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Prologue

I AM LACEY FLINT, SHE TELLS HERSELF, AS DAWN BREAKS AND

she lifts first one arm then the other, kicking hard with legs
that are longer and more powerful than usual, thanks to a stout

pair of fins. My name is Lacey, she repeats, because this mantra of
identity has become as much a part of her daily ritual as swimming
at first light. Lacey, which is soft and pretty, and Flint, sharp and hard
as nails. Sometimes Lacey is amused by the inherent contrast of her
name. Other times, she admits it suits her perfectly. 

I am Constable Lacey Flint of the Metropolitan Police’s Marine Unit,
Lacey announces silently to her reflection in the mirror, as she
dresses in her pristine uniform and sets off for her new head quarters
at Wapping police station, taking comfort in the knowledge that,
for the first time in many months, a police officer feels like who she
was meant to be. 

I am Lacey Flint, she says to herself most nights, as she battens
down the hatches of her houseboat and crawls into the small 
double bed in the forward cabin, listening to water slapping 
against the hull and the scrabble of creatures setting out for 
the night. I live on the river, work on the river and swim in the 
river.  

I am Lacey and I am loved, she thinks, as a tall man with turquoise
eyes steps once again to the front of her thoughts. 

‘I am Lacey Flint,’ she sometimes murmurs aloud as she drifts
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away to the world of what-ifs, could-bes and still-mights that other
people call sleep; and she wonders whether there might ever come
a day when she forgets that it is all a massive lie. 
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1

The Killer

THE PUMPING STATION SITS NEAR THE EMBANKMENT WALL

of the River Thames in London, close to the border of
Rotherhithe and Deptford, like a woman at a dance who has

long since given up hoping for a partner. The small, square building
has mostly been forgotten by the people who walk, cycle or drive
past it each day, if indeed they ever noticed it in the first place. It
has always been there, like the roads, the high river wall, the river-
side path. Not a striking building, in any sense, and nothing ever
happens in connection with it. No deliveries come to the wide
wooden doors on one side and certainly nothing comes out. The
windows are all sealed with wooden planks and heavy steel nails.
Occasionally, someone lingering on the riverside path might notice
that the brickwork is a perfect example of Flemish diagonal bond
and that the pattern surrounding the flat roof is beautiful, in an
understated way. 

Few do. The roof is above normal sight lines and the nearest road
isn’t on a bus route. River traffic, of course, is far below. So no one
ever appreciates that the pale grey of the building is relieved by
bricks of white in a repeating criss-cross pattern, and by uniform
pieces of stone set on the diagonal. The Victorians decorated every-
thing, and they didn’t neglect this insignificant building, even if 
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few of them would have mentioned its original purpose in polite
 company. The pumping station was built to pump human sewage
from the lower-lying lands of Rotherhithe and discharge it into 
the Thames. It once played an important role in keeping the 
surrounding streets fresh, but bigger, more efficient stations were
brought into play, and there came a day when it was no longer
needed. 

If passers-by were curious enough to find a way inside, they’d see
that, Tardis-like, the interior is so much bigger than its external
framework suggests, because at least half of the pumping station is
underground. Two storeys up, the boarded-up windows and the
large double door are all high in the walls. To reach them, it is 
necessary to climb an iron staircase and step along an ornate gallery
that runs round the entire circumference of the chamber. 

All the engineering equipment has long since been taken away,
but the decoration remains. Stone columns rise to the roof, their
once-crimson paint faded to a dull red. Tudor roses still entwine at
the tops of the pillars, even though they no longer gleam snow-
white. Mould creeps up the sides of the smooth brickwork, but can’t
hide the fine quality of the bricks. Anyone privileged to see inside
the pumping station would consider it a minor architectural gem,
somewhere to be preserved and celebrated. 

It can’t happen. For years now, it has been in private hands, and
those hands have no interest in development or change. Those
hands are unconcerned that a piece of riverside real estate this close
to the city is probably worth millions. All those hands care about is
that the old pumping station serves a purpose particular to them. 

It also happens to be the ideal place to shroud a dead body.  

In the centre of the space are three iron plinths, each roughly the
size of a modest dining table. The dead woman lies on the one
 closest to the outlet pipe and the killer is panting with the exertion
of getting her there. Water streams off them both. The dead
woman’s hair is black and very long. It clings to her face like the
weed on an upturned boat hull at low tide. 

