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Crossbones Yard


Chapter 1



The foyer was heaving when I reached Guy’s. A gaggle of new interns was being shown around, and I couldn’t help pitying them. They were beginning their careers in the middle of the worst heat wave for fifty years, and the temperature was about to rise even higher. They had a year of hell to look forward to - sixteen-hour days of fretting over every diagnosis, with registrars bullying them at every turn. I forced myself to summon the lift. Even though I’d been using it every day, my claustrophobia was refusing to come under control. Jogging twenty-four flights of stairs to my department still seemed a far easier challenge. 

Someone tapped me on my shoulder as I pressed the button. When I turned round, a young man was staring down at me. He was standing much too close, a flush of red across his cheekbones, hair shaved to a raw stubble. My mouth opened to say hello, but his name escaped me for a second.

‘You don’t even know who I am.’ His breath smelled of cigarettes and last night’s beer. ‘I’m just a number to you, aren’t I?’

‘Of course I know you, Darren.’ His probation officer had brought him to one of my anger management groups, and gradually he’d begun to join in, volunteering ideas without being asked.

‘You cancelled my group, just like that.’ His hands clapped together like a book closing, inches from my face. ‘No one even told me.’ 

‘I’m sorry, you should have had a letter.’ 

‘Who needs a letter? I haven’t even got a fucking address.’ 

There was a mist of sweat on his forehead, eyes staring, as though he held me responsible for every bad thing he’d seen. And that’s when I made my mistake. I took a step backwards to let him cool down.

‘That’s right,’ he snapped. ‘Walk away, you stuck-up bitch.’

Things went into slow motion after that. His arm coiled back, and his fist flew towards my face. I dodged just in time, because the first punch landed on my shoulder, then another on my ribcage, knocking me to the ground. When I looked up again, two interns were holding his arms, but the fight had already drained out of him. He was pale with shock, like a child waiting to be punished.

‘Call the police,’ one of the interns yelled at the receptionist.

‘No need. It was a misunderstanding, wasn’t it, Darren?’ I struggled back onto my feet.

‘What have I done?’ He kept repeating the words to himself like a new mantra, his eyes screwed tightly shut.

‘You can let go of him,’ I told the two interns. ‘You’ll behave, won’t you, Darren?’

He gave a miserable nod, and I made him sit down on one of the hard plastic chairs by the entrance. The receptionist was flicking through a magazine. Assaults on members of staff must have become so routine, she no longer batted an eyelid. Darren stared at the floor, his elbows propped on his knees.

‘I never hit a woman before.’ He dragged his sleeve across his face. ‘You should let them put me away.’

‘That wouldn’t help, would it? But you’ve got to stop this. It can’t happen again.’

His tears splashed on the tiled floor, and I rested my hand between his shoulder-blades.

‘It’s all right, I know you didn’t mean it.’

‘Nothing makes sense any more.’ His voice had dropped to a whisper.

The pain in my side was still throbbing, but there was no sense of panic. This was nothing, compared to the things I’d already lived through.

‘We’ll help you,’ I told him. ‘Things will get better.’

He shook his head vehemently. ‘I got the sack. I’ll never find another job.’

‘What were you doing?’

‘Cleaning, in a bank. I was lucky to get it. No one gives work to ex-cons.’

‘They will, if you keep trying.’ 

After a few minutes he seemed calmer. He waited in silence while I booked an emergency appointment with my boss the next morning - Hari has the ability to neutralise even the worst kinds of rage. Darren clutched his appointment card, but his gaze had slipped out of focus, as if he was having trouble seeing me properly. When I looked back he was still staring at me as I got into the lift.

I wanted to pull up my shirt to inspect the damage, but a gang of nurses had pressed in behind me, chattering gaily to each other. It was my ribs that hurt most, a hot burst of pain every time I breathed, and there was no chance of going home. Patients were booked at forty-five-minute intervals for the whole day, and most of them had waited months for an appointment. 

My consulting room smelled of stale air, dust and cleaning fluid. The air conditioning had packed up just as summer came to the boil, but the maintenance team was still on strike. I opened the window and tried to catch my breath. Two hundred feet below me, London glittered. The Thames was binding south and north together, like a skein of dark brown thread. The city was a haze of sunlight and reflected glass - from this distance it was hard to believe it had run out of cash. I glanced around my room. Almost everything was waiting to be replaced, and my computer had developed a habit of withholding information. It occurred to me that a normal person would have been weeping buckets by now, releasing the shock of the attack in one quick outburst. The idea made me envious. My emotions were still as unpredictable as my computer, with broken connections and gaps in the circuitry. I gritted my teeth and got ready for the first appointment of the day. 

Hari appeared at eleven o’clock. He looked as calm as always, beard neatly trimmed, wearing his immaculate saffron turban, eyes wide with concern.

‘Why are you here? You should go home.’

‘I’m okay, really.’

‘No one’s indestructible, Alice.’ 

I knew he was remembering my injuries after the Crossbones case, and I wanted to tell him to stop fussing, but his kindness negates every argument. 

‘Can I get you anything?’ he asked.

‘Funding for my therapy groups, please. Or a lot more people are going to get hurt.’

Hari looked embarrassed. ‘The trustees aren’t listening. I’ve sent a complaint to the BPS.’

I shot him an ironic smile. There was nothing the British Psychological Society could do, because they didn’t hold the purse strings. He patted my hand, then escaped back to his office.

