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Epigraph

I am terrified by this dark thing

That sleeps in me.

Sylvia Plath
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Ben

‘The average human spends thirty-three years of their life asleep.’

She leans closer, enough for me to catch a gust of expensive perfume. This is usually the moment when I know. ‘And that’s what you do?’

‘Yes.’

‘A sleep doctor?’

‘I study people who commit crimes when they sleep.’ I have ‘Dr’ before my name on business cards. Dr Benedict Prince, The Abbey, Harley Street. I am an expert in sleep. Nowhere do I claim to be a medical doctor.

She sees that I’m serious. ‘How’s that even possible?’

‘Don’t you ever wonder what you might have done when you were asleep?’

Most people get uncomfortable right around here. The majority of crimes have a distancing factor. We revel in stories about people just like us; but who are also not like us. But sleep doesn’t allow that qualification.

Sleep is the one universal, the night as constant as the day.

‘What kind of crimes?’

She hasn’t changed the topic. I still have her attention. ‘All the worst ones.’

 ‘Surely people would wake up?’

‘Not if they’re sleepwalking. I’ve known patients who lock their doors and drive their cars while still asleep. Some people even kill.’

‘Surely you’d remember?’

‘From the lines around your eyes, I’m guessing you slept five and a half hours last night.’

She frowns. ‘It’s that obvious?’

‘Do you have any memory of what happened during those five and a half hours?’

She pauses, cupping her chin in her right hand. ‘I dreamt something.’

‘Like what?’

‘I can’t remember.’

‘My point is proved.’

Her eyes suddenly change now. She looks at me differently. Her voice is louder, the body language animated. ‘Wait, there was that case. What was it called—’

This is the final point. Few dates ever reach this far. I bore them with my job description. I scare them away with stories about crimes committed during sleep. If that doesn’t work, then this last thing always gets me.

No one stays once they realise.

No one.

‘Anna O,’ I say. I take a final sip of my wine – an expensive Merlot, more’s the pity – and then reach for my jacket.

‘You’re the guy. In the photo. The psychologist.’

I smile dimly. I check my watch. ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I was.’

It was the photo on the front of every major daily newspaper after it happened – that brutal, blood-soaked finale. The fateful moment after which nothing could be the same. Before the exile and the fall. I am the bespectacled figure with mussed hair and the slightly donnish dress sense. I have remade myself since. The beard has aged me; the hair is greyer at the tips. My glasses are chunkier and less like a reject from the Harry Potter props department. But I can’t change my eyes or my face. 

I am a different person. I am the same person.

I wait for the question because it is the question I am always asked. It is the one mystery that, despite everything, still lingers. It divides families, spouses, even friends.

‘Was she guilty?’ my date asks, or the woman who was formerly my date. I am nothing but a ghoul to her now, an anecdote for Christmastime or New Year. ‘When she stabbed those two people. Did she really get away with murder?’ 




Part One

One Year Earlier
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London

The mobile rings.

That’s what I always remember.

The first thing, the beginning.

It’s late, the darkness already heavy, inked in. I am half-asleep, nesting in an armchair with a tray of lukewarm curry and a half-empty glass of cheap wine. A black-and-white movie continues to play, flickering in the corner of the room. It’s Strangers on a Train tonight, my favourite. Everyone else picks Psycho or Vertigo as their ultimate Hitchcock piece. But they’re wrong. Strangers on a Train has the tennis scene.

The mobile’s vibration snaps me back to the room. My eyelids droop. I wipe grease from my hands and glance at the caller ID: ‘BLOOM, PROF (The Abbey)’. I slide the button across, brace myself, choking down a messy yawn.

‘Hello?’

‘Ben, sorry for the unholy hour. I’m afraid this one couldn’t wait.’

She sounds serious. And, in the blur of night, it startles me. Professor Virginia Bloom is usually the first one with a joke or aside. She is often found marching down Oxford Street in a kaftan and heels or at her corner table in the Langham with a decanter of whisky and a pocket of stimulants.

I hear the distant clatter of feet and voices on the line. It sounds like Bloom is still at the Abbey. I check the clock. It’s nearly midnight.

‘Is something wrong?’

‘You could say that.’ Bloom clears her throat with that grumbly, smoky sound. ‘It’s one for you, I’m afraid. A new request that’s just come in. It’s somewhat on the sensitive side.’

I am a forensic psychologist. I have consulted for most major crime agencies. The NCA, FBI and Interpol all have this number. But this sounds even more secretive than usual. ‘Does this request have a name?’

There’s further background clatter down the phoneline. Bloom seems distracted. ‘Come round to the Abbey, will you. I’ve been told not to discuss anything on an open line.’

I’m officially on a week’s leave. My latest journal article is on a deadline. I have three patient files to write up. I was planning to work from home tomorrow and tackle the mountain of paperwork. Even so, there are only a few sleep-related cases that are too sensitive for an open line. I am blackmailed by the mystery of it, just as Bloom intends.

‘You have to give me something.’

I hear a suck of air on the other end of the line. Bloom is silent and then she sighs loudly. ‘You might not thank me for it.’

It’s arctic outside, a filthy sky full of September drizzle. I am already dreading the journey from Pimlico to Harley Street. I can stay in the stew of the front room with my Hitchcock film and another glass of wine. But that isn’t how I’m wired.

It’s why I answer. Why I always answer.

‘It’s the Anna O case,’ Bloom says, at last. ‘There’s something they want us to see.’
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The Abbey Sleep Clinic occupies a small corner of Harley Street, part of an old mews house with shapely Edwardian bricks and an air of complete discretion. Visitors often remark on the churchy hush of the place, an oasis tucked behind Oxford Street and between the clatter of Regent’s Park and Cavendish Square. Parts of the building look like they’ve been carved from Portland stone. The Abbey has a regal aspect to it, fit for bewigged marquesses and second-rank royalty. It feels like a sanctuary.

