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PROLOGUE

1983

She shinned up the drainpipe with effortless grace, alternating her hands and feet in quick succession, keeping her gaze fixed firmly on her destination. The ascent was fast and agile, as smooth as a cat’s. On this moonless night she was no more than a fleeting shadow, something dark, a furtive movement that might only be caught out of the corner of an eye. But one mistake, one false move and the consequences would be dire: she would hurtle to the ground, and it would greet her with the same lack of mercy it reserved for any breakable object.

When she reached the second-floor window she skilfully manoeuvred herself on to the sill, jemmied the old wooden frame and gently released the catch. Quickly she lifted the lower half of the window, slithered through the gap, stood up and listened for any sound in the house. Silence. She quietly closed the window again, just in case, God forbid, it caught the attention of a passing plod out on his rounds.

The large, detached properties in this part of Hampstead were regularly patrolled by the law just in case any light-fingered lowlifes took it into their heads to try and plunder the riches that lay within. For her this danger only added to the thrill. The threat of being caught ignited nervous sparks that both scared and energised her.

She took the torch from her belt, switched it on and swept the light across the room, keeping the beam aimed low. It was a bedroom, but not the one she wanted. A week’s surveillance had revealed to her that the master bedroom was directly below. The windows of that room, like all the others on the ground and first floors, were alarmed, but perhaps in the mistaken belief that the upper floors were inaccessible, the owners hadn’t bothered securing them. Or perhaps they just hadn’t wanted to spend the extra money. A false economy, as it turned out.

She padded out on to the landing and paused again before softly descending the stairs. She knew, courtesy of the newspaper gossip columns, that Gerald and Fiona Myers were attending a charity gala in the West End tonight. It was unlikely they’d be back much before midnight, but she wasn’t going to take any chances.

The master bedroom was large and plush with a deep-pile carpet, heavy velvet curtains, a bank of wardrobes, a chest of drawers and a dressing table. It smelled of expensive perfume. The first thing she did was to cross to the window and check that everything was quiet outside. Once she’d established that her presence was still undetected, she focused her attention on the spoils.

The dressing table was her first port of call. She was not a ransacker, not the type of burglar to turn things upside down. Although she worked at speed, she created as little disturbance as possible. Everything she picked up, she put back in exactly the same place – unless she chose to keep it. All neat and tidy. The longer it took them to realise they’d been robbed, the better. And anyway, it offended her sensibilities to make a mess.

Her fine, black cotton gloves left no prints behind as she sorted through the jewellery box. Rings, necklaces, bracelets, brooches and earrings were all slipped into the pouch that hung from her waist. She gathered them eagerly, her eye for glitter as keen as a jackdaw’s. Once the box was exhausted, she opened and closed drawers, searching for other valuable items. A couple of diamond-encrusted watches were rapidly added to her haul.

In one of the wardrobes, she found a row of fur coats – mink and sable – and made a fast, mental calculation of what they were worth. She wasn’t going to take them, though. For one, she didn’t want to be haunted by the ghosts of so many dead animals, and for two, it was damn nigh impossible to slide elegantly down a drainpipe with half a ton of fur on your back. She could have thrown them, of course, but she’d still have had to carry them down the road.

She closed the door and moved on to the next wardrobe, clearly the preserve of Mr Myers, from where she took gold cufflinks, tie pins and a Breitling watch from a row of cubbyholes at the top. Quickly she rifled through the pockets of the Savile Row suits but didn’t come across any cash.

Once she’d completed her search of the bedroom, she set off back upstairs. If her dad had been here, he’d have gone in the opposite direction, down to the floor below, which might have paintings, silver or porcelain. Never look a gift horse in the mouth, he would have said. But she preferred to stick to her own methods. Jewellery was easy to carry and easy to fence – and if you had to run, it wasn’t so heavy that it would weigh you down.

She had only climbed a couple of stairs when she heard a ting, slight but distinct, coming from the ground floor. Like the sound of a phone being put down. Immediately she stopped dead, her pulse starting to race. She shut off the torch. There was someone else here. She strained her ears, but everything was silent again. Still she didn’t move. If she had heard them, they might hear her too.

