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Glendower. I can call spirits from the vasty deep.

Hotspur. Why, so can I, or so can any man,

But will they come when you do call for them?

William Shakespeare,
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Part One



THE BODY UNDER THE FLOOR




1

All at once the flat was full of noises. The phone rang, stopped, then rang again. The mobile rattled on the table. The doorbell sounded once, twice, and at the same time there was a thumping sound on the door itself. Detective Chief Inspector Karlsson lifted himself from his chair on to his crutches, moved to the door and opened it.

A very short, very thin woman was looking at him with a frown. Her gingery-brown hair was cut almost to a bristle at the back, but with a long fringe that fell over one eye. She had a narrow, pale face, slightly asymmetrical, with colourless brows and eyes the brown of cinnamon. She was dressed in a black anorak, baggy grey jumper, dark trousers and orange trainers. Behind her the rain was falling. Her face was wet with it. The branches of a plane tree creaked above her.

‘I’m Chief Inspector Petra Burge.’

She looked too young, Karlsson thought. But then he saw the fine lines around her eyes. And she had a scar on the left side of her head, running from her ear down her neck. ‘I’ve heard of you.’

Burge didn’t seem surprised by that, or flattered. ‘I’ve got to take you to a crime scene.’

Karlsson gestured at his crutches. ‘I’m on sick leave.’

‘It was the commissioner.’

‘Crawford sent you?’

‘He said to tell you that there’s a body in Saffron Mews.’

‘Saffron Mews?’

It was like he’d been punched in the gut. He put out a hand to steady himself. ‘What’s happened?’

‘We’re going there now. I’ve got a car.’

Burge turned to go but Karlsson reached out and grabbed her sleeve. ‘Is she dead?’

She shook her head. ‘It’s a man.’

A man, Karlsson thought. What man? As if he was observing himself from a distance, he heard himself tell Burge that he would come at once and felt himself turn in the doorway to take up his coat, checking his own ID was in the pocket, sliding his crutches under his armpits, pulling the door closed and smelling the potato in the oven as he did so. It would burn away to nothing. Let it.

He slid into the back of the car, pulling his crutches after him, and saw that someone else was there.

‘I’m so, so sorry.’

In the darkness, it took him a few moments to recognize Detective Constable Yvette Long. She leaned towards him as if to take his hands. Her hair, usually tied back, was loose, and she was wearing a shapeless jumper and old jeans. There was a sob in her voice.

He held up a hand to stop her talking. His leg hurt and his eyes were sore. He sat quite still and straight and looked at the road streaming towards them out of the wet darkness. ‘She’s alive,’ he said.

Burge got into the front seat. Beside her a driver was staring straight forward. From behind Karlsson could make out only his cropped hair, his neatly trimmed beard. Burge twisted round so that she was facing the passengers in the back.

‘Aren’t we going?’ said Karlsson.

‘Not yet. What’s all this about?’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Commissioner Crawford rings me at home. The commissioner. I’ve never met him, never even seen him. And he rings me at home, tells me to drop everything, go to a crime scene and head an investigation I’ve not even heard of. Not only that. On the way I’ve got to collect a DC I’ve never met and a DCI who’s on sick leave. “It’s Frieda Klein,” he said. “You’ve got to watch yourself,” he said. “It’s Frieda Klein.” ’

There was a pause.

‘So what’s your question?’ said Karlsson, who was in an agony of impatience.

‘What am I getting myself into?’

‘If Crawford appointed you personally, then that must show he’s heard good things about you. So shouldn’t we get to this crime scene?’

‘Who’s Frieda Klein?’

Karlsson and Yvette Long looked at each other.

‘Is that a difficult question?’ said Burge.

‘She’s a psychotherapist,’ said Karlsson.

‘And what’s your connection to her?’

Karlsson took a deep breath. ‘She’s been involved in various police investigations.’

‘As an investigator or a suspect?’

‘A bit of both actually,’ said Yvette.

‘That’s not fair,’ said Karlsson.

‘Well, it’s true. I mean look at –’

‘Stop,’ said Burge. ‘What I’m asking is: why is the commissioner getting personally involved? That’s not how things are done. And then why is he warning me?’

Karlsson and Yvette looked at each other again.

‘I’ve worked with Frieda before,’ he began.

‘We both have,’ said Yvette.

‘Yes, we both have. She’s got abilities. Very particular abilities. But some people find her …’ He paused. What was the right word?

‘Incredibly difficult,’ said Yvette.

‘That’s putting it a bit strongly.’

‘She gets people’s backs up.’

‘It’s not her fault,’ said Karlsson. ‘Not entirely. Is that enough for you?’

Burge nodded at the driver and the car moved forward. ‘When did you last see her?’ she asked.

Karlsson glanced at his watch. ‘About three hours ago.’

Burge looked around sharply. ‘What?’

‘She’d been involved in an investigation.’

‘What sort of investigation?’

‘She was trying to get an innocent person out of a hospital for the criminally insane.’

‘Which innocent person?’

‘It was the Hannah Docherty case.’

‘The Docherty case? That was Frieda Klein?’

‘Yes.’

‘It didn’t go well.’

‘No.’

There was silence for a moment. Karlsson’s mind was racing. There were so many questions to ask. ‘This body,’ he said. ‘Is it someone Frieda knows?’

‘Why do you ask?’ said Burge. ‘Do you suspect something?’

‘Nothing in particular.’

No more was said until the car turned away from the traffic of Euston Road and then they saw a haze of flashing blue lights. As the car pulled to the kerb, Burge twisted round once more. ‘Are the two of you here to help her or to help me?’

‘Can’t we do both?’

‘We’ll see. At some point maybe you can explain to me why you’re employing a psychotherapist on criminal investigations.’

‘I’m not exactly employing her.’

