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‘Hell is a city much like London.’
Percy Bysshe Shelley

‘No one told me grief felt so much like fear.’
C. S. Lewis








PROLOGUE




12 January



I won’t waste any time asking how you’ve been, because I know, and I don’t much care. I’m sure you care even less about me, plus you’d have to be stupid not to figure out that things have been less than rosy for some of us. You’d have to be stupid (which I know you’re not) not to work out what I want.

I don’t think I’m better than you. How could I? But I’m guessing you’re a bit better off. So that’s basically why I’m asking. I just need a bit of help. I don’t have a lot left aside from unpleasant memories. Oh, and the one, more concrete reminder, of course. The ‘evidence’, which I’m sure each of us still has.

I can’t afford to care how despicable it makes me sound, having to come to you like this. Desperation drives a steamroller across self-respect. Besides, you could never hate me more than I hate myself for what happened back there. For dredging it all up again now in search of a few hundred quid.

That’s all I need . . .

You’ll notice a lack of address. I’m not being mysterious; I just don’t really have one at the moment. I’m busy wearing out the welcomes of what few friends and family I’ve got left.

I’ll write again to fix up the where and when. We can arrange a time and place to meet then, OK?

Anonymity is all very well of course, all very James Bond, but unless you’ve been keeping tabs on each of us, I can’t see why you should have a bloody clue who I am. Which one, I mean. You’ll find out soon enough, obviously, but it can’t hurt to keep the suspense going for a bit, can it?

Could be any one of four, right? Any member of the crew. I’d be amazed if a single one of us is particularly well off.

So . . . for now,

Happy New Year


PART ONE

BREAKFAST AND
BEFORE



The first kick wakes him and shatters his skull at the same time.

He begins to drift back towards unconsciousness almost immediately, but is aware of the intervals between each subsequent kick – though actually no more than a second or two – warping and stretching. It gives his brain, which is itself already beginning to swell, the time for one final, random series of thoughts and instructions.

Counting the kicks. Counting each smash of boot into flesh and bone. Counting the strange and, oh God, the glorious spaces in between.

Two . . .

Cold, in the early hours of the morning and damp. And the attempt to cry out is agonising as the message from the brain dances between the fragments of bone in what had once been his jaw.

Three . . .

Warm, the face of the baby in his hands. His baby. The face of the child before it grew and learned to despise him. Reaching in vain for the letter, dog-eared and greasy, in the inside pocket of his coat. The last link to the life he had before. Groping for it, his flappy fingers useless at the end of a broken arm.

Four . . .

Turning his head, trying to turn it away from the pain towards the wall. His face moving against the floor, the stubble-rasp like the breaking of faraway waves. Feeling the blood, warm and sticky between his cheek and the cold cardboard beneath. Thinking that the shadow he’d glimpsed, where the face of his attacker should have been, looked blacker than black. Slick, like tarmac after a shower. Thinking that it was probably a trick of the light.

Five . . .

Seeming to feel the tip of the boot as it breaks through the delicate network of ribs. Aware of it in there, stamping around, distorting his organs. Kidneys – are they his kidneys? – squeezed out of shape like water-filled balloons.

Sinking fast through six, seven and eight, their impact like crashes at a distant front door, vibrating through his shoulder and his back and the tops of his legs. The grunts and growls of the man standing above him, of the man who is kicking him to death, growing quieter and further away.

And, Christ, what a jumble, such a scramble of words. Riot of colours and sounds. All slipping away from him now. Fuzzing and darkening . . .

Thinking. Thinking that this was a terrible and desperate kind of thinking, if it could still be called such a thing. Sensing that the shadow had finally turned away from him. Luxuriating then, in the bliss as the space grew, as the knowing grew that, sweet Jesus, the kicking had finally stopped.

Everything so strange now, and shapeless and bleeding away into the gutter.

He lies quite still. He knows there’s little point in trying to move. He holds on tight to his name and to the name of his only child. Wraps what’s left of his mind around these two names, and around the name of the Lord.

Prays that he might cling on to the shape of these few, precious words until death comes.


ONE

He woke up in a doorway opposite Planet Hollywood, with a puddle of piss at his feet that was not his own and the sickening realisation that this was real, that there was no soft mattress beneath him. He exchanged a few words with the police officer whose heavy hand had shaken him roughly awake. Began to gather up his things.

He raised his face slowly skywards as he started to walk, hoped that the weather would stay fine. He decided that the emptiness at the centre of him, which might have been simple fear, was probably even simpler hunger.

He wondered whether Paddy Hayes was dead yet. Had the young man charged with making the decision pulled the plug?

Moving through the West End as it shook away the sleep and slowly came to life was always a revelation. Each day he saw something he had never seen before.

Piccadilly Circus was glorious. Leicester Square was better than it looked. Oxford Street was even shittier than he’d thought it was.

There were still plenty of people about, of course. Plenty of traffic. Even at this time the streets were busier than most others in the country would be during the rush hour. He remembered a film he’d seen on DVD, set in London after most of the population had been turned into crazed zombies by some plague. There were bizarre scenes where the whole city appeared to be utterly deserted, and to this day he didn’t really know how they’d managed to do it. Computer tricks, like as not. This – the hour or so when the capital showered, shaved and shat – was about as close as it ever came. Far from deserted, but quite a few zombies shuffling about.

Most of the shops would be shut for another hour or two yet. Very few opened their doors before ten these days. The caffs and sandwich bars were already up and running, though. Hoping to pull in passing trade for tea and a bacon sandwich, for coffee and croissants, in much the same way that the burger vans and kebab shops had tempted those weaving their way home only a few hours earlier.

Tea and a sandwich. Normally he’d have spent the previous night gathering enough together to get himself something to eat, but today someone would be buying him breakfast.

Halfway along Glasshouse Street, a man in a dark green suit stepped out of a doorway in front of him and tried to pass. They moved the same way across the pavement, and back again. Smiled at each other, embarrassed.

‘Nice morning for a dance . . .’

The sudden knowledge that he’d clearly encountered a nutcase caused the smile to slide off the man’s face. He turned sideways and dropped his head. Shuffled quickly past muttering, ‘Sorry’ and, ‘I can’t . . .’

He hoisted his backpack higher on to his shoulder and carried on walking, wondering just what it was that the man in the suit couldn’t do.

Return a simple greeting? Spare any change? Give a toss?

He walked up Regent Street, then took a right, cutting through the side streets of Soho towards Tottenham Court Road. A strange yet familiar figure, stepping in unison alongside him, caught his eye. He slowed then stopped, watching the stranger do the same thing.