The front of the house had been in darkness when she’d arrived, the only light coming from the streetlamps. She hadn’t checked the rear. And that, she was beginning to think, could have been a big mistake. What if Mr and Mrs Myers hadn’t gone out after all? Perhaps they had been sitting in one of the back rooms while she was breaking in. Or, looking on the brighter side, maybe she wasn’t the only cat on the premises. The noise she had heard might not have been a phone at all but just the sound of a pet carelessly roaming through its territory.

She waited, holding her breath. Ten seconds passed and then twenty. Nothing. Relief was gradually seeping into her when suddenly her worst fears were confirmed. A door opened, a throat was cleared and footsteps moved rapidly across the wood floor hallway. A man, she thought, from the heavy tread. She tensed, in two minds whether to flee upstairs or hold her ground. Before she could make the decision, the front door opened and closed and everything was quiet again.

Quiet but not naturally so. Something felt wrong. The departing man had left in his wake a singular atmosphere, an almost eerie sense of emptiness that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. Had it been Mr Myers? She didn’t think so. He’d have put on the light instead of walking in the dark.

She finally shifted, returned to the landing and peered over the banister. Up, not down, an inner voice urged. But although all her instincts were telling her to scarper, to get out as fast as she could, something drew her towards that ground-floor room. A minute, that’s all it would take, to slip down there and take a look.

Before caution could get the better of her, she had switched on the torch again and was descending the stairs. She rounded the corner, moving quickly and quietly. There was a large garden room at the rear and, just before it, a room with its door ajar. Was this where the man had come from? She listened for a while but heard nothing. An odd, slightly acrid smell hung in the air. Carefully she nudged the door open and stepped inside.

From the light of the torch, she could see that she was in an office or study. She swept the beam across the room. There was a desk in disarray and a couple of filing cabinets with their drawers pulled out. Papers lay all over the floor. Myers was either the untidiest person in the world or she wasn’t the only robber who had found their way into the house tonight. She sucked in a breath, grateful that her fellow intruder hadn’t gone upstairs. It could have resulted in a somewhat awkward confrontation.

She took a few more steps, moving the light across the walls, until the beam illuminated a picture that had been swung back to reveal an open safe. Apart from a few stacked-up folders and several brown envelopes, it appeared to be empty. This was probably where the really good stuff had been stored, the most valuable jewellery and a decent wad of cash. Men like Gerald Myers always kept a big stash in reserve, some readies to fall back on in case of emergencies.

As she edged around the desk to take a closer look, her foot made contact with something on the floor. She flicked the beam down, gave out a yelp, slapped a hand to her mouth and instantly froze. Shock ran through her, draining the colour from her face. A man was lying sprawled on his back with his head twisted to one side. There was a hole in his chest from a fatal gunshot. His lips were twisted and his teeth bared. A pair of glassy eyes stared blindly up at her.

‘Jesus,’ she said hoarsely.

Panic swept over her. She had never seen a dead body before, never mind one that had met its end so violently. Horror seeped into her bones. She felt simultaneously cold and clammy and sick. Was it Gerald Myers? She thought so, thought it must be. She had only seen his picture in the paper, but it was enough for the features to seem familiar.

Hysteria was rising in her – she didn’t want to look at him, couldn’t stop looking at him – and she had to fight to keep herself together. A surge of adrenaline finally propelled her into action. She dropped her hand from her mouth and lurched back, trying to put some distance between her and the corpse. Her knees were shaking, her legs threatening to buckle.

She had to get out of the house. There was nothing she could do for Myers other than call the law anonymously once she was a safe distance away. She didn’t have to go back upstairs. She didn’t have to slide down any drainpipes. The front door would be fine. She could leave the same way the killer had. These thoughts, all perfectly logical, jumped into her head, but her body wouldn’t respond. Her central nervous system refused to connect with her legs. She was rooted to the spot again.

‘Come on,’ she muttered. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

It took pure determination, an effort of will, to get her limbs moving. Her pulse was racing as she backed out of the office and stumbled along the hall. She needed fresh air. She needed to get away from death and all its horror. One foot in front of the other, one step at a time. Salvation was in sight when disaster struck. She heard the crunch of car tyres on gravel and saw the flashing blue lights through the narrow windows flanking the front door.