‘Don’t judge her by your first impression,’ said Yvette. ‘Or your second impression, in fact.’

Burge shook her head in irritation, then opened her door and walked quickly forward. It took longer for Karlsson to edge his way out of the car and raise himself on to his crutches. Yvette followed him. He could hear her breathing heavily. A crowd of people had already gathered on the pavement, held back by the tapes and by several uniformed police officers. So it was true. All at once, he felt himself growing calm and detached. This was his world. He steadied himself on his crutches and swung rapidly towards the scene. There were flashes of light. The media had already arrived. How did they know? One of them had climbed up on to a wall and was crouched with his camera at the ready.

A young officer was controlling access behind the perimeter. Burge moved quickly past him, flashing her ID. Karlsson felt like an old, sick man, fumbling for his own ID while leaning on one of his crutches. The man took it and began laboriously copying Karlsson’s name into his logbook.

‘Why didn’t you stop her?’ he said, pointing at Burge.

‘She’s in charge,’ the man said. ‘We were expecting her.’ Then he looked at his watch and added the time before handing back the ID, then did the same with Yvette’s. Karlsson suddenly felt that he was back but not really back.

He was into the mews now, his crutches sliding on the wet cobbles. An ambulance was parked outside the lock-ups, its doors open and a paramedic inside, bending over something. As they made their way towards the house, another ambulance drove into the mews, its lights making the narrow space unfamiliar, pooled with blue, then fading back into darkness. Around him were figures, purposeful but silent. He could see faces at the opposite windows, staring down.

A man stood by the side of the door, leaning against the wall. He was dressed in white overalls, but his hood was pulled back and his face mask hung from his neck. He was smoking, dragging on the cigarette urgently, exhaling, dragging again.

‘Where’s the SOCO?’ asked Burge.

‘That’s me,’ said the man.

‘What are you doing out here?’

‘I needed a minute.’

‘You’re meant to be in there.’

The man looked up at Burge and then at her two companions. Even in the light from the cars and the street lamps, they could see that his face was a grey colour, sweaty. He looked as if he was going to be sick. ‘I do robberies mainly,’ he said. ‘Crashes. I’ve never seen anything like this.’

Burge looked round at Karlsson and Yvette and grimaced.

‘We need to go in,’ said Yvette, sharply.

The officer led them to the open door of a police van. Karlsson felt frantic with impatience and dread; he needed the help of Yvette and a crime-scene officer to pull the overalls over his suit and get the plastic shoes on, then the mask and the latex gloves. Yvette tried to support him as he walked towards the door but he pushed her away. He rang the bell, as he had done many times before, and the door was pulled open.
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Karlsson took a deep breath and stepped inside. He was blinded by the tungsten lights arranged on stands and hit by the smell, like a blow in the face. He had a sudden sense memory. A hot summer, lifting the lid of a plastic rubbish bin where scraps of fish and meat had been left for days, a sweet, rotting gasp of air that made you lurch and gag.

He could see human shapes, white-suited. Burge approached one. She was speaking to the shape but Karlsson couldn’t make out the words. The other held a bulky camera. It flashed and flashed again, leaving blue floating swirls in Karlsson’s visual field. He had been in this room many times but the walls and ceiling seemed unfamiliar in this laboratory light, every ripple, every line and flaw exposed.

The shapes weren’t looking at the walls. They were looking down and Karlsson followed their gaze. This didn’t make sense: why were the boards up? Why was the smell so strong, so terrible? Karlsson felt a ripple of dread and then, as he glimpsed what lay in the gash in the floor, a rush of relief that ran through his body, like a pulse of electricity. He leaned on his crutches, utterly confused.

Burge had already told him that it wasn’t Frieda, that Frieda Klein wasn’t dead. But, still, it felt different to see it for himself. He could hear Yvette saying something next to him, calling him by his name, but he couldn’t make out the words. He couldn’t think or even feel. He simply stood and let the world come back into focus. Then he made himself examine the scene.

It was all askew and strange. There was no floor. The boards in the centre of the room had been removed and piled on one side, haphazardly, not neatly in a pile. Karlsson leaned across and peered down. He could see the beams. Or were they joists? His brain seemed to be working slowly. Keep calm, he told himself. Breathe. Think. This is when your training kicks in. He could see the improbable London soil underneath. Houses are such thin, fragile things, keeping the world out.

There it was, crammed into one of the rectangular spaces. It was the body of a man, but it was somehow all wrong. The eyes were yellow and opaque, staring upwards. The skin on the face was waxy, off-white, stained with patches of blue. The torso was inflated, bulging against the blue shirt, which had dark, oozing patches. There were traces of movement, bloated fat flies, and on the soil around the body, maggots, some coiling in on themselves, some still. Dead, probably. Karlsson didn’t want to, but he looked more closely. There was something in one of the hands. It was dried and damaged and it had lost its colour. But it was a flower. A daffodil, he thought. Seasonal. It was March. He stared at the terrible face: it was missing both ears. Someone had cut them off.

A figure in a suit was kneeling by the gap, rummaging in a medium-sized white box. Karlsson recognized it. It contained evidence bags, containers for wet and dry evidence. He started to speak and quickly realized that his voice would be nothing more than a mumble. He pulled the mask away from his mouth and suddenly there were more smells, sicklier, sweeter. Karlsson thought he might vomit. You’re a chief inspector, he told himself. Don’t be the one to throw up over a crime scene. He took a breath and regretted it. ‘How long has this been here?’ he said.

The figure looked up and said something he couldn’t make out. He gestured helplessly.

‘Pathologist on his way,’ said the voice, which sounded like it might be female.

Karlsson was aware that Burge was beside him. ‘Where’s Klein?’ she said.