Above, the moon is little more than a curled blond eyelash in the
sky, but there are streetlamps along the embankment and some light
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reaches inside. Together with the glow from several oil lanterns set
in the arched recesses of the walls, it is enough. 

When the hair is gently lifted, the pale, perfect face beneath is
revealed. The killer sighs. It is always so much easier when their
faces haven’t been damaged. The wound around the neck is ugly, but
the face is untouched. The eyes are closed and that is good, too.
Eyes so quickly lose their lustre.

Here it comes again, that heavy sadness. Regret –  there is no
other word for it really. They are so lovely, the girls, with their
 flowing hair and long limbs. Why lure them away with promises of
rescue and safety? Why live for the moment when the hope in their
eyes turns to terror?   

Enough. The body has to be undressed, washed and shrouded. It
can be left here for the rest of the night and taken out to the river
tomorrow. Close to hand are the hemmed sheets, the nylon twine
and the weights. 

The woman’s clothes are soon removed; the cotton tunic and
trousers are cut away easily, the cheap underwear is the work of
 seconds. 

Oh, but she’s so beautiful. Slender. Long, slim legs; small, high
breasts. Pale, perfect skin. The killer’s strong fingers run the length
of the firm, plump thigh, trace the outline of the small round
kneecap and go on down the perfectly formed shin, over the spread-
ing curve of the calf. Perfect feet. The high, graceful arch of the
instep, the tiny pink toes, the perfect oval of the toenails. In death,
she is the absolute picture of unattainable femininity.

A rasping sound. Then a cold, strong hand clutching the killer’s
arm. 

The woman is moving. Not dead. Her eyes are open. Not dead.
She’s coughing, wheezing, her hands scrabbling around on the iron
block, trying to get up. How did this happen? The killer almost
faints in shock. Eyes that have turned black with horror are staring.
More river water comes coughing out of those pale, bitten lips. 

Lips that should not have anything more to say. 
The killer reaches out, but isn’t quick enough. The woman has

scrambled back and fallen off the plinth.  ‘Ay, ay,’ she cries, the
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sound of a terrified animal. The killer, too, is terrified. Is it all over,
then?  

The woman is on her feet. Bewildered, disorientated, but not so
much that she has forgotten what happened to her. She starts 
backing away, staring round, looking for a way out. When her eyes
meet those of her killer they open wider in dismay. Words come 
out of her mouth, which may or may not be the words the killer
hears.  

‘What are you?’
And it’s enough to bring back the rage. Not ‘Who are you?’ Not

‘Why are you doing this?’ Both of which would be perfectly
 reasonable questions in the circumstances. But ‘What are 
you?’ 

The woman is running now, looking for a window – which she
won’t find on this floor – or a door, which won’t help her.  

She’s spotted the upper floor, is heading for the staircase. There
is no way out up there – the windows are all boarded, the heavy door
can’t be opened – but there are skylights that she might be able to
break, attracting the attention of people outside. 

The killer surges forward, crashing painfully into the iron frame
of the steps, catching hold of the woman’s ankle, biting hard on the
fleshy part of the calf. A howl of pain. Another hard pull. A squawk,
then she comes tumbling down. 

The killer has her now, but the woman is naked and slippery with
water and sweat. She isn’t easy to hold and she’s fighting like an eel.
The biting and scratching and the continual wriggling are exhaust-
ing. The killer’s grip loosens. The woman is up. Reach out, grab.
She’s fallen, slapped down hard on the stone floor, hit her head.
Dazed, she’s easier to manage. Heave. The sound of flesh scraping
along stone. Arms flailing, claw-like hands trying to grab hold of
something – anything – but they’ve reached the smooth, metal pipe
that in the old days took the water out of here. Lift her in. Climb
after her. Push her along. The pipe is short, not much more than a
metre in length. 

There is water below, feet away, and gravity is helping now. Lean,
pull and – yes – they both hit the surface. 

And the world becomes calm again. Silent. Soft and easy. 
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Easy now. Let go. Let her sink. Let her panic. Wait for her to rise
up, to take her last desperate breath, then make your move. Up and
out of the water in one massive surge, and down again with your
hands around her throat. Then down, down into the depths. Down
until she stops struggling. 

Two of them clasped together. A tight embrace. A good way to
die. 
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