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Time shall unfold what plighted cunning hides;

Who cover faults, at last shame them derides.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
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The English Channel, 1986

The boy loved his parents more than anything on this Earth. And so he had to kill them.

Perched on the edge of the bunk, he listened to them now. To the squeak of their soles on the deck above as they threw recriminations back and forth in voices as vicious as the screeching seagulls wheeling in the sky. He heard the crack of the sail in the wind, the smack of the water against the hull inches from his head, a soothing, hypnotic rhythm.

Slap … slap … slap …

Before everything went wrong, before the boy went away as one person and came back as someone different, they had been full of gentle caresses and soft words for each other. But they argued all the time now, his parents – too stridently, loud enough for him to hear – and the quarrel was always about the same thing: what could be done about their unhappy son?

He understood that they wanted him to know how remorseful they were about what had happened. But their misery only made him feel worse. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been able to speak to them, to utter a single word, and the longer he stayed silent the more his parents fought. The boy plugged his fingers into his ears, closed his eyes, and listened to the dull roar within him.

His love for them was untethering, drifting away on a fierce tide.

Slap … slap … slap …

A muffled voice. ‘Darling.’

The boy’s hands were pulled gently from his face. His mother crouched before him. Her eyes were rimmed red, and her hair was plastered to her face by sea spray, but she was still startlingly beautiful.

‘Why don’t you come up top?’

Her cold fingers tucked a loose strand of his hair behind his ear. For a brief moment he felt a familiar tenderness, wanted to clasp her to him and ignore the bitter thoughts that churned in his head. But he didn’t, he couldn’t. It had been weeks since he’d been able to speak.

A shadow fell across the hatch. His father’s voice boomed, ‘Is he coming up?’

‘Please, let me handle this,’ his mother barked over her shoulder, and after a moment of hesitation, the shadow disappeared.

‘We’re doing the best we can.’ She waited for her son to speak. ‘But you must tell us how you feel, so that we can help you.’

The boy managed a small nod, and hope flickered in his mother’s gaze.

‘Your father and I … we love you more than anything. If we argue it’s because we can never forgive ourselves for what happened to you. You know that, don’t you?’

Her eyes filled with tears, and he would do anything to stop her from crying. In a cracked voice, barely more than a whisper, he heard himself say, ‘I love you.’

His mother’s hand flew to her mouth. She stood, hunched in the cabin.

‘We’re about to eat sandwiches.’ Moving to the steps, she spoke brightly, but her voice trembled. ‘Why don’t you come up when you’re ready?’

He nodded. With a last, eager smile, his mother climbed to the hatch and her body was consumed by sunlight.

The boy’s heel thudded against the clasp of the toolbox beneath his berth. He pulled out the metal box and tipped open the lid to reveal his father’s tools. Rasps, pliers, a spirit level. Tacks and nails, a chisel slick with grease. Lifting the top tray, the heavier tools were revealed: a saw, a screwdriver, a peen hammer. The varnish on the handle of the hammer was worn away. The wood was rough, its mottled head pounded to a dull grey. He lifted it, felt its weight in his palm.

Clenching the hammer in his fist, he stooped beneath the bulkhead – in the last couple of years he’d grown so much taller – to listen to the clink of plastic plates, his parents’ animated voices on the deck.

‘Sandwiches are ready!’ called his mother.

Every night he had the same dream, like a terrible premonition: his parents passed him on the street without a glance, as if they were total strangers. Sooner or later, he knew, this nightmare would become a reality. The resentment they felt that their child had gone for ever, replaced by somebody else, someone ugly inside, would chip away at their love for him. Until there was nothing left.

And he was afraid that his own fierce love for them was slowly rotting, corroded by blame and bitterness. One day, when it was gone completely, other emotions would fill the desolate space inside him. Fury, rage. A cold, implacable hatred. Already he felt anger swelling like a storm where his love had been. He couldn’t bear to hate them, yearned to keep his love for his parents – and his memories of a happy time before he went to that place – uncorrupted, and to carry it with him into an uncertain future.

And so he had to act.

Gripping the hammer, the boy moved towards the hatch. His view filled with the blinding grey of the sky and the blur of the wheeling gulls, which screamed a warning to him that this world would always snatch from him the things he cherished, that life would always be this way.

He stepped onto the windblown deck in the middle of a sea that went on for ever.

Slap … slap … slap …
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Present day

Everybody wanted a piece of Detective Inspector Ray Drake.

He circled the room, accepting handshakes and backslaps until there was no one left to congratulate him. Soon, he hoped, they’d all get too drunk to remember he was there and he’d be able to slip away.

He was being selfish, he knew that, but large social gatherings like this made him uncomfortable, particularly when he was in the spotlight. If she were here, Laura would tell him to leave right away, not to worry about what anybody else thought.

Detective Constable Eddie Upson was already well on the way to getting pissed. Waving his pint around, he cornered Drake to moan about missing out on promotion.

‘It’s not like I haven’t delivered.’ Lager slopped belligerently over the lip of his pint. ‘You know what I can do.’

‘Excuse me a moment, Eddie.’

At the back of the room, clinging to the wall beneath a curled poster of Jimmy Greaves, was Flick Crowley, the only person who looked like she wanted to be in this pub less than he did, and Drake pushed towards her. On his way, he elbowed Frank Wanderly.

‘Sorry, Frank.’

‘That’s quite all right.’ The duty sergeant clasped his hands together. Tall and gaunt, and with not a single hair on his head, everybody at the nick fondly called him Nosferatu. ‘And congratulations once again, DI Drake, it’s well deserved.’

A few hours earlier, Drake and his Murder Investigation Team had received a Commendation for outstanding service, commitment and teamwork, after the successful completion of a series of homicide investigations in Haringey. Cops and civilian staff had come from Tottenham Police Station to celebrate beneath a blizzard of Spurs memorabilia – shirts, scarves and photos – on the walls.

Drake smiled his thanks, and kept moving.

‘You’re looking smart tonight, guv,’ Flick said.

Drake was wearing the same clothes he always did, a dark off-the-peg suit, white shirt and a frayed brown tie – which Laura had bought him many years ago and lately he’d taken to wearing again – so he guessed she was being mischievous. He was a restless, wiry man who found it impossible to stop moving for long, and no oil painting either. Drake’s craggy face was all unexpected drops and sharp angles, as if carelessly hacked from stone.

‘I spoke to Harris earlier.’ He placed his glass of orange juice on the ledge against the wall, glad to be shot of it. ‘Told him how glad I was that you got the promotion.’

Flick frowned. ‘As if you had nothing to do with it.’