By the time my last patient arrived, I was high on Nurofen and lack of oxygen. It didn’t take long to diagnose her social phobia. Everyone and everything scared her – parties, strangers, walking through crowds. All she wanted was to barricade herself in an empty room where no one could reach her, for the rest of her days. But the session reminded me why I’d opted for psychology instead of medicine. Her troubles shrank as she voiced them, and by the end she looked relieved. I knew she’d respond well to rational-emotive therapy, because she was keen to learn techniques that would help her recover. I told her she’d need between ten and twelve sessions, and advised her to try exercise - yoga or t’ai chi. She still looked anxious as she prepared to leave. A world of uncontrollable noise was waiting outside, strangers barging past while she clung to the edges of buildings. 

The thermometer in my room had reached thirty-two degrees, and the pain in my ribs felt like someone was beating them into shape with an invisible hammer. Someone knocked on the door while I was packing my briefcase. 

‘Come in,’ I called.

My visitor was vaguely familiar, tall and heavily built, like a rugby player gone to seed. His suit hung from his wide shoulders, as though a bigger man had loaned it to him for the afternoon. But it was his eyes that gave him away, bright and obsessive, determined not to miss a trick. 

‘It’s like a blast furnace in here, Alice.’

‘It’s never who I think it is.’ I gaped at him. The shape of his face had changed completely, from a circle to an oval. ‘You’ve been going to the gym, DCI Burns.’

‘Tell me about it.’ He pinched the baggy material of his jacket. ‘This is my third new suit.’

It had been over a year since I’d worked as a consultant on the Crossbones case, helping him track down the serial killer who’d been targeting women in Southwark. Since then he’d shrunk from the kind of huge man that children jeer at in the street to a couple of stone overweight, and his terrible inch-thick glasses had been replaced by the thin-framed kind that journalists wear. Even his smile looked different. He rubbed a hand through his dark hair, embarrassed about being scrutinised. 

‘How much have you lost, Don?’

His shoulders jerked awkwardly. ‘Five stone or thereabouts.’

I let out a gasp of amazement, my ribs protesting at the sudden movement. I kept trying to put my finger on something else that had changed - it looked like his confidence had deserted him. 

‘What have you been up to?’ he asked.

‘Research, mainly.’ I pointed at my new book on the shelf, and he helped himself to a copy.

‘Treatment Options for Violent Personality Disorders, by Dr Alice Quentin. Sounds like perfect bedtime reading.’ 

Burns’s accent was exactly as I remembered it, still veering back and forth between Bermondsey and the Scottish lowlands, like the needle in a broken compass.

‘But you’re not here to borrow a book, are you?’

He turned to face me. ‘I need your help. You’re the only shrink I can work with, but I know the last time was tough.’

Tough was an understatement. I’d been in hospital for two weeks, recovering from a fractured skull. Since then I’d avoided working for the Met, just doing a handful of mental health assessments at police stations, and prison visits to diagnose suicide risks.

‘What’s happened this time, Don?’

‘A bloke went under a train at King’s Cross on Friday. Leo Gresham, a big investment guru in the City. Can I show you the CCTV?’

He pushed his memory stick into my computer, and grainy black-and-white images trailed across the screen in slow motion. I had a bird’s-eye view of a packed underground platform, more commuters piling in every second, pressing forwards as the train arrived. Then a man pitched face first onto the tracks, arms flailing. The last thing I saw was the pale sole of one of his shoes.

‘My God.’ I clapped my hand over my mouth.

It was impossible to tell who’d pushed him, but a man in a dark top was standing behind Gresham, his hood low over his face. When I looked again, he’d already vanished.

‘It’s the driver I pity.’ Burns’s sharp eyes observed me. ‘I wouldn’t fancy his nightmares.’

In spite of myself, I felt involved. You can’t watch someone die like that without wanting to snatch them back onto the platform. 

‘Gresham lost an arm and both legs, he kept screaming that he was pushed,’ Burns said. ‘He survived for hours in intensive care.’

‘I still don’t see where I come in.’

‘I want you to work with me. All the evidence is going into HOLMES 2, in case he does it again.’

‘Aren’t you jumping the gun? It’s probably payback for a dodgy business deal, isn’t it?’ 

‘I’m not taking any chances. Gresham worked for a bank called the Angel Group. We found this in his pocket.’ 

Burns handed me a postcard, wrapped in a clear plastic bag. It was a close-up of an angel’s face. Apart from a bloodstain smeared across her forehead, her features were perfect. Her pale eyes gazed at me calmly, as though she knew I could still be saved. The writing on the back explained that she was An Angel in Green with a Vielle, painted by a pupil of Leonardo da Vinci’s, hanging in the National Gallery. My curiosity was growing - the killer would make a fascinating case study. I could imagine him browsing through the museum’s gift shop for the loveliest image he could find. 

‘One calling card doesn’t make a serial killer.’ I passed it back to him.

‘We found white feathers in his pocket too. The lab’s checking them out.’

The strength of Burns’s gaze was unsettling. It didn’t let me forget all the times when he’d visited me in hospital. I used to wake in a panic and see him there in the half-dark, patient as a guard dog. He’d sit for hours by the window in my room without moving a muscle. It was hard to guess what had happened to him since then. His expression was so tense it looked as though he was hanging onto his nerve by a fingernail. 

‘Tell me the real reason you’re here,’ I said. 

He shifted in his seat. ‘They demoted me after Crossbones - the top brass said I mishandled the investigation. I got transferred to King’s Cross two months ago. The team don’t trust me, and the boss lady’s watching me like a hawk.’ He leant forwards, palms together like he was offering up a prayer. ‘I can’t do this without you, Alice.’