He took a step forward and stared into the plate glass at the reflection of the man he’d become in such a short time. His hair seemed to be growing faster than usual, the grey more pronounced against the black. The neat-ish goatee he’d been cultivating had been subsumed under the scrubby growth that sprouted from his cheeks and spilled down his throat. His red nylon backpack, though already stained and grubby, was the only flash of real colour to be seen in the picture staring back at him from the shop window. The grease-grey coat and dark jeans were as blank, as anonymous, as the face that floated above them. He leaned towards the glass and contorted his features; pulling back his lips, raising his eyebrows, puffing out his cheeks. The eyes, though – and it was the man’s eyes that told you everything – stayed flat and uninvolved.

A vagrant. With the emphasis on vague . . .

He turned from the window to see someone he recognised on the other side of the road. A young man – a boy – arms around his knees, back pressed against a dirty white wall, sleeping bag wrapped around his shoulders. He’d spoken to the boy a couple of nights before. Somewhere near the Hippodrome, he thought. Maybe outside one of the big cinemas in Leicester Square. He couldn’t be certain. He did remember that the boy had spoken with a thick, north-east accent: Newcastle or Sunderland. Most of what the boy had said was indecipherable, rattled through chattering teeth at machine-gun speed. Head turning this way and that. Fingers grasping at his collar as he gabbled. So completely ripped on Ecstasy that it looked as though he was trying to bite off his own face.

He waited for a taxi to pass, then stepped into the road. The boy looked up as he approached and drew his knees just a little closer to his chest.

‘All right?’

The boy turned his head to the side and gathered the sleeping bag tighter around his shoulders. The moisture along one side of the bag caught the light, and grey filling spilled from a ragged tear near the zip.

‘Don’t think there’s any rain about . . .’

‘Good,’ the boy said. It was as much a grunt as anything.

‘Staying dry, I reckon.’

‘What are you, a fucking weatherman?’

He shrugged. ‘Just saying . . .’

‘I’ve seen you, haven’t I?’ the boy asked.

‘The other night.’

‘Was you with Spike? Spike and One-Day Caroline, maybe?’

‘Yeah, they were around, I think . . .’

‘You’re new.’ The boy nodded to himself. He seemed pleased that it was coming back to him. ‘I remember you were asking some fucking stupid questions . . .’

‘Been knocking about a couple of weeks. Picked a fucking stupid time, didn’t I? You know, with everything that’s going on?’

The boy stared at him for a while. He narrowed his eyes, then let his head drop.

He stood where he was, kicking the toe of one shoe against the heel of the other until he was certain that the boy had nothing further to say. He thought about chucking in another crack about the weather, making a joke of it. Instead, he turned back towards the road. ‘Be lucky,’ he said. He moved away, his parting words getting nothing in return.

As he walked north, it struck him that the encounter with the boy had not been a whole lot friendlier than the one earlier with the man in the green suit who’d been so keen to avoid him. The boy’s reaction had been no more than he’d come to expect in the short time he’d spent living as he was now. Why should it have been? A wariness – a suspicion, even – was the natural reaction of most Londoners, whatever their circumstances. Those who lived and slept on the city’s streets were naturally that bit more cautious when it came to strangers. It went without saying that anyone who wasn’t abusing or avoiding them was to be viewed with a healthy degree of mistrust until they’d proved themselves. One way or another . . .

It was a lot like prison. Like the way a life was defined behind bars. And he knew a fair bit about how that worked.

Those who slept rough in the centre of London had a lot in common, he decided, with those sleeping in whitewashed cells at Her Majesty’s pleasure. Both were communities with their own rules, their own hierarchies and an understandable suspicion of outsiders. If you were going to survive in prison, you had to fit in; do what was necessary. You’d try not to eat shit, of course you would, but if that’s what it took to get by, you’d tuck right in. What he’d seen of life since he began sleeping rough told him that things were pretty much the same on the streets.

The café was a greasy spoon with ideas above its station. The sort of place that thought a few cheap sandwich fillings in Tupperware containers made it a delicatessen. The reaction, within a minute or two of him shambling in, sitting down and showing no obvious intention of buying anything, was predictable.

‘Hey!’

He said nothing.

‘You going to order something?’

He reached across for a magazine that had been left on an adjacent table and began to read.

‘This is not a dosshouse, you know.’

He smiled.

‘You think I’m joking . . . ?’

He nodded towards a familiar figure outside the window as the fat, red-faced proprietor came around the counter towards him. With impeccable timing, the man he’d been smiling at pushed through the door, just as the café owner was leaning in menacingly.

‘It’s OK, he’s with me . . .’

The threatening expression on the proprietor’s face softened, but only marginally, when he turned from the tramp’s table and looked at the Metropolitan Police warrant card that was being thrust at him.

Detective Sergeant Dave Holland pocketed his ID, reached across and dragged back a chair. ‘We’ll have two teas,’ he said.

The man sitting at the table spoke in earnest. ‘Mugs of tea.’

The owner shuffled back towards the counter, somehow managing to sigh and clear his throat at the same time.

‘My hero,’ the tramp said.

Holland put his briefcase on the floor and sat down. He glanced round at the two other customers: a smartly dressed woman and a middle-aged man in a postal uniform. Back behind his counter, the owner of the place glared at him as he took a pair of white mugs from a shelf.

‘He looked like he was ready to chuck you out if I hadn’t come in just then. I was tempted to stand there and watch. See what happened.’

‘You’d have seen me deck the fat fucker.’

‘Right. Then I’d’ve had to arrest you.’

‘That would have been interesting . . .’

Holland shrugged and pushed dirty blond hair back from his forehead. ‘Paddy Hayes died just after eleven-thirty last night,’ he said.

‘How’s the son doing?’

‘He was pretty upset beforehand. Wrestling with it, you know? Once he’d decided, once they turned off the machines, he seemed a lot calmer.’

‘Probably only seemed.’

‘Probably . . .’

‘When’s he going home?’

‘He’s getting a train back up north this morning,’ Holland said. ‘He’ll be getting home around the time they start the PM on his old man.’

‘Won’t be too many surprises there.’

They both leaned back in their chairs as the tea arrived with very little ceremony. The fat man plonked down two sets of cutlery, wrapped in paper serviettes. He pointedly nudged a laminated menu towards each of them before turning to empty the ashtray on the adjoining table.

‘You hungry?’ Holland asked.

The man opposite glanced up from the menu he was already studying. ‘Not really. I had a huge plate of smoked salmon and scrambled eggs first thing.’ His eyes went back to the menu. ‘Of course I’m fucking hungry.’

‘All right . . .’

‘I hope you’ve brought your chequebook. This could get expensive.’

Holland picked up his tea. He cradled the mug against his chin and let the heat drift up to his face. He stared through the narrow curtain of steam at the dishevelled figure sitting across from him. ‘I still can’t get used to this,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘This. You.’

‘You can’t get used to it? Jesus!’

