotted her through the kitchen window, I should have waited with her till her granddad came.’

‘How did you know he’d pick her up?’

‘I see the cars arrive every day. Are you having any luck finding her?’

‘There are some strong leads.’

‘But nothing definite?’ His good eye fixed me with an intent stare while the other spun in its socket. 

‘Let’s concentrate on the questions I need to ask you, Mr Layton. Can you tell me if you ever invite the schoolchildren into your home?’

 His cheeks reddened. ‘What do you mean? I’ve been CRB checked, you know.’

‘Of course, but the police will search your house very thoroughly today. It’s best to tell us now if Ella ever came here.’

‘Never.’ He shook his head vehemently. ‘Sometimes I open the back of the van and let them play in there. That’s as close as they get.’

‘What made you choose this job?’

‘Variety, I suppose. I’m a jack of all trades – a bit of maintenance work, some painting and decorating.’ His voice faded into silence, as if he’d lost the gist of his argument.

‘Did you know Louis Kinsella well?’

His face clouded. ‘I know it’s terrible, what he did, but it was right out of the blue. He did more for this school than anyone. He’s the only one who treated me like an equal.’

The caretaker grew more confident as he spoke, and I saw Burns shifting in his seat. I waited a moment before asking the next question.

‘The police have found some pictures of children on your computer, Mr Layton. Can you explain that for me?’

His good eye fixed me with an outraged stare, while the other whirled like a marble being sucked down a drain. ‘You lot have got filthy minds. That’s a second-hand computer. If you’ve found something dodgy, it wasn’t me that put it there. This is a witch-hunt.’

Burns rose to his feet. ‘Keep your voice down, Mr Layton. You can explain at the station.’

The playground outside looked identical to the one behind the primary school I’d attended, with a basketball hoop, swings, and a climbing frame loaded with snow. Burns peered over my shoulder as I scanned my notes.

‘He’s tense, and socially inept,’ I said. ‘And he’s displaying a high level of anxiety in his patterns of speech and body language.’

‘The bloke’s pretty fond of Kinsella, isn’t he?’

‘It could be Kinsella’s charisma he remembers, not the violence, but you’re right to investigate him. I know he ticks all the clichéd boxes, a lonely misfit who prefers kids to adults, but stereotypes exist for a reason. Most paedophiles take a defensive stance at first interview stage.’

Burns looked satisfied. ‘I’ll see him again as soon as I get to the station.’

‘Try and find out more about his relationship with Kinsella.’

Twenty yards away, Layton was waiting outside his house, and I felt a twitch of sympathy, even though there was a possibility he was the killer. People must have shunned him for years. Mothers would drag their kids across the road, simply because of his appearance. His walk was shambling and he was wearing a duffel coat that looked twenty years old, faded trousers a few inches too short.

‘I’ll fax my report to you.’

Burns glanced down at me. ‘How are you spending Christmas, Alice?’

‘Doing as little as possible.’

‘Lucky you. My place’ll be mayhem.’  

A half-smile appeared on his face. I could picture Tania wrapping his gift, then she’d arrive at his flat wearing something glossy to dazzle his kids. 

‘Can I give you a lift?’ he asked.

‘No, thanks. I need the fresh air.’

I’d expected the school to be in darkness as I walked past, but the art room was brightly lit. A pretty middle-aged black woman was loading packages into a cardboard box on one of the tables. She hurried to the fire exit when she caught sight of me through the window. Her hair was cropped short, revealing strong cheekbones.

‘Can I help you?’ she asked.

 ‘I’m working on the police search for Ella Williams. My name’s Alice Quentin.’ I dug my ID card out of my pocket and showed it to her. ‘I wasn’t expecting to find anyone here on Christmas Eve.’

‘I’m Ella’s teacher, Lynette Milsom.’ She took a step backwards to let me in. ‘I just came to collect my grandson’s presents; he always finds things I hide at home.’

I noticed a pile of paintings stacked on a table nearby. ‘Did Ella’s form do those?’ 

‘Would you like to see them?’

‘If you don’t mind.’

She spread the papers out, taking care not to damage them. ‘They were drawing outside last term.’ Lynette gazed at the images, then shook her head. ‘Ella’s suffered too much already. I always tell myself not to have favourites, but she’s the smartest kid I’ve ever taught. Her SATs scores are unbelievable.’

She seemed to be holding herself together by the skin of her teeth, staring down at the kids’ pictures. Most of them featured skyscrapers and double-deckers, a few stick-limbed families beside garish houses with tumbledown roofs. But one of the paintings was in a league of its own. A sombre grey building filled the page, and I felt sure I’d seen the place before. It looked like the ideal residence for a family of ghosts. 

‘Is this Ella’s?’

Lynette nodded. ‘She drew it after our trip to the Foundling Museum.’

I held her gaze. It seemed an odd coincidence that children from Kinsella’s old school were still visiting his favourite museum. ‘Did the kids go there recently?’

‘We always take them in September.’ She gave a narrow smile. ‘The head wants them to realise how lucky they are, but the trip affected Ella most of all.’

‘How do you mean?’

The teacher’s gaze made me feel like I’d missed something obvious. ‘Because she’s today’s equivalent of a foundling, isn’t she? Her father abandoned her, then her mother died.’ 

I studied the painting more closely. The place looked even more haunting than in real life, its windows grimed with shadows.

 ‘I don’t know what I’ll say to her friends when term starts,’ Lynette said quietly.

‘Ella could be back by then.’

Her smile faded as she shuffled the children’s paintings back into a pile. When I looked out of the window, Roy Layton was being driven away, shielding his face with his hand. I left Mrs Milsom tidying feverishly, as though her life depended on an immaculate classroom.

It was already dark as I walked down the street in Ella Williams’s footsteps. There was no one around, and curtains were already closing, Christmas lights glittered over people’s front doors. It still seemed incredible that a child had been seized from the heart of the city, less than a hundred metres from her school.


Chapter 14





It’s been days since Ella ate anything; the hunger has become a dull pain that never stops. The man hasn’t been back since he took her out in the van, and the box has felt smaller since then, stale air smothering her.

‘Do you know what day it is, Ella?’ the man asks when he unlocks the door. 

‘I can’t remember.’

‘Christmas Eve, silly girl.’

The torchlight settles on her face and she stretches her lips wider. Instinct tells her to shield her eyes from the dazzling light, but it’s safest not to move a muscle. His shadow looms behind the bright wall of light. It’s impossible to guess whether he’s pleased or angry. Her hands are so cold, they can no longer move, fingers brittle as icicles. Maybe he’ll put her in the van again, and drive around for hours. That would be better than staying inside the box; at least then she could watch the world passing, instead of staring at the dark. Tears seep from the corners of her eyes, but her smile doesn’t falter.

‘I’ve got you a present,’ the man says.

‘Have you?’ Ella tries to sound pleased, but she’s shivering so hard that her voice quakes when she speaks.

‘Come here, I’ll show you.’ 

He lifts her over his shoulder, and her arms flail, head lolling like a rag doll. The ache in her stomach is so intense that she wants to
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