It didn’t take a mind-reader to realise that emotional blackmail meant Burns was down to his last chance. One touch would have made him resonate like a violin string.

‘Would I have access to all the evidence files?’ I asked.

He nodded earnestly. This man was a far cry from the old Burns, working too hard but so disorganised that he forgot to pass on vital information. He seemed desperate to turn over a new leaf, and his gaze was starting to feel intrusive. It reminded me of Darren’s stare, before he threw his punch.

‘I’ll let you know tomorrow, Don.’ I glanced at the papers on my desk. ‘I need to talk to my boss.’

Burns disappeared into the corridor and suddenly the heat felt unbearable. Even with the door wide open, it was difficult to breathe.


Chapter 10



Bette Davis was glaring at me like I’d stolen her one chance of happiness. She was dressed in a lavish, bright red ball-gown, screaming abuse into her fiancé’s face. It was a relief to mute the sound when the phone rang. I recognised Lola’s giggle immediately.

‘I saw you flirting in the café, you reprobate.’

‘It’s called having a conversation, Lo. Grown-ups do it all the time.’

‘My arse. When are you seeing him again?’

‘I didn’t give him my number.’

‘Are you mad? The man’s perfect for you.’

I didn’t reply, because no reason on earth would have satisfied her. If I admitted that I fancied him, but he’d arrived too soon, she’d have grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and delivered me to his front door. 

‘Jesus,’ Lola moaned. ‘You’ll die in a bedsit, surrounded by cats.’

Bette Davis looked keen to join the tirade, her expression even more hostile than before. I reminded Lola that she’d agreed to bring her toyboy out for a drink the next evening. My friend Yvette would be coming along too. I wanted to ask her a few questions, because she knew everything there was to know about the banking world. By the time Lola said goodbye, the excitement had drained from her voice. She seemed convinced that my romantic prospects had fallen to zero.

When the film finished I behaved virtuously for the rest of the afternoon, collecting Will’s dirty clothes from the floor in his room, cursing quietly to myself. A full ashtray was balanced precariously on the windowsill, used crockery piled by his bed. It was hard to remember the man who made his guests take their shoes off before admitting them to his Pimlico flat. Before his breakdown he could spend hours trawling Bond Street for a shirt in exactly the right shade of blue. Maybe the old Will still existed in a parallel world, holding down his big-money job and taking models to Annabel’s. 

I heard his key in the lock as I loaded the washing machine. He looked so relaxed I couldn’t bring myself to tell him off. 

‘I went to the market, Al.’ He beamed at me as he dumped a carrier bag full of vegetables on the counter. ‘I’ll make us a risotto.’

It was a struggle not to look amazed. ‘Brilliant. I’m just getting in the bath.’ 

The lavender oil gradually soaked into my pores. The details I’d heard about Jamie Wilcox were still bothering me. His son was too young to understand that his dad would never come home. It seemed incredible that Wilcox hadn’t even made it to his twenty-sixth birthday. I sat up and watched the bathwater disappear down the plughole. At least Will was making progress. A few days ago he could hardly drag himself off the settee, but now he was going out more, and keeping himself busy. Eventually I forced myself to get dry. 

Will was hard at work in the kitchen. It was a miracle to see him cooking a meal by himself, for the first time in months, but his heels were clicking on the lino as he passed me the dish, making the whole table quiver. He delivered his bombshell before I’d eaten my first mouthful. 

‘I’ll be leaving soon, Al.’ His pale eyes glittered. ‘I’m going to Brighton, then I’ll move on.’

‘Move on where?’ 

‘I don’t know yet. The clouds showed me I’d start travelling again; all I had to do was meet the right people.’ His face was open as a child’s, confident that his fate was written in the sky.

‘Who are these friends, Will? How long have you known them?’ 

‘A month or so, they’re from my NA group.’

‘That’s not long. You don’t need to rush, do you?’

My brother’s smile switched off, like a light bulb shattering. ‘I knew you’d be like this. Why don’t you want me to have fun?’ 

‘I do. But you don’t have to burn your bridges, that’s all.’

‘That’s crap.’ His expression was turning vicious. ‘Some bridges need to go up in flames.’

‘Okay,’ I said quietly. ‘I’m just suggesting you take your time.’

‘Stop controlling me, Al.’ His voice had risen to a shout. Then he leant over, his face a few inches from mine. ‘Your trouble is, you wouldn’t know happiness if it smacked you in the face.’ 

Will reached out to grab his stick, knocking his glass of water to the floor. The shattering sound was followed by the slam of the front door. Maybe I should have chased after him, but anger had paralysed me. I’d spent years carrying him through crisis after crisis, yet he’d flung everything back in my face. It made me realise how people commit acts of violence; the mist that drops down before you stab or shoot someone. All I could do was wait for it to pass, which gave me time to take a long hard look at myself. It worried me that my anger could still erupt at any minute. How could I help my patients when it was so hard to govern my emotions? Months of worrying about Will and going back to work before I was fully recovered had taken their toll. Most of the time I felt like an automaton, my emotions so blunted it was hard to empathise. I hadn’t shed a tear since my release from hospital, but on the few occasions when my feelings surfaced, they were too powerful to contain. I drew in a deep breath and did my best not to panic. 