The figure pointed away from the room, towards the back of the house. Karlsson pulled his mask back on against the terrible smell. He and Burge went through the door into the kitchen. Frieda Klein was sitting at the table, her back quite straight. It seemed strange to step from that scene of destruction and decay and crime into this space of order, where a pot of basil stood on the windowsill, a cat was delicately lapping water from a bowl on the floor and there were orange tulips, not yet fully opened, in an earthenware jug. For a moment it felt to Karlsson like a stage set and behind him was the awfulness of reality. Quite slowly Frieda turned and looked at the two of them with the alert dark eyes that had always unnerved him, even when they were smiling, and now they weren’t. Her skin was even paler than usual. There was something different about her expression, Karlsson thought. And then he understood: she didn’t recognize him even though he was on his crutches. He pulled back his hood and tugged off the mask that was covering his nose and mouth. She gave the faintest smile but said nothing. Burge stepped forward. She introduced herself and then she sat at the kitchen table facing Frieda.

‘Are you able to talk?’ she said.

‘Yes,’ said Frieda.

‘You’ll need to give a full statement but first I need to ask you a few questions. Can you manage that?’

‘Can I talk to my friends first?’

‘You need to talk to me first.’

‘All right.’

‘You seem rather calm,’ said Burge.

Frieda’s eyes seemed to darken. ‘Is that a problem?’

‘A body has been found in your house. Most people would find that distressing, shocking.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Frieda, in a low voice. ‘I’m not good at putting on a show.’

There was a sound from outside and Burge, turning her head, saw that a figure was standing in Frieda’s small back yard in the heavy rain. The end of the cigarette glowed and faded.

‘Who’s that?’

‘A friend of mine. He’s called Josef Morozov. He found the body and is a bit shaken.’

‘How did he come to find it?’

Frieda lifted her hands and gently rubbed her temples. Burge saw that she was just about holding herself together.

‘I came back a few hours ago after a difficult day. There was a smell. I didn’t know where it was coming from. Josef is a builder. He helps me out sometimes. He came round and took up a floorboard. I thought it would be a rat.’

‘Do you know who he is?’

‘Yes. He’s an ex-policeman called Bruce Stringer.’

Burge paused for a moment. She barely knew where to start. ‘Have you any idea who did this? And why they would put the body of an ex-policeman in your house?’

Now it was Frieda’s turn to hesitate. Burge saw her look round at Karlsson. He gave her a small nod. ‘I’m sorry,’ said Burge. ‘Am I missing something?’

‘All right,’ said Frieda. ‘I’ll tell you my opinion. I strongly believe that Stringer was killed by a man called Dean Reeve. Have you heard of him?’

‘Is this for real?’ said Burge.

‘It’s what I really think, if that’s what you mean.’

‘Everyone has heard of Dean Reeve,’ said Burge. ‘He was responsible for a series of abductions and a murder. The problem is that he killed himself seven years ago.’

Frieda shook her head. ‘When you go back to your office, you’ll find that there’s a fat file on me. And one of the things in that file is that I keep trying to tell people that Dean Reeve is still alive and that he’s committed other murders.’

Burge looked at Karlsson. ‘Do you believe this?’

‘I do,’ said Karlsson.

‘If this is true, then why would he kill this man and why would he go to the trouble of putting the body in your house?’

Frieda wiped her eyes with a hand and took a deep breath, as if she were trying to collect herself. When she spoke it was with a composure that seemed to take an immense effort. ‘Bruce Stringer was helping me look for Dean Reeve and I think he must have succeeded. And I think Dean Reeve put the body here as a message.’

‘What message?’

‘This is what you get if you look for me.’

Burge stood up. ‘I’ll send a car for you. You’ll need to make a proper statement. Be careful what you say to anyone. Even your friends. Don’t go anywhere. Don’t talk to the press. Now I’d better go and look at that file of yours.’

She nodded at Karlsson and left the room. He stood his crutches against a work surface and sat at the table, whose surface was clear apart from a glass of water in front of Frieda and another with a finger of whisky in it and the whisky bottle it had come from. He leaned slightly towards her but neither of them spoke. Then she held out a hand and Karlsson took it between both of his. She closed her eyes briefly.

‘Why can’t you be in charge of the investigation?’

‘It wouldn’t be right.’

The door leading into the back yard opened and Josef came in. His face was dazed with shock. His clothes were sodden and his hair flat against his skull. Karlsson gestured to a chair. Josef looked blindly at him, sat down heavily, then lifted the bottle and filled the glass almost to the brim. He drained it and then tipped more whisky into it.

‘I take up the boards.’ His voice was slightly thick, his brown eyes glowed.

‘That must have been …’ Karlsson stopped. He couldn’t think of anything to say that wasn’t obvious.

‘I have three of the whisky,’ said Josef. ‘And now I have three more.’

‘Is that your van outside?’ said Karlsson.

‘I bring my tools.’

‘Maybe take the bus home.’

‘What happens now?’ Frieda asked.

‘Someone will come to take swabs. With your permission. They might want your clothes.’ He looked at Josef. ‘Yours as well.’

Josef emptied his glass again. ‘Mine?’

‘They’ll get you some others. And they’ll fingerprint you. And take hair samples. And they’ll want statements from both of you. It’ll take some time.’

The door opened and Yvette came in. She pulled off her mask and crossed to Frieda. Her face was blotchy. Karlsson saw there was sweat on her forehead and her upper lip.

When she spoke, her voice was loud with awkwardness and distress. ‘If you need anyone to talk to about this,’ she said.

‘Thanks.’

‘I’m probably the last person you’d choose. I’m not good with this sort of thing, but if you …’

Yvette was unable to say anything else. Frieda patted her hand as if to comfort her.

Josef held out the glass of whisky to Yvette and she took a large swallow, then coughed violently. Her eyes were watering.

‘More?’ asked Josef, encouragingly.

She shook her head. ‘I hate whisky. It brings me out in a rash.’ She looked at Karlsson. ‘The commissioner wants you.’