‘You know what I mean. I just never imagined you anything like this. You were the last person . . . You are the last person . . .’

Tom Thorne dropped his menu and crossed stained fingers above it. The decision made. He stared hard across the table.

‘Things change,’ he said.


TWO

Lots of things had changed . . .

What everything was bloody-well called for a start. When he’d returned to work, it had seemed to Thorne that in the short time he’d been away they’d decided to change the name of just about everything. The Serious Crime Group, in which Thorne had been a detective inspector on one of the nine Major Investigation Teams in Murder Command (West), was now part of what had laughably been christened the Specialist Crime Directorate. Directorate, for crying out loud. Did the people who pushed pens around and decided these things really think that changing something’s name made a scrap of difference to what it actually did ?

Directorate, group, pool, squad, team, unit . . . posse, gang, shower, whatever.

Just a bunch of people, of mixed ability, scrabbling around in various degrees of desperation, trying to catch those that had killed. That were still killing.

Or, if they were really lucky, those that were planning to kill.

The Specialist Crime Directorate. Thorne remembered a vacancy advertised by a well-known supermarket in something called ‘ambient replenishment’. The job had turned out to be stacking shelves.

Naturally, the structure Thorne came back to had changed as well. Each MIT on the Murder Squad was now composed of three detective inspectors, each at the head of a smaller, core team and each with that much more paperwork, that much more administrative responsibility and that much more time spent behind a desk. Each with another few hours of their working life spent ensuring that staff morale was high while levels of sick leave stayed low, and that actions were carried out within those very necessary constraints of bloody time and sodding budget, and so fucking on and so fucking forth . . .

‘I know this stuff has all got to be done, and I know it’s got to be done properly, but there have to be priorities. Don’t there? For Christ’s sake, I’ve got two Asian kids with bullets in their heads and some nutcase who seems to take great delight in sticking a sharpened bicycle spoke into people’s spines, but I’m being prevented from getting out and doing anything about it.’

‘Listen . . .’

‘Every time I so much as set foot outside the office, one or other of my so-called colleagues starts bitching about having to do my share of the fucking paperwork and it’s getting stupid. I just want to do the job, you know? Especially now. You can understand that, can’t you? I’m just a copper, that’s all. It’s not complicated. I’m not a resource, or a facilitator, or a fucking homicidal-perpetration-prevention operative . . .’

‘Tom . . .’

‘Do you think whoever shot those two kids is sitting at home doing his paperwork? Is this lunatic I’m trying to catch filling in forms? Making a careful note, no, making several copies of a careful note about how many different bicycle spokes he’s used, and how much they cost him and exactly how long it took him to get them just sharp enough to paralyse somebody? I don’t think so. I don’t fucking think so . . .’

The man sitting in the armchair wore his usual black hooded top and combats. There was a selection of rings and studs in both ears, and the spike below his bottom lip shifted as he moved his tongue around in his mouth. Dr Phil Hendricks was a pathologist who worked closely with Thorne’s team. He was also the nearest thing Tom Thorne had to a best friend. Violent death and its charged aftermath had forged a strong bond between them. He’d caught a taxi to the flat in Kentish Town as soon as Thorne had called.

Hendricks waited just long enough to be sure that Thorne had run out of steam, without giving him the time to get up another head. ‘How are you sleeping?’ he asked.

Thorne had stopped pacing, had sat down heavily on the arm of the sofa. ‘Do I sound tired to you?’

‘You sound . . . hyper. It’s understandable.’

Thorne jumped up again, marched across to the fireplace. ‘Don’t start that lowering-your-voice shit, Phil. Like I’m not well. I’m right about this.’

‘Look, I’m sure you’re right. I’m not there enough to see it.’

‘Everything’s different.’

‘Maybe it’s you that’s different . . .’

‘Trust me, mate, this job’s going tits up. It’s like working in a bank in there sometimes. Like working in the fucking City!’

‘What happened when you saw Jesmond?’

Thorne took a deep breath, placed the flat of his hand against his chest, watched it jump. Once, twice, three times . . .

‘I got a lecture,’ he said. ‘Apparently, these days, there’s a lot less tolerance for dead wood.’

Lots of things had changed . . .

Hendricks shifted in the armchair, opened his mouth to speak . . .

‘Dead wood,’ Thorne said, repeating the words as if they were from a foreign language. ‘How fucked is that from him? Pointless, tightarsed tosser!’

‘OK, look, he’s all those things, we know that, but . . . maybe the caseload is getting on top of you a bit. Don’t you think? Come on, you’re not really dealing with the work properly, with any of it.’

‘Right, and why’s that, d’you reckon? What have I just been telling you?’

‘You haven’t been telling me anything; you’ve been shouting at me. And what you’ve actually been doing is making excuses. I’m on your side, Tom, but you need to face a few facts. You’re either completely out of it or you’re ranting like an idiot, and either way people are getting pissed off with you. Getting more pissed off with you . . .’

‘Which people?’

Then, despite what Thorne had said a few moments earlier, Hendricks lowered his voice: ‘You weren’t ready to start work again.’

‘That’s bollocks.’

‘You came back too soon . . .’

It was not much more than eight weeks since Thorne’s father had died in a house fire. Jim Thorne had been suffering from advanced Alzheimer’s at the time of his death, and the blaze had almost certainly been no more than an accident. A misfired synapse. A piece of tragic forgetfulness.

There were other possibilities, though. Thorne had been working on a case involving a number of powerful organised-crime figures. It was possible that one of them – that one man in particular – had decided to strike at Thorne via those closest to him. To inflict pain that would stay with him far longer than anything of which a simple blade or bullet was capable.

Other possibilities . . .

Thorne was still coming to terms with a lot of things. Among them, the fact that he might never know for sure whether his father had been murdered. Either way, Thorne knew he was to blame.

‘I would have come back earlier if I could,’ Thorne said. ‘I’d’ve come back the day I buried him. What else am I going to do?’

Hendricks pushed himself out of the chair. ‘Do you want some tea?’

Thorne nodded and turned towards the fireplace. He leaned against the stripped-pine mantelpiece, staring at himself in the mirror above as he spat out the words. ‘Detective Chief Superintendent Jesmond is thinking about a few weeks’ “gardening leave”.’

Standing in front of Trevor Jesmond’s desk that afternoon, Thorne had felt like he’d been punched in the stomach. He’d dug down deep for something like a smile. Deeper still for the flippant comeback. ‘I’ve only got a window-box . . .’

Now the anger rose up again, but quickly gave way to a perverse amusement at yet another ridiculous euphemism. ‘“Gardening leave”,’ he said. ‘How nice. How fucking cosy.’

It made sense, he supposed. You could hardly call it what it was: some pointless, hastily invented desk job designed to get shot of anyone who was causing a problem. Anyone embarrassing, but not quite sackable. Gardening sounded so much better than burned out or fucked up. So much more pleasant than drunk, traumatised or mental.