The night – or possibly the day, I’m not sure, given it’s now gone midnight – is still grey and ugly as the cab slices through puddles and deposits me on the empty street corner. I duck out of the rain and shake the moisture off my faulty black umbrella. The cab pulls away too quickly, spritzing the back of my trouser leg with rain. I curse Bloom again for the summons.

I walk up the single flight of stairs and type in my passcode, the rain already making each digit buttery and hazardous. The old house stands on four floors now, long since converted into office space, with just a small silver plaque outside denoting ‘The Abbey Sleep Clinic’. There is a telephone number but no email address. The Abbey’s website is conspicuously bland, listing staff qualifications without revealing any photos. The image is deliberate, as everything here is. We are attendants hovering in the wings, useful to swell a scene or two. It is the golden rule for all mind doctors: we are heard but never seen.

Nothing happens. I wipe down the buttons with my sleeve and retype the security code. Finally, there is a tell-tale metallic cluck as the door shifts. I wonder if Bloom has called any of the others in, my fellow sleep specialists and esteemed colleagues. But the reception and waiting areas are still largely unlit and deserted. It’s like turning up for school and being the only pupil in the assembly hall. There is something strange about seeing a workplace stripped of its usual bustle.

‘Professor?’

I call out, but the sound echoes and dies. I flick a ceiling light on. It illuminates an array of neutral and soothing colours. New carpet has just been laid, still squashing pleasingly underfoot. The air feels unusually pure, pumped out through special filters built into the walls. Usually there is music too. The sound envelops visitors until the bill snaps them back to reality. The Abbey has a womb-like oblivion to it, away from the squall of the outside world. Sleep is primal, after all.

‘Professor?’

Still nothing. I stow the umbrella near the coat stand and wriggle out of my own soaked jacket. There is a bank of security monitors by the reception desk showing camera feeds from the back and front of the building. Our clientele requires it. Celebrities before a wedding, politicians battling for their careers, footballers in a rough patch of form, royalty facing scandal – all of them troop through the tasteful entrance with their pouchy, sleep-deprived faces. Sleep, like food or water, is one thing no human being can do without. The Abbey is a modern-day temple where psychic demons are soothed. People pay silly money just to sink into their beds.

I jiggle the security monitors to life. The front and back entrances flicker dully. I leave the monitors on and wait patiently by the lift, too tired to take the stairs. There is a scatter of magazines on the finger-marked coffee table by the lift doors and I reach for a copy of the New Scientist, skimming it as I wait. We are mentioned again, a small news-in-brief section. The Abbey has a useful sideline consulting on criminal cases across the world, maintaining lucrative contracts with the Metropolitan Police and other law enforcement agencies. All of it is ultimately shepherded by Professor Bloom, once dubbed ‘Britain’s top sleep guru’ in The Times. The article is still framed on her office wall.

The lift chugs up. I realise I know every inch of this building. I try to calculate how many nights have been lost to one of Bloom’s whims. Too many, I decide. But the Anna O case is different. Bloom wouldn’t tease me with that. Anna O is the holy grail for all sleep experts. Ever since it happened, over four years ago now, she has been the one mystery to beat them all.

No, Bloom isn’t that cruel. At least not with me.

I reach the top floor. This is the so-called executive wing. Really it is more of a broom cupboard. This is staff-only, which explains the Alcatraz-themed interior. There are seven of us who work full-time here, alongside another ten auxiliary staff – neurologists, psychiatrists, psychologists, psychotherapists and myofunctional therapists – running the full gamut of sleep-related treatments. My office is at the end of the hallway, one of the few with a functioning lock. Bloom’s office is the first and largest, newer than any of the others and bedecked with gilt-framed art and a hidden drinking fridge.

Bloom is waiting for me in her office doorway with a vexed, knotted look. Her mane of grey hair is tamed into submission, her hair clip moving in time with her yawns. She is mid-sixties, scattily dressed, an operatic thickness hidden by colourful layers, swaddled in canary-yellow and strawberry-pinks, her eyes framed beneath Hank Marvin glasses. Despite rock and roll appetites, she rarely betrays tiredness or any need to sleep. Bloom boasts hollow legs for drink, a bottomless capacity for food. She is the last of her generation: the two-bottle lunches, the occasional afternoon nap, a permanent middle finger for all things HR. She commits the unspoken sin of her sex by being stridently unmaternal. A gourmand, raconteur and wit. She thinks her way through life. Her gift and curse.

Behind her I see another figure. He, by contrast, looks ferrety with a pinched, lawyerly demeanour. A stranger. I’m intrigued.

‘Quite the welcome party,’ I say, feeling my right trouser clinch damply to my leg. ‘Mind telling me what’s going on?’

I walk into Bloom’s office. The ferrety man stands up. Up close he looks more imposing. His hair is stiff, precisely combed. He is fifty-ish, at a guess, with a beaky nose and widow’s peak. A folder on the table beside his chair has a crest on it: ‘Ministry of Justice’. My palms begin to sweat. Bloom was serious, then. Above law enforcement, even above the National Crime Agency. The MoJ is ministerial level.

‘I’m sorry,’ says Bloom, ‘but this really couldn’t wait. Dr Benedict Prince, meet Stephen Donnelly, Deputy Legal Director at the Ministry of Justice.’

Donnelly stretches out a hand and shakes mine limply. He holds my gaze and says softly, ‘Before we begin, Dr Prince, I’m afraid there’s a few house rules to go through.’

I tuck my surprise away. ‘Oh yes?’

He talks through a head cold, sniffs punctuating each sentence. ‘Yes. There’ll be a few forms to sign at the end if you don’t mind.’

‘Saying what?’

‘First, this meeting tonight never happened. Second, you’ve never met me. Third, what you’re about to learn will never leave this building or, indeed, this room. If anyone asks, you came to the office to collect some patient files before returning home. Is that clear?’

I want to smile, but I see that he’s not joking. ‘What is this?’

‘Is that a yes to the terms?’

‘Do I have a choice?’