He sighed and pulled his crutches towards him. ‘I’ll see you soon.’

Frieda made no reply. Her pale face was blank; she stared at him with her dark, unnerving eyes. He didn’t know if she even saw him.
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‘You know what this means, Mal?’ Commissioner Crawford’s face was florid. He tugged at his collar to loosen it.

Karlsson nodded.

‘I was called out of dinner at the Guildhall. Halfway through the bloody salmon en croûte.’

He took a coffee from the desk and contemplated it. ‘Could someone get me a fresh coffee?’ he shouted, at a person Karlsson couldn’t see. ‘You want one?’

‘No, thank you.’

‘I know what you’re thinking.’

‘Really?’

‘And I know what she’s thinking.’

‘Who?’

‘Your Frieda Klein must be thinking that she’s won. You were right and your beloved Dr Klein was right.’

‘I don’t believe that’s what she’s thinking at the moment.’

Crawford got up from his desk and looked out of the window. Karlsson swung himself across and stood next to him. There wasn’t much to see. Just a police station car park whose high wall was topped with coiled razor wire.

‘Did you see the body?’

‘Yes.’

‘It really was under the floorboards?’

‘It really was.’

‘It’ll be a big story. The press loves that sort of thing. The corpse under the floor. What do you think Dr Klein will say?’

‘About what?’

Crawford turned his face and frowned. ‘About it. About the case. About me.’

‘About you?’ said Karlsson. ‘In what sense?’

‘I’m the one who stopped the Dean Reeve investigation. I didn’t believe her. Now Frieda Klein has me where she wants me. I bet she’s laughing about this.’

‘Commissioner, I can honestly tell you that she’s not laughing and that you are not at the forefront of her mind.’

Crawford continued speaking as if he hadn’t heard what Karlsson had said. ‘You know the woman. We need to work out how to handle this.’

‘The way to handle it is to solve the crime.’

‘Yes, that’s right.’ Crawford took a large white handkerchief out of his pocket, unfolded it, wiped his forehead and replaced it. When he spoke, it was in a mutter, as if he were talking to himself. ‘I’ve got someone good on this. Properly good. Did you meet her?’

‘Yes, I did.’

‘A woman. That might balance things up a bit.’

‘We just need her to be good.’

‘We do,’ said Crawford. ‘I’m fighting for my life here.’

Leaving the station half an hour later, Karlsson saw Frieda getting out of the back of a police car. She walked up the steps, an officer beside her. When she stopped beside him, he laid a hand on her arm and it felt as rigid as a piece of wood. She looked at him as if she barely knew who he was.

‘I need someone to take care of my cat,’ she said.

‘I’ll sort it out.’

Frieda was shown into a small room. There was a ficus tree in a pot in the corner. She saw that it needed watering. The window blinds were pulled down, and there was a box of tissues on the table. Like a therapy session, she thought. All those tears. Someone came in with a jug of water and two tumblers. She was asked if she wanted tea, but she didn’t. Or coffee? No. Biscuits? She didn’t want biscuits either. There was a clock on the wall: the time was ten minutes to twelve.

She took off her long coat and someone hung it on the hook on the door. She sat down on one of the chairs and poured herself a glass of water. Her hands were quite steady, her heartbeat was normal. She could hear the rain outside. The minute hand on the clock jumped forward.

At four minutes to midnight, the door opened and a tall young man stood there. He had broad shoulders, thick dark eyebrows and a nose that looked as if it had been broken sometime in the past and not properly reset. He came further into the room holding three cardboard mugs of coffee on a tray. Petra Burge was behind him. She slipped a leather backpack off her shoulders and dropped it to the floor.

‘This is my colleague, Don Kaminsky. One of these coffees is for you. I can get you milk if you need it.’

‘I’m all right.’

Petra Burge took a sip of her own coffee. ‘Even burglaries are traumatic,’ she said. ‘People feel invaded, violated.’

‘I’ve read that.’

‘And this is a body. Of someone you know.’

‘That’s right.’

Petra Burge looked at her through narrowed eyes, then gave a nod. ‘Are you all right to give an initial statement? I want to get going at once, unless …’

‘I feel the same,’ said Frieda.

‘Good.’ She sat opposite Frieda and drew a notepad from her backpack. ‘Don will take down what you say properly but I might make a few notes as well. Is that OK? At the end, you’ll be asked to sign your statement.’

‘I understand.’ Frieda took one of the coffees. She was cold to her bones, and its warmth was comforting. ‘I’ll have this after all.’

More than two hours later, DCI Burge sat back in her chair. ‘We’re done. You must be exhausted.’

‘Not really.’ In fact Frieda’s mind felt hard and clear.

‘You’ve had a bad day. You need to sleep.’

‘I need to walk.’

‘I think it’s still raining. And it’s nearly half past two.’

‘I know.’

Petra Burge gazed at her for a few seconds, then looked at her colleague. ‘Don, go and see who’s available.’

‘Available for what?’ asked Frieda, as Don Kaminsky left the room. But Petra Burge didn’t answer, just stared intently at the few words she’d written on her notepad, among a succession of doodles. There was a fierce frown on her thin face.

Kaminsky returned with a young female police officer. She had dirty-blonde hair, flushed cheeks, a nervous expression. Petra Burge introduced her as PC Fran Bolton. Frieda shook her hand, which was limp, with bitten fingernails. Even though she was presumably on the night shift, Fran Bolton looked tired and pale, as if she had been kept up past her bedtime.

‘Go and change into street clothes, please,’ the DCI said to her.

The young officer left the room.

‘Fran Bolton will be accompanying you.’

‘I don’t need someone accompanying me.’

‘A body was found under your floor and you believe that it was put there by the murderer Dean Reeve. She will accompany you. If you walk around with a uniformed police officer, you’ll attract attention. People will wonder what’s up. They’ll think you’re under arrest or that something’s going to happen. Of course, it’s a trade-off.’