Hendricks walked slowly towards the kitchen. ‘I think you should take it,’ he said.



The next day, Thorne had discovered how the odds against him were stacking up.

‘I’m in a corner here, aren’t I?’

Russell Brigstocke had looked down at his desktop. Straightened his blotter. ‘We’ll find you something that won’t drive you too barmy,’ he said.

Thorne pointed across the desk at his DCI. A jokey threat. ‘You’d better.’

It was a close call as to which of them had been more embarrassed when the tears had suddenly appeared. Had sprung up in corners. Thorne had pressed the heel of his hand quickly against each eye, and wiped, and kicked the metal wastepaper basket halfway across Russell Brigstocke’s office.

‘Fuck . . .’



Scotland Yard.

Perhaps the single most famous location in the history of detection. A place synonymous with the finest brains and with cutting-edge, crime-fighting technology. Where mysteries were solved and the complexities of the world’s most twisted criminal minds were examined.

Where for three weeks, Thorne had been forced to sit in a room no bigger than an airing cupboard, going quietly insane, and trying to work out how many ways a man could kill himself using only standard office equipment.

He had thought, understandably, that the Demographics of Recruitment could not possibly be as boring as it sounded. He had been wrong. Although, the first few days hadn’t been so bad. He’d been taught how the software program – with which he was supposed to turn hundreds of pages of research into a presentation document, complete with block graphs and pie-charts – worked. His computer instructor was about as interesting as Thorne had expected him to be. But he was, at least, someone to talk to.

Then, left to his own devices, Thorne had quickly discovered the most enjoyable way to pass the time. He was just as quickly rumbled. It didn’t take someone long to work out that most of those websites being visited via one particular terminal had very little to do with the recruitment of ethnic minorities, or why more dog-handlers seemed to come from the south-west. Overnight, and without warning, Internet access was denied and, from then on, outside the job itself, there was little for Thorne to do but eke out the daily paper and think about methods of topping himself.

He was considering death from a thousand papercuts when a face appeared around the door. It looked a little thinner than usual, and the smile was nervous. It had been four weeks since Thorne had seen the man who was at least partly responsible for putting him where he was, and Russell Brigstocke had every right to be apprehensive.

He held up a hand, and spoke before Thorne had a chance to say anything. ‘I’m sorry. I’ll buy you lunch.’

Thorne pretended to consider it. ‘Does it include beer?’

Brigstocke winced. ‘I’m on a bloody diet, but for you, yes.’

‘Why are we still here?’



Thorne hadn’t even clocked the name of the place as they’d gone in. They’d come out of the Yard, turned up towards Parliament Square and walked into the first pub they’d come to. The food was bog-standard – chilli con carne that was welded to the dish in places and tepid in others – but they had decent crisps and Stella on draught.

A waitress was clearing away the crockery as Brigstocke came back from the bar with more drinks.

‘What’s all this in aid of, anyway?’ Thorne asked.

Brigstocke sat and leaned towards his glass. Took a sip of mineral water. ‘Why’s it have to be in aid of anything? Just friends having a drink.’

‘You weren’t much of a friend a few weeks ago, in your office.’

Brigstocke made eye contact, held it for as long as was comfortable. ‘I was, Tom.’

The slightly awkward silence that followed was broken by murmured ‘sorry’s and ‘excuse me’s as a big man who’d been wedged into the corner next to Thorne stood and squeezed out. Thorne pulled his battered, brown leather jacket from the back of a chair and folded it on to the bench next to him. Relaxed into the space. The pub was busy, but now they had something approaching a bit of privacy.

‘Either you want to have a good moan about something,’ Thorne said, ‘or you want to talk about a case that’s pissing you off.’

Brigstocke swallowed, nudged at his glasses with a knuckle. ‘Bit of both.’

‘Mid-life crisis?’ Thorne asked.

‘Come again?’

Thorne gestured with his glass. ‘Trendy new specs. Diet. You got a bit on the side, Russell?’

Brigstocke reddened slightly, pushed fingers through his thick, black hair. ‘Might just as well have, the amount of time I’m spending at home.’

‘The rough-sleeper killings, right?’ Thorne grinned, enjoying the look of surprise on Brigstocke’s face. ‘It’s not like I’ve been in Timbuktu, Russ. I spoke to Dave Holland on the phone a few nights ago. Saw a bit in the paper before that. A couple of bodies, isn’t it?’

‘It was a couple . . .’

‘Shit . . .’

‘“Shit” is bang on. Deep shit is what we’re in.’

‘There’s been a lid on this, right? It literally was a “bit” I saw in the paper.’

‘That was the way it was being played until last night. There’s going to be a press conference tomorrow afternoon.’

‘Tell me . . .’

Brigstocke leaned across the table and spoke, his voice just loud enough for Thorne to hear above Dido, who was whining from the speakers above the bar.

Three victims so far.

The first body had been found almost exactly a month earlier. A homeless man somewhere in his forties, murdered in an alleyway off Golden Square. Four weeks on, and his identity remained unknown.

‘We’ve spoken to other rough sleepers in the area and can’t get so much as a nickname. They reckon he was new and he certainly hadn’t made any contact with local care services. Some of these people like to matey up and some just want to be left alone. Same as anybody else, I suppose.’

‘DSS?’

‘We’re still checking missed appointments, but I’m not holding my breath. They don’t all sign on anyway. Some of them are on the street because they don’t want to be found.’

‘Everyone’s got some official stuff somewhere, though. Haven’t they? A birth certificate. Something.’

‘Maybe he had,’ Brigstocke said. ‘He might have left it somewhere for safe keeping, in which case that’s where it’s going to stay. We also have to consider the possibility that he kept it on him, and whoever killed him took it.’

‘Either way, you’ve got sod all.’

‘There’s a tattoo, that’s about it. It’s pretty distinctive. It’s the only thing we’ve got to work on at the moment . . .’

There was less of a problem putting a name to the second rough sleeper, killed a couple of streets away a fortnight later. Raymond Mannion was a known drug abuser with a criminal record. He had been convicted a few years earlier of violent assault and, though there was no ID found on the body, his DNA was on record.

Both men had been kicked to death. They were of similar ages and had been killed in the early hours of the morning. Both Mannion’s body and that of the anonymous first victim had been found with twenty-pound notes pinned to their chests.

Thorne took a mouthful of beer and swallowed. ‘A series?’

‘Looks likely.’

‘And now there’s been another one?’

‘Night before last. Same area, same sort of age, but there are differences. There was no money left on the body.’

‘Unless it was taken.’

‘That’s possible, obviously. No money was found on the body.’

‘You said differences. What else?’