The evening sun was still glowing, but it felt like the walls of the flat were closing in on me, so I hauled my bike downstairs without thinking of a destination. My muscles were fuelled with enough nervous energy to race to Dover and back without stopping. I headed west towards the City. The Square Mile’s an ideal place to cycle at night, because it’s a ghost town. Three hundred thousand workers flood in every day, but hardly anyone lives there. Streets lined with banks and insurance offices hold their breath, until the rush hour starts their lifeblood pumping again. The Bank of England looked like a fortress, guarded by huge pillars - men in grey suits must have spent the weekend hunkered inside, arguing over the state of the economy. Every street name was advertising its wares: Ropemaker Street, Cloak Lane, Milk Street. Four hundred years ago, people would have known exactly where to buy what they needed, and the walk across town would have taken fifteen minutes. Now the urban sprawl had swallowed so many villages, the same journey would last for days. 

I turned right on Princes Street, then carried on to Angel Court. The passageway opened onto a deserted square, and the bank was lit up, pale as a ghost against the darkness. Two life-sized angels were guarding the entrance. I leant my bike against the wall to study them more closely. Their stone faces were impassive, features softened by decades of rain. They looked as though they’d been uprooted from the gardens of a nunnery - relics from a time of greater benevolence, when building societies helped savers, instead of turning a profit for their shareholders. Gresham would have walked between the angels a thousand times without stopping to ask for a benediction, but Wilcox was still new enough to be impressed by the Angel Bank’s façade. I felt certain that the clean exterior was only skin deep. Will’s experience had convinced me that there was a shortage of humanity in the banking world. No one cared if you quit your job, so long as the money kept rolling in. I wondered how many people had even noticed Jamie Wilcox’s absence. A few miles away, his fiancée would be in meltdown, while her son slept in his cot. 

I turned my bike around, but I couldn’t face going home to scrape Will’s congealing risotto into the bin. Flashes of anger kept threatening to overwhelm me. Was I meant to be overjoyed that he’d found some other junkies to hook up with? Jamie Wilcox’s face had been so badly mutilated, they’d advised his wife not to identify him. His future had been stolen from him, yet Will seemed happy to abandon his in a single weekend. I set off again, standing on my pedals, racing in circles through the empty streets. 


Chapter 11



Dr Paul Gillick looked nothing like an expert on angels. I’d been expecting a thin-faced ascetic with a page-boy haircut, but he was a dead ringer for Santa Claus. He must have been close to seventy, with a thick white beard and a gentle smile. His office was in the basement at the National Gallery, but it had a celestial atmosphere, with hundreds of cherubim and seraphim covering the wall by his desk. Their round eyes fixed on me as I sat down. A committed atheist would have lasted thirty seconds before running screaming from the room.

‘I need a crash course on angels, please,’ I said.

He smiled at me. ‘How much do you already know?’ 

‘Very little, I’m afraid.’

He folded his hands across his ample stomach. ‘They’re a bit weighed down with social meaning, unfortunately. We call people angelic when they’re pure and unselfish, but in mythology they’re a mixed bunch.’ Dr Gillick glanced at me, as though he was afraid of dashing my hopes. ‘There’s a hierarchy of nine different kinds of angel. It goes all the way from the lowest hand-servants, up to the archangels, like Michael and Gabriel, and that’s where the problem starts.’

‘The problem?’

‘According to the Bible, God defeated one of the archangels in a battle and he was banished from heaven, taking a third of the angels with him. He and his followers became the fallen third.’

‘You’re talking about Satan?’

Dr Gillick smiled. ‘I prefer to think of him as a former angel.’

‘But the rest are sent to do good, aren’t they?’

He shook his head. ‘Not always. You’ve heard of avenging angels, haven’t you? They can start fires, release clouds of locusts on unbelievers, hand out all sorts of terrible punishments. They wreak havoc, basically.’ Dr Gillick looked apologetic, as if he was accountable for the angels’ poor behaviour. 

‘Why would a killer be obsessed with them?’

He stared into the distance, fingers buried in his beard. ‘Because no human can win a fight against an angel. You could say they’re the original superheroes.’

‘Like Batman and Superman?’

‘Exactly. They can fly, but they can pass as ordinary mortals, and they punish wrongdoers.’

I handed Gillick the images that had been left at the crime scenes and he peered down at them.

‘At least he’s got taste,’ he murmured to himself. ‘An Angel in Green was painted by a pupil of Leonardo’s. Renaissance beauty doesn’t get much lovelier, does it?’ He shifted his attention to the second picture and frowned. ‘Now this is a different style altogether. It’s a close-up of an angel’s face, from a bigger painting by Guercino, done more than a century later.’

He showed me an illustration in a book on his desk. The picture was of two angels, looking down at the dead Christ. One of them was gazing at his wounds, as if she was trying to make sense of his death, but the other was inconsolable, eyes hidden by his bunched hands.

‘You can feel their despair, can’t you?’ Gillick glanced up at me. 

I stared down at the two pictures the killer had left behind. The angel in green was an image of submission, head bowed over her violin, playing music to please her God. But the angels who stood beside Christ’s body seemed far more human. They looked like servants, dressed in rough clothes, with their sleeves rolled up, weeping for their dead master. I kept trying to analyse what the paintings told me about the mindset of the killer; he’d chosen an image of devotion, then one of grief. Maybe he’d been a loyal servant, but he’d been let down. Everything he believed in had been stripped away. 

Gillick helped me for a while longer, running through a whistle-stop tour of religious iconography. I was about to thank him and leave when he rose from his chair.

‘Let me show you something by Spinello before you go,’ he said.