‘Dean Reeve wouldn’t be put off by a uniform.’

The officer returned in dark trousers and a brown corduroy jacket. Frieda had thought of walking down to the river and along the embankment towards the east, then back along the canal. But she didn’t think she could subject the young officer to the wind and the rain and hours of walking. And it was difficult to see that she would be much use as protection. She was small and slightly built as well as looking like a schoolgirl on work experience. She had a radio. Perhaps she could call for help. Anyway, the point about walking was to walk alone.

‘It’s all right. I won’t go for a walk.’

‘I’m going to arrange somewhere for you to stay, just for tonight,’ said Petra Burge.

‘So I can go home tomorrow?’

‘Absolutely not. Tomorrow, or perhaps the day after, we’ll have something more permanent for you.’

‘I don’t like the sound of that.’

Petra Burge put her head on one side, as if she was examining Frieda. ‘That’s how it is going to be.’

‘I don’t need anywhere tonight. I’ve already arranged that.’

‘Give me the address. We’ll put two officers outside the house.’

‘Really?’

Petra Burge paused for a moment. ‘I spend a lot of time like this,’ she said finally. ‘Talking to people after there’s been a crime, a body found, a house burned down, that sort of thing. Sometimes they’re crying or they’re angry or scared, or sometimes they just shut down. But you’re just …’ She searched for the word. ‘Normal. Calm.’

Frieda looked at her for a few seconds. ‘How do you react when something terrible happens?’

She raised her eyebrows, considering. ‘I get fired up.’

‘I become very calm,’ said Frieda. ‘That’s what I’ve found.’

‘You sound like you’re talking about someone else.’

‘No, I really am talking about me.’

In the car, Bolton asked where they were going.

‘To a man called Reuben McGill,’ said Frieda. ‘He’s an old friend. And another friend of mine, Josef Morozov.’

‘The one who found the body?’

‘Yes. He lives with Reuben.’

‘Oh,’ said Bolton. ‘So it’s like that.’

‘No, it’s not like that. But I need to explain to you about Reuben. Maybe even warn you.’ Then she noticed Bolton’s apprehensive expression. ‘He’s not dangerous or anything like that. You know that when you train to be a psychoanalyst you have to be in therapy yourself. For three years I was in therapy with Reuben, five days a week. He was important to me and we became friends. Deep down, he’s an intelligent, sensitive man. But when you meet him, it’s not always immediately obvious. That’s all.’
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Although it was three in the morning when the car arrived at Reuben’s house, the lights were all on downstairs. Before Frieda could knock at the door, Reuben opened it.

‘For fuck’s sake, come inside. Come on.’

He stepped forward and embraced her. She could smell his scent, the same he had used for decades, the cigarettes he’d been smoking, the wine he’d been drinking, and for a moment she closed her eyes and let herself be hugged.

‘It’s so late,’ said Frieda. ‘You shouldn’t have stayed up.’

Reuben stared at her. ‘You’re kidding me, right? A dead body under your floorboards and I shouldn’t have stayed up?’

‘I don’t want …’ began Frieda, then stopped. She didn’t know how the sentence should end.

‘Are you all right? Frieda?’

‘Yes.’

He put his arm around her to lead her into the house, then looked with curiosity at Fran Bolton, who was standing behind her, holding out her ID. ‘Are you under arrest?’

‘My protection,’ said Frieda. ‘Are you going to come in?’

‘Whatever suits you,’ she replied. ‘I can stay in the car.’

‘Look at her sad little face,’ said Reuben. ‘You can’t leave her in the cold.’

He took his arm away from Frieda and wound it round the shoulders of an alarmed Fran Bolton and almost pulled her inside. Josef was sitting at the table. Judging from the bottles and glasses scattered in front of him, Frieda assumed he had been continuing with his self-medication. He got up and tottered unsteadily towards her with open arms.

‘You are here. We are both here. Life is all. We must for ever …’ His words petered out. He sat down abruptly on the nearest chair, still holding his arms out.

‘I wish people would stop trying to hug me. I just want a shower and a bed for what’s left of the night.’

‘You must be completely exhausted,’ said Reuben.

‘I don’t know what I feel.’

‘Shock,’ said Fran Bolton. ‘It does that.’

‘First, have something to eat,’ said Reuben.

‘No, thank you.’

‘An omelette. I make a fine omelette nowadays. With chives. Or there’s bread and cheese.’

‘My poppy-seed cake,’ said Josef, trying to get up but failing. ‘My borscht in the fridge.’

‘Nothing.’

‘Sit,’ said Josef. ‘There is much to talk about. Much much.’

‘There are things to talk about and things to do. But not now. I can’t. I’m going to bed.’

‘Hot-water bottle,’ said Josef. ‘Tea.’

‘Could you give Fran anything she needs?’

‘Any friend of yours can have anything,’ said Reuben.

She looked at Fran Bolton. ‘I’ll see you in a few hours.’

It felt like more than a few hours. Frieda set the alarm on her phone, then lay on the bed in Reuben’s spare room with open eyes. She tried not to think, and then she tried to think of slow, heavy waves, flowing in from a dark sea and breaking silently on the shore, but even through the waves she saw that face staring up at her. Perhaps it had been staring up at her for days, under her floor, as she walked unknowingly back and forwards across it. She was sleeping and not sleeping, but when the alarm went off it woke her from some sort of clamorous, chaotic dream. She had slept enough to make her feel dull and fuzzy but not enough to refresh her.

She got up, picked up her shoes and padded out of the room. The house was dark except for a faint glow coming from downstairs. She went into the bathroom and tore a new toothbrush from its wrapping. She brushed her teeth, then washed her face in cold water. She looked at herself in the mirror. Where would that person be tonight? Strange to have no idea.