‘He’s still breathing,’ Brigstocke said. Thorne raised his eyebrows. ‘Not that the poor bugger knows a great deal about it. Name’s Paddy Hayes. He’s on life support at the Middlesex . . .’

Thorne felt a shudder, like cold fingers brushing against the soft hairs at the nape of his neck. He remembered a girl he’d known a few years earlier: attacked and left a fraction from death by a man who’d murdered three before her. Helpless, kept alive by machines. When they’d found her, the police thought that the man they were after had made his first mistake. It was Thorne who had worked out that this killer wasn’t actually trying to kill anyone. That what he’d done to this girl was what he’d been attempting with the rest of his victims. It was one of those ice-cold/white-hot moments when Thorne had realised the truly monstrous nature of what he was up against.

There’d been far too many since.

‘So you think Hayes is part of the pattern or not?’

‘It’s a bloody coincidence if he isn’t.’

‘How did you get his ID?’

‘Again, nothing official on him, but we found a letter jammed down inside a pocket. Someone from the day centre where he hung out took a look at him and confirmed the name. They had to take a damn good look, though. His head looked like a sack of rotten fruit.’

‘What sort of letter?’

‘From his son. Telling his father just how much of a useless, drunken bastard he was. How he couldn’t give a toss if he never set eyes on him again.’ With a finger, Brigstocke pushed what was left of an ice cube around his glass. ‘Now the son’s the one who’s got to decide whether or not to pull the plug . . .’

Thorne grimaced. ‘So I take it you’re not exactly on the verge of making an arrest?’

‘It was always going to be a pig,’ Brigstocke said. ‘When the first one wasn’t sorted within a week it started to look very dodgy, and as soon as the second body turned up they were passing the case around like a turd. That’s when we ran out of luck and picked the bloody thing up. Just after you went gardening, as it happens.’

‘Maybe God was punishing you.’

‘Somebody’s fucking punishing me. I’ve had officers on fourteen-hour tours for three weeks and we’re precisely nowhere.’

‘Grief from above?’

‘Grief from everywhere. The Commissioner’s on our backs because he’s getting it in the neck from every homeless charity and pressure group out there. They seem to think because we aren’t making any obvious progress that we must be dragging our feet. That, basically, we don’t care.’

‘Do we?’

Brigstocke ignored him. ‘So now it’s a political issue, and we’re fucked because the homeless community itself has bought into this idea that we’re not trying very hard. So they’ve more or less stopped talking to us.’

‘You can hardly blame them, though.’

‘I’m not blaming them. They’ve got every right to be suspicious.’

‘They’ve got every right to be scared, if there’s a killer out there. These are people who can’t lock the door, remember.’

They said nothing for a few moments. Dido had given way to Norah Jones. Thorne wondered if there was an album titled Now That’s What I Call Scampi in a Basket.

‘There’s another reason they’re not talking to us,’ Brigstocke said. Thorne looked up from the beer mat. ‘There was a statement taken early on from a kid sleeping rough. He reckoned that a police officer had been asking questions.’

Thorne jammed a fist under his chin. ‘Sorry, I’m probably being a bit bloody thick, but . . .’

‘It was before the first murder. He claimed that a police officer had been asking questions the day before the first body was found. Showing a picture. Like he was looking for someone.’

‘Looking for who, exactly? I mean, this is the victim you still haven’t identified, right?’ Brigstocke nodded. ‘So didn’t this person who was supposedly looking for him mention his name?’

‘We could check if we had such a thing as a name and address for the kid who gave the statement. Honestly, nothing about this is simple, Tom.’

Thorne watched Brigstocke take a drink. Took one himself. ‘A copper?’

‘We’ve had to tread a bit bloody carefully.’

‘Keep it out of the press, you mean?’

Brigstocke raised his voice, irritated. ‘Come on, you know damn well that’s not the only reason we don’t want it plastered all over the papers . . .’

‘“It is considered good practice to deliberately withhold details of the MO used by the offender.”’ Thorne yawned theatrically as he quoted from the most recent edition of the Murder Investigation Manual, the detective’s bible.

‘Right, like the money left on the bodies. So we know the other killings weren’t copycats.’

‘You can’t be sure about Paddy Hayes,’ Thorne said.

‘No . . .’

Thorne knew that there were certainly sound procedural grounds for keeping things quiet. But he also knew that even the possible involvement of a police officer in a case such as this would make the Job’s top brass extremely jumpy.

Thorne could see that the next day’s press conference made sense. The third body had undoubtedly forced a swift and radical change in media strategy. Now, the public had to be told – but only up to a point – what was going on. It was all spelled out in the Murder Investigation Manual: the public had to be reassured, advised, appealed to.

The Met, of course, was also doing the smart thing by covering its arse. God forbid any more bodies should turn up and they had forgotten that the public also needed to be warned.

‘So, what do you think?’ Brigstocke asked. ‘Any bright ideas?’

‘I think you need to forget about mineral water and go and get yourself a proper drink. A beer gut’s the least of your worries.’

‘Seriously . . .’

‘Seriously?’ Thorne swilled what little beer there was left around the bottom of his glass. ‘You should have tried picking my brains before you bought me three pints of Stella, mate.’ He puffed out his cheeks, let the air out slowly. ‘My afternoon of recruitment demographics is shot to shit as it is.’


THREE

It was a forty-minute tube ride home from St James’s Park. As soon as he walked through his front door that evening he took the CD from his Walkman and transferred it into his main deck. It was part of a boxed set of out-takes and demos from the American Recordings sessions, released a few months after Johnny Cash had died in 2003. Thorne cued up ‘Redemption Song’ – a cover of the Bob Marley classic that Cash had recorded with Joe Strummer. Neither of them had lived to see its release.

Thorne moved around the kitchen, making tea, wondering at how Marley and Strummer could both have gone so young, while Mick Hucknall and Phil Collins were still walking around.

Though he’d been joking with Brigstocke, Thorne hadn’t actually got a whole lot done that afternoon. He’d stared at columns of figures, had stabbed perfunctorily at his keyboard, but all the time he’d been thinking about Paddy Hayes and the machines that were keeping him alive. Thinking about the letter the man had carried in his pocket. About the damn good look those who knew him had needed before they were able to confirm his identity.

Thorne carried his tea through to the sitting room. He sat and considered everything that Brigstocke had told him, and why. Now that those who were seemingly being targeted had stopped talking to the police, the investigation would stutter and stall very bloody quickly. In all probability, it would grind spectacularly to a halt.

Russell Brigstocke had to have been pretty desperate to come to him for advice in the first place. From what Thorne had heard about the case, that desperation was well founded.

So, what do you think?