Christ, what now? Instantly she could see how it would look: a burglar in the house, a dead man in the study. They would put two and two together and she’d be spending the next twenty years behind bars. Her first instinct was to run, to head for the stairs, but it was pointless. She couldn’t leave through the window and hiding would only add to the appearance of guilt. Instead, she reversed into the study, switched on the light, and threw the jewellery and the jemmy on the floor, hoping it would look like they’d been accidentally dropped in the killer’s hurry to leave. She staggered back into the hall as fast as her legs would allow and was standing in the shadows when the law walked in.

‘Thank God you’re here,’ she said, her voice an octave higher than it usually was. ‘It’s this way. Something terrible has happened. There’s been a murder.’
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1984

Cara Kendall was escorted off the premises of HMP Leaside at eleven o’clock on Thursday morning 8 November. She walked a little way from the gates and stood on the pavement with a carrier bag hanging from her right hand. The day was grey, gloomy, with an overcast sky and rain in the air. She hunched her shoulders, shivering in her thin denim jacket. Nothing felt quite like it should. She was finally free after eighteen long months, but instead of the anticipated joy and relief, she felt only a curious flatness.

She frowned. Perhaps it was natural, she told herself, a normal reaction to having to face the world again after being behind bars. You couldn’t just expect to slot back in and carry on from where it had all stopped. It would take some adjustment, a realignment, before normality could be resumed.

She looked up and down the street, hoping for a friendly face, but all she saw were strangers. If there was one thing that could be said for Jimmy, it was that he was reliably unreliable. She wasn’t surprised that he hadn’t shown up, but she was disappointed. What was wrong with the bloke? Why say you’re going to do something if you’re not going to bother? She’d hardly been expecting fireworks and a fanfare, but a lift would have been welcome.

Well, she wasn’t going to wait. If he wasn’t here already, he wasn’t coming. He’d let her down and there was nothing new about that. He was probably still in his pit, snoring like a pig while he slept off a midweek bender. For Jimmy Lovell promises were like IOUs, easily given but rarely honoured.

Although they were no longer a couple – he’d taken up with some dumb redhead called Rochelle only weeks into her sentence – they had stayed in touch with occasional visits and letters. Even before she’d gone inside, their relationship had been on the rocks, so his infidelity hadn’t come as any great shock. Jimmy wasn’t the sort to let the grass grow under his feet. For all his faults, she’d still been looking forward to seeing him. She didn’t want him back, but she did want some company. And perhaps she’d also been hoping to regain a little of her pride – which was why she’d made an extra effort with her appearance just to show the cheating sod what he’d be missing.

What a waste of time that had been. She ran her fingers through her cropped fair hair and rolled her artfully made-up eyes at her own stupidity. She should have guessed that he’d be a no-show. She had hardly been his priority when she’d been his girlfriend, and now they were separated she was even lower down his list of concerns.

‘I’ll be there, babe,’ he’d said last week in the visiting room, leaning forward and giving her that rakish grin. ‘You’ve got my word on it.’

Cara started walking towards the bus stop. The first day of the rest of her life. Wasn’t that how the cliché went? She was twenty-four, young and healthy, with the world at her feet. And if being in the slammer had taught her anything, it was that she could take care of herself. She didn’t need a man to run her life or tell her what to do. From now on the only person she was going to rely on was Cara Kendall.

Freedom. She breathed in deeply, inhaling the diesel-laden air. Now that was the smell of London. For the first time she felt a flicker of excitement. Tonight, she’d be sleeping in her own bed, and tomorrow she could get up at whatever time she liked and do whatever she wanted to do – so long as she stayed out of trouble. Going back inside was definitely not on the agenda.

She should have listened to her dad: ‘Don’t be a mug, love. It only ever ends badly.’ But it was too late for regrets. And, of course, he’d never followed his own advice. If he had, he’d still be alive now. It was two years since he’d slipped from the roof of a house in Mayfair and been impaled on the spiked railings below. She half closed her eyes and shuddered. It had been dark, icy, dangerous. Why had he even attempted the break-in? But she knew the answer to that: Richard Kendall might have been less agile, less limber, than in his glory days, but he’d never been able to resist a challenge.

‘You fool,’ she muttered.

Cara had thought about him a lot while she’d been inside. He hadn’t been the best of fathers, far from it, but he’d been her father, and it was still hard to accept that he was gone. And yes, he’d been way down the scale in the morality stakes – a thief, a gambler, a womaniser – but he’d also been the kindest, funniest person she’d ever known. And there was something else she knew for a fact: he’d have been standing outside the prison gates today had circumstances permitted it.