Still shoeless, she crept down the stairs. Fran Bolton was sitting on the sofa in the front room, leafing through a picture book.

‘You didn’t sleep,’ said Frieda.

‘I’m working. I’m being paid for sitting here.’

Frieda rather liked the sour tone in which she said this. ‘Not any more. We’re going for a walk.’ She laced up her shoes. They left the house and Frieda eased the front door shut quietly.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Fran Bolton. ‘I don’t think you’ll wake them.’

Frieda set off in the direction of Primrose Hill. ‘Were they as bad as that?’

‘They got quite emotional. They were talking about you.’

‘That doesn’t sound good.’

‘No, it was interesting.’

‘I don’t want to know.’

‘And Reuben told me he has cancer.’

‘Yes.’

‘Is it serious?’

‘I’m not sure yet. He only found out a few days ago. It might be.’

Frieda stepped up the pace.

‘I can call for a car,’ Fran Bolton said, struggling to keep up.

‘It’s good to walk.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘Holborn.’

‘That’s miles.’

‘Yes.’

‘What for?’ said Bolton. ‘I need to know.’

‘There’s someone I have to talk to about all of this.’

‘Are they involved in the case?’

‘He was the man who put me in touch with Bruce Stringer. I have to tell him. Before I do anything else, I need to talk to him.’

‘That sounds like he’s involved.’

Frieda didn’t reply. They reached the park and walked down towards the zoo.

‘Josef and Reuben, are they, you know …?’

‘A couple? No. I mean, they’re friends and Josef lives there most of the time.’

‘What does Josef do? How do you know him?’

Frieda looked around sharply. ‘You should watch out for Josef.’

‘I thought he was your friend.’

‘He’s a good friend. But women meet him and they sort of want to mother him and then …’

‘I don’t want to mother him.’

‘Well, exactly.’

They crossed over the canal into Regent’s Park, and as they reached the long central avenue, Frieda pointed to a bench and they sat down.

‘We need to get something straight,’ she said. ‘I suppose you have to report back to your boss about me.’

‘You make that sound like a bad thing,’ said Bolton. ‘I have to file reports on what I do. You must know that.’

‘Yes, I know that.’ Frieda thought for a long time. When she spoke, it was as if she was thinking aloud. ‘I’ve always tried to stay clear of power. I don’t like telling people what to do and I don’t like people telling me what to do. Do you know what I mean?’

‘I’m in the police, so …’

‘About a year ago, I was in trouble. I was actually under arrest but a man called Walter Levin appeared and made all the trouble go away. He’d actually done a very dangerous thing to me.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘He’d done me a favour. I owed him. I did him a favour in return. I looked into the case of a young woman who had been accused of murdering her family.’

‘Is that the Hannah Docherty case?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘So am I. And then I asked him if he could help me find Dean Reeve and he put me in touch with Bruce Stringer and now Bruce Stringer is dead.’

‘Is this man a policeman?’

‘No.’

‘Does he work for the government?’

‘I suppose so, but he’s always been a bit vague about who he works for.’

‘Why?’ said Fran Bolton. ‘Why did he do that favour for you?’

Frieda looked at her and smiled. ‘That’s a good question,’ she said. ‘You should be a detective. The answer is, I don’t know and I should know. He works with an ex-policeman called Jock Keegan and they have an office and an assistant and someone must pay for it but I don’t know who.’

She stood up and they walked through the park, which was now becoming busier with the runners and dog-walkers and cyclists. Frieda generally found walking with someone else unsatisfactory. She walked as a way of thinking and also as a way of looking at the world, as if she were a spy. With someone else along, it became different. But Fran Bolton was better than many would have been. She didn’t seem to need to give a running commentary on what she was seeing and thinking. When they crossed Euston Road, Frieda felt something of a pang, being so close to her home. Would she ever really go back to it? She was not superstitious, and yet she believed that places, whether buildings or cities, were haunted by their past. Could she ever sit in her living room again, rest her bare feet on the floor, feel that the world was being held at bay?

Going home would have meant turning right, but they turned left and walked past the university buildings, down through Queen Square, and Frieda found herself outside the house that only recently she had spent so much time in. That time seemed a world away now.

‘I’m going to have to leave you outside,’ she said. ‘I promise that if there’s anything at all relevant to the investigation, I’ll tell DCI Burge.’

‘That would be a good idea,’ said Bolton. ‘But I think DCI Burge might want to talk to him anyway.’

‘Good luck with that.’

The door opened.

‘Hello, Jude,’ said Frieda.

The spiky-haired, brightly dressed young woman had an unusually sombre expression. ‘I wasn’t sure you’d come.’

‘Of course I was going to come.’

Levin and Keegan were sitting in chairs in the front room, facing the door, as if she was arriving for an interview. Both were wearing suits, Levin’s dark, pinstriped, rumpled and dusty; Keegan’s grey, serviceable, making him look like the police detective he had once been. Levin seemed the same as always, with an air of very slight amusement. Keegan’s face was entirely expressionless. Frieda sat opposite them. ‘It’s a terrible thing,’ she said.

‘He knew what he was doing.’ Keegan’s tone was even.

‘No, he didn’t. He didn’t know what he was doing or he wouldn’t have been killed. And he was doing it for me. So I wanted to come to you and say how sorry I was.’

‘All right,’ said Keegan.

‘Did he have family?’

‘He had a wife and a son of seven years of age and a daughter of four years of age.’

Frieda felt a shock that she hadn’t felt before, even when Josef had pulled the planks away and revealed the body. ‘He shouldn’t have been doing this.’

‘It was his job,’ said Keegan.

There was a long pause.

‘How did you hear?’ asked Frieda.

‘Does it really matter?’ Levin’s tone was mild.

‘I suppose you always know.’