In the silence between the tracks, Thorne could hear the distant hum of traffic from the Kentish Town Road, the rumble of a train on the overground line that ran to Camden Town or Gospel Oak. He felt suddenly nostalgic for those few months earlier in the year when he’d shared the flat with Phil Hendricks, whose own place was being treated for damp. It had been cramped and chaotic, with Hendricks dossing down on the sofa bed, and there’d been a good deal of arguing. He remembered the two of them drunkenly rowing about football the day before Hendricks had moved out. That would have been a couple of weeks before the fire . . .

Before the fire. Not ‘before my father died’.

That was the way his mind tended to go: the comforting way, towards the absolute. There was a fire. The fire was a fact. So was his father’s death, of course, but even to form the phrase in his head was to invite in the doubt and the torment to fuck with him for a time. To crack open the carapace of everyday nonsense and force that fissure wider, until it gaped. Until Thorne could do nothing but shut himself down and wait for the churning in his guts and the pounding in his head to stop.

He guessed that Hendricks had done the post-mortems on Mannion and the first victim. That he’d also do the PM on Paddy Hayes when the time came. Hendricks hadn’t mentioned the case when they’d spoken, but then Holland had been a bit cagey about it, too. Thorne knew that they were trying to protect him. They believed he was better off where he was. Uninvolved.

Grief and work, so everybody seemed to think, were mutually exclusive. Each got in the way of the other.

Any bright ideas?

Perhaps, though he wasn’t sure how bright it was.

Moving to the window, Thorne could feel the draught creeping beneath the sash. Not so long ago the country had been at a standstill for a week as temperatures climbed towards three figures. Now, three weeks into August, and the summer was on its last legs. He thought about how those that lived on the streets were at the mercy of the seasons. How that first hint of autumn would change everything. For those that slept outdoors, that had no other options, a harsh winter could be far more serious than any amount of burst pipes or shunts on black ice.

Not so long ago . . .

Thorne blinked and remembered the feel of the pew beneath him. The smell of himself, sweating in a black suit. No more than three rows filled and most of them there to support him. Feeling a bead of perspiration roll behind his ear and creep down inside the tight, white collar. Knowing he would soon have to stand up and say something . . .

He couldn’t carry on with what he was doing now. He wasn’t ready to go back to what he’d done before. He could work through grief, or he could grieve at work, but guilt choked the life out of everything.

He moved quickly to the phone and dialled.

‘You should think about sending an officer in undercover. Among the rough sleepers.’ Thorne wasn’t sure if Brigstocke was thinking about his suggestion or had just been stunned into silence. ‘It makes sense,’ he continued. ‘Nobody’s talking to you. I can’t see there are many other options.’

‘It’ll take too long to set up.’

‘I don’t see why; it isn’t complicated. You’re sending one officer on to the streets, into that community. All we need to set up is a simple line of communication with him.’

‘I’ll talk to Jesmond, see what he thinks. See if he can find anybody. Thanks for the call, Tom . . .’

‘Give it some thought.’

A shorter silence this time and then a snort. ‘How much more have you had to drink since lunchtime?’

‘I can do this, Russell. I did the course . . .’

‘Don’t be so bloody stupid. An Undercover Two course?’

‘Right . . .’

‘And how many years ago was that?’

Thorne tuned Brigstocke out momentarily. Elvis was rubbing herself against his shins. He wondered who would feed her if he was away for a while. The woman upstairs would do it if he asked her nicely. She had a couple of her own cats . . .

‘I’m hardly going deep inside an organised-crime firm, am I?’ Thorne said. ‘I can’t see how this can be high risk. We’re talking about gathering information, that’s all.’

‘That’s all?’

‘Yes.’

‘So you haven’t really thought about this bloke who’s going round kicking people to death?’

‘I want to help catch the fucker, yes.’

‘What, you think you can . . . draw him out or something?’

‘I don’t see how I could . . .’

‘Some crap like that?’

‘No . . .’

‘How does putting yourself in danger help anyone, Tom? How does it help you?’

‘I’m just going to sleep rough, for Christ’s sake,’ Thorne said. ‘Presuming for a second that this killer is still around, how can it be dangerous if he doesn’t know I’m there?’

He heard the click of a lighter on the other end of the phone. There was a pause and then the noisy exhalation of smoke.

‘The mouse doesn’t know there’s cheese on the trap,’ Brigstocke said. ‘But we still call it bait . . .’


FOUR

If a man jumped out in front of him with a severed head in one hand and a blood-spattered axe in the other, gibbering about how the voices in his head had made him do it, Detective Superintendent Trevor Jesmond would be a little out of his depth. He was not, however, a man who thought the Murder Investigation Manual was boring, and when it came to ‘Communications Strategy’ – Chapter Seven, Section Seven, Sub-section Two (Managing the Media) – there was nobody to touch him.

‘Let me stress again that the victim of this despicable crime is among the most vulnerable members of our society. His attacker is someone whom we believe has killed twice already. Make no mistake, we will do whatever it takes to apprehend this man before he has a chance to kill again.’

They were gathered in the Press Room at Colindale Police Station; five minutes away from the Peel Centre, where the Murder Squad was based in Becke House. Thorne watched from the back. Staring across the heads of several dozen assembled hacks. Leaning one way and then another to get a clear view of the stage between an assortment of camera tripods.

‘Is this latest victim expected to live?’

‘Mr Hayes is in a critical condition. He is presently on life support at Middlesex Hospital. Without talking further to those doctors caring for him, I’m not in a position to give any more information than that.’

There can’t have been too many people in the room who couldn’t work out that Paddy Hayes was fucked.

‘You’ve suggested that the attempted murder of Mr Hayes is connected to the two other murders of rough sleepers. That this latest attack is part of a series . . .’

Jesmond held up a hand, nodded. He was acknowledging that the journalist was right, but only up to a point. He was also stopping him before he ventured too far down that avenue of questioning. Of course, they’d had to come out and admit that the murders were connected. When the tabloids were putting two and two together, the Met could not afford to appear dim by looking as if they hadn’t.

‘We must assume there’s a connection, yes,’ Jesmond said.

‘So we’re talking about motiveless killings, then? Random attacks?’

A grim half smile. ‘DCI Brigstocke and his team believe that they are hunting a killer who has struck before. The investigation is proceeding, vigorously, along those lines.’

He was playing it very nicely. Striking that essential balance between reassurance and warning. It was, of course, crucial not to alarm the public.

Thorne knew, as Jesmond must have known, that, irrespective of what was said, the papers would print stories about a serial killer. It would shift copies quicker than Posh and Becks, and Fleet Street editors didn’t have any qualms about alarming anybody.

It was a phrase Thorne hated. He had caught, and not caught, a number of those who had murdered strangers, and none had borne the slightest resemblance to the creature conjured up by the words ‘serial killer’. All the men and women he’d known who had taken more than one life had done so with what they believed to be good reason. None had thought themselves superhuman, or hunted their victims when the moon was full. They had motives for what they did that had nothing to do with being locked in a cellar when they were children, or made to dress up in their mother’s clothes . . .