She hadn’t seen his body after he’d died, hadn’t wanted to, but now a part of her regretted it. Perhaps it would have been the start of coming to terms. Sometimes she imagined that he wasn’t dead at all, that it was just a case of mistaken identity, a fateful error which he’d chosen to go along with. Always in debt to one casino or another, it would have been the perfect opportunity for him to disappear and begin a new life somewhere else.

There were, unfortunately, a couple of obstacles to this fantasy, one of them being that her mother had gone to the mortuary to identify him – despite being separated for years, they had never divorced – the other that his face was known to half the cops at West End Central. So, it was a ludicrous fantasy, but still she clung on to it, a tiny glimmer of hope being better than none.

Just as she reached the bus stop, Cara heard a vehicle slowing behind her and turned her head, sure that it was Jimmy. Her lips began to widen. Better late than never, she thought, whilst simultaneously trying to bring to mind some cutting yet witty comment about him being late for his own funeral. But her smile quickly faded. It was a car rather than a van. The driver was wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses, and he wasn’t Jimmy. He stared hard at her before he put his foot on the gas and accelerated away. The episode, quickly over, left her flustered.

She gazed after the black BMW, watching it disappear into the distance. What had that been about? Just a bloke playing silly buggers, or maybe he’d mistaken her for someone else. But her instincts told her otherwise. Her instincts told her that what had just happened had been a deliberate act of intimidation, that the man had been trying to scare her. Not a good start to her first day of freedom.

Cara’s heart started to pump. She’d done her time and the slate, theoretically, had been wiped clean, but theories weren’t facts and people bore grudges. The family of Gerald Myers still hadn’t got any answers. Whoever had killed him had got away scot-free. Maybe they reckoned she’d got off lightly too, that she knew more than she had ever told.

And then there was the law. They hadn’t been convinced by her story and had tried their very best to pin an accessory to murder charge on her. That two people, completely independent of each other, had chosen to burgle the same house on the same night was a coincidence too far. Their take on it was that the two of them had broken in together, separated – her going upstairs, him downstairs – and that her accomplice had murdered Gerald Myers after forcing him to open the safe.

The memory of those long, relentless hours in the interview room would always be in her head, a reminder of how close she’d come to being banged up for years. ‘If we were working together, why wouldn’t we have left together?’ she’d asked. But DI Steadman had just curled his sceptical upper lip and replied, ‘Because he double-crossed you, love, took the cash and the diamonds, and scarpered.’

‘If that was the case, I’d be telling you his name, right here, right now. Why would I protect him?’

‘I’m sure you have your reasons. About half a million of them, I should think. Your pal got away with quite a haul.’

‘There was no pal. I’m not denying that I broke in, but I was on my own. I didn’t even hear the gunshot,’ she’d insisted. ‘Gerald Myers must have been dead before I got in the house.’

‘So you keep on saying.’

‘Because it’s the truth.’

And on it had gone, hour after hour, with her protesting her innocence and him trying to prove otherwise. Her story, she had to admit, had sounded thin to her own ears, but she’d stuck to it. Most of it was true, and the truth was easy to remember. Her only deviation was to deny having taken any of the jewellery from upstairs, claiming instead that she’d heard a noise from the ground floor shortly after climbing through the window and crept partway down the stairs to investigate.

‘That’s when I heard him leave. I couldn’t see him, but I heard him. He went out of the front door.’

‘And then you went down to the study?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why did you do that?’

‘Because something felt wrong. I thought the house was empty, but it wasn’t and …’ She’d shrugged, struggling to find the words to explain it. ‘That’s when I found Mr Myers.’

‘And the jewellery on the floor? The jewellery from the bedroom upstairs?’

‘The man must have dropped it.’

‘That was careless of him.’

In the end, unable to prove a connection to the killer, Steadman had only done her for breaking and entering, but that hadn’t stopped the judge from giving her three years. She’d served half the sentence and that had been long enough. It had been a result, she supposed, bearing in mind how things could have panned out.