Detective Chief Inspector Harris had been adamant that they should bring an experienced pair of hands into the Murder Investigation Team, but Ray Drake had gone to war on Flick’s behalf, and she’d been promoted from Detective Constable to Detective Sergeant. He had worked to build her confidence, to make her believe in herself a bit more. She was prone to hide behind procedures and systems, but fundamentally she was a fine copper. In time, when she’d learned more readily to trust her instincts, she’d be a very good detective indeed.

‘If anyone deserves the chance, it’s you.’

Flick glanced over at Upson, his arms draped over the shoulders of the two young PCs he’d clearly singled out to be his drinking comrades for the evening, regardless of their feelings on the matter. ‘Eddie doesn’t seem to think so.’

‘He’ll come round. I want you to lead the next investigation, whenever it comes in.’

‘Really?’ she asked, surprised.

‘I think you’re ready, DS Crowley.’

She took a gulp of wine, not knowing what to say. ‘I meant to ask, how’s April?’

‘Good.’ Drake stiffened at the mention of his daughter’s name. Things hadn’t been good between them, not since the funeral, and he hadn’t the slightest idea how to make things better. ‘She’s good.’

‘The offer still stands. If you’d like me to talk to her …’

‘Thank you.’ He nodded at Harris. ‘The DCI has brought along a couple of suits from Scotland Yard.’

‘I didn’t mean to—’

‘Come on,’ he said quickly, ‘I’ll introduce you.’

‘You know what? I think I’ll give it a miss.’ She drained her glass of red. ‘Besides, it looks like Vix has got that area locked down.’

Detective Constable Vix Moore was working the guys from the Yard, nodding gravely, the tips of her long blonde bob bouncing, as they explained the latest Met reorganisation proposals.

‘Besides,’ said Flick, ‘I’m shattered, and I want to get home.’

‘Stay a while longer. We’re celebrating your good news, as well.’

‘To be honest, it’s been a crazy couple of months – work’s been non-stop – and I fancy an early night.’ Drake wondered if there was something else on her mind. Flick’s watchful almond eyes gave little away beneath a thick fringe of brown hair. A tall woman, a shade below six foot, she had a tendency to hunch, as if the weight of the world was bearing down on her shoulders. She had been a keen swimmer once upon a time, and a good one, she had told Drake. The top of her arms tapered into a strong, lean body, but her broad shoulders rolled forward apologetically. ‘Sorry, guv, but I don’t think I could bear it if someone says a few words.’

‘Fair enough.’ Having heard more than one of Harris’s interminable speeches, he couldn’t blame her. ‘But just for the record, I’m proud of you.’

‘Thank you.’ A hesitant smile played across her face. ‘I really appreciate everything you’ve done.’

Her last words were clipped by the sound of a pen ringing loudly against a glass.

‘Attention, everybody!’ DCI Harris’s stomach strained against a tight Lycra top, and his shins were pale beneath lurid black and yellow cycling shorts.

‘Too late,’ Drake whispered as conversation died and a respectful space opened around him and Flick.

‘I know everyone’s having fun, however I really wanted to say a few words about the very deserved commendation given to DI Drake and his team,’ said Harris. ‘But first, we’ve a new detective sergeant in our midst, so I want you all to put your hands together for Flick Crowley.’

‘Smile for the ladies and gentlemen, DS Crowley,’ murmured Drake, behind the grin bolted to his face.

Hanging onto her empty glass, Flick shot him a look that suggested, on balance, she’d rather face a firing squad.
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Kenny hated going straight. Loathed it.

He’d been a good boy for three years now – three years, eight months and fourteen days, to be exact – and every single minute of every single hour had been excruciating. A few years back, if you’d told him that he’d be strapped onto the dreary treadmill of so-called everyday life, he’d have laughed in your face. Now the joke was on him, having to work nights in a supermarket, stacking shelves and lugging pallets beneath pallid yellow lights that exaggerated every pimple and line on your face.

The night bus groaned away down Tottenham High Road, carrying off the motley collection of night owls who sat obscured like phantoms behind glass thick with condensation, and within minutes Kenny was striding down Scales Road, past the foxes nosing around the bins, to let himself into his little terraced house.

Tonight he’d had another row with his supervisor, a spotty kid with a business degree. He picked fights with Kenny every chance he got just to show who was in charge, stomping up and down the aisles, clip-on tie swinging like a limp dick. Stack those boxes, tidy that display!

On top of that, Kenny had lost his mobile. God knows where. He knew he’d had it when he left home, but when he’d gone to put it in his locker it had disappeared.

A floorboard creaked above him, and he spotted Phil’s bag nudged beneath the stairs. That girlfriend of his had likely thrown him out again and he was sleeping in the spare room. Kenny loved his sons, honestly he did, but Phil’s snore was as loud as a steam train.

He took a glass from a kitchen cabinet and poured a measure of Bell’s. This was his nightly ritual, the one part of his day he looked forward to: a modest snifter before bed.

After the first sip the familiar debate began in his head.

He’d been given a second chance, and for that he was grateful. But he missed his old life. This was the truth that always returned in the early hours. He yearned for the thrill of living on the edge. Time was, every decision had consequences. Kenny woke in the morning not knowing how he’d get his hands on money to feed his family, or whether the cops would come knocking. He could be packing a bag for prison or heading out on a five-day bender. Each and every day was different; Kenny had felt alive.

Now he was a worker ant, toiling in the early hours alongside students and ethnics. The plan was to buy a cab. He worked nights, slept mornings and went out on his moped in the afternoons to learn The Knowledge. Babs was learning it, too. At weekends they tested each other about roads, cul-de-sacs and byways. In a couple of years they’d have enough in the bank to buy a Hackney Cab. They’d watched a documentary about a cabbie who’d earned so much money he’d bought himself a plot of land on the Costa, a little piece of paradise, complete with a pool and an orchard. That was their dream, their destination. All he had to do was keep turning up for work. It wouldn’t be for ever.

Because for reasons he didn’t want to examine too carefully, Kenny was desperate to move away.

As far as he could.

That old uneasiness settled on him. His thoughts drifted to those people from the home. It didn’t seem possible they were all dead. But it was Jason’s death that really got to him. Jason, who’d gone crazy with the stress and strain of it, so they said, and put a shooter to the heads of his nearest and dearest. Jason was a mad sod, everyone knew that, but nobody would convince Kenny that Jason killed his girl and kid and then blew his own brains out.

He drained the glass and placed it in the sink. Blobs of rain pattered across the window. The back door rattled. Checking the handle, he found it unlocked. That was Babs, in and out of the garden all night, smoking, littering the plant pots with fag butts. He turned the key in the door and wearily climbed the stairs.