‘As always, we are seeking the co-operation of the public in helping to put an end to these appalling attacks.’

The appeal was textbook stuff. Jesmond gave out the salient facts, insisted that anyone with information, anyone who was in the vicinity, had a duty to come forward. It would, more than likely, prove useless. There can’t have been many people hanging around in dark alleyways in the dead of night, and if there had been, it was unlikely, for one reason or another, that any of them would want to come forward. Still, it had to be done, and it had to be specific: dates and times and localities. The last thing they needed was a bland, generalised plea that gave out the wrong message.

We haven’t got the first idea who’s doing this, but somebody out there must know something. Please help us . . .

‘We will catch this man,’ Jesmond said, winding up. Public confidence was important but so was his own, and he made a point of showing it. Hearts and minds were not won by being mealy-mouthed. His body language and the expression on his face were determined and dynamic. Thorne could easily picture him learning how to project the image, on a weekend course at a country-house hotel. It was as though he were inviting those present to take a bloody careful note of the message, written in foot-high letters across the smart, blue Metropolitan Police backdrop: ‘WORKING FOR A SAFER LONDON’.

Thorne knew that it was smoke and mirrors.

The press conference was there as much as anything to project an image of confidence and efficiency, but Thorne knew that the investigation was in trouble. He knew it was easy enough to marshal resources, to gather significant numbers of officers and be gung-ho about catching a killer when it was only for forty-five minutes in front of the media.

Thorne wondered how anybody was ever fooled.



He hung around in the car park, waiting for Jesmond. Trying to work out the best way of making the approach.

At the sound of the door, Thorne looked up to see two men coming out of the station. Recognising one of them, he tried immediately to turn away without being seen, but he was a fraction too late. He had little choice but to smile and give a small nod. The man he’d been trying to avoid nodded back and Thorne was horrified to see him start to walk over, bringing with him the other man, whose face was vaguely familiar.

Steve Norman was a Senior Force Press Officer, a civilian. He was small and wiry, with a helmet of dark hair and an overinflated sense of his own importance. He and Thorne had crossed swords on a case a couple of years earlier.

‘Tom . . .’ Still six feet away from him, Norman extended a hand.

Thorne took it, remembering an ill-tempered meeting when Norman had jabbed a finger into his chest. Remembering that he’d threatened to break it . . .

‘I hadn’t expected to see you,’ Norman continued.

So, the gardening leave had become common knowledge. Thorne nodded back towards the main building. ‘Conference went well, I thought.’ Norman had been heavily involved, of course. Thorne had seen him, lurking at the side of the stage looking pleased with himself. He’d stepped up at one point and whispered something to Russell Brigstocke.

Norman put a hand on his friend’s arm and looked towards Thorne. ‘Do you two . . . ?’

Thorne leaned across. ‘Sorry, Tom Thorne . . .’

The man stepped smartly forward and they shook hands. He was mid-fortyish, taller than Thorne and Norman by six inches or more, and thickset.

‘This is Alan Ward, from Sky,’ Norman said. Thorne could see how much he relished making the introduction.

‘Good to meet you,’ Ward said. He had large, wire-framed glasses beneath a tangle of dark, curly hair that was three-quarters grey. He put his hand back into the pocket of what Thorne would have described as a denim blazer.

‘You too . . .’

Several typically English moments of social awkwardness followed. Thorne would have left, but for the fact that he didn’t want to seem rude and had nowhere to go. Norman and Ward, who had clearly been in mid-conversation, were also too polite to excuse themselves immediately. They stood and carried on talking, while Thorne hovered and listened, as though the three of them were old friends.

‘I can’t remember you at one of these before, Alan,’ Norman said.

‘It’s news, so we’re covering it.’

‘Bit below your weight though, isn’t it?’

Ward stared over Norman’s head as he spoke, looking around as if he were taking in a breathtaking view. ‘We aren’t bombing the shit out of anybody at the moment, thank God, so I’m just here giving the lads on the crew a bit of moral support. Keeping an eye on one or two of the newer guys.’

There was a bit of chuckling, then a pause. Thorne felt like he should say something to justify his presence. ‘What is it you do then, Alan?’

Norman took great pride in answering for Ward. ‘Alan’s a TV reporter. He’s normally working in places a little more dangerous than Colindale.’

‘Tottenham?’ Thorne asked.

Ward laughed and started to speak, but again Norman was in there first. ‘Bosnia, Afghanistan, Northern Ireland.’ Norman listed the names with great pride, and Thorne realised that he was showing off, like a kid with a new bike. That, however close a friend Ward actually was, Norman got off on knowing him.

Thorne looked at Ward and could see that he was embarrassed, that he and Norman were not really close friends at all. The glance Thorne got back, the momentary discreet roll of the eyes, told him Ward thought Norman was every bit as much of a tit as he did. Thorne took an enormous liking to Alan Ward immediately.

Suddenly it was Thorne’s turn to feel embarrassed. ‘I thought you looked familiar,’ he said. ‘I’ve just realised. I’ve seen you on the box, haven’t I?’

Norman looked like he would wet himself with excitement.

‘Have you got Sky, then?’ Ward asked.

‘I tend to use it for the football mostly I’m ashamed to say.’

‘Who are you, Arsenal?’

‘God, no!’

At that moment, over Norman’s shoulder, Thorne saw Trevor Jesmond emerge. Jesmond looked across, froze, then quickly tried – as Thorne himself had done a few minutes earlier – to spin away without being spotted. Thorne raised a hand, horrified that he and Jesmond shared anything at all in common.

‘Well then . . .’ Norman said.

To the press officer’s obvious delight, Thorne said hasty goodbyes. Ward shook his hand again, and gave him a business card. As Thorne walked away, the reporter said something he didn’t altogether catch about getting free tickets for matches.

He caught up with Jesmond just as the Detective Superintendent reached his car.

‘Shouldn’t you be at Scotland Yard?’

‘I was wondering if DCI Brigstocke had said anything to you, sir.’

Jesmond pressed a button on his key to unlock the car. He opened the Rover’s door and tossed his cap and briefcase on to the passenger seat.

‘My sympathies for recent events are a matter of record . . .’

‘Sir . . .’

‘But if they have left you in an emotionally charged state, where you are not presently fit to work as a member of my team, what on earth makes you think you’d be able to function efficiently as an undercover officer?’