‘We do what we can.’ As he spoke, Levin removed his glasses and took a handkerchief from his pocket and breathed on the lenses and polished them, taking his time. ‘It must have caused a bit of a stir.’

‘A stir? Yes. It caused a stir.’

Levin replaced his glasses and looked at Frieda with an expression that she found difficult to read. ‘It must have been a terrible shock. And yet you must feel vindicated. In a way.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘I mean about the existence of Dean Reeve. For the past several years you have been claiming that he is alive and a danger to the public and you’ve been disagreed with and mocked and punished for it. Now your detractors will have to face up to the truth.’

Frieda took a deep breath. ‘Some people expect me to be suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder and they want to hug me and comfort me and I find that oppressive. But, no, I haven’t yet got around to feeling vindicated.’

‘Of course.’ Levin nodded once or twice. ‘Of course.’

‘I assume this whole thing must be upsetting for you. After all, you knew him.’

‘I didn’t really know him. He was more an associate of Keegan’s.’

‘But still …’

Levin smiled very slightly. ‘I probably have an unfortunate manner. We’re both shocked, of course.’ He rubbed his head. ‘I suppose this is going to be particularly embarrassing for Commissioner Crawford.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He’ll have to accept publicly that you were right and he was wrong.’

‘A man has been murdered,’ said Frieda, slowly.

‘Exactly. That won’t look good for him.’

Frieda stood up. ‘There’s a police officer outside. My protection. She’ll probably be curious. I find it difficult to tell people what exactly you do.’

Levin also stood up. ‘There’s no need to say anything, really.’

‘I mean, you’re not a policeman.’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I mean, yes, I’m not a policeman. That’s a problem with the English language. You can’t answer negative questions yes or no.’

‘You seem to have a problem answering any kind of questions. I used to think you worked for the Home Office.’

‘Did you? You should have asked.’

‘I think I did ask.’

‘Well, the barriers between departments are breaking down nowadays.’

‘All you’re doing is not giving me an answer.’

He looked at her genially. His eyes were cool. ‘Think of me as an enabler.’

‘An enabler,’ repeated Frieda. ‘Is that a sort of consultant?’

‘I try to be more helpful than just consulting.’

‘Enabling.’

‘When I can.’

‘That gets me precisely nowhere. I hope you’ll help with the inquiry.’

‘I’ll do anything I can. As a concerned citizen.’

‘I’ll see her out.’ Keegan held the door open for Frieda.

In the hallway, he started to speak, then stopped and walked with Frieda out on to the pavement where Fran Bolton was waiting. Frieda introduced them to each other.

‘I’m a colleague,’ said Keegan.

‘Ex-colleague,’ said Frieda.

He took out his wallet and extracted a card. He turned it over and wrote a number on the back. ‘You’re probably sick of the sight of me. I’m sure the police will solve all this quickly. But if things get more complicated …’

He handed her the card.

‘Thank you,’ said Frieda.

‘There’ll be a funeral.’

‘Let me know.’

Keegan looked at Bolton. ‘Keep her safe.’

Frieda stopped in front of a newsagent’s window. ‘Already,’ she said.

‘What?’

‘That.’ Frieda pointed to the rack of papers.

As far as she could tell, she was on the front page of every single one of them. Her house was there, her face was there, her name. Lurid headlines. London House of Horror. She turned her head away.

As they approached Reuben’s house they saw a group of people jostling on the pavement, vans parked along the road. For a brief moment, Frieda thought there must have been an accident, and then she understood that she was the accident, the spectacle they had come to see.

‘How did they find out where I was?’

‘They always find out,’ said Fran Bolton. ‘Sometimes before we do. Is there a back way in?’

‘No.’

‘Don’t say anything.’

‘I wasn’t going to.’

‘Not until we’ve decided what the line’s going to be.’

‘The line?’

Someone in the small mass of people, who had until now been turned towards Reuben’s house, noticed them. It was like the wind blowing across a cornfield: in a ripple, they turned. Faces, cameras were looking at them. The knot of people separated and began to move in their direction. Fran Bolton took her arm and was hissing something but Frieda couldn’t make it out. She remembered what she had said to Petra Burge the previous day: that she felt detached, as if she was observing herself. Now she watched herself push through the jostle of journalists. They were calling her name. She saw a woman she recognized, smiling pretty Liz Barron who had taken a hostile interest in Frieda over the years; a man with a beaky nose and hot brown eyes who stepped in front of her and was asking her something; another man, middle-aged and overweight, with a beard that ran in a curly border round the lower half of his face.

‘Who was it, Frieda?’ someone called.

‘How are you feeling?’

A blur of voices. She saw Reuben’s face at the window. It wasn’t fair to put him through this. They reached the little gate.

‘It is true you think Dean Reeve’s alive?’ It was a loud, carrying voice. ‘Is this to do with Dean Reeve?’

There was a sudden silence, more shocking than the shouts had been. Frieda stopped, her hand on the latch of the small iron gate. She could feel the fresh excitement behind her, like an electric shimmer in the air. She heard the babble of sound begin again, louder and more urgent, but none of it made any sense to her, only the repeated name of Dean Reeve, which seemed to be growing in strength.

‘Now we’ll get no rest,’ said Fran Bolton, grimly, and they pushed open the front door, then closed it behind them, shutting out the sea of hungry faces.
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Frieda and Reuben sat in Reuben’s kitchen, drinking coffee. The blinds were pulled down. Earlier that morning, a photographer had managed to climb a tree on the other side of the garden wall to take photos of Reuben in his embroidered dressing gown.

‘I didn’t realize it would be like this.’ said Frieda. ‘I shouldn’t have come.’

‘Why?’ Reuben raised his eyebrows at her. ‘Because I’ve got cancer? I like it that you’re here.’