Kenny took a piss, careful not to splash the seat, and shuffled down the hallway. Christ, it was pitch black. The door to the spare bedroom was open, the room empty. Phil must have changed his mind about staying – or more likely he was still out with mates.

A pungent stink hit him as soon as Kenny opened the door to his bedroom – Babs’s muggy exhalations. Kenny loved that smell. He was seconds away from snuggling against her.

But there was another smell he couldn’t place – chemical, plastic.

His wife cried out – a toneless, muffled sound.

‘Sorry, love.’ Kenny stumbled out of his trousers, trying not to disturb her. The stench in his nostrils was bitter, acrid. ‘Bloody stinks in here.’

The soles of his socks felt damp. He dabbed anxiously against the wall to find the light switch.

And when he turned it on, when he saw, he knew he was lost.

His head was yanked back and a cold blade placed against the loose skin at his throat.

A voice hissed in his ear: ‘Hello, Kenny. Long time no see.’
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Ray Drake walked anxiously towards the crime scene. He was there within minutes; it was barely a few hundred yards from Tottenham Police Station.

Police vans and squad cars were parked along the street. Clots of people gathered in the sweep of the cherry lights to watch the proceedings from the outer cordon. An inner cordon sealed off the middle of the street to all but scene-of-crime officers and authorised personnel. Drake badged the uniform there, and took a pair of polythene shoe-covers from a bag dangling from his clipboard.

Eddie Upson stood on the pavement, making the bins look untidy. His eyes were bloodshot, and his shirt flapped open at the bottom to reveal a wiry tangle of stomach hair. When Drake left the pub last night – after that speech by Harris finally ended – Upson looked settled in for a long session.

‘Upstairs, sir.’

Drake nodded up at the bedroom. ‘What’s it like?’

‘Not pleasant.’ Upson smothered a yawn. ‘It’s kind of … intense.’

‘We keeping you up, Eddie?’

‘Bit of a headache.’ Upson stretched. ‘Thought you’d leave all the crime-scene malarkey to Flick – uh, DS Crowley – now.’

Upson discreetly tucked in his shirt as they walked up the path to the house. Drake knew he shouldn’t be there, Flick was the officer in charge and he should just let her get on with it, but Harris would be all over this investigation like a rash. A triple murder just around the corner from a police station – the media would have a field day.

That’s what he told himself. But there was something else.

When he was given the name and address of the possible victims, an alarm, a warning signal buried deep inside of him, had gone off, spluttered into life like a candle, dormant for decades, igniting in the depths of a bottomless cave.

He had to be there. He needed to be there.

‘Talk me through it,’ he said.

At the door, they slipped the elasticated bootees onto their shoes, Eddie swaying dangerously as he lifted one leg and then the other.

‘The house is rented by a middle-aged couple called Kenny and Barbara Overton.’

‘We’re sure it’s them?’

‘Neighbours ID’d their DVLA photos.’

‘And the third victim?’

‘Kenny and Barbara have two grown-up sons who’re always popping in. Phillip and, uh …’ He squinted at his notebook. ‘Ryan.’

‘Which one is it?’

‘We don’t know yet. They’re twins – but not identical. Cars are on the way to both addresses.’

They stepped aside to let a pair of scene-of-crime officers carry tubs of equipment into the house. Drake took nitrile gloves from his pocket and shook them out, taking his time about it. There was a faint tremor in his hands when he snapped them over his wrists.

‘Coming inside, guv?’

Upson had an expectant look on his face. Drake wondered how long he’d been standing there fiddling with the gloves, unconsciously putting off the moment when he had to step inside …

On the landing a large battery-powered arc light was stooped towards the doorway of the front bedroom, its white beam switched off. The bodies inside that room could stay there all day and long into the night, as the CSIs painstakingly recorded the crime scene and a pathologist studied them in situ.

From the room came the whir of a camera. Every detail of the crime scene would be photographed hundreds of times and the images added to an evidence database.

Drake ducked beneath the lamp, stepping carefully across the tread plates that allowed everyone to move around without contaminating evidence on the floor. A crime scene could become a crowded place, with crime scene examiners, coppers, pathologists and medical staff trampling everywhere. On the other side of the room, Flick Crowley frowned at the bodies.

‘Who found them?’

‘A neighbour gets up early every morning,’ said Flick. ‘He’s out of the house by five thirty, works in the kitchen of a West End hotel. He walks past, sees the front door is wide open. Thinks it’s a burglary, so he goes inside to take a look around. Seconds later, he comes out screaming. Runs into a pair of Specials scoffing burgers on the High Road. They come back, call the paramedics and close off the scene.’

‘And nobody else saw or heard anything?’

‘The neighbour on the left is a young mum. She was up at three a.m. breastfeeding. Said she heard a shout.’

‘A shout?’

‘A noise, a cry, she couldn’t be sure.’ Flick pressed against the wall to let the forensics guy leave. ‘She didn’t think anything of it. Mr and Mrs Overton love a good row, apparently.’

Turned inwards to face each other, the three victims were trussed to kitchen chairs by layer upon layer of plastic film, from toes to nostrils. Their arms were formless lumps pinned to their sides.

The wrapping glinted blue in the stark morning light, except across their torsos, which were slashed and shredded and dripping red. Serrated flesh and chunks of gristle poked from jagged holes in their chests and stomachs. Smooth piping and ruptured veins and organs glistened vividly against glimpses of white ribcage. The gouges were deep and wide and, Drake guessed, made by a long, flat blade. He leaned closer to get a better sense of depth. The fleshy bottom lips of the wounds were angled sharply downwards, like fish mouths.

Their killer had stood over them and brought the knife down again and again. Were they awake, these poor people, Drake wondered, and forced to watch the deaths of their loved ones, knowing they would be next? Were they killed one after the other, in a particular order? Or did the killer stab at them randomly, whirling wildly from one victim to another, until the slaughter was complete?

A sliced arterial vein could spurt blood a good few feet into the air. Spatters of it flecked the walls, the net curtains, the delicate china figurines on the window ledge. The duvet on the bed was soaked, the rug beneath the victims’ chairs sodden black. Blood bubbled at the base of the tread plates as Drake stepped across them.

There was a riot of partial footprints in the sticky liquid, left by the special constables who discovered the grisly scene and the paramedics who searched futilely for any faint pulse. Maybe, just maybe, the perpetrator’s prints would be among them.

There was no sign of a blade. The killer may have dropped it in panic, in the house or surrounding streets. It could even be lying on the steps of the station round the corner. That would go down well in the press.

‘No weapon’s been found,’ said Flick, as if reading his mind. ‘We’re hoping to get enough bodies together for a search within twenty minutes. Millie Steiner’s on it now.’