Cara sighed and gazed along the street towards the last point she had seen the black BMW. She hoped it was just paranoia that was churning her guts. Shifting from one foot to the other, she found she couldn’t stand still. Her mouth was suddenly dry. She wasn’t looking for trouble, but what if it was looking for her?
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The bus eventually arrived, and Cara got on, climbing up the steps to the top deck. She made her way along the aisle to an empty front seat and sat down. As a kid this was always the place she’d loved most, high above the hustle and bustle, like being on top of the world. Now she used it as a vantage point to gaze down on the streets of London, checking out what might have changed while she’d been away – not much, by the looks of it – and whether there was any sign of the BMW. She was probably making something out of nothing. But still, she felt uneasy.

Eighteen long months she’d been absent from the outside world, during which the IRA had put a bomb under the Tories, Princess Diana had given birth to her second son, Torvill and Dean had skated their way to Olympic gold and the coal miners had gone on strike. Events had happened. Life had moved on. But not for her. She was back to where she’d started, on her way home to the Mansfield estate. The place had only one thing to recommend it: was marginally better than HMP Leaside. Jimmy had claimed he’d been keeping an eye on the flat, checking the mail and making sure she didn’t get any squatters in her absence, but whether this was true was questionable.

She frowned as Jimmy entered her head again, still annoyed by his failure to pick her up. He’d be full of excuses like he always was, a hundred and one reasons why he couldn’t get off his backside, jump in the van and travel ten miles down the road. At the very least he owed her a drink, and she’d be straight round to claim it once she’d had a long hot shower and sloughed off the stench of prison.

Twenty minutes later the bus drew up outside Kellston station. She got off and started walking along the high street. Almost immediately it began to rain. She turned up the collar of her jacket, cursed and ducked into the Spar. Here she picked up some basic provisions – coffee, milk, bread, butter, ham, eggs – before paying at the till with the small amount of money she’d been given on leaving jail. Even this simple act, the exchange of cash for goods, felt alien to her.

It was still raining when she left the shop. She walked at a quick pace, sloshing through the puddles with the two carrier bags swinging against her legs. There was nothing unusual about rain in November, but it was just her luck that the heavens had opened the minute she’d got off the bus. Already her feet were squelching in her trainers. She felt like a drowned rat.

‘Damn you, Jimmy,’ she muttered.

Cara took a right into Mansfield Road and a minute later was passing through the gates to the estate. It looked the same as it always had, grey and dreary, a concrete monstrosity. Apart from a few spindly trees, it was devoid of any green. Sodden litter gathered in the gutters, and graffiti covered the lower parts of the buildings. The three high-rise towers rose up towards the sky, a blot on the landscape and visible from miles away. Two of the towers, Haslow House and Carlton House, stood next to each other, while the third – where Jimmy lived – was set apart. Temple Tower, that was called, or at least it had been when she’d gone away. The council had changed its name twice in the last twelve years.

With the rain having driven most people indoors, the estate was pretty much deserted. A few youths were lurking in the entranceways to the shadowy passages that linked the front and back of the towers, pushing their dope and their pills and whatever else the locals needed to get them through the day. The whole estate was a dumping ground, a final refuge for the poor and the desperate and the forgotten.

As she hurried along the path, she raised her gaze and peered up at the tenth floor of Haslow House, four windows from the right, but couldn’t see anything to cause her concern. The flat had been her dad’s for almost twenty years, and because she’d lived there on and off since childhood, he’d managed to get her on the tenancy when she was eighteen. She was grateful for this now. The Mansfield might be a dump, but at least she still had a roof over her head.

Cara shook herself like a dog as she entered the foyer, shaking off the rain. She found a lift that was working, stepped inside, wrinkled her nose at the smell and quickly pressed the button for the tenth floor. The lift juddered as it rose, making the kind of noises that threatened imminent breakdown. The very thought of it brought her out in a cold sweat. She’d had enough of confined spaces.

When the lift reached its destination and the metal doors slid open, she heaved a sigh of relief, leapt out on to the landing and made her way along the corridor. She could hear the sound of a radio floating through the walls, George Michael singing ‘Careless Whisper’. When she reached her flat, she fumbled in her pocket for the key, inserted it in the lock and went inside.

The second she crossed the threshold, Cara sensed that something was wrong. She put down the carrier bags and frowned. There was someone else here; she was sure of it. She wasn’t alone.

‘Jimmy? Jimmy, is that you?’

As soon as she’d spoken, she wished she hadn’t. If she had uninvited guests, she’d just, rather stupidly, announced her presence to them.
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