Frieda turned on her mobile, saw that there were sixty-three missed calls, turned it off again. How did they have her number? There was a loud bang overhead. A curse from Josef.

‘Hangover,’ said Reuben.

Fran put her head round the door. ‘The car’s on its way to take us to your house. Are you ready?’

‘Ready.’

Although the rain had stopped, the cobbles were dark and wet. There was a cluster of reporters at the entrance to the mews and camera lights flashed as they drove past. A single unmarked car was parked outside Frieda’s house, and a tape stretched across the entrance. A man in green scrubs let them in and handed them plastic overshoes, which they pulled on. Frieda was used to the particular smell of her house: the wood of the floorboards and its beeswax polish, sometimes herbs that stood along the sill of the kitchen window, and also a dry but pleasant smell she had come to associate with old books, charcoal pencils, chess pieces, toast. Now the smell was of astringent chemicals and, underneath that, perhaps there was something else, something that had soaked through into the foundations. She stood for a moment, steadying herself.

The room where she usually sat beside the fire or played through games of chess was harshly lit by the lamp that had been rigged up by the forensic team. There were two people in there, one taking photographs. Frieda looked through the yellow glare to the pit where just yesterday Bruce Stringer had lain. Everything was gone, of course. Even the maggots and flies had gone. It was just a hole. The room was just a room – the rugs removed, the furniture pushed back – but it no longer felt like her room. She turned and went into the kitchen.

‘What happened to the cat?’ she asked the man in green scrubs.

‘Is there a cat?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s not here now.’

Frieda went upstairs. Everything looked much the same but she could sense that someone had been in here too. Nothing felt like it belonged to her any more. Quickly, she pulled clothes from drawers and pushed them into a canvas holdall; then a couple of books and some toiletries. She went upstairs to her study in the garret and put her sketchbook and pencils in as well. She didn’t know how long she would be away. Living here was a remote memory of a different self. Another life. She imagined Dean Reeve moving softly through her rooms, rifling through her clothes, turning the pages of her sketchbook, bending to stroke her cat. Where was her cat?

‘What have you got?’ Commissioner Crawford asked Petra Burge.

‘It’s early days.’

‘Early days are the important ones.’

‘The autopsy’s being done now, but Ian thought he must have been dead four or five days. The crime-scene guys are certain he was killed elsewhere and put there. I’ve got people talking to the neighbours and going through CCTV footage.’

‘What about Reeve?’ Crawford’s face tightened in a sour grimace as he said the name. ‘Assuming that Dr Klein’s suspicions are valid. Where are we with him?’

‘There are obvious problems with looking for someone who basically disappeared and was presumed dead seven years ago. Frieda Klein always believed he was still alive but she never met him, never even saw him. But two associates of Klein actually claim to have met him. Josef Morozov is a Ukrainian builder. I don’t quite know what his connection with Klein is.’

‘Sexual, probably,’ said Crawford.

‘I’m not sure about that. Everything about him seems a bit murky, including his immigration status. He came across Reeve on a building site.’

‘Knowingly?’

‘No. Reeve was working under an alias. And Klein has a sister-in-law. Olivia Klein used to be married to Klein’s brother. Olivia met Reeve in a social setting. She was quite vague about it. Got talking in a bar.’

Crawford fidgeted irritably. ‘What’s this about? What’s Reeve doing?’

‘It’s all about Frieda Klein. Somehow when they encountered each other, she got under his skin.’

‘Well, I understand that. She got under mine as well. She’s been a bloody irritation from beginning to end. But what does he want? What does he want to do?’

‘It’s not clear. As yet.’

‘What about the widow?’

‘I talked to Mrs Stringer this morning.’

‘And?’

‘She’s distraught, obviously. She’s in a wheelchair. She has MS and apparently he was her carer for several years. They have two small children.’

‘That’s all we need.’

‘She didn’t seem to have any real idea about her husband’s work. Officers are at his house now, going through things.’

‘And that’s all?’

‘We should think about how to deal with the press.’ Crawford groaned but she persevered. ‘They could be useful. I wonder if we should get Frieda Klein to do a few interviews.’

Crawford muttered something.

‘What do you think?’

‘You never quite know what she’ll say.’ He winced and leaned forward. ‘Is she safe?’

‘She’s under twenty-four-hour protection.’

‘I mean, that under-the-floor business, it’s like he’s playing with us. If he were to do something, something else, it wouldn’t look good.’

‘No, it wouldn’t,’ said Burge.

‘I’ve given you a high-profile case.’

‘Yes.’

‘A case like this, it can make a career,’ said Crawford. ‘Or, well, you know.’

‘I know.’

Darkness fell and the wind strengthened, bringing more rain. On the road outside Reuben’s house, the group of journalists became a huddle, with light glowing from cigarettes and mobile phones. Frieda made scrambled eggs, Reuben opened a bottle of red wine. PC Kelman, Fran’s replacement, produced a hefty sandwich from his bag and sat in the hall to eat it. He was a solidly built young man, who cracked his knuckles when he talked.

All of a sudden, there was a noise.

‘What was that?’

‘It sounds like shouting,’ said Frieda, laying down her fork.

The sound grew louder.

‘I recognize that voice.’ She stood up.

‘I don’t think you should go out there,’ said the officer, as Frieda swept past him in the hall.

She pulled open the door and saw a throng of figures on the pavement outside Reuben’s gate, and an officer trying to hold them back. Cameras were flashing. Several microphones were held out. In the middle of the crowd stood a young woman in a red duffel coat and stout black boots, her head shaved along one side and her eyes fierce: Frieda’s niece, Chloë.

‘Leave her alone!’ she was yelling. ‘Go away, all of you.’ She turned on the man with the beaky nose, whom Frieda had noticed earlier. ‘Fuck off!’ she yelled, into his surprised face.

Frieda saw now that she was holding a box and the box was moving, lurching dangerously.
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