‘Not really.’ Donnelly indicates the vacant chair. ‘Please, take a seat.’
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Bloom shuts the door and doesn’t lubricate things with refreshments either. This is strictly business. Instead, she eases herself down into the plump leather desk chair. Then, finally, she nods at Donnelly to begin.

He has an executioner’s smile. ‘I won’t insult your intelligence, Dr Prince. I know you’re already familiar with the Anna O case and the two murders back in Oxfordshire in August 2019, yes? That’s why I asked to see you.’

I stare at Donnelly, wondering how high his authorisation goes. Above him is the Legal Director, his boss, then the Permanent Secretary at the MoJ, then the Justice Secretary, and finally the Prime Minister. Why would someone this senior really want to meet me after midnight at the Abbey with instructions not to brief out details on an open line? What could possibly be so important?

Few people alive are unaware of the Anna O case. There have been podcast series, Netflix options, countless op-eds, as well as bestselling books and articles in obscure academic journals, several of them written by me.

‘Of course.’

Donnelly nods. ‘A paper of yours has recently come to the attention of some, well . . . let’s just say some very important people.’ He reaches for his small leather attaché case and removes a slim manila file. He reads from the title page. ‘“Resignation Syndrome and the Criminal Mind: In Search of a New Diagnostic Model”. The Modern Journal of Forensic Psychology. This is your latest work on the subject, am I correct?’

I glance at Bloom. But she just gives me a wintry smile. ‘Yes.’

‘You look surprised?’

‘I am. That article hasn’t been peer-reviewed yet. It certainly hasn’t been published. I only submitted it to the editor three weeks ago.’

Donnelly looks at me pityingly, as if unused to such naivety. ‘Contacts of ours help out by occasionally flagging items of potential interest. I can assure you that your work on psychosomatic disorders has already attracted quite the following in Whitehall.’

I feel sullied and fascinated in the same breath. I see the message from my Gmail account disappearing with a whoosh. The article was attached as a Word document. Does the editor forward it on, I wonder, or do these people keep a constant watch? Do I even want to know?

Donnelly glances down at his manila file again. ‘Your article majors fairly heavily on the Anna O case, just like your last book. Though the article proposes a potential cure whereas the book doesn’t. Do you mind if I ask why her case specifically?’

I sit back, flicking another angry glance at Bloom. This is a stitch-up. There’s been no warning, no time to prepare. I wonder how much to reveal. ‘That was largely the editor’s idea,’ I say. ‘She thought it would get the piece some attention. Possibly even some broadsheet coverage. The book was a bestseller. She hoped the academic journal might enjoy similar success. I went along with it.’

‘You’ve studied the Anna O case in detail then?’

There is no way to avoid the truth. I say, ‘My wife was the first police officer on the scene back in 2019. She was working for the Thames Valley Serious and Organised Crime Unit. This was her first case as SIO. Though I imagine you already knew that.’

Donnelly just says, ‘I see.’

‘Anna O has been part of my family’s life almost as long as our own daughter.’ I add the disclaimer, as I always have to. ‘Not, to be clear, that my wife ever betrayed any privileged information. I combined what is open source with other less controversial examples of resignation syndrome from around the world. That’s how I wrote the book and the article.’

‘Mainly the outbreak of cases in Sweden, I recall.’

‘Alongside another cluster of cases in Kazakhstan. Two small former Soviet mining and farming towns called—’

‘Krasnogorsk and Kalachi. Yes, yes, we’re well acquainted with those.’

Impatience gathers in me now. I am tired of this faceless man and his gnomic answers. ‘I don’t mean to be rude, but why would a pop-psychology book and an obscure academic journal article be of interest to the Ministry of Justice?’

Donnelly smiles again, as cruelly and quickly as before. ‘In your article, you claim to have developed a new diagnostic method to help patients wake up from resignation syndrome. Is that correct?’

He’s clearly read the article or a summary of it. He knows that isn’t right. Which means he’s testing me. ‘No.’

Donnelly feigns surprise. ‘No?’

‘My article sets out a new framework for understanding psychosomatic conditions, especially those involved in sleep-related acts, including the phenomenon of sleep crimes. I’m interested in whether or not sleepwalkers are technically conscious of their actions when they commit a crime. Like a murder, say. The same applies to patients suffering from resignation syndrome. Are any of us aware of what we do while sleeping? Can we be held criminally responsible? When does sleep take over and consciousness end?’

‘A controversial subject.’ 

That answers my next question. He’s already seen the blogs and social media accounts attacking me. Of course he has. Ever since my book hit stores, I’ve been a target for trolls from all corners of the globe.

‘Some people are still stuck in prehistoric divisions between neurological disease and so-called “functional” disease,’ I say. ‘They think because something happens in the psyche, then it isn’t real. My work attempts to alter that perception. Some people take issue with that.’

‘Does that mean you can help patients with resignation syndrome to wake up?’

I am struck by the bluntness of the question. ‘Well, that depends.’

Donnelly looks steadily at me, those beady eyes staring into my soul. ‘On what exactly?’

I shuffle, fuss, compose myself. I long for some water.

‘How long the patient’s been asleep mainly,’ I say. ‘What external factors may have caused the illness in the first place. My book was the mass market pop-psych write-up. My paper does the heavy academic lifting, setting out new theories and looking at the current data. But it’s not a cure-all.’

‘For Anna O, as an example.’

‘Four years is at the extreme end of resignation syndrome. My data was largely focused on those within one to two years.’

‘So it’s still purely theoretical?’

‘For the moment, yes.’

‘How long would it take to test your new theories? In the real world, I mean?’

I laugh. ‘How long is a piece of string?’

‘Surely you have an estimate.’

‘At a guess, three months,’ I say. ‘That would be a minimum.’

Donnelly looks at his watch. He seems newly impatient now. He tidies the file and slides it neatly into his attaché case, as if he’s heading back for another post-midnight shift at the office. Donnelly looks at Bloom and nods briskly. 

I turn to Bloom, my anger still simmering. ‘What am I doing here?’

Bloom takes over now. She shifts her bulk on the chair, with the balletic ease of the truly corpulent. She is briskly matter-of-fact, speaking to me like a prisoner being read their rights. ‘The Secretary of State for Justice and the Attorney General for England and Wales have just authorised the temporary release of Patient RSH493 from the Coral Ward at Rampton Hospital into the secure custody of the Abbey under my direct supervision. The MoJ order is protected under the Official Secrets Act and anyone who leaks the information, in this building or elsewhere, will face prosecution. Do you understand?’

Prisoner RSH493. I know that number. Every newspaper reader does too.

Rampton Secure Hospital, the last high-security medical facility to admit women. Patient number 493.

Ms A. Ogilvy.

Donnelly and Bloom stand now. Automatically, I stand with them. Dryness crawls all over my mouth.

‘No,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t understand. What is this?’

Bloom glances at Donnelly again, then says, ‘Amnesty International is about to appeal to the European Court of Human Rights in a bid to get Anna Ogilvy released on the grounds of inhumane treatment. Before that happens, the Crown Prosecution Service and the Ministry of Justice need to put her on trial for murder or risk losing her case entirely.’

I digest the new information. ‘Which means Anna Ogilvy must be fit to stand trial. To be fit, she must—’

‘Do something she hasn’t done in four years and wake up. Yes.’

And there it is, the real explanation. For a moment I think of all those horror stories from school history lessons: the half-starved teenage conscripts in WWI plucked from the trenches, patched together then marched towards execution, shellshock mistaken for cowardice. This feels eerily similar. I’m a psychologist, not a prison officer. 

‘I treat people,’ I say. ‘I don’t condemn them. There must be other sleep experts you can call on.’

It’s Donnelly again, weary of this now. ‘We already have. We’ve spent years flying in world-class consultants from America, Europe, Asia and beyond. The best of the best. But the field is still under-resourced, and their methods proved sadly unsuccessful. Your paper, Dr Prince, is the last credible chance we have.’

‘Why bring her here?’

‘If you turn up at Rampton Hospital every day, the news will leak. The Abbey’s also the only sleep clinic in London that can accommodate a case of this nature. You can cope with the strict confidentiality requirements. We have no other choice. She will be transferred tonight, escorted by police liaison and registered under a different name. As far as you’re concerned, you treat her like any other patient.’

‘She’ll be recognised.’

‘Four years ago, maybe. Not now. Nearly half a decade asleep does things to a person.’

‘What about other staff?’

Donnelly says, ‘A nurse from Rampton will accompany the prisoner and work here under the alias of an agency worker. You will be her day-to-day point of contact, while Professor Bloom co-ordinates your efforts with our side. Ms Ogilvy won’t leave her room. You won’t tell anyone that she’s here. Only family members, who you may also liaise with, know otherwise. The Secretary of State has vowed to personally go after anyone who ignores the terms of her temporary relocation.’

I feel dizzy with the audacity of it, angry too. ‘This is absurd. You can’t seriously believe Anna Ogilvy is a danger to the public. Or is it just the headlines you’re worried about?’

Donnelly doesn’t rise to it. ‘Try telling that to the victims’ families. Anna Ogilvy can’t be released, and she can’t be indefinitely held. This saga has to end. Sign the OSA and walk away or put your theories to the test in the real world. It’s entirely your call, Dr Prince.’ 

‘And what if I can’t wake her?’ I say. ‘What if my theory doesn’t work?’

Donnelly finishes buttoning his coat. He sighs, hollowed out by the day’s events. He stares at me with those cold, grey-green eyes.

‘Then, sooner or later,’ he says dryly, ‘Anna Ogilvy will be free to kill again.’
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The bare facts of the Anna O case are relatively straightforward. That’s, I think, why everyone remembers the case. There’s something shocking about the raw simplicity of it.

At 3.10 a.m. on the morning of August 30th, 2019, Anna Ogilvy, the twenty-five-year-old daughter of a senior shadow government minister and founding editor of the magazine Elementary, was found asleep in her cabin at a farmhouse retreat in Oxfordshire with a twenty-centimetre kitchen knife. In the neighbouring cabin were the bodies of her best friends: Douglas Bute, twenty-six, and Indira Sharma, twenty-five.

The post-mortems later found ten stab wounds on both bodies. Anna’s fingerprints were the only dabs on the knife and there were bloodstains on her clothing. Forensic analysis subsequently made a positive match between the clothing and both victims. Digital forensics, meanwhile, found a WhatsApp message on Anna’s phone containing a partial confession sent before the deep sleep took hold.

From the level of rigor mortis, the estimated time of death was several hours prior. Both victims were beyond saving, their wounds fatal. DI Clara Fennel from the Thames Valley Serious and Organised Crime Unit was the first officer to reach the Farm and attend the crime scene. She discovered Miss Ogilvy still dressed in the bloodstained items of clothing. Despite numerous attempts to rouse the suspect, Miss Ogilvy remained asleep and unresponsive and was later transferred by ambulance to the John Radcliffe Hospital on Headley Way.

All tests proved normal. She was alive. Her body was functioning. The mystery illness causing her deep sleep was impossible to identify.

But she never opened her eyes again.

The public fallout was brutally swift. Anna’s mother, Baroness Emily Ogilvy, resigned her position as Shadow Home Office Minister with immediate effect and stood down from the House of Lords. Richard Ogilvy, Anna’s father and a global fund manager, abandoned plans to open a new office in Manhattan. The nickname itself came from Anna’s social media handle: @AnnaO. Most murder suspects are low-IQ males with cauliflower ears and grim histories of domestic violence. Anna O was young, female, highly educated and already a public name as a magazine journalist and writer. The story was every tabloid’s dream.

The press soon dug up everything else about Anna too: the childhood in a Hampstead townhouse; the rumours of teenage drug use; the rent-a-quote boyfriends from Oxford; even the other staff and interns at Elementary, the magazine which Anna founded alongside Indira and Douglas. If I’ve learned anything as a psychologist, it’s that all high-profile murders are about timing. August was the perfect month, right in the middle of silly season. A few months later, and it might never have caught fire.

Luckily for me, Anna Ogilvy chose her moment well.

Soon, of course, even the tabloid names became a dividing line. Believers in Anna’s innocence called her ‘Anna O’. Believers in her guilt dubbed her ‘Sleeping Beauty’. No one, however, could take their eyes off the story.

Truthfully, neither could I.
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The four floors of the Abbey are not equal. The ground floor is the reception room, an ode to good taste and professional interior design. The basement houses the kitchens and other domestic services. The first floor is for drop-ins, as we call them, the fly-by-night patients who want help with some sleep-related problem but without committing to the full immersion, all tinted Mercedes and private flights from London City.

Floors two and three, meanwhile, are for the truly committed, those whose sleep problems are life-denying. The residents. Each residential patient at the Abbey gets their own private room and en suite. The ambience is similar to a private hospital or a boutique townhouse hotel. There are menus for room service and books, newspapers and magazines on demand. The only exception is anything digital: no mobiles, no laptops and no iPads. There is no Wi-Fi on floors two and three. We are gloriously analogue here, relics from a distant past.

The top floor is staff-only. The sea-blue walls become scabbier. Minimalism is replaced by public-sector scruff. Offices gargle up papers and files. And, tonight, I stand by the window of Bloom’s office and watch Donnelly disappearing inside a sleek government Jaguar down below before being swallowed by the lamplit darkness. 

Cold leaks through the old windows. Every room on the top floor is draughty. I think now of that email sitting in my inbox. It was a job offer of sorts from the Pro Vice-Chancellor at the University College of the Cayman Islands. He dangled the prospect of a Visiting Fellowship and a chance to lead their new graduate course on the psychology of sleep. Stupidly I declined, choosing rainy British streets instead of glorious Caribbean beaches. The offer remains a sun-soaked what-if, haunting these damp, squally London nights.

Bloom and I decant to the staff cafeteria at the end of the hall. I wash a brace of coffee cups and excavate some out-of-date cheesecake from the small portable fridge. We eat it off paper plates and cool our cups of Nescafé instant. Bloom, as usual, consumes the lion’s share. I make do with the crumbs.

Then Bloom says, ‘I imagine you have some questions.’

I always have questions. It’s been like that from the very beginning.

Bloom removes another slim manila file, much like Donnelly’s, and slides it across the crumb-filled tabletop.

I take it reluctantly. ‘Another mystery document. Am I meant to guess this one too?’

She smiles. ‘If you like.’

I turn my attention to the file. I note the Ministry of Justice crest again and the high-security classification. RESTRICTED glowers from the cover in blood-red capitals. I open it and see a large photo on the first page with a white, tubular hospital background. It shows a robed patient in some kind of medical bed.

The patient is female, age indeterminate. Her eyes are closed despite her hair being newly combed and washed. The hair appears freshly cut, too, though with the faintest pinprick of white at the root. The face, meanwhile, looks peaceful but no longer young. Despite everything, it still takes me a moment to compute.

Anna Ogilvy.

Bloom watches closely. ‘I had the same reaction.’ 

‘So Donnelly wasn’t kidding. She seems—’

There is some mistake, I’m sure. Back in 2019, Anna Ogilvy was peaking. She had a twenty-something swagger, life still brimful of possibilities. Her photo was featured on countless newspaper supplements and online profiles, with that punkish grin and pixyish hair. The figure in this new photo, by contrast, is a stranger. There’s a deadness to her, overwhelming all the other features. Her hair looks wig-like. There’s an alabaster quality to her entire body, a figurine from Madame Tussauds.

I swallow my surprise. ‘She looks like a ghost.’

‘The woman’s been asleep for four years. She practically is a ghost.’

‘What about brain activity?’

‘Apparently it’s remained the same. EEGs, the lot. All the monitors suggest she’s simply in a deep sleep. It’s just the sleep in question has lasted for nearly one thousand five hundred days.’

‘There’s been no change at all?’

‘Flick to page five,’ says Bloom.

I reach the page. It consists of a series of graphs. They show Anna’s brain function and physiological response. People stagger into sleep; most usually snap out of it. The EEG results are normal, as they always have been. But the physical response levels tilt up just a fraction near the end.

‘When was this?’

‘Four weeks ago, apparently. The only event of its kind. The monitors showed her becoming more stimulated by external events.’

‘It could be a fluke, of course.’

Bloom sniffs, unconvinced, then says, ‘Try the next page.’

I turn. I still feel used but can’t help myself. The mystery of it hooks me in. The next page shows the anomalous results in greater detail. I check the days, then the weeks. For some reason, Anna almost woke up four weeks ago. The graphs can be read in no other way. Something happened. 

‘Was there any explanation?’

‘No,’ says Bloom. ‘Or at least none that the medical team could find.’

‘A mystery then.’

‘Another one to add to the pile.’

The silence is broken by Bloom’s mobile vibrating. She answers, listens, then mutters a few affirmatives and ends the call. It is odd seeing Bloom as the employee for once, bowing and scraping to a higher authority.

‘They’ve arrived?’

‘ETA five minutes.’ Bloom gets up. ‘Read the rest of the file when you have a moment. It contains the details of the alias we’ll be using for her. Plus, there’s some emergency contacts in case things get sticky outside the Abbey.’

I feel the first cramp in my stomach. ‘How sticky?’

Bloom dismisses the concern, her usual palm-waving flick. ‘Someone waiting at your flat. Following you on the Tube. Reporters, that sort of thing. All the same old precautions.’

I see myself in the snug of my flat with nothing more than vinegary booze and a classic movie to worry me. Dull, yes, but safe. ‘What do we say to the other staff?’

‘The usual drill.’ Bloom gathers up a manila file and then leaves, heading towards the lifts. I trail behind her, stepping inside the lift doors. She presses for the ground level. Despite doctor’s orders to take the stairs, she is always resolutely lift-bound. Exercise, like diets, is for mere mortals. ‘An A-list client with a medical insurance clause in her acting contracts who can’t let it be known that she has a sleep problem without triggering all kinds of legal hell. Top dollar for added privacy and total anonymity.’

There’s a special part of floor two with added security for those choosing the ‘VIP package’ at the Abbey. Hollywood stars, CEOs of listed companies – anyone for whom the admission of a sleep-related problem could move markets or put multi-million-insurance claims into doubt. London is a favourite venue for international clients, dressing up their treatment as a week-long sightseeing holiday. We have specially designed back exits, signal-jammers located around the VIP section to ensure no footage of their presence here can be leaked. There are even separate eating and exercise areas to ensure the VIPs are seen by staff only. The Abbey has been in business for two decades and employs the best privacy lawyers on retainer. Never once has there been a leak.

‘Donnelly mentioned police liaison. Is it anyone I know?’

Bloom doesn’t look at me. The lift bumps downwards until we reach the ground floor. Silence is always her get-out clause.

‘Who?’ I say, stepping out into the plush foyer, surrounded by hotel brightness.

She turns fractionally now, the tell-tale tension in her jaw. ‘Given your presence on the case, it was decided that the Met liaison should be someone already inside the circle of trust. I’m sorry, Ben. It’s been her case from the beginning. I had no say in the matter.’

We reach the front door. Already I can hear the cars stopping outside.

‘Please say you’re kidding me.’

‘I wish I was.’

Even then, I know there’s only one person it can be.
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It’s the scenario we’ve both tried to avoid.

‘Ben.’

‘Clara.’

‘You look good.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Though slightly weightier around the midriff. All those nights on the sofa with a ready-cooked lasagne. Back on the biscuits, are we?’

‘Good to see you, as always. If you’ll just follow me.’

The secure VIP treatment room is accessed through a labyrinth of scanners on the second floor. We walk in silence and wait for the lift.

‘Weight jokes. Really?’

Clara – or DCI Fennel, now, since her last promotion – doesn’t glance at me. ‘We’re professional, Ben. That’s what we agreed. I’m not enjoying this any more than you are.’

‘Could have fooled me.’

‘You’ve been ignoring my calls.’

Despite everything, I miss her. That’s what I can’t say. I miss our old house in Oxford. I miss our daughter Kitty sprinting down the hallway when she hears my key scraping the lock. I miss the lazy Sundays in bed with the papers and those golden snatches of freedom from a ringing mobile and a new shift. I miss the family we used to be.

Ever since our divorce, the Child Arrangement Order means Clara has residency and I have access, mainly because Clara kept the house before she moved to London. My push for joint residency is undermined by the lack of a second bedroom at the Pimlico flat.

I can’t afford a bigger flat; Clara won’t budge on joint residency until I do.

Neither of us want to take things to court.

We reach the entrance for the VIP section of floor two, accessed by a different entrance from the main stairs. The team from His Majesty’s Prison Service have already done the heavy lifting, securely moving the prisoner/patient to her designated room. The nurse is getting her bearings. The SCO19 officer, well disguised in agency civvies, is acquainting himself with the CCTV system. That just leaves the two of us.

I type in the passcode for the VIP section and wait for the light to throb green. Everything is more clinical here with its splashy whiteness, like a conference centre mixed with old echoes of the asylum. I see the VIP room up ahead.

‘Just remember what you’re dealing with here,’ says Clara.

‘A patient who needs my help?’

‘No, a prisoner who stabbed both of her victims ten times each. Don’t make this a lab study for your mind theories. Wake her up then let us do our jobs.’

‘If you and the MoJ will let me do mine.’

Clara wears that old disdain, as if we’re still duelling it out over the dishwasher. She is a senior detective; I am a footloose consultant. She graduated with the Baton of Honour from Hendon and has a master’s in Applied Criminology from Oxford. I am a sleep expert with an Open University degree and a decade of night classes. Somehow those small differences became larger over time, a scratch turning into a wound. 

‘And, technically, she isn’t a murderer.’

‘Stabbing two people doesn’t count as murder for you?’

‘Or, as yet, for a jury of twelve men and women and a judge recognised in any court in the land.’

‘A technicality.’

‘No, a fact.’

‘For God’s sake, she sent a message to her own family admitting she did it.’

Those seven words from that family WhatsApp message have become infamous, quoted thousands upon thousands of times. Almost all Anna O documentaries start the same way.

I’m sorry. I think I’ve killed them.

Most think she must have been conscious to send that. Which means she must have been conscious when committing the crime. Guilty. But they haven’t studied sleep like I have. People have done far more complex things than sending WhatsApp messages while still technically asleep.

‘Innocent until proven guilty. The court of public opinion doesn’t count.’

‘You weren’t there that night, Ben. You didn’t see what I saw.’

I’ve heard the stories. I can only imagine the horror of it. For Clara, the family, for Anna herself. If she had snapped awake after the act, then the sight of those bodies would have been enough to tip her into a deeper, everlasting sleep. The body shutting down. A mental overload.

I can feel that ancient ache now, the sort that feels like love and hate at the same time. There is so much I want to tell Clara, so many things I regret. But our relationship curdled long ago. It’s hard to find a beginning.

‘By the way, it really was a genuine mistake,’ I say. ‘Last week, I mean. Missing your calls and the school pick-up last time round. It shouldn’t have happened. I’m sorry.’

Clara pauses, stroking a strand of hair from her face. ‘Just calm her down this weekend, yeah,’ she says, kindness leaking back into her voice. ‘She hasn’t been right since seeing those photos. She responds to you in a way she never does with me.’

‘That’s not true.’

Clara smiles sadly, then checks the time. ‘It’s nearly two in the morning and I have the school run to do in just under six hours. Let’s get on with it, shall we. It’s time to meet your new point of contact.’
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Harriet Roberts, the senior nurse seconded from Rampton Secure Hospital, continues patrolling the treatment room.

‘We try to give her some routine.’

‘Such as?’

There is a sharpness to her voice, like some of the gym teachers I remember from school. She is thin and elfin, with oak-coloured hair tickling her shoulders. The kindness in her face is at odds with the parade-ground firmness, a disciplinarian forged by decades on the ward. Rampton, like Broadmoor, has shades of the prison house. Innocence doesn’t survive first contact. Gentleness is erased; substituted by self-protection.

‘Curtains open no later than eight in the morning. Lights out at ten sharp. First part of the day is muscle work. Second part of the day is for mental stimulation.’

‘What about the monitors?’

‘Plump the pillows, keep the blood flowing, give her some chat. Those are my instructions from the medical side.’

‘I see.’

I’ve offended her somehow, perhaps just by asking her these questions. That’s the problem with being a psychologist. The neurologists look down on you. The psychiatrists lecture you. And the nurses enjoy belittling you. The medical reference isn’t accidental. Then again, it’s hardly an enviable life. Nurses train to guide people back to health, not massage the legs of murder suspects. I wonder how she ended up at Rampton rather than a normal hospital. What compelled her to treat society’s outcasts, spend her life shadowing the violent and insane.

I decide to ask the question, regardless of her coldness. ‘And you’ve been with the patient ever since she was admitted, is that right?’

Harriet nods. ‘More than four years now. I’ve been the constant point of care. Hard to believe that much time has gone.’

I sense a certain pride in her response. People sometimes think this is just a job. Few ever appreciate how much more it can be. Despite her outward lack of sentiment, Bloom was the one who taught me what true investment means. Not words, but actions. ‘Above and beyond the call of duty. Four years is impressive.’

Harriet smiles. I see some residual emotion now, carefully buried. ‘This has never been a normal job for me. It’s a vocation. The fact she can’t talk back probably helps.’

‘So you were with Anna four weeks ago when those anomalies in the monitors came through?’

She glances at me, newly interested. She sighs. ‘Apparently it was just a technical blip. The doctors checked everything.’

I sense the hesitation in her voice. ‘Did you have another theory?’

Harriet looks mildly embarrassed. ‘Sounds daft, I know, but I thought it might be some kind of external stimuli. But that’s probably just a nurse talking. None of the docs took it seriously.’

‘Such as?’

‘Look, it sounds silly.’

‘Try me.’

‘One of the new cleaners was listening to Spotify on her phone with the shuffle off when she cleaned. The same track over and over. That was the only thing that was different then versus the last four years.’

‘What was the track?’

‘“Yesterday”, the McCartney song.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘The doctors were having none of it, mind. Told me it was a load of psychobabble. I guess they know what they’re on about.’

‘Neurologists, right?’

Harriet nods, coy about talking out of class. ‘Uh-huh.’

‘Were there any other signs you noticed physically?’

‘Her eyes. Usually they’re still. But there was a flicker when the music played, in her right hand too. The docs said it was just muscles spasming, completely unrelated. But I noticed it several times.’

I nod. ‘I can take it from here.’

Harriet finishes her work, then moves away from the bed. ‘Fine. I’ll check back shortly. You have my number if you need anything.’

‘Of course.’

The door closes. The heavy lock snaps into place. It feels so odd being alone in the room like this. Over the years I’ve read all the articles about the case. Even now, there’s still regular commentary-about-the-commentary in the Guardian and London Review of Books damning the entire ‘Anna O’ phenomenon. A symptom of the male gaze. A media creation. The fallen woman. Eve reborn. There’s even a course at Goldsmiths now on misogyny, myth and the media in which Anna’s case features prominently.

For many, the myth of ‘Anna O’ is really an inversion. She is not the villain here, but the victim. I try to imagine Clara’s reaction and decide never to mention it. I am as guilty as all the rest. My main listing on Amazon is for ‘Prince, Benedict. Anna O and Other Mysteries of the Mind (Viking, 2021)’. It is technically a bestseller, but only in Belgium.

I approach the bed now. Monitors flash. Wires curl. Tubes whorl into each other, until the entire thing looks like a giant bowl of spaghetti. 

I cough nervously into my mask. The first thing to notice is how small Anna looks in person. The photographs recycled by every media outlet don’t do her justice, or not any longer. This is a different creature from the rebellious politician’s daughter. She is vulnerable here, stripped of all her armour, looking so much older than someone in their late twenties has any right to.

‘Anna O’, I realise, is a figure of tabloid legend. Anna Ogilvy, however, is five foot six and used to weigh just under nine stone. According to her medical file, she had tonsilitis as a child, glandular fever as a teenager and broke her right leg playing hockey in the lower sixth at school. At the time of the murders, she was twenty-five, moderately – if not overly – fit, with a reasonable body-fat ratio and slightly advanced metabolism.

She is, in short, a perfect fit for her chosen method of murder. Stabbing requires persistence rather than brute strength. The weapon used for both attacks was a soft-grip stainless steel carving knife with a twenty-centimetre blade. At the time of the murder it was available from John Lewis for just under twenty pounds. The knife slices through vital organs like a chef chopping meat. Only the number of stabs requires physical effort, suggesting frenzy of some kind.

There is a stool nearby. I sit down by the bed. I watch the monitors flicker and the tubes ripple with activity. I check the cameras and then take out my phone. I scroll through to Spotify and ‘Yesterday’, already downloaded, my gloved forefinger sticky against the glass screen. It’s an appropriate song choice. My diagnostic theory – still entirely embryonic and unproved – is based on using cultural stimuli to rouse a patient through memories of a happier time in their lives. I’ve seen other patients respond to similar cues from their past: music their mother played, old church songs, the jangle of a favourite TV theme tune. The acoustic guitar thrums from the speakers now. I hold the phone near to Anna and keep watch, flicking between the monitor and Anna’s face. Then the vocals start. 