A systematic search was difficult at the best of times, let alone in the crowded inner-city streets. The surrounding area was a dense maze. Parts of the High Road would have to be closed off before the rush of Saturday-morning shoppers made the task of finding the weapon all but impossible.

‘The King is dead,’ intoned a voice behind Drake. ‘Long live the King!’ Peter Holloway, the crime scene manager, stood in the doorway. ‘Just can’t keep away, can you, DI Drake?’

‘What else am I going to do on a weekend?’

‘Practise that golf swing,’ he said. ‘Or take that lovely daughter of yours somewhere special.’

‘I’d rather come and interfere with your crime scene, Peter,’ said Drake. ‘For old time’s sake.’

‘My people need to get on,’ said Holloway.

‘We won’t be long,’ said Flick.

Holloway was right, of course. His team needed to go about their business. Logging and recording. Videoing, photographing, removing evidence for examination. As CSM, Holloway’s job was to coordinate the collection of evidence and protect the integrity of the forensic investigation. Ray Drake always liked to get to the crime scene as soon as possible. The first few hours of any investigation – the so-called Golden Hour – were the most critical, and he and Holloway often exchanged forthright views if the CSM felt he was getting in the way.

Drake had a grudging admiration for the bombastic know-all. A lean, middle-aged man, there was a vanity to his precise movements. When Holloway pulled down the hood of his coveralls, his face was taut and unblemished. Drake often wondered if he’d had some discreet work done.

‘You’ve very big boots to fill, DS Crowley.’ A pair of half-moon glasses tipped from his hair onto his nose with a jerk of his head.

‘If I didn’t know it already,’ said Flick, who was looking at the windowsill, ‘there’s a plenty of people to remind me.’

Holloway gestured with his clipboard. ‘You’ll never be the investigator that DI Drake is.’

‘Thanks,’ Flick said quietly. ‘I’ll try to remember that.’

‘No need to be so touchy, DS Crowley. What I mean is, be your own person, do things your own way. If you try to be a mere simulacrum of Ray Drake, you’ll fail.’

‘I’ve no idea what a simulacrum is, but thank you anyway.’

‘She’ll go far, this one,’ said Holloway, nodding at her.

Drake didn’t look up from the bodies. ‘Yes, she will.’

‘One’s missing,’ said Flick.

‘Excuse me?’

‘The figurines.’ She pointed at three porcelain eighteenth-century figures – a woman in a gown and bonnet, men in waistcoats and three-cornered hats – spaced irregularly on the sill. ‘There’s a space where one’s missing.’

‘Smashed, maybe,’ said Drake.

‘Guv …?’ Vix Moore’s head peeked from behind the banister on the landing, her gaze moving quickly from Drake to Flick. ‘I mean, guv …’

‘What is it, Vix?’

‘Someone’s just turned up at the cordon. Says he’s Ryan Overton.’

‘I’ll come down.’ Hesitating in the doorway, Flick looked at the cocooned victims one last time. ‘They’re like human flies ensnared by a giant spider.’

Holloway followed her to the door. ‘I was thinking more along the lines of mouldy wrapped sandwiches at a seaside café.’ He turned to Drake. ‘Make it quick, please.’

Left alone in the room, Drake forced down the nausea he felt. The stench in the room, of plastic and plasma, was overpowering as he moved from one body to another.

The younger man – in all likelihood Phillip Overton – sat with his head thrown back like a schoolboy laughing at the back of the class, a tight ruffle of plastic shredded around his mouth. His blank eyes were open, and his scalp was sprayed with inky globules of blood.

Barbara Overton’s head, partly concealed by the sheets of plastic cut away by the paramedics, lolled on her chest. Her hair, matted with blood and gristle, was pulled back in a lank ponytail, her slack face imprinted with traces of the terror of her final catastrophic moments on Earth.

Drake arrived at Kenny Overton. The tops of his thighs burned when he crouched to get an eye-level view of the dead man’s face. Wisps of fine auburn hair congealed against Kenny’s scalp. His jowls flopped over the moist plastic around his neck, and his gaping mouth revealed crooked teeth and withered gums stained by vomit and blood.

Horrific death aside, time had not been kind to Kenny Overton.

That sense of foreboding tightened in Drake’s stomach. His hand shook when he lifted it. Something hidden, something dangerous and wrong, had been revealed.

A countdown, a slow, inexorable pulse in his gut.

‘Kenny,’ he whispered. ‘It’s you.’
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1984

Ray Drake first met Connor Laird on the hot summer day when Sally Raynor found the new kid at Hackney Wick Police Station.

‘Fucking hippy,’ an officer muttered as he lifted the wooden counter to allow Sally into the warren of corridors behind the front desk. She swept past in a heavy poncho and long woollen skirt. A battered satchel, its straps curled and frayed, bumped on her hips.

Sergeant Harry Crowley’s office was barely larger than a broom cupboard, just big enough to squeeze in Harry and a desk heaped with a mountain of paperwork. The heat hit Sally like a hammer when she walked in, the office was right above the station’s boiler. Harry knew where all the bodies were buried in this place, and Sally suspected that someone was trying to sweat him out of the building.

A kid, no older than fourteen or fifteen, was perched on a stool in front of Harry’s desk, and she asked, ‘Who have you got here?’

Harry scratched his belly. ‘A tough guy.’

A fan burred at the edge of his desk, lifting a coil of Brylcreemed hair from Harry’s forehead. He looked like Tommy Cooper, that funny magician on the telly, and some joker had given him a red fez, which was forced over the top of a framed photograph of his wife and children.

Harry reached into his tunic to take out a packet of cigarettes, stuck one in the corner of his mouth.

‘What’s your name?’ Sally crouched in front of the boy. A thick helmet of dark hair framed the kid’s dirty face, his mouth was an angry smear. ‘Where have you come from?’

‘Don’t waste your breath. He ain’t one for talking.’ Harry blew out smoke. ‘One of my lads found him wandering the streets this afternoon. Dennis knocked his helmet off.’

‘Dennis? That’s his name?’

‘That’s what I call him – Dennis the fucking Menace.’ Harry poked about on the desk for an ashtray. ‘Maybe a slap will loosen his tongue.’

‘Don’t you dare, Harry.’

The copper’s throaty laugh disintegrated into a tangle of coughs. He grabbed his belt, yanked up his sagging trousers. ‘That’s a bit rich coming from Gordon’s girl. Talking of which …’

When Harry wiggled his fat fingers, Sally took a battered envelope from her satchel. Inside was a wad of money. He brushed the edges of the notes and dropped the envelope into a drawer.

‘I’m going to need a bigger cut from now on; upstairs is getting nervous about our arrangement and it’d be politic to sprinkle more goodwill around the place.’

‘Gordon isn’t going to like that,’ said Sally.

‘You tell Tallis he can like it or he can lump it.’ The red tip of the cigarette crackled in his mouth.

‘You people.’ She shook her head. ‘Always out for what you can take.’

‘If Gordon wants to do business in my borough, he knows the rules.’ Harry dabbed at his forehead with a hanky. ‘A posh girl like you, maybe you want to pay me some other way.’ He came so close she could smell the nicotine and stale sweat lifting from his pores. ‘I hear you got a thing for us working-class fellas.’

Sally spoke in a fierce whisper: ‘You’re scaring the boy, Harry.’

‘Scared? Does he look scared to you?’ A laugh rattled in Harry’s throat. ‘Those eyes tell a different story. Go on. Take him away.’

‘Take him where?’

He tugged at his belt again. The heavy handcuffs clipped at his waist were forever dragging down his trousers, so he snapped them off, threw them on the desk. ‘Gordon runs a children’s home, don’t he? He can stay there.’

‘He may have family, a home.’

‘You got somewhere to go back to, Dennis?’ Harry cupped an ear, but the boy just stared.

‘And what if Gordon won’t take him?’

‘Drop him down a hole for all I care, but something tells me this one will be useful to him. Come on, get up.’

Grabbing his arm, the sergeant pulled the kid off the stool and swung him against the desk. He made a big show of wiping the vinyl seat with his handkerchief.

‘Remember to tell Gordon about the money. And you …’ Harry jabbed a finger at the kid. ‘I don’t want to see you again. I got a nose for wrong ’uns, and it tells me that no good is going to come of you.’

*  *  *

When she arrived in the car park with the boy, Sally saw Ray leaning against the bonnet of her Morris Marina, throwing pebbles at a drain.

She sighed. ‘I told you to go home.’

‘Thought I’d wait for you.’ Ray lifted himself off the car. ‘To discover what secret thing it was you had to do.’

‘Go home, Ray,’ said Sally. ‘Myra will go spare.’

‘She’s at some committee meeting with my father, and they’ll be there till the evening. So, you know, I’ve got all day. We can do something.’

‘I’m going back to the Longacre.’ Sally balanced the satchel on a knee to search for her car key. ‘And you can’t come.’

‘Hi, I’m Ray Drake.’ He nodded at the kid who had come out of the station with her – another teenager, roughly the same age as him – but the boy just stared. As soon as Sally opened the driver’s door, he clambered into the front passenger seat. Ray frowned at Sally over the roof of the car. ‘Not very friendly, is he? What’s his name?’

‘Don’t know yet.’

‘Huh. What’s wrong with him?’

Sally leaned in, keeping her voice low. ‘Not everyone grew up with a silver spoon in their mouth, Ray. Not everyone is taught impeccable manners at expensive public schools. Where do you want me to drop you?’

He grinned. ‘The Longacre will do.’

‘You know Gordon doesn’t want you there.’ She placed her hands on the baking metal of the roof. ‘He doesn’t like you hanging around.’

‘And why would that be?’

‘Go home, Ray,’ she said, and started to climb in – but he made one of his funny faces. All he had to do was go bug-eyed or pucker his lips and she could deny him nothing. It had been the same since he’d been a toddler. When he wanted something, or when she got angry, all he had to do was grin like a maniac or pull his ears, and she would relent. Even now, when he was afraid that all the joy had gone out of her, when it seemed to him that she was a pale shadow of the funny and vivacious Sally he once knew, he could still get round her.

She shook her head. ‘Stop it.’

‘Stop what?’

‘You know what.’

‘Tell you what, I’ll do you a deal.’

‘No deals, Ray.’

‘Drop me off outside. I won’t come in; I’ll make my own way home.’

And before she could reply he had come round the driver’s side and lifted the seat to climb into the back.

Sitting behind the wheel in the baking-hot interior, Sally rolled a cigarette, slapped in the dashboard lighter. Ray shifted against the door behind her to make himself unobtrusive, so that he could listen. If there was one thing Ray Drake was good at, it was listening.

‘You going to give me the silent treatment all day?’ Sally asked the kid beside her.

In the rear-view mirror, Ray saw the make-up caked against her damp cheeks, the rash of angry spots racing down her jaw and neck. Her nails were almost as dirty as those of the mysterious boy next to her.

When the lighter popped, she applied the burning coil to the tip of the roll-up. The stink of tobacco filled the hot car. ‘I want to help, but I’m going to need a name.’

‘Connor,’ said the boy, finally. ‘Connor Laird.’

‘Where do you live, Connor? Do you have family?’

The boy called Connor turned away to watch shimmering waves of heat slam into the concrete car park. ‘Who’s Gordon?’

‘Now there’s a question,’ murmured Ray.

Sally’s turned angrily. ‘Shut up, Ray.’

Removing a fleck of tobacco from her lip, the poncho fell away from the crook of Sally’s elbow to reveal livid scars. She quickly flipped it back but Ray saw them, had seen them before. He didn’t know if it was the sight of those red tracks or the cloying smoke filling the sweltering compartment that made him feel sick.

‘You’ll find out soon enough,’ Sally told Connor, and started the car.

The Longacre Children’s Home butted up against a railway track at the end of a street where once-grand Victorian homes stood derelict. Some of the empty houses had become squats. Colourful banners hung from windows. Wall murals celebrated forgotten revolutions in far-flung places. The car bumped along the pitted road, past abandoned vehicles and dumped furniture.

‘How long will I be here?’ Connor asked when Sally swung the car to the kerb outside the double-fronted building.

‘That depends,’ she said. ‘Tell me where you live and I’ll take you home.’

Connor stabbed a thumb at Ray in the back. ‘Isn’t he coming in?’

‘He doesn’t live here,’ said Sally. ‘He’s got a home of his own to go to, and he’s going there now. Aren’t you, Ray?’

‘Whatever you say, sis.’ Ray sat up, his sopping T-shirt peeling away from the hot plastic of the seat to cling against his spine.

‘Why don’t you go inside, Connor?’ said Sally. ‘I’ll be a moment.’

The boy looked up the steps to where the door to the home was ajar. The dull roar of children came from somewhere behind the house.

‘See you, Connor.’ Ray waved, but the boy walked inside without looking back. ‘Myra would have a thing or two to say about that boy’s manners.’

‘I’m not your sister, Ray.’

‘You’re my big sister.’ He angled a foot on the bottom step to look up at the shoddy house, with its rotten window frames and peeling sills. ‘And I don’t like you hanging around here.’

‘I’m your second cousin, the bad girl. Your parents would go crazy if they knew you were with me.’ She glanced over her shoulder. ‘Here.’

‘My parents hate everyone.’ He grinned. ‘Me included, I think. But it’s what I think that counts, and you’ll always be my sister, the only one I’ll ever have.’

‘Go away and do something that normal kids do. Go to the pictures, climb a tree. Look up a girl’s skirt.’ A curtain in the window shivered, and Sally climbed the steps. ‘Enjoy your childhood while you can.’

‘Myra says I’ve got a talent for sticking my nose into other people’s business. The kids at my school, I know all their secrets.’

‘I’m not joking, Ray. I don’t want you here.’ She spoke quietly. ‘And Gordon doesn’t want you here.’

She jumped in surprise when the door creaked open. A plump kid with red hair stood there.

‘Hello, Kenny,’ said Ray.

The ginger boy nodded warily and stammered at Sally: ‘Gordon says to come in.’

Sally turned back to Ray. ‘You don’t belong here. Shove off back to school, why don’t you?’

‘It’s months before I go back, the whole summer. I promise you, you’ll miss me when I’ve gone.’ When Sally moved to the door, he called, ‘I’m not going to let anything happen to my wicked second cousin. Just so she knows.’

‘She doesn’t need saving. Go and practise your missionary act somewhere else.’

Then she slammed the door behind her, leaving Ray Drake staring up at the house, the smile slipping from his face.

‘Who said she needed saving?’ he asked.

Inside the home, dust motes danced in the bright hallway. The walls were covered with smeared drawings and dirty fingerprints. Through an open doorway on the left Connor Laird glimpsed an enormous room dominated by two tables, each long enough to seat a dozen kids.

He would later discover there were only two doors left on their hinges in the entire house. One of them closed on a room on the right. When Sally finally came in, she led him through this door into an untidy office where a man with shoulder-length chestnut hair sat with his feet on a desk. His paisley shirt was crushed beneath a scruffy corduroy jacket the colour of strained tea. His forehead and cheeks were pockmarked, and his jaw was hidden behind a sculpted beard. When he saw Connor, the man broke out into a snaggle-toothed smile. Connor quickly pushed the handcuffs he had stolen from the sergeant’s desk deeper into his pocket.

‘And who’s this?’ Gordon asked, in a lilting Scottish accent.

‘Harry gave him to me.’ Sally dropped her satchel onto a sofa, absently scratching her elbow. ‘Said he’s got nowhere to go.’

‘What’s your name, son?’ Gordon came round the desk to plant his hands on Connor’s shoulders.

‘Connor.’

‘A good Celtic name.’

Sally inspected her nails. ‘Connor’s the strong, silent type.’

‘Keep yourself to yourself, do you? I can understand that. My name is Mr Tallis, but I’d be grateful if you called me Gordon. You’re welcome to stay, Connor. Sally will arrange the paperwork, but we needn’t worry about that yet.’ He smirked at her. ‘He’s scaring me with those eyes.’

‘Harry wants more money.’

‘A lad like you will make plenty of mates here, Connor, but I’d be honoured if you considered me your first friend.’ When the boy glanced at Sally, Gordon smirked. ‘She doesn’t count. Sal’s only your friend if you’ve something she wants.’ His eyes slid to her. ‘Did you give it to him?’

‘He wants more, he said—’

Gordon held up a hand. ‘Let’s get the boy settled in. Then we’ll discuss it.’

‘The money isn’t enough.’

His voice lifted irritably. ‘I said let’s get the boy settled in.’ Gordon opened the door to shout into the corridor: ‘Kenny!’

Returning to Connor, he said, ‘Breakfast is at six thirty a.m. You’ll be expected to have showered and brushed your teeth – there are communal brushes in the bathrooms, we share everything here, Connor – and to have made your bed. Supper is at six. We all muck in with the daily chores. The Dents will add your duties to the rota on the wall. If you’re unable to read, one of the other children will explain them to you.’

When Gordon’s hand shot out to grab Connor’s cheek, the boy snatched at his wrist.

‘Ha! You’re stronger than you look, and fast. A bit of spunk, too. We’re going to be pals, I think, you and me.’ Gordon removed his hand from Connor’s grip as the red-haired kid reappeared in the doorway. ‘Kenny here will show you around. Let’s talk again soon, lad.’

The last thing Connor saw as the door closed behind him was Sally – eager, expectant – an arm stretching towards Gordon.

‘My name’s Kenny,’ said the kid, as they walked towards the back of the house, the linoleum crackling beneath their feet. ‘Kenny Overton.’

‘Connor.’

‘I’ve been here two years.’ Kenny spoke like it was a badge of honour. ‘But others have been here even longer.’

Every opening revealed more tatty rooms, and scruffy, listless kids. A girl scribbled feverishly in a book, barely looking up as they passed.

‘Do you smoke?’ asked Kenny, as they arrived in a massive kitchen, a gloomy room despite the midday sun high in the sky. ‘You can have one of mine if you promise to be my friend.’

Connor said: ‘I’m nobody’s friend.’

Kenny blushed. ‘Please don’t tell Elliot I asked you.’

The room stank of boiled vegetables. Pots and pans hung over a pine table. Outside, a long garden inclined towards a copse of trees. When a train blipped past beyond them, the windows buzzed in their frames.

On the patio a man and a woman were wedged into deckchairs. A can of lager was balanced on the man’s belly, which bulged like risen dough over the shiny fabric of his Speedos. The woman, grossly overweight, wore a bikini.

‘That’s the Dents, Ronnie and Geraldine. They run the place for Gordon. They’re all right, as long as you stay out of their way.’

Children swarmed over the faded brown lawn. One boy saw Connor right away. He was tall and broad, a lumbering youth who towered over the other kids.

Connor guessed this was Elliot. His size, the sullen sneer on his face, and the way his mates fanned out on either side of him, marked him out as trouble. Within moments he was pounding up the garden, his gang falling into formation behind him like geese. Sensing the excitement, other kids fell into their slipstream.

Geraldine Dent, who’d seen it all before, called in a bored voice: ‘Elliot.’

Arms pumping like pistons, Elliot pushed Connor into the kitchen, his brow knotted in pantomime menace, shoving him against the table.

‘Who’s this, then?’ He grabbed a fistful of Connor’s T-shirt and twisted it. A forest of small heads bobbed in the doorway behind them.

‘His name’s Connor,’ stammered Kenny.

‘Shut your face; he can tell me himself!’

One of Elliot’s mates pinched Kenny’s arm, and he yelped.

‘What’s your name?’ snarled Elliot, shaking the newcomer. ‘You wanna live, tell me your name!’

‘Connor.’

‘Yeah? Well, Connor, around here you do what I say, got it?’

Elliot’s mates giggled. One of them – Connor would later learn his name was Jason – jabbed his finger in Connor’s ribs. It was typical pack bravado. All his mates crowded close. The tail of Connor’s spine throbbed against the table’s edge; the stolen handcuffs dug into his leg. Pots and pans bumped against the back of his head.

‘I said, have you got it?’

Connor slowly stretched his hands above his head in a display of surrender, and Elliot grinned, sticking out his forefingers like they were six-shooters. ‘Stick ’em up!’ he said. ‘Stick ’em up, pardner!’

All the kids laughed like drains, and they were still laughing when Connor pulled two saucepans from the hooks and swung them hard into either side of Elliot’s head with a satisfying bong. The boy crumpled to the floor.

Then Connor stood over Elliot, bringing the pans down on his head, pounding them into his nose – whack, whack, whack – like he was hammering a nail into wood, before the Dents managed to drag him off.
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‘Gav, it’s me, open up!’

Elliot Juniper banged on the door with the flat of his hand, still trying to convince himself that it was all a mistake, a big misunderstanding. Everything would straighten itself out soon enough. They’d laugh about it later down the Oak, him and Gavin.

When he cupped his hands against the frosted glass he was sure he could see a figure, barely a smudge at the end of the hallway, and lifted the flap of the letterbox.

‘I can see you, Gav. Let me in!’

He didn’t want to make a scene on a quiet street like this, all double-fronted homes, big cars in the driveways and trimmed hedges. First sign of trouble and a nervous neighbour, meerkat sticker in the window, would be on the phone to the Old Bill. Elliot hadn’t been in trouble for years, but he shouldn’t be driving after last night’s morose drinking session, didn’t want to take any chances.

Thanks to his hangover, the world moved behind a thick membrane. Every molecule above his neck was sore. His brain hurt; his skin and eye sockets too. His nose, bashed flat a long time ago and never right since, throbbed on his face.

Besides, getting breathalysed would be the least of his problems if Rhonda discovered he was driving over the limit. And it would be even worse – catastrophic didn’t seem a strong enough word – if she discovered why he was here. Whatever happened, she couldn’t know.

Elliot still had his mouth to the flap when the door cracked open. Instinctively, he pushed his way in, expecting to find Gavin. Instead, he saw a small woman in a sweater and leggings.

‘Where is he?’ Elliot was surprised to discover Gavin had a wife. But when he thought about it – and the realisation made him wince – he hardly knew anything about him. ‘Where’s Gavin?’

‘There’s no one called Gavin here.’ The woman held the front door open. ‘Please leave.’

‘Gav!’ He grabbed the banister, called upstairs. ‘Gavin!’

‘This is my house and I’m asking you to—’

‘I’m going to leave,’ Elliot said, ‘when I’ve spoken to Gavin.’

‘And I’ve told you,’ the woman’s voice cracked, ‘there’s no one here with that name.’

Elliot marched into the lounge and saw post stacked on a dining table. He went over and rifled through the envelopes. The same name was on every one. ‘Who’s Jane McArthur?’

‘I am.’ The woman stood in the doorway, darting anxious looks up the stairs. ‘And this is my house.’

Elliot eyed the photos on the wall: men and women and plenty of a smiling baby, but not a single one of Gavin. He felt the anger deflate inside him, leaving in its place a stinging bewilderment.

And the terrible certainty that his savings were gone.

‘I don’t understand.’ He pulled a hand down his face. ‘He said he lived here.’

The woman spoke low. ‘Well, he doesn’t.’

‘I’ve picked him up here half a dozen times.’

‘Not from here you haven’t.’ She edged towards a phone on a cabinet. ‘I’m going to call the police.’

The woman’s eyes were wide, her lips pressed tightly together. She was distraught. Any moment now she would burst into tears or scream. Upstairs, a baby began to wail.

For the first time it occurred to Elliot what he had done. A big, burly man – an intimidating sight with his shaved head, tattoo sleeve and smashed nose – and he’d barged into this poor woman’s home, was stomping around like he was deranged. For all she knew he was going to rob her, strangle her, take her baby. Burning with shame, he held up his hands in apology, aware that it was too little, too late.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘There’s been a … I thought he …’

‘Please go.’ The woman’s stricken whisper was almost drowned by the infant cries from upstairs.

Elliot stumbled past her, head down. As soon as he was outside, the door slammed behind him. He hurried down the path without looking back, fumbling in a pocket for his e-cigarette.

Back in the van, he sucked miserably on the vape. He knew it wasn’t a good idea to hang around for too long – that poor woman would be calling the police already, he would do the same in her shoes – but Elliot couldn’t help but take one last look at the house. It just didn’t make sense to him. He’d been here more than once, to wait for Gavin and give him a lift down the pub, had parked in this very spot.

But now he thought about it …

He couldn’t remember one time when he’d seen Gavin actually inside the house or stepping outside, closing the door behind him. As far as Elliot could remember, he’d only ever seen Gavin waiting on the step, or bouncing down the path, waggling his fingers in greeting.

Two days ago Gavin had been down the Oak, scheming, planning, selling Elliot a dream of a glorious future in burgers, and now he had vanished with Elliot’s money.

All his life’s savings. Thirty grand gone, just like that.

Correction.

All of Rhonda’s life’s savings.

Because, let’s face it, she was the only one who ever put money into the account. She was the one who made the effort to put by a little each month. Elliot couldn’t save money if his life depended on it. Cash rocketed out of his pocket. Gavin may have run off with it but, unquestionably, it was Elliot’s fault the money had gone. He had handed it to him – in cash! He had been an almighty fool, and not for the first time in his miserable life. Elliot was petrified that Rhonda would finally have had enough of his gullibility, his naivety. She might even come to the conclusion – and this made his stomach churn – that he was pulling a fast one and had taken the money himself. After all, people don’t change. That’s what they say.

She’d get shot of him, and who could blame her?

A little bit of bile slipped up his throat and he swallowed it. He drove home, puffing miserably on the electronic cigarette Rhonda had given him months ago – Elliot still hadn’t got used to it, hated the taste, and desperately wanted a proper fag – thinking about how he had sat on the sofa last night phoning Gavin’s pay-as-you-go again and again. Leaving hopeful messages, angry messages, pleading messages, and drowning his sorrows when what was called for was a clear head.

His gut told him he would never see Gavin again. All he had was a phone number. That address, the house where he had supposedly lived, was a lie. He didn’t even know if Gavin was his real name.

Elliot was glad to get out of Harlow, the Essex town where Gavin had taken him to see the empty shop unit in which they were going to start their burger franchise, or so he had been led to believe. Leaving the sprawl behind, he felt a little better. Dozens of new estates were being built along the M11 corridor, tens of thousands of new homes were eating into this beautiful green space, but Elliot loved the increasing isolation as he drove deeper into the countryside, with its fields and trees, flat open spaces and blue sky. He wound down the window and let the breeze dry his clammy forehead.

He drove into the narrow lane where he lived, beneath the canopy of tree branches folding across the road like clasping hands, and swung the van up the steep, muddy drive, avoiding the crumbling holes, to park up against the dilapidated barn in the barren plot next to his cottage. Cranked the handbrake.

Rhonda would be at work this morning, thank God, and Dylan was God knows where with his mates. It would give Elliot time to work out the best way to tell her what he’d done.

I’ve lost your money. I gave it to a man down the pub. He’s gone.

If it was only about the stolen money he could live with it, just about, but it was the latest in a long succession of dismal Elliot errors of judgement. The thought of losing Rhonda and Dylan made him sick.

The door of the cottage led straight into the living room, which was a mess from all the clothes, papers, bottles and plates that had accumulated during the week. It was his Saturday-morning routine to clean the house while Rhonda was at work. But Elliot couldn’t face it this morning. Instead, he dropped onto the sofa without even bothering to clear a space and stared into the ashes of last night’s fire.

He sat like that, an Xbox controller digging into a buttock, for several minutes. Despondent, tired, afraid. And then his phone chirruped in his pocket. A text had arrived.

Elliot experienced a brief moment of joy – an adrenalin rush of hope – when he saw it was from Gavin. He’d got worked up for nothing. It had all been a terrible mistake. Gavin was away on business, in some inaccessible place without a signal. He had told Elliot he was in the catering trade and travelled a lot, after all. Thanks to his hangover–addled brain, Elliot had gone to completely the wrong address. That was just like him, jumping to conclusions.

But although the message was simple enough, it took him a few moments to make sense of it:

TURN ON THE NEWS

The TV remote was somewhere on the sofa, beneath the slanket, the layers of cushions and women’s mags, Dylan’s discarded drink cartons and wrappers. Impatient, nerves shredded, Elliot tipped everything to the floor.

Finding the control wedged into the sofa lining, and pressing up and down the TV channels until he found the right one, or thought he had, he watched live footage of police cars and vans in a London street. Yellow tape snapped in the wind. The camera zoomed to an open door, men and women in white paper suits walking in and out.

The headline threaded across the bottom of the screen: THREE SLAUGHTERED IN NORTH LONDON HOME … THREE SLAUGHTERED IN …

A reporter’s voice spoke of three bodies found inside the house, believed to be Kenneth and Barbara Overton and their son Phillip, although police had as yet made no official statement.

Elliot followed the comings and goings, confused about what he was meant to be looking at, then tried the number. The call rang and rang, and when he tried again, it dropped straight to voicemail. He didn’t bother leaving a message. Gavin’s voicemail was already full of his angry pleas.

Kenneth Overton, thought Elliot.

Little Kenny from that place?

Unease building inside him, he picked up his coat and left the cottage. Unable to face the terrible prospect of her telling him that she’d had enough of him, Elliot didn’t want to be there when Rhonda got home.
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Gripped by nerves, Flick Crowley lingered in her office printing and stapling, putting off the inevitable. But just before lunchtime, she conducted her first team briefing with the North London MIT.

The Incident Room, on the second floor of Tottenham Police Station, was filled with plain-clothed and uniformed officers. She knew many of the people in the room already, and others had been drafted in from the Specialist Crime Directorate.

Drake had appointed her as the lead investigator on the Overton murders, but when she went to the whiteboard where the location and victim details had been written she saw him sitting on the side of a desk, arms folded, deep in thought, and couldn’t shake the feeling she was on probation.

‘Hello, everybody.’ She forced herself to look at the assembled team, not at the floor. ‘Sorry to spoil your weekend.’

Most of the people present would hardly have had a chance to settle into their Saturday routines before they were obliged to drop everything – kids’ football, shopping trips, lunch and dinner dates – and come into work.

She picked up a marker pen. ‘You’ll have had time, I hope, to familiarise yourselves with the details. We have three victims, all members of the same family, a stone’s throw from here. I don’t need to tell you we need to get this solved quickly, and we’ve been promised the resources to make that happen.’

Detective Sergeant Dudley Kendrick jotted something in the incident logbook. All the details of the case would be recorded in there, along with every development, so that lines of inquiry weren’t duplicated.

‘The victims have been identified as Kenneth and Barbara Overton, aged forty-eight and fifty-two, and their son Phillip Overton, aged twenty-seven,’ said Flick. ‘Kenneth and Barbara lived off Scales Road. Between the hours of eleven last night and four o’clock this morning they were bound to chairs and stabbed repeatedly in the chest and stomach. The forensic investigation is continuing, and I’m told we’ll get those results in the next day or so, but if you’ve managed to look at the crime-scene photos you’ll know that the attack was brutal and frenzied. It’s important that we find the person, or people, responsible. As far as we can tell, no valuables were stolen from the house, and there’s no sign of forced entry.’

DC Millie Steiner, a young black officer who had been born and raised in the area, lifted her slight frame in her chair. Flick liked Steiner. She was bright and tenacious and always put in a solid shift, despite attending a bewildering variety of night classes. ‘A neighbour told me Barbara Overton used to smoke in the garden, and the door was always unlocked.’

‘The perpetrator entered the house with enough plastic film to tightly bind three adults to chairs,’ Flick continued, ‘and sent texts – purporting to be from their father – to both of the Overtons’ sons, Phillip and Ryan. The three victims were found by a neighbour who saw the door was open; this was at,’ she checked her notes, ‘a quarter to six this morning. The victims were dead by the time paramedics attended the scene.’

Kendrick held up a finger. A veteran of the MIT, he was the only man left this century, it seemed to Flick, who deemed it acceptable to shave his moustache to a thin strip above the lip. ‘Three people would be a handful for one person to subdue; you think we’re looking for more than one killer?’

‘It’s possible, but Kenny went to work at seven thirty that night, leaving Barbara alone in the house for a couple of hours at least. Phil Overton’s text was sent at 9.39 p.m., and his brother Ryan’s around eleven. Kenneth, or Kenny as he was known, didn’t get home till after three. The family could have been subdued one at a time. The chairs were arranged in the bedroom to face each other, so perhaps the intention was for them to watch each other die.’
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