





[image: image]














[image: image]


[image: image]












Copyright © 2021 Sean Butler


The right of S. J. Butler to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in 2021 by Headline Accent


An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


This Ebook edition published in 2021 by Headline Accent


An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


Cover images © Al2020 (river & skyline), Iuliia Malivan (figure) and warat42/antpkr (sky), all Shutterstock


Cover design by Simon Michele


eISBN: 978 1 7861 5967 0


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









About the Author


[image: image]


S. J. Butler is a writer and teacher from Co. Mayo, Ireland.









Also by S. J. Butler


Between the Lines









About the Book


[image: image]


When a dead body is discovered in a house near the university, Detective Chief Inspector Jack Hogan and his team are left baffled by the viciousness of the assault. And with very little to go on, the questions quickly mount up.


But, when another victim turns up with the same distinguishing mark etched on their skin – one that links the victims to an anarchist group – it becomes clear that a depraved and calculating serial killer is at large.


With the murderer always one step ahead, time is of the essence and DCI Hogan must act fast before another life is taken.









For Teresa and Louis









Prologue


A fresh, crisp, sunny morning: the kind you want to wrap yourself up in, to drink hot, steamy, sweet tea while watching your breath slowly rising, each gulp making you warm inside as the sun hits the side of your face. The terraced streets alive with sounds of activity, gates squeaking then clanging shut, children shouting, dogs barking; the early part of the day when you expect nothing bad to happen. The potential of another day – a new experience, the beginning of a chapter.


That was how it should have been, could have been if only you’d stayed in bed.









Chapter One


‘Is here fine?’ Sally said, pulling up outside the run-down launderette.


‘Couldn’t have done better myself,’ said Tom cheekily, taking off his seat belt and checking his hair in the passenger mirror. ‘What was that song you were playing?’ he added casually, pushing his greasy fringe off his face with a flick of his head.


‘Pulp: “Common People”.’


‘Can I borrow it a sec?’ he asked as she nodded, still dabbing at a wet fleck of mascara in the corner of her eye. She took the tape from the cassette player.


‘Haven’t moved on to CDs yet then?’ He almost snatched the piece of musical plastic from her outstretched freckled hand.


‘No, I’ll stick with the cassettes for now – only just replaced all me LPs,’ she added, hoping he’d soon get out of the car as she removed the last trace of stray make-up from her eye.


‘Won’t be a minute,’ he said, placing the tape in his Walkman, which he stuffed down the front of his trousers as he got out and gave her a wink and wave.


Glancing back at the waiting car he quickly disappeared down the alleyway beside the launderette. As he did, a noisy black mass of crows and jackdaws took flight in an untidy cluster, squawking and arguing as they rose and fell on the wind, no doubt complaining at Tom’s sudden entrance into their world.


Spying a phone box a few yards away, Sally grabbed a few coins from her bag and made a dash for it, mistakenly racing against a man with a dog who she was sure was going to make a call before her, but walked on by.


‘Pete, it’s Sally, I didn’t wake you up this morning, did I?’ she began breathlessly. ‘I tried to creep out,’ she added, fumbling with the receiver.


‘No, I’m fine, Sal, slept in till twelve.’


She loved the way he called her Sal; loved his accent too. It seemed as if everyone at university either wanted to sound northern or London; his accent was definitely the latter. It was as if all the posh kids had jumped ship and squashed themselves into Oxford and Cambridge.


‘Shall I come around tonight?’ she enquired affectionately.


‘Yeah, come round.’ Pete wasn’t one for talking and it was one of the many things that attracted her to him. ‘Where are you now?’ he asked sleepily, still waking up to the world of daytime living.


‘I’m driving up to East Ham to see Sarah. Oh, and I’m dropping that Tom bloke off in Stratford,’ she added casually, feeling that she should at least mention it.


‘Oh, right,’ said Pete in his usual laid-back way, ‘the one at Jean’s party.’ In truth he’d paid little attention to Tom at the party and only remembered him saying something about Social-Darwinism that wasn’t very interesting and a bit contrived. Apart from that he’d seemed an all right type of guy.


‘Rio Bravo is on in a bit,’ he said.


Pete was clearly flicking between channels. ‘So, I’ll see you tonight then,’ she said, eventually having gone over the other finer details of her morning and more of his TV-watching schedule.


‘Yeah, tonight.’


‘Love you.’


‘I love you too. Bye, Sal.’


‘Bye.’


Where the fuck is he? Sally thought, now safely back in the car but desperately needing a pee, and wanting to see Sarah and get back to Pete before nightfall. Looking at her watch and noting that twenty minutes had already passed, she cursed her travelling companion once more as she pressed her hands deep between her legs.


‘Sorry about that,’ said Tom, appearing out of nowhere and throwing himself down in the passenger seat with what appeared to be his T-shirt rolled up in a plastic carrier bag. ‘Me mate’s gran was there, and she wouldn’t stop yakking,’ he added, pushing the bag deep into his hoodie and zipping it up quickly.


‘No problem,’ she lied, starting up the engine with urgency and trying not to think of her bursting bladder. ‘Shit!’ Suddenly defeated, she turned off the ignition. ‘I’m sorry, Tom, I’ve got to go and pee.’


‘Go down the alley, no one takes that short cut,’ he said casually, his smile returning. ‘Go on,’ he added, sensing her trepidation, ‘no one will see yer.’


‘Is it safe?’


‘Of course it is. I’ll keep a look out for yer. Go on!’ he repeated in a playful tone, nearly pushing her out of the door.


‘OK, but don’t move; stay there; promise?’


‘Promise; cross my heart.’


Once he was sure that Sally was safely out of sight, Tom reached over to the back seat, grabbed her handbag, and began sifting through its contents. Finding her purse, he opened it; nothing, only money he didn’t need; a photograph of the boyfriend, and her driver’s licence. Further down her bag there were a few stray Tampax and some chewing gum. Glancing up nervously at the alley, he continued. Bingo: a telephone bill. Scanning the information for a brief second, he had it all: full name, telephone number, and address. Placing everything neatly back in the bag he looked up and saw her flushed face move into the light of day as the already excited jackdaws swooped overhead, clattering into one another like an undisciplined gang of psycho-bandits, as Sally too looked up to see the commotion. In that split second, he had the bag placed safely on the back seat and was now intently reading the back of the Pulp cassette as she opened the door and got in.


‘Hey, you were supposed to be watching the alley, yer daft git,’ she said, smiling again in an attempt to hide her embarrassment.


‘I was, you just didn’t see me.’ He wanted to say, but I saw you, though thought it sounded a bit creepy. ‘Brilliant album,’ he said, putting the cassette back in its case.


She was about to say that he could borrow it, but decided not to when she thought about all the tapes and LPs she’d lent to friends over the years and not got back.


‘Funny creatures,’ he said nodding towards the birds, who were now landing on each other’s heads, scrapping over some imaginary feast.


‘Loