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​

Sam Kelly followed company protocol and squirted honey into his mouth. As guide on the Paranormal Camden walk, he led his group to the final stop of the day’s tour: Madden House. 

The ruins of the nineteenth-century home sat in a quiet, wooded corner of Regent’s Park, behind a council-erected fence, where the shrubs and trees planted by the first occupants kept the place hidden. Weeds and ferns had replaced the lawn, layers of fungus blurred the walls, and the occasional doomed seedling reached out from the deeper cracks in the brickwork. A pile of rubble – once a kitchen – separated one wall from the rest of the building. Where a squirrel had once entertained children, the trunk of a walnut tree twisted one way then another – evidence of its struggle to find light.

‘Hungry?’ asked a woman in a purple coat. 

‘It’s supposed to make my voice deeper.’

‘To add drama?’ 

‘Yeah. This place gives me goose bumps. It has—’ 

‘Unfinished business?’

‘You know the story?’

‘Oh yes,’ she said, smiling. ‘You could say that.’

Kelly held up fingers and thumbs the way an artist might when framing a scene. 

‘What do you see?’ the woman said. ‘The alarming perspective? The out-of-place textures? The way the building feels disconnected from its surroundings?’

Kelly nodded with enthusiasm. ‘I see nature’s desperate attempt to erase the past.’

‘You believe that?’

‘The house tells me that.’

Kelly watched the woman in purple close her eyes and press her hands together as if in prayer. ‘Are you okay,’ he asked her.

‘Don’t worry about me. Things couldn’t be better.’

On the other side of the trees, visitors to Regents Park played guitars on picnic blankets, flew kites and explored the zoo. Not that there was evidence of these things. No sound reached the house, and even the passage of time struggled to enter, leaving the nineteenth century to decay rather than be nudged aside. 

Kelly straightened his trilby, scanned his audience, and cleared his throat. 

‘Ladies and gentlemen, time dilutes memory the way a breeze dilutes the aroma of a coffee house drifting along a street. Sadly, memories we would prefer to forget, linger, the most stubborn being those of tragedy. This is Madden House, the final stop on our Paranormal Camden tour. Built by the Madden family in the first half of the nineteenth century, it will never be forgotten, because as some of you will know, this is a place defined by tragedy. Nature routinely attends to the dismantling of a carcass. But look carefully, paranormal forces are at work here.’ 

No matter that most people didn’t believe in the paranormal – the handbook pointed out that you don’t have to believe in something to live out your life as if it’s true. Whatever his audience believed, fifteen tips would give Kelly a great weekend so, in the style of the best Shakespearian actors, he straightened his back, lifted his chin and pointed to the wall separated from the rest of the house. 

‘Is that wall making its bid to escape to the surrounding trees? It would have good reason to. Picture this, ladies and gentlemen. It’s eighteen fifty-seven. The Madden business is thriving, and the family is full of optimism. Then, on the 13th of November, Richard Madden called his wife and three children to the bedroom.’

Kelly pointed past the first-floor balcony to a room missing its French windows. 

‘Witness the scene of the tragedy. Madden murdered his family in that room and waited there to die. Nobody knows why he slaughtered his family, but if—’  

He heard clicking fingers followed by an assertive voice coming from the back of the group.

‘I know!’ 

The woman in purple had her hand in the air like a student eager to answer a question. As the group turned to her, she spread her fingers wide before lowering them theatrically to her front. In the style of a magician performing an illusion, she pulled her hands towards her belly as if to grab their attention. She drew breath ...

‘Excellent,’ Kelly said, holding his hand high to check his watch. ‘Perhaps if there’s time later, you can answer questions. As I was saying – if you think that’s the end of the story, think again. Ten years ago, two teenage boys visited late in the afternoon, and one of them – a young man named Henry Dey – climbed over this fence to enter the house. A short time later, he was dead.’

Members of the tour group turned to each other with shocked faces. Only one remained still.

‘Surprising many,’ continued Kelly, ‘the police charged the second boy with Henry’s manslaughter. It was a notable trial, and we at the Ministry of City Walks can provide exclusive extracts from the post-trial report. Here is the summary of the case for the prosecution.’

Time to put on his deep, barrister voice. One more squirt of honey.

‘Henry Dey’s death was a consequence of bullying. A witness heard Henry shout, “There’s a ghost!” As ghosts do not exist, the deceased’s words must have a scientific explanation. Footprints show the boy walked backwards toward the balcony. Henry will have looked toward the inner wall at what he thought was a portrait, but which was in fact a large, worn mirror. When he moved, his “ghost” moved.’

Why was everyone shuffling? Was that a groan?

‘The witness heard the defendant call out, using a deliberately sinister voice, “Henry... is that you?” This would transform childish notions of ghosts into facts within the boy’s mind. Despite the danger, the terrified boy continued his backward path and fell over the balcony wall. Thus, we have a direct causal link between the actions of the defendant and Henry’s fall.’ 

A semi-circle of frowns was directed at front centre. Here, the woman in purple beamed the moment she caught Kelly’s eye.

Ignore her. 

Kelly scanned his audience with narrowed eyes and a restrained smile. 

‘However ...’ 

He erased the smile with slow deliberation. 

‘... there is another explanation for Henry’s death. I will now read an extract from the testimony of an expert in the paranormal.

‘Evidence shows Henry entered the house due to peer pressure, and it is possible that the defendant bullied the boy, but bullying didn’t kill him. Nor was it suicide – nobody walks backwards into death. I have electromagnetic data proving a spiritual presence: that of Richard Madden. Madden may have believed he was communicating with one of his sons – also named Henry. Frightening, yes, but since the defendant knew nothing of—’

‘Of the spiritual specifics of the place,’ interrupted the woman in purple, ‘we should not hold him responsible for what occurred. Indeed, if he had been in that house, he likely would have met the same fate.’ 

‘Much appreciated,’ Kelly said, with sarcasm. ‘You’ve been on this tour before?’ 

‘Yes,’ said the woman. ‘But I’m also familiar with the case.’ 

‘Then you’ll know the paranormal expert was laughed out of court.’ 

The woman’s shoulders dropped. ‘That’s true. One of several injustices on that day.’

With the tour over, Kelly collected his tips, boarded his bus and sat on the upper deck to enjoy the view of Camden. As the setting sun strobed the top deck from between the buildings, he caught a flash of colour from his side. Purple. 

‘You might not realise it yet, Sam, but although you and I love colour and art, both can turn against us. Very soon, you may need help to deal with such a moment. Will you allow me to help you?’

‘I’d appreciate that. Thank you. How do you know my name?’

~~~~~
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Tourists and traders flowed at pace through Camden Town, causing little eddies to form in the quieter side roads away from the High Street. Here, groups from the more sensitive professions contemplated their business. Management consultants, chartered accountants, and literary agents barely disturbed the air. A jogger raised eyebrows. On Royal College Street, a relaxed Ellen Carvell of Carver and Carvell Solicitors concluded a welcome tour for her work-experience student by making two coffees. 

‘So, Christine, that’s going to be your desk. I don’t want you to worry, but that fireplace is where a previous resident died. Bastiaan van der Berg. Couldn’t believe it when a client told me his portrait was up for auction. Incredible coincidence, don’t you think? It was a bit pricey, but I had to get it.’

The student stared into the fireplace. ‘How did he die?’

‘Poor guy bled to death. I say, “poor guy”, but if the stories are true, he had it coming. You might have noticed the portrait in the waiting room.’

Christine ran her fingers across the beautiful leather-finished desk. ‘Sorry, Miss, but I didn’t see a portrait when I was there.’

Seconds later, they were scrutinising a rectangular patch of wallpaper, less bleached by light than the surroundings.

‘Bloody hell!’
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Kentish Town may have lacked the charm and romance of other parts of the London Borough of Camden, but the area was a hub, a major intersection and a practical place to put a police station. The Victorian listed building with its golden yellow brickwork and arched entrance, resembled a prison to some and a hotel to others. In the summer, a curiously placed palm tree by the entrance shifted the balance to the latter. 

On the second floor, Detective Inspector Florence Marriott slid the next stapled bundle of paperwork from the top of her pile with no noticeable change to the pile’s height. 

Her eyes wandered as if sleepwalking away from the paper, past the pen in her hand, out the window and across the road. There, a young man leaned out from an upper rung of his ladder, thirty feet above the ground, to position a paper sheet on an advertising hoarding. He pivoted to horizontal as he applied the next section, and Marriott only had to imagine herself in such a position for the strength to drain from her legs. 

‘Jesus. He could die in a second.’

‘What was that?’ said Detective Sergeant Zima.

‘Nothing.’

Zima looked outside. ‘I get the feeling you don’t like heights?’ 

‘Love ’em,’ said Marriott, eyes now fixed on her tablet.

Why hide the truth? Wasn’t being honest and open the best way to get to know people? Maybe it depended on who you were getting to know.  

‘Job done!’ announced Zima, pushing his completed pile to one side.

​He spun on his chair to face her.

‘I’ve been thinking about something you said earlier. You know, how we should use our intuition. I think that’s dangerous. Police work should never involve any of that fem...’

Marriott narrowed her eyes. ‘Any of that ...’ 

‘Nothing.’

The height of DS Nick Zima’s pile of papers had fallen with impressive speed. His training record and application letter had also impressed, but Marriott – swayed perhaps by his man-spreading pose – doubted whether his character would match his qualifications.

She nudged her pile of paperwork, started on the next form, and watched Zima tap on his phone. Form filling was tedious and always induced negative thoughts, so, not the best time to judge a person. Crime on the streets of Camden – something out of the ordinary to provide an intellectual challenge – that’s what Marriott needed if she was to understand her new sergeant better.  

A uniformed officer walked in. ‘Ma’am, robbery at Carver and Carvell, a solicitors’ office on Royal College Street.’

‘Any more info?’

‘Stolen painting...’ He looked at his notes. ‘Dutch Romantic. The details are in your inbox.’

‘Violence?’

‘None reported.’

Zima sat forward in his chair. ‘Okay, boss, what does your intuition tell you about this one?’

‘Intuition will have a part to play, Zima, but let’s talk to the witnesses first. Dutch Romantic – it could be valuable.’

‘I know.’

Did he have to say I know?

​‘You drive,’ said Marriott. ‘I’ll finish reading the notes in the car.’

​Marriott didn’t begin the journey reading the notes. She began, as she often did, with an inquisitive look at the uncoordinated, organically evolving puzzle that was Kentish Town Road. Exclusive estate agents, upmarket restaurants and sellers of fine Italian furniture sat alongside tattoo parlours, grubby pubs and pound shops. It was tidy and messy, polished and dull, inviting and intimidating. Once home to Karl Marx, now home to Tory peers, if you called out for help in English, Italian, Greek, Arabic or Hindi, someone would come. 

But all of this was just the surface. The Italian place with the well-spoken and polite staff had probable connections to the Mafia. The pub frequented by small-time drug dealers and alcoholics was run by an elderly couple doing their best to make people happy. The entire length of the road was mix and match, this and that. It stretched from Highgate Road up by Hampstead Heath – London’s exhale after a hard day at work – to the sharp intake of Camden High Street and the hyperventilation of Tottenham Court Road. Locals, traders and tourists travelled this road twenty-four hours a day, providing for the borough as surely as xylem and phloem provide for a tree. 

Why did any of this matter to Marriott? Because this was a puzzle you had to understand if you were to look in the right places, ask the right questions and make the right arrests. You had to live it, feel it, draw on experience and use intuition. 

Sitting at a stop light, Zima asked Marriott which left turn they would be taking up ahead. She didn’t answer. She’d spotted a new playground on Zima’s side of the car where an adult pushed a small child on a swing. 

‘Boss?’

When she didn’t respond, he waved a hand in front of her face. ‘Boss, you okay? Why do you look sad?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘Which turn?’

​‘Third left.’

Marriott skim-read the notes. She would take this crime as seriously as any other, but for time being Zima’s character was a more pressing issue. 

​‘So, you said it’s never about intuition. Isn’t trust intuitive? If you can’t trust people, and if that includes me, how do we work together?’

‘Boss, I’m driving.’

‘You can multitask.’

‘Okay, I’m saying trust is fine, but only if the evidence supports it. If we focus on facts, whether they concern a crime or someone we’re getting to know, everything falls into place.’

Marriott looked at Zima. ‘That’s cold. We’re not machines.’

Or were they? 

Marriott remembered the three coffee makers lined up on a spare desk in the incident room. Always on, they provided the fuel to operate the five pieces of machinery – her team – that kicked into action when an alert flicked a switch. A synaptic switch, perhaps, but still a switch. Routines and procedures followed, and the room’s occupants established connections as surely as if cables ran between them. Marriott looked at Zima and imagined a little LED flashing on his head as he spoke.

‘It’s calculating,’ he said. ‘Intuition relies on hope. Hope is often irrational. No. It’s about evidence and logic.’

Marriott had flinched the way Zima had stressed the word no. 

‘The way I see it,’ he said, ‘detective work is maths.’

‘We don’t always have enough data. Tell me you never use intuition.’

‘Never. If you don’t have evidence, back off from important decisions until you do. Otherwise, you could wind up in serious trouble. You of all people should know that.’ 

She did know that, but how did he when he’d been in his new post for less than a week? It wasn’t natural that he had the confidence of a veteran and seemed so at home. No doubt he’d worked out exactly how to be a good detective sergeant and, one day soon, an inspector. He already looked a picture of authority with his sharp suit, silver cufflinks and immaculate hair. And seriously, did he pay a professional to fasten that tie? 

Marriott’s ballerina pumps – found at the back of the supermarket – and her cropped trousers, raised questions. But then she ran her fingers over her scarf. Bought in Norway – that had to be good. 

Back to Zima. A picture of authority? Yes, but pictures are two-dimensional. They don’t matter. There are probably more bad pictures than good ones. Some are plain ugly. Intuition told her to be wary of this man.

They arrived at Royal College Street and parked alongside a terrace of early Georgian houses, some tired, some fresh, but all doing their best to look dignified. 

‘Rimbaud and Verlaine lived in that one,’ Marriott told the sergeant as they left the car.

‘Rambo and who?’

​‘Arthur Rimbaud and Paul Verlaine. French poets. They lived here together. Don’t you listen to Bob Dylan?’

‘Poets. That figures.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Nothing. And how the hell did you know that?’

‘I’m a detective, it’s my job to know things.’

Marriott pointed at the blue commemorative plaque, then moved a few metres along the road to take a holistic look at the solicitor’s property. 

Zima looked for details. 

‘There’s an alarm system and a doorbell camera.’ 

​Would it be childish to say, I know. 

‘Zima, check in with forensics and photography while I have a look around. Interview the witnesses. Find out what you can about the painting. Where did it come from? Has anyone shown an interest in it recently? Oh, and check across the street. Did anyone see anything?’

‘Sure. Let me know if you need any help looking around.’

The solicitors had converted a family home of ornate chandeliers and velvet curtains, into offices with desks, desk lamps and blinds, all designed around computer screens. An original glass cabinet, no doubt previously filled with fine porcelain ornaments, housed ring binders. Dust continued to occupy the quiet corners, but this was semiconductor-based dust, not organic. The building had lost its soul, and when Marriott joined Zima and Carvell in the waiting room, she had to stop herself from commenting on the spotlights that had replaced decorative ceiling roses.

‘It’s impressive what you’ve done here,’ said Zima. ‘It’s good to see you’re putting the old place to good use.’

After a questioning look at her sergeant, Marriott left a card with Carvell, checked in with forensics one last time and walked with Zima toward the car. 

‘So,’ she said, ‘you never use intuition?’

‘Never.’

‘Or that gut feeling that tells you something’s wrong?’

‘Nope.’ 

They climbed into the car.

‘You’re soulless,’ she told him. ‘Like a zombie.’

The key entered the ignition at speed.

‘Nobody’s perfect. But I try to stick to the rules.’

The key, Zima’s tone, and the sharp accelerating and braking that followed, said that her zombie comment had left him feeling pissed. Marriott remembered something Zima had said: You of all people should know that. Of course, he knew the story. Everyone at the station knew it. A year ago, she’d broken the rules. Big time.
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When Marriott and Zima entered the incident room, a detective constable, Bryson Barret, asked Zima how things had gone.

Marriott answered. ‘Fine, thanks. Very smooth. Nice journey too.’

She noticed Zima’s stunted smile as he picked up the tablet from his desk.

‘I remember when I was a kid,’ he said, ‘I dreamed of having one of these. Couldn’t afford an X Box. Hey, do these things have games?’ 

Was he trying to lighten the mood?

‘They have solitaire,’ said Barret. ‘So, I’ve heard.’ 

Zima faced Marriott with a smile. ‘What about you, boss? Did you play computer games as a kid?’

‘I preferred to play outside. I liked the swings.’

The tablet went back to the desk.

In the quiet that followed, Marriott’s thoughts took her back to her childhood, to a local park. A looping image surfaced: the ground, her dad’s face; the ground, her dad’s face – as he pushed her once each cycle on the small swings.

Forward a few years. She would bike over to that same park with friends. Now the big swings. 

Often, with memories involving her father, there would be a supplement or an afterword. And there it was: a brief phrase he must have used often, because it surfaced from multiple corners of her memory, spanning years. He would tell her, If you want to make it in life, Florence, ignore intuition, calculate the right path, shine your shoes, and don’t take a step until you’re certain it’s the right one. 

Walking to lectures in shiny patent leather shoes as part of a law degree at Oxford would have fit the bill. And it might have gone that way, if it weren’t for those big swings. 

The ground, the sky, the ground, the sky. There was something potent and stirring about periodically rushing through the air, being on the point of taking off for the clouds like a bird. More stirring than the face of a father who used to appear once every second as if to say, ‘I’m here, and I’m in control.’ A father who had told her, thirty minutes earlier, be back by five to peel the potatoes. 

When she left for university and bought her own shoes for the first time, she bought ballerina pumps.

She flicked through a few more notes before saying something she regretted even before she’d finished talking. 

‘So, Zima, I told you what I thought about you in the car. Without holding back, why don’t you tell me what you think about me?’

‘Is that an order?’

‘It’s an order.’

Zima adjusted his perfectly straight tie.

‘Very well. I don’t like that you keep your eyes neutral when you disagree with me. No – not neutral. It’s more like halfway between mocking and joking. And in case you were being serious with the zombie thing, I think you’re wrong. I can be a good copper without drawing on the realms of mysticism.’

Mysticism? 

‘You got a girlfriend, Zima?’

‘Yeah, I do.’

‘One day she’ll be late home and give you an explanation. Are you going to search for evidence that she’s telling the truth? You can’t have love without trust, and in a situation like that, trust is intuitive.’

Had she been melodramatic? Across the room, Detective Constable Barret expelled a short burst of cynical air while avoiding eye contact. 

Zima picked up a pen. 

‘I bought this with my first paycheque. It has blue satin varnish with a palladium finish. It feels natural in my hand and glides across the page leaving a flawless trail. I love this pen.’

Was he mocking or joking? 

‘And another thing,’ he went on. ‘When I’m with my girlfriend, I’m no zombie.’

Marriott felt her temperature rise. 

‘Okay, Zima, you have a soul when you’re with your girlfriend, but where’s your switch to turn it on and off? I always have a soul.’

‘Always? What does soul even mean? Are we talking religion or philosophy, and which of those is most conducive to police work? You need to get real.’

Marriott picked up a pencil to perform her trick of spinning it like a little gymnast on the back of her hand. It fell to the floor. 

‘You need to show more respect to a superior officer.’

‘Come on, Florence, I’m kidding.’

Perhaps Zima was kidding. But either way, as a rookie sergeant trying to impress, he had a long way to go. 

‘Sure about that?’

Christ! 

Her voice had squeaked like a scared mouse. On the other side of the room, Barret laughed an understated but deliberately audible laugh. 

‘Something on your mind, Barret?’

‘No, Detective Inspector.’

‘Perfect.’

Nothing was perfect. 

‘I need to get some paracetamol,’ she said. ‘I’ll be back in ten.’

Zima looked concerned. ‘I’ll have a coffee waiting for you, boss.’

Marriott didn’t need paracetamol, but she did need ten. She reached the high street hoping she might be wrong about Zima. Maybe manspreading wasn’t a display of masculine dominance but more to do with skeletal equilibrium. And relying on facts and data – wasn’t that part of academy training? 

She sat on a bus-stop seat people watching: a teenage girl in a Chelsea shirt, an old man on a mobility scooter, a young woman carrying a bouquet of flowers. Then a young man, and she followed the path of his gaze to the legs of the woman in front of him. Those eyes looked familiar. Not the physical characteristics, but the raw, animal intent. She remembered the training-academy. 

Friends had warned her to expect dated attitudes and misogyny from a minority of the recruits, but surely the reasonable majority would cancel those out. Ten add negative five equals positive five, right? Wrong. Maths didn’t apply. Because the negative parts hit harder. A few noticed her determination and gutsy attitude, but the ones who couldn’t see beyond her legs carried the most weight. Skeletal equilibrium couldn’t explain attitudes like that.

She looked at her watch. Ten minutes hadn’t been enough, but she headed back. 

‘Here you go, boss, it’s still hot.’

Zima had checked the case file updates and set up an evidence board complete with a selection of whiteboard pens. 

‘You’ve been busy, Zima. It’s just a theft.’ 

‘Only doing my job, and the evidence board looked sad. Hey, look at the time. Can I get you some lunch?’

‘No, I’m ...’ 

I’m what? Busy? Full? Unwilling to spend my valuable time with a sexist cliché? 

Or am I wrong? 

‘Okay, why not?’

~~~~~
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Paris may be known for its haute cuisine, Tokyo for its noodles and Barcelona for its tapas, but it’s difficult to find a place with the variety of food offered by Camden. They passed by Vietnamese, Moroccan, Iranian and Brazilian places before stopping for sushi. 

‘A guy got murdered here only a year ago,’ Marriott told Zima. ‘That was a hell of a case. He took a bullet to the head while he was enjoying his spicy salmon. But let’s not dwell on that. How about you apply some logic, and I’ll draw on my intuition to predict the outcome of this painting theft?’

‘A contest?’

‘You could call it that.’

‘Cool.’

Zima took out some handwritten notes and a pencil. He circled this, underlined that, connected some elements and disconnected others. He tapped the pencil on the paper with a rhythm suggesting logical thought, then, in the style of a computer running a programme, he returned the notes to his pocket and delivered his output.

‘There isn’t much to go on but based on the security at the back of the building, the camera on the door, and the other one on the building across the street, logic would say we’re dealing with an opportunist or an inside job. It’s unlikely to be an opportunist because anyone knowing about the contents of the waiting room would either be a client or an employee. They’re an upmarket establishment dealing with successful people. So, unlikely to be a client – it wouldn’t be worth their while. The girl is a student on her first day. She couldn’t have taken it. The partner swears she saw the painting when she arrived earlier in the morning. That rules out any colleagues from the night before. She was in tears when we arrived – an unusually emotional response for a solicitor – so that could mean she was faking. She could have taken the painting out the back at some point, and in her line of business, she’d probably have contacts who could take it off her hands. Statistically, she’s the hot favourite. We should, therefore, concentrate our investigation on Ellen Carvell. Your turn.’

‘She didn’t do it.’

Zima waited for the explanation. He started eating, stopped eating, focused on his colleague, and kept waiting. Determined to make a point, he looked at his fingernails, studied the decoration on his plate and checked his phone for messages. He couldn’t hold back any longer. ‘Is that it?’

Marriott nodded. ‘That’s it.’

The sergeant shifted his weight. ‘That can’t be it.’

‘But it is.’

Zima abandoned his chopsticks, stared at Marriott as if his eyes were weapons, and shoved sushi into his mouth with his fingers. ‘Come on. That’s not intuition, that’s random. You must have reasons.’

‘I have reasons, but they’re difficult to put into words. That’s the point. I’ll use a blend of gut feeling and reasoning to decide on the best course of action. It works. Do you know why it works? Because logic doesn’t motivate criminals. They do irrational things. That’s why the guy who broke into the paint shop last week left a Biscay Green trail of footprints all the way to his third floor flat.’

The conveyor belt of food ground to a halt. It was one of those occasions when you only notice something because it has stopped. Marriott and Zima both focused on the plate of chicken yakitori that sat between them, and of course, Zima acted first, reaching to pick it up. 

Marriott closed her eyes tight and drew a slow breath to avoid swearing at her selfish sergeant. 

When she opened them, the plate was in front of her.

She shifted it so they could share.

‘Criminals base their decisions on anything from myths to movies,’ she said. ‘If you’re going to see the complete picture – even in a blurred way – go wider than logic. And it’s the small things that often count, Zima, things you wouldn’t even include in your probability calculation. The tiniest hint of anything unusual can be that trigger that kick-starts an investigation, but there are lots of tiny, unusual things in the world, so you have to listen to your instincts. Pass me the sauce.’

‘That’s not the best way to organise an investigation.’

‘And you would know, after your days of experience in post.’

‘Come on. I could argue my training’s more up to date than yours.’

‘You need an open mind to be up to date.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Only that you discount my methods before you’ve even tried them.’

‘I can have an opinion, can’t I?’

‘As long as it’s reasonable.’

‘I am reasonable.’

‘Really?’

‘Totally!’

Marriott looked up to the ceiling. A year before, she’d visited the flat above that ceiling to interview Jacey Darbon, a key witness in a murder case. 

She’d broken the rules. 

She’d put her trust in Darbon, a suspect, and passed on details that should have stayed confidential. 

Was that reasonable? It had paid off, but the chief made no secret of the fact that he hated her for it. That episode had been stressful for Marriott, but as her old partner had said: Even Poirot would have struggled with this case. Now she had one stolen painting, a bunch of paperwork, and a new partner who should show more respect. 

‘How’s your food?’ said Zima.

‘Fine. How’s yours?’

‘Fine.’  

‘Good.’

They arrived at the incident room to find the forensic reports were complete. Marriott and Zima collected their tablets and started scrolling, each reading aloud when they found something of interest. Marriott first.

‘Two sets of prints on the outside doorhandle of the property, one belonging to Carvell, the other unmatched. We also have the unmatched prints on the panel forty centimetres above the handle as well as on the waiting room wall twenty centimetres to the right of where the painting had been.’

‘Carvell could have hired an accomplice to remove the painting.’

‘True. The upper windows were secure. There is no evidence of any unknown person accessing any part of the property other than by the entrance hall.’

‘Here are some more details of the painting,’ said Zima. ‘It’s a portrait of a Dutch trader called Bastiaan van der Berg painted by Willem van der Helst. It’s not exactly a Rembrandt, but there will be collectors out there who would love this on their wall.’

Marriott scrolled through the remaining notes and returned her tablet to the desk. ‘Let’s hope the camera caught something.’

Both tablets pinged and Zima was first to react. ‘Right on cue.’ 

Time stamp: 10.37 am. A man in his late forties or early fifties approached the door. No hat, no scarf, and no attempt to hide his face. He looked into the camera and smiled before moving forward and out of view. 10.38 am. The same man left the building with a painting tucked under one arm.  

‘Is it just me.’ said Zima, ‘or was that weird?’

‘The next thing we need,’ Marriott said, ‘is this guy’s face in the media. There’s a good chance someone out there will take pleasure in turning him in.’

‘I’ll put in a request right now.’

‘And we should get back to Carvell to see if she recognises him.’

‘I’ll do that too.’

Zima turned, sensing someone looking over his shoulder. ‘Hey, it’s Copper Cooper. How’s it going?’

Detective Constable Leo Cooper had just finished some paperwork and needed some company. ‘That was weird,’ he said. ‘He definitely saw the camera – he looked straight at it.’

‘He looked glassy-eyed,’ said Zima. ‘There was something void about him. Maybe he was stoned.’

Marriott frowned. ‘Void? You mean vacant?’

‘Same thing. Technically, the words vacant, vacuum and void, all—’

‘We need to get hold of CCTV footage from cameras within half a mile of that place,’ interrupted Marriott. ‘Now we know what he looks like, let’s see where he went.’

Marriott noticed movement across the street where the ad guy had now completed two entirely black rows. ‘THAT, Zima, is a void.’

‘Yeah, let’s hope tomorrow brings an anti-void.’

For the rest of the afternoon the team looked for, but didn’t find, leads relating to the stolen painting, and Carvell didn’t recognise the face caught on her doorbell camera. When the work for the day reached a natural conclusion, Marriott sat watching as everyone in the office picked up their coats in unison. On the way out, Zima paused and turned. 

‘Coming for a drink, boss?’

‘Not today.’

​Marriott took one last look out of the window before leaving, and there he was: the guy on the ladder finishing another sheet.

That’s taking a while. 

He turned to look over his shoulder – slowly, in a way that Marriott found almost sinister. She looked down to the pavement. Empty. So why turn? For a second – maybe less than a second – she thought he was looking directly at her. No, she was wrong. Why would he.
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Marriott arrived the next morning to find Zima and Barret looking across to the advertising hoarding. Another row. All black.

‘THAT Zima,’ said Barret, ‘is a void.’ Then, responding to himself with a higher pitch: ‘Don’t you know what a void is? You mean it’s a vacant.’

Marriott coughed.

‘Oh! Morning boss,’ said Zima. ‘Didn’t hear you come in. Coffee?’

‘No.’

Five flat minutes went by before Zima burst into life. ‘Hey, boss, look at this. Theft. Freemason’s Hall. Great Queen Street, Holborn. It’s another painting. What are the chances?’

~~~~~
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They drove out through the back gate, where Marriott looked at the modern, low-rise, semi-industrial buildings behind the station – their colours rarefied the way air would be at high altitude. Everything changed when they reached the junction of Kentish Town Road and the Victorian Assembly House pub.

The pub’s striking French Château–style architecture and elaborate wrought-iron balustrades triggered hormones, sensory signals and emotions. For over a hundred years, travellers would have been welcomed through its doors, refreshed, and sent on their cheerful way. Pink and black polished granite pilasters, stucco, and red brick beamed colour along the street, followed by Marriott and Zima as they turned south.

Across the road, Kentish Town Underground station fortified those colours. Its ox-blood red glazed terracotta façade and semi-circular first-floor windows sent the light onward, like a laser, along the route into London.

Feeling encouraged, Marriott asked Zima his opinions about working in London and specifically the borough of Camden. Zima understood the geographical extent of the place and could name a few pubs, but he had little idea of the history, the cultural institutions, the impressive parks or the diverse architecture that surrounded them. It baffled Marriott. How could he travel through the borough every day without noticing the character and optimism built into the very angles and ratios of the place?

The simple presence of basements in many Camden properties was enough to put a smile on Marriott’s face. Growing up in a home county suburb of semi-detached, semi-attractive, semi-inspiring houses, she associated basements with darkness, mystery and an element of danger. Camden families didn’t have two-point-four children or people carriers, and even new arrivals seemed to harness a unique energy from Camden’s reflected light. The myriads of tiny rep theatres, bars, music venues and museums – they attached themselves to Camden the way lichens hold on to a wonderful old stone. When the car stopped, she looked at Zima. 

‘Pubs matter, I get it. But this is your patch. You should know more.’

‘I know Billie’s Burgers.’

‘That place? They should put a sign outside saying Get Your Carcinogens Here! I mean you should know the people, the buildings, the history.’

‘Give me time.’

‘You knew you were moving to this post for a while. How much time do you need?’

Zima smiled. ‘I’ll get on it.’

Freemasons’ Hall, home of the United Grand Lodge of England, had stone walls as thick as a mediaeval castle, despite never having faced the risk of attack. Its windows were twice the size as those on adjacent buildings and the doors of the main entrance were tall enough to accommodate an adult giraffe. Zima shook his head. 

‘I can’t be arsed with the masons. Their secrecy bullshit exists for one reason – to frighten anyone who isn’t a member of their crappy club.’

‘How do you know it’s crap?’

‘What other reason is there for the secrets? They’re embarrassed.’

‘MI5 is secretive, Nick. Sometimes things work better that way.’

‘Hey, you’re not one of them, are you?’ 

Marriott rolled her eyes. 

They entered the building together, took a deep breath together, and raised their eyebrows together. Marriott spoke first. 

‘They certainly love their polished stone.’

‘This is crazy, and it’s just the foyer. I’d need a mortgage to buy one of these granite pillars. What’s the point?’

Marriott had the same question. The Egyptians, the Romans, and the Aztecs – all had spectacular stone structures to show their wealth and influence. They had secretive sects and ceremonies that most could only watch with a mixture of fear and awe. They also had bullying, nepotism, and human sacrifice. The Freemasons? Why choose the stone, the ceremonies, and the secrets, and risk being associated with dark forces? What sort of members do you attract with those credentials? 

A lodge member met Marriott and Zima and showed them to the first-floor vestibules – the location of the temporary art exhibition and the scene of the crime. They examined the stand, which was missing a painting, along with the immediate surroundings. 

A man in a military uniform approached rapidly – and spoke rapidly.

‘Good morning to you both. I’m Commodore Harding. It’s a pity you took so long to get here. The thief and the painting are probably out of the country by now.’

‘I’m very sorry for the delay,’ said Marriott with a hint of I couldn’t care less what you think in her voice. ‘Did you witness the theft?’

‘No, I didn’t. But two people did.’

‘We need to talk to them. Is there a room we can use?’

‘Is that necessary? Wouldn’t written statements suffice?’

‘No. They wouldn’t.’

Had she sounded rude? Marriott noticed Zima’s smile, so probably yes.

‘I see. Follow me.’ The Commodore led the way. ‘It was early and quiet, that’s why there are only two witnesses. They are Dr David Hilco, the Grand Secretary, and a private security guard hired for the exhibition. A fat lot of fucking good he was.’

‘I’d appreciate you sending them in one at a time, starting with Dr Hilco.’

‘I’ll send in the security guard first, David is resting.’

‘No, Commodore. We’ll start with Dr Hilco.’

When the commodore left, an impressed Zima lifted his hand for a high five.

‘Not now, Zima.’

​Dr Hilco entered like a badly animated character from a video game. His tall, thin body – brimming with irritation – was unnaturally upright as he moved. Why wouldn’t he be irritated? The world he inhabited inside Freemason’s Hall was fixed in a powerful and pristine state. A world that, thanks to the reflections in every polished surface, appeared even more far reaching than it should. Now he faced invasions from outsiders. One was a thief, and worse, two had questions. Although superfluous, Marriott raised her badge as Hilco approached. To her side, she noticed Zima had done the same.

‘Looks like he just escaped from a session on a mediaeval rack,’ whispered Zima.

Hilco held his tension as he sat with his back making a perfect ninety-degree angle to the floor.

‘Let’s get on, shall we?’ he said. ‘It was a woman.’

‘Thank you, that’s very good. Can you give me any more detail?’

‘Yes, Detective Inspector. South-east Asia, I believe. Short black hair, medium build. When she appeared, she wanted to know which painting featured a portrait of Alexander Hamilton. I showed her and asked if she was an admirer of either Hamilton or the artist, Ezra Ames. When she didn’t know who Ames was, I became suspicious. I asked about her visit, and she told me she had a connection with Hamilton – or, more specifically, with his ghost.’

‘Did you say, “ghost”?’

‘Yes. Of course, I didn’t find that a satisfactory answer, so I pressed her on her presence in the building before the exhibition had officially opened. That’s when I discovered she was a member.’

‘How did you do that?’

Hilco gave Marriott an oblique look. ‘Really, inspector?’

‘Yes, really, inspector?’ echoed Zima with a mocking tone. ‘You don’t have clearance to know the funny little signal.’

‘Excuse my partner. Getting back to my questions. What happened after that exchange?’

‘I left her to it. It still felt a little off, but we had a security man nearby and I wanted to finish looking at the paintings myself because I knew I’d be busy later.’

‘Where exactly was the security guard?’

‘Approximately two arms’ lengths from the portrait of Hamilton.’

‘Talk me through the next moments.’

‘I saw the woman take the painting from the stand and walk toward the stairs.’

‘What did you do?’

The body-floor angle dropped to eighty degrees.

‘I admit, at first, nothing. She looked so calm and not at all like a thief. But I could think of no good reason why someone should take a painting before the exhibition had started, so I chose to do something about it.’

‘What was that?’

‘I approached the security guard and asked him why the woman had taken the painting. That’s when things got strange.’

‘Oh, that’s when things got strange.’

‘He told me he didn’t know it was gone – even though it had passed right under his nose.’

‘Did you try to retrieve the painting?’

Seventy degrees.

‘Not exactly. I wandered down the steps with the guard, but she’d already left the building.’

‘At which point, the painting was dis-lodged,’ smiled Zima. 

As a teenager, Marriott had toyed with the idea that she would look better in glasses. Once, as she’d walked through the local shopping centre, she’d spontaneously wandered into an optician’s and asked for an eye test. The letters U and G on the fifth line were perfectly clear, but she told the optician V and O. After several tests involving a variety of lenses and a puff or two of air, the optician told her she had twenty-twenty vision and could buy clear-lens glasses if she liked the look. 

Why remember this now? Because as she listened to Dr Hilco give his statement, she wanted to tell him how useless he was. How living under the protection of privilege and secrecy had left him unable to deal with a real, out-in-the-open, out-of-control drama. Of course, she couldn’t say any of that, but from some random combination of ideas, memories, and circumstances, she wished – as she sat across from Hilco – that she could have shifted a pair of glasses down her nose and peered at him over the rim in that cool way that says: You’re being a jerk.  

‘What happened next?’ she asked.

‘I told the guard to wait with the other paintings and found Commodore Harding. He called the police.’

‘Is there anything else you





































































































[image: ]






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
/ s |
&/ = )

W/‘






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