I followed him up four flights of stairs, and a painting of a battle scene stopped me in my tracks. A gang of angels was terrorising a crowd, daggers and spears raised above their heads. Black wings protruded from their shoulders, but the most disturbing thing was the ethereal calmness on their faces as they slaughtered their victims. At any minute it looked as if they might fly out of the canvas and hack us to death.

‘That’s the avenging angels, casting Lucifer’s followers from heaven.’ Gillick’s Santa Claus smile slipped from his face. ‘Enough to give you nightmares, aren’t they?’ 

Angels buzzed around my head while my bus headed south. Their perfect, expressionless faces floated in front of me, and it was easy to see why an intellectual killer could become obsessed. Their complexity was fascinating. They were capable of the most extreme forms of violence, yet they could show mercy and tenderness. Maybe the killer saw himself in the same role, handing out rough justice to every sinner who crossed his path, but treating his family with angelic kindness. 

My mind switched back to humans as soon as I reached Guy’s. One of the clinic’s receptionists beckoned me to her desk, with a sour expression on her face. She informed me that a patient of mine had been causing havoc. He’d demanded to see me, and when she told him I was unavailable, he’d yelled abuse into her face. 

‘Was it Darren Campbell?’

‘That’s the one.’ She looked disapproving, as if I was a parent who let my kids riot in public.

‘If he comes back, can you book him a diagnostic with Dr Chadha, please?’

She pressed her lips together, as if she was sucking a boiled sweet, then carried on tapping notes into her computer. 

My consulting room felt like a sauna. I threw open the window, then sat down to check my email. Hari had copied an incident report to the trustees, recording Darren’s assault - concrete proof that cancelling the anger management groups had been a mistake. I was tempted to rush up to the executive suite to show them my bruises. The phone rang at lunchtime while I was fiddling with the air-conditioning unit, and Burns launched straight into the middle of a conversation. 

‘Jamie Wilcox’s toxicology results came back,’ he said. ‘There was enough Rohypnol in his system to kill a horse.’

It interested me that the killer had given him a lethal dose of the date-rape drug before the attack. It would have rendered Wilcox unconscious. Perhaps he was too squeamish to watch his victims suffer.

‘And the bank finally handed over Gresham’s laptop. They seem to think it’ll keep us off their backs.’ Burns gave a low whistle. ‘Seeing is believing. Orgies, cocaine, mistresses. No wonder he didn’t want the missus finding it.’ 

Mrs Gresham would hate seeing her husband fall from his pedestal. Maybe the iron mask would drop for a moment, like Thatcher on the night of the long knives. Then I remembered the picture of Stephen Rayner, gazing at his boss in wonder.

‘I need to pay his deputy a visit,’ I said.

‘Why? Taylor’s been hounding him non-stop. We’ll get sued at this rate.’

‘Humour me, Don. He worked alongside Gresham for years. I need to know if he saw changes in his state of mind.’

He grumbled reluctantly. ‘How was the angel bloke?’

‘Interesting. They’re a lot more vicious than I realised. Our man probably thinks he’s on a holy crusade.’

‘Fantastic,’ Burns groaned. ‘The God squad are always the worst.’ 

I walked to London Bridge station when work finished, and Leo Gresham came to mind as I stood on the platform. I closed my eyes and pictured him falling, his shoulder hitting the cold metal of the track, a few seconds of terror before the agony began. By the time I opened my eyes again, my train had vanished. Who in their right mind would think that showing so little mercy gave them moral authority? It had to be someone who was in excruciating pain themselves. When the next train arrived, I steadied my nerves and climbed on board.

My mood had improved by the time I reached Bank. The pavements had been absorbing heat all day, and now they were releasing it, like a network of giant radiators. Crowds of girls had swapped their suits for tiny backless dresses, chatting as they sauntered down the street. Yvette was waiting for me outside the Counting House. Her appearance hadn’t changed since she left her job as Human Resources Manager at Guy’s to earn three times as much in the City. Her fashion sense was still outrageous; she was wearing a shocking pink dress, her hair braided in cornrows to show off her high cheekbones. She gave me a hug and kissed me on both cheeks.

‘Do we have to go in there?’ she asked. ‘The place’ll be heaving with idiots.’

I nodded. ‘It’s a work thing, I’m studying their behaviour.’

‘You never give up, do you?’ She grinned at me and rolled her eyes. 

I glanced at the pub’s exterior. It was showing off its history as a Victorian building society, with a row of arched windows and an austere granite façade. The entire banking fraternity seemed to be holding a meeting inside, a mass of pinstriped backs gathered by the bar.

‘Look and learn, Al,’ Yvette whispered. ‘These are the guys who brought the country to its knees.’

When she left me to hunt for a table, her dress was the only splash of brightness I could see. Almost every other punter was male, under thirty, bouncing with ambition and testosterone. The man ahead of me was ordering the world’s most complicated drinks: gin slings and super-dry martinis, and the barman looked desperate to go home. At least the queue gave me time to admire the building. It was a shame the City boys had commandeered the place. Evening light was flooding through a glass-domed cupola, and a row of mahogany booths lined one of the walls, like confessional boxes. Debtors must have hidden there a hundred years ago, whispering secrets to their financial advisers. Yvette waved at me from the mezzanine, but it took a while to push my way up the stairs.

‘These guys are acting like they never saw a black girl before.’ Yvette glanced across at a table full of young businessmen. ‘One just offered to take me home.’