There is nothing to begin with. The lines on the monitor refuse to move. Anna’s face remains immobile on the pillow, not even a twitch. I’m about to give up and turn off the music and ascribe it to fluke. Perhaps the neurologists were right after all. Just before I press the pause button, however, I see Anna’s left eye flicker. It is so brief that I almost miss it, convinced my eyes are tricking me. But there it is again, just as the nurse described. There is the faintest kick of recognition, as small as it is surprising.

I glance at the monitor and see the line jag faintly. It is the same blink-and-you-miss-it result as in the file from four weeks ago. I play the song twice over but there is no further reaction. I tuck away the disappointment.

The nurse enters again soon after. I pocket my phone. Strictly speaking, no electronic items other than medical equipment are allowed into residents’ rooms. I wonder, for a moment, if the Ministry of Justice maintains a constant watch, someone in Whitehall monitoring my every action. My skin pimples at the mere idea.

‘We need to feed her now,’ says Harriet, still talking in that clipped, dismissive way. ‘Was it helpful?’

‘Yes,’ I say, deciding not to tell her about my musical experiment. I need more time to think about what I saw. Or think I saw. ‘Thank you. Very helpful.’

I leave the room and walk down to the ground floor. Clara is getting ready to leave. She sees me approach and says, ‘Benedict Prince. Psychologist and miracle worker?’

I smile. ‘Even I’m not that good, or that fast. She’s still sleeping.’

‘You weren’t tempted to grab a quick selfie for the collection?’

It is one of those remarks that reminds me of the murkiest parts of our marriage. The six months after Kitty was born, say, or finding those texts to another man on Clara’s phone. I think of those shocking news stories about serving Met officers taking selfies with dead bodies, or the odious WhatsApp chats fantasising about murder and rape, and I shudder. I wonder what Clara brings back to the house each night. It is one of the reasons I want to get joint residency rather than just the occasional weekends. I am determined KitKat won’t become another victim of the job.

‘Tell me,’ Clara says. ‘All the doctors say her condition isn’t neurological. Every test they run – EEGs, CAT, blood tests, lumbar punctures, you name it – turns up nothing. So how can a healthy brain send someone to sleep for this long? Why has no one been able to break the spell?’

I gather my thoughts, debating whether to tell her about the musical theory. These questions have haunted us for so long. On that fateful night four years ago, Clara was driving back from a late shift at Abingdon Police Station, seeking a quick shower and costume change, when the alert came over police radio about an incident just outside Burford. She was the nearest to the scene and the first on-call. She made a detour, reached the Farm and took charge of the investigation before anyone else could. It was her debut as SIO. For the sake of a late-night drive, her police career – and our lives as a family – were never the same again.

‘Because it isn’t her brain that’s doing it,’ I say. ‘It’s her mind. An altogether more complex phenomenon. Then again, I would say that.’

‘Next you’ll tell me it all goes back to her childhood trauma.’

‘There’s an idea.’

We reach the front door and become formal again.

She says, ‘I thought today was a day off?’

I stifle another yawn. ‘It was.’

‘I meant what I said. Make sure Kitty has a good weekend. School’s been a bit rough lately. She needs a boost. And talk to her about the nightmares she’s been having.’

I feel that gut-punch again. I’ve been so wrapped up in my own mess – the separation, the temporary flat – that I haven’t noticed my daughter’s troubles. So that’s why she doesn’t talk about her new school. Once upon a time I knew every small detail of her life. Now it’s just the brushstrokes.

‘I’ll pick her up at three thirty tomorrow.’ I look at my watch. ‘I mean today.’

Clara nods. ‘Don’t be late. Not again.’

I manage a smile. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t be.’
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Being late is a familiar sensation. It is the one constant theme that unites my schooldays, university, those first nursery steps in the working world. But this time it feels different. As I run from the Tube station and the sweaty dampness circles my neck, I can already see the judge in the family court flashing their disapproval at me like the final act of a Greek tragedy. I don’t lose my bid for joint residency because of substance abuse or criminal behaviour, but shoddy timekeeping.

It’s not the judge I ultimately fear, though, or at least not yet. There is a certain way Kitty looks at me. Call it emotional intimidation, even blackmail. I am the one with the power, the wallet, the authority. And yet a single look can reduce me to feelings of inadequacy unmatched by any headteacher, ex-girlfriend, work colleague or critic. People warned me, of course, that it was not a job for the emotionally vulnerable. But only now do I fully believe them.

Being a parent really is a mug’s game.

I can see Kitty – or KitKat, as I always call her, much to Clara’s chagrin – standing forlornly at the school gates. Her gym kit and over-heavy schoolbag languish around her ankles. Her violin case is balanced uneasily against a nearby wall. One of the teachers – Mrs Raymond, if memory serves, a severe biology teacher with an aquiline nose and slightly hawkish aspect – is waiting with Kitty, glancing disapprovingly at her watch. I arrive outside the gates with my shirt loose and my left shoelace trailing along the pavement. Both details seem to make my lateness worse.

I fell asleep in my office. I closed my eyes for a power nap and woke up three hours later. The sleep doctor taking an afternoon nap. The irony isn’t lost on me.

Time check: 4.01 p.m.

KitKat doesn’t acknowledge me. She reaches, instead, for the violin case and readjusts her rucksack. Mrs Raymond sees my dishevelment, then sucks the air, as if deciding I’m already well beyond saving. There is a momentary volley about the rules, Mr Prince, and why all pupils need to be officially registered for the after-school club. I concoct some outlandish story about being called in by the Met Commissioner personally to interview a high-profile murder suspect currently being held in custody and watch as Mrs Raymond’s eyes bulge with alarm. I’m about to sprinkle the odd detail – anything mortuary-related usually does the trick – but the ploy has already worked. Mrs Raymond hastily departs. I am left alone with KitKat.

‘Sweetheart, I’m so sorry. Daddy got caught at work.’

She doesn’t answer, now or for the rest of the journey. We take the bus back to Pimlico as she’s still scared of the underground. She is very much my daughter in moments like that. Clara has a briskly procedural take on things. I am the parent with the fears and
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