‘I don’t think what I’m suggesting is . . . complicated,’ Thorne said. ‘I think I’m perfectly able—’

Jesmond cut him off. ‘Or perhaps that’s it.’ He blinked slowly. His lashes were sandy, all but lost against his dry skin. He might have been trying to appear knowing and thoughtful, but Thorne watched the thin lips set themselves into what looked to him like a smirk. ‘Perhaps your emotional state is precisely why you think you should be doing this. Perhaps it’s why you consider yourself suitable; why you consider this job suitable for you. Have I hit it on the head, Tom? Are you going to be dossing down in a hair shirt?’

Thorne could say nothing. He flicked his eyes away and watched the light slide off the chromed edge of the car’s indicators, catching the buttons of Jesmond’s immaculate uniform.

‘Look, I’m not saying it’s a completely stupid idea,’ Jesmond said. ‘You’ve certainly had stupider.’

Thorne smiled at the line, seeing the glimmer of possibility. ‘This one’s not even in the top ten,’ he said.

‘On the plus side, even if you screw it up, I can’t see that we have a great deal to lose.’

‘I can’t see there’s anything to lose.’

‘Give me a day or two, yes?’ Jesmond stepped between Thorne and the car door. ‘It won’t be solely my decision anyway. I’ll have to talk to SO10.’

‘I really think we can get something out of this,’ Thorne said.

‘Like I said, a day or two.’

‘We can get it quickly as well. There’s no need for a long lead-up time. We just do it.’ He stared at Jesmond, trying hard to look relaxed even as his stomach jumped and knotted. ‘Come on, you’ve seen some of these down and outs. Staggering around, ranting at the world with a can of cheap lager in their hand. You know me well enough. How hard can that possibly be?’


FIVE

The mood of the café owner had obviously not improved as he cleared away the plates. Holland had eaten toast before he’d left home, but had done his best with a bacon sandwich. Thorne had made short work of the fullest of full English breakfasts.

‘The eggs were hard,’ Thorne said.

‘So? You ate them, didn’t you? If you don’t like the place, you can fuck off.’

‘We’ll have two more mugs of tea.’

The owner trudged back behind his counter. The place was a lot busier now, and he had more to do, so it was difficult to tell whether he had any intention of ever bringing the tea as requested.

‘Can you find something to arrest him for?’ Thorne said. ‘Being fat and miserable in a built-up area, maybe?’

‘I’m not sure who he hates more, coppers or tramps. We’re obviously not doing much for his ambience.’

Thorne stared hard across the room. ‘Fuck him. It’s hardly the Ritz, is it?’

‘I picked up a couple of papers on my way here,’ Holland said. He reached down for his bag, dug out a stack of newspapers and dropped them on the table. ‘Our picture of Victim One’s on virtually every front page today.’

Thorne pulled a couple of the papers towards him. ‘TV?’

Holland nodded. ‘All the national TV news broadcasts as well. Both ends of London Tonight. It’s pretty comprehensive . . .’

Thorne stared down at the Mirror, at the Independent, into a pair of eyes that had been generated by a software program, but nonetheless had the power to find his own, and hold them. Victim One was long-haired and bearded. His flat, black-and-white features were fine, the line of jaw and cheekbones perhaps a little extreme to be lifelike. But the eyes, like the heavy bags beneath them, looked real enough. Dark, narrow, and demanding to be recognised. It was a face that said, Know me.

‘What do you think?’ Holland asked.

Thorne looked at the text that accompanied the pictures. The crucial facts rehashed: a brutal reminder of just how much was known about this man’s death when nothing at all was known about the life that had been stolen from him.

Then, the reproduction of the tattoo. The vital collection of letters found on the victim’s shoulder. It had been hoped early on – as Brigstocke had told Thorne in the pub – that this might help identify the body, but that hope had proved as temporary as the tattoo itself was permanent.
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The decision not to print a photograph of the tattoo had been taken on grounds of taste. A similar decision with regard to the victim’s face had not been necessary: they’d had no choice but to computer-generate, and not just because the face itself was unrecognisable. It was unrecognisable as a face: every feature had been all but kicked or stamped clean off the victim’s head. The unmarked face that was confronting thousands of people, that very minute over their cornflakes, had been fashioned by a microchip from little more than bone and bruise.

‘It’s like King’s Cross,’ Thorne said. ‘It’s what they did with the victim they couldn’t put a name to.’

The fire at King’s Cross Underground station in November 1987 had killed thirty-one people, but only thirty bodies were ever claimed. One victim had remained anonymous – in spite of numerous appeals to those who might have known who he was. Thorne remembered that face, too: the sketch on the poster in a hundred tube stations; the clay reconstruction of the head that was lovingly fashioned and paraded in front of the television cameras. Ironically, the dead man, known for years only as Victim 115, had finally been identified just the year before, nearly twenty years after his death, and had turned out to have been a rough sleeper. Many commentators in the press claimed to have been unsurprised. It was obvious he was homeless, or else someone would surely have come forward much earlier, wouldn’t they? Thorne wasn’t so sure. He doubted that material belongings had a great deal to do with being missed. He thought it was perfectly possible to have a roof over your head, a decent car and two nice holidays a year, yet still go unacknowledged and unclaimed if you had the misfortune to find yourself trapped on a burning escalator.

Thorne reckoned it was less to do with being unknown than with being unloved.

‘I think we’re in with more of a chance though,’ Holland said, looking at the picture. ‘The quality of this is far higher. It’s got to ring a bell with somebody.’

‘Let’s hope somebody loved him enough.’

Thorne handed the Independent back across the table and turned the Mirror over to the sports page. He wondered how many footballers had been accused of rape since the last time he’d read a newspaper.


SIX

Thorne leaned in close and stared at himself in the small, square mirror. A week without razor, soap or shampoo didn’t seem to have made a great deal of difference. Seven days during which he’d tried to start looking the part, while a pair of stroppy sorts from SO10 – the unit that ran undercover operations – had done their best to put him through a refresher course.

It had all been fairly straightforward. As Thorne had been keen to stress to Brigstocke, the job would be purely about intelligence gathering. There would be no real need to fabricate a detailed backstory – to create what those who worked in this area called a ‘deep legend’. When necessary, tax details, Land Registry records and electoral rolls would be doctored, but there would be no need for any such elaborate preparations in this case. Whatever the reason for them being there, those who ended up on the street tended to reinvent themselves anyway; to keep their pasts to themselves. They were starting again.

Thorne took one last look, slammed the locker-door shut and hoisted the rucksack on to his shoulder.

‘Once you’ve been out there a couple of weeks you’ll see the difference. Black snot and a proper layer of London grime that won’t wash off easily . . .’

Thorne turned to look across at the man standing by the door. ‘Who am I fucking kidding, Bren?’

Brendan Maxwell was to be the only person connected with the homeless community who would know what Thorne was doing. What he really was. Maxwell worked as a Senior Outreach Officer for London Lift, an organisation providing counselling and practical help for the city’s homeless, in particular those more entrenched rough sleepers who were over twenty-five.
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