The place was a sea of identical pastel shirts, silk ties and Eton haircuts. Women were still in the minority, but at least more were sprinkled through the crowd than there had been a few years ago. The markets must have had a good day, because the roar of conversation was deafening. Cockney accents mixed with genteel Home Counties. Clearly the City didn’t care where you hailed from, if you could turn a profit. It was a struggle to hear Yvette’s voice. She was telling me she’d found a better job, at a multinational bank.

‘I’ll have underlings to do my photocopying.’ She looked pleased with herself.

‘Tell me what makes bankers tick, Yvette.’

She sucked in her cheeks. ‘Imagine a world where nothing exists except money. The milk of human kindness dried up years ago, and all that matters is buying yourself a top-class boob job, owning a Ferrari, and grinding your colleagues’ faces in the dirt with the heel of your Italian shoe. Every man, woman and child who visits the City ends up getting corrupted, including me. I’ve been spending money like water.’

‘The clichés are all true, then?’ The disgust on her face made me laugh. 

‘Seriously, these people have calculators for souls.’

‘Why work for them, if you despise them so much?’

‘The world’s not perfect, Al. I’m putting my niece through medical school in Ghana - no one else can.’ Her tiredness displayed itself briefly, then slipped back behind her grin. ‘And I’ve got my shopping habit to maintain.’

‘Can you do some digging for me? I need to find out about the Angel Bank.’

‘I’ll see what I can do - I know someone who used to work there.’ She held up her hands as if I was throwing things at her. ‘Now give me the gossip about Lola’s new man.’

‘He’s jailbait, by all accounts. Tonight’s the big night.’

Yvette was busy scanning the crowd on the floor below. ‘Bloody hell. She’s a lucky, lucky girl.’

I caught sight of Lola’s flame-red hair immediately. The young boy standing beside her had borrowed his face from a Greek statue, with full lips and wide blue eyes, blond curls spilling across his forehead. When they arrived at our table, even his smile was an advert for high-class dentistry. I couldn’t help wondering if Lola minded barmaids asking for his ID every time he bought a drink. But Neal turned out to be good company, and he could handle being teased. He told us that he was studying music and acting at the Guildhall. He’d met Lola two months ago at a party, and no, the age gap didn’t bother him one iota.

‘No one mentioned it,’ Yvette protested.

He hooted with laughter. ‘But you were dying to, weren’t you? It’s the elephant in the room.’

I could see why Lola had chosen him. Star quality exuded from every pore, but it wouldn’t have worked for me. Waking up next to a face without a single wrinkle would have been too daunting. 

‘You owe me a favour, Al.’ Lola’s eyes narrowed when she finally sat down. ‘I gave Andrew Piernan your number.’

‘Jesus, Lo,’ I spluttered. ‘You could have asked.’

‘She’s crazy.’ Lola turned to Yvette. ‘This lovely bloke’s after her, and she’s running a marathon in the wrong direction.’

Yvette rubbed her hands together. ‘Send him my way. I’m auditioning for husband number two.’

The rest of the evening turned out to be the best fun I’d had all year. After a few drinks our mental ages descended rapidly, until we were telling embarrassing stories about each other to keep Neal amused. The place was beginning to empty when I saw a young girl loading glasses onto a tray at the end of the bar. I knew Burns would be outraged, but I couldn’t resist the temptation. She carried on working when I approached her.

‘I know it’s a long shot,’ I said. ‘But do you remember this bloke?’ 

She peered at my photo of Jamie Wilcox. Thick lines of kohl were blurring her eyes, and she was wearing a shapeless black dress. She must have made a strategic decision to hide her attractiveness, to stop punters hitting on her. 

‘He’s the one that died, isn’t he?’ She had a faint Eastern European accent.

‘That’s right. He was here on Friday.’

She looked around anxiously. Her boss probably sacked waitresses who fraternised too much. ‘He came in about six, with some friends. They left him to finish his drink.’

‘And you remember him?’

She blushed. ‘He was polite – not like the rest. This blonde girl was all over him for a while, then she left.’

‘Is that unusual?’

‘Not really. Plenty of girls come here looking for business.’ She glanced at me. ‘He left a few minutes after her. The strange thing is, he was staggering, but he’d only had a few beers.’ 

A red-faced man strutted over and snapped his fingers, inches from the girl’s face. ‘Another round, love. Quick as you can.’ 

The girl’s face tensed as she served him, and I didn’t blame her. The punters’ endless rudeness was enough to grind anyone down. When I thanked her and dropped a ten-pound note on her tray, her face lit up. No doubt the City slickers forgot to tip her, even though she was on minimum wage.

At midnight I poured myself into a taxi, navigating unsteadily up the stairs to my flat. My bedroom tipped from side to side, and the ceiling lamp swung around my head in uneven circles.

‘I’m too old for this,’ I groaned.

Sleep was out of the question, because my brother came back soon after me. I could hear his voice, loud and excitable, burbling through the wall. It sounded like he was having a party in his room; four or five different voices all talking at once, with an occasional screech of high-pitched laughter. God knows what they were chatting about in the middle of the night. Cloud systems, drugs, or The Great Escape. I felt like barging into his room and telling his hangers-on to get out. Anger fizzed inside my chest like a chemical experiment. Who would feed him if he took to the streets again? And what would happen when winter came? I pictured him huddled under a blanket as the snow fell, then I stuck my fingers in my ears and did my best to pass out. 


Chapter 12



To say that I felt the worse for wear in the morning is an understatement. The shower was deafening, and standing up felt like hauling my body through quicksand. The heat was unforgiving when I got outside, sunlight reflecting from every surface, making my head pound. Burns had left a mysterious phone message, asking me to visit one of Gresham’s secret haunts. The invitation was too intriguing to refuse, but the rush-hour traffic turned my journey through the Chelsea heartlands into a nightmare. Crowds of women were racing into Mulberry, as if their lives depended on locating the perfect holdall. They looked like members of the same family, complexions glowing from expensive facials, with identical honey-coloured hair. It reminded me that my trip to the salon was long overdue. 

Burns had reached Knightsbridge before me. His car was parked outside an elegant townhouse on Raphael Street, and he was checking his phone messages. It was clear that Gresham’s secret acquaintance was prosperous. The building was at the centre of London’s swankiest postcodes, a two-minute stroll from Hyde Park. 

‘Late night?’ Burns inspected me over the top of his glasses.

‘Don’t ask. Who’re we seeing?’

‘Gresham’s favourite girl, Poppy Beckwith. He sent her hundreds of emails.’ He gave a wry smile. ‘I’ve dealt with her before. Her family are loaded, but she fell out with them. She’s been on the game since she left school.’

I felt curious as I followed Burns to the door. Whoever lived there was paying their concierge handsomely, because every inch of paintwork gleamed. We climbed to the top floor and the woman who greeted us was tall and slim, a swathe of black hair almost reaching her waist. She had one of those delicate, symmetrical faces that photographs perfectly from any angle. You could have hung her upside down for days and she’d still have looked beautiful. She ignored Burns but shook my hand, as if she was offering a partial truce.

‘This is the worst time to call. I’m just on my way out.’ Her voice was the product of elocution lessons, or a good public school, roughened by years of cigarettes. She was wearing a dark pink silk dress, held together by a narrow cord. Her whole outfit looked in danger of falling to the ground at any second.

I stood by the window of her living room. The view stretched past the boats drifting on the Serpentine all the way to Hyde Park Corner. By the time I turned round, Beckwith had perched on a red chaise longue, keeping a watchful eye on Burns. Footsteps pounded across the floor in the adjoining room and her shoulders twitched. She was so jumpy that I realised smoking was just one of her addictions. I couldn’t help pitying her. Despite all her luxuries, she seemed to be suffering as badly as the girls who touted for business in the pubs on Marylebone Road.

‘How’s life been treating you, Poppy?’ Burns asked. 

‘Brilliantly, thanks. Recessions don’t touch me.’

I glanced around the room. It was too glitzy for me, but I could see that it had style. A gold silk throw hung over one of the settees, two scarlet rugs almost covering the white floorboards. And there were some well-judged touches of kitsch - a gorgeous female nude filled the wall over the fireplace, modestly keeping her back to us.

‘It’s me, in case you’re wondering.’ Beckwith stared directly into my eyes, challenging me to criticise her. 

‘Beautiful,’ I said, returning her gaze. ‘The whole flat is.’

She looked smug, as though she’d been proved right about something fundamental.

‘We’re not here to admire the decor, Poppy.’ Burns thumbed through his notebook. ‘It’s your dead boyfriend I want to hear about.’

‘Don’t,’ Beckwith said quietly. ‘Leo was one of my favourites. He took me to the best restaurants and spoiled me rotten. Everything you could want from a sugar daddy.’ Her laughter petered out instantly. ‘He was generous to everyone.’

‘Did he pay for this lot?’

Beckwith’s eyebrows shot up. ‘You’re joking. The flat’s mine, lock, stock and barrel.’

‘You’re joking. You were in Holloway on drug charges last time I saw you.’

‘That was six years ago.’ She glared at him, but the silence soon defeated her. ‘I’ve turned my life round since then, not that it’s any of your business.’

Burns held his tongue, but his patience seemed to be wearing thin. Poppy had the opposite effect on me - I could have listened to her all day. Her voice was a refined growl like Marianne Faithfull’s.

Beckwith transferred her gaze to me. ‘My clients are millionaires. One guy even paid me to sail round the Caribbean with him. He proposed when we got back, but I refused. I need my independence too badly.’

Burns sighed loudly. ‘You still haven’t told us anything about Gresham, Poppy.’

‘Maybe I don’t want to.’ She stared back at him.

The floor shuddered and a huge, bald-headed man emerged from the room next door. She must have been feeding him a diet of anabolic steroids. When he scowled at Burns he looked like a Rottweiler that had been chained up for days, half crazy with rage and hunger. Beckwith didn’t bother to turn round. She just held up the palm of her hand, and after a few seconds he slunk back through the door, in search of his kennel.

‘Who’s the charming new boyfriend?’ Burns asked. 

‘That’s my assistant.’ She gave her sweetest smile. ‘But it’s you I’m worried about, Don. I’ve never seen you so uptight. Isn’t Mrs Burns looking after you? I’m free on Tuesday mornings, you know. My best clients are from the Met.’

His frown deepened. ‘Just give us the information, Poppy. We haven’t got all day.’

‘Leo was sweeter than you, that’s for sure. There was a romantic side to him. He sent me enough roses on my birthday to fill a bathtub.’

‘How long did you know him?’ I asked.

‘Two years. I checked my appointments book when I heard the news.’

I could imagine Beckwith scratching Gresham’s name from her client list, then poring over her schedule, making sure the cash flow never dried up. It was hard to guess her age, but she was probably on the wrong side of thirty. Small lines were appearing at the corners of her eyes. Perhaps she lay awake on her rare nights alone, wondering how long before the next girl stole her crown.

Burns laid a photo on the coffee table. ‘Ever seen him before?’

‘He’s cute.’ She paused for a second. ‘You can send him my way.’

He stuffed the picture back into his pocket. ‘Too late. He was murdered on Friday night.’ 

‘That’s a shame.’ Beckwith blinked rapidly then checked her watch. ‘I have to go. A client’s waiting for me at The Dorchester. I can’t say I’m thrilled - all he ever wants is a striptease and a blowjob. No imagination at all.’

Burns’s look of outrage was still in place when we got outside.

‘You’re not keen on her, are you?’ I said.

‘It’s not that.’ He shook his head. ‘She could have anything, and that’s what she’s choosing.’ He stared at Poppy’s building like it was the worst possible destination.

My car felt like a pressure cooker as I followed Burns back to the station. I could understand his frustration. Poppy had everything going for her: looks, privilege, taste - yet she was risking her life every day. Maybe she was capable of venting her destructive impulse on her clients too. But I sensed that she was too controlled to act like Aileen Wuornos, savaging the men who used her. She was taking drugs to keep her emotions in check, rather than letting them break her.

When we got back to the station, Steve Taylor was already in the Invisible Woman’s office. He was sitting so close to her, it looked like he was planning to climb onto her knee. Other members of the team were filing in with gloomy expressions on their faces. The group seemed united in their dislike of Burns, and happy to bad-mouth colleagues behind their backs. I had a strong suspicion that Brotherton liked it that way. She never revealed her loyalties, encouraging competition through divide and rule. 

Photos of Jamie Wilcox were scattered across the table, and one of them caught my eye. He was the spitting image of my brother in his twenties, with the same dark blond hair and tennis player’s physique, unshakeable confidence written across his face. I remembered the painting beside Wilcox’s body, showing the angels weeping in despair. Maybe he’d been a casualty of war, as the killer worked his way through the ranks to more powerful targets at the bank? When I looked up again, Taylor was handing the action book to the Invisible Woman.

‘The incident room’s running like a Swiss clock, ma’am.’ He beamed at her like she was his new infatuation.

Burns talked through Jamie Wilcox’s toxicology results, and mentioned that he’d been seen with a blonde woman at the Counting House. I was grateful that he didn’t mention my unauthorised visit - Brotherton wouldn’t have been impressed by my off-the-record chat with the Latvian waitress. 

‘Someone gave Wilcox a massive dose of Rohypnol before he died,’ Burns said. ‘At least ten milligrams.’ 

Taylor’s mouth dropped open. ‘You think some blonde slipped him a Mickey Finn, then led him to the killer?’ 

‘It’s possible. So far the only link between Gresham and Wilcox is the Angel Bank, but they’re not co-operating. Their lawyers have delayed access to their records on the grounds of confidentiality, but we’ve had a tip-off from an anonymous caller. She said they’ve been breaking trading laws for years. SOCA are interviewing them today.’

Brotherton’s cool eyes observed him as he spoke. It was impossible to tell whether she was taking sides in Taylor’s campaign, but the conflict seemed to be weighing on Burns. He walked with me to the exit without saying a word.

‘I’m sure this is personal,’ I said. ‘If someone wanted to destroy the bank’s reputation, they wouldn’t be killing people, they’d be writing letters to the Financial Services Authority. It’s someone who hates the place so much, they want to lock everyone inside, then burn the place down.’

Burns looked morose as he squinted into the sun. 

‘How long do you reckon this heat can keep up?’ I asked. 

‘God knows. Give me a bit of sleet any day.’ He gave me a half-hearted smile as he said goodbye. 



My consulting room was close to boiling point that afternoon. One session ended abruptly, because a patient passed out from heat exhaustion. I had to ask a nurse to help me lift her into the corridor and wait for her to come round. My mobile buzzed in my pocket just as I was packing up for the day. It was a voicemail that I hadn’t received, because my phone had been switched off. I recognised Andrew Piernan’s charming, upper-class drawl immediately. He was inviting me to dinner the next evening. There was a slight tremor in his voice and I couldn’t decide what to do. He was great company, but the idea of a date sent a surge of panic through my nervous system. I should have called him immediately and said no, but I decided to give myself some thinking time. Until I’d come up with an answer, my only option was to lie low and pretend his message had never reached me.


Chapter 13 


I phoned Piernan from a French café on Tooley Street the next morning. Almost every table was full of couples eating croissants and drinking café au lait. Maybe I was hoping for safety in numbers when I gave him the bad news. He sounded as relaxed as ever when he picked up the phone. I wondered if I’d misjudged him; perhaps he took a different woman to Chez Bruce every night of the week.

‘I’m busy tonight, I’m afraid.’

‘Doing what, may I ask?’ My excuse seemed to amuse him.

‘Running. I’m training for the London marathon.’

‘Good.’ He didn’t seem fazed that his invitation had been turned down flat. ‘I could use some exercise.’

Anxiety fizzed inside my chest when I rang off. Somehow he’d scuppered my plan to delete his number and get on with my life. I knocked back the dregs of my coffee and wondered how it had happened. Freud was right about one thing: mistakes are just another way of getting what we want. Despite my nerves, I was already looking forward to seeing him again. 

A copy of yesterday’s Metro was lying on the back seat when I hailed a cab. The headline blared from the front page as the driver battled with the traffic. ANGEL KILLER STILL AT LARGE! I was surprised by how much information the police had released about the two attacks, including the killer’s fixation with angels. Maybe Burns was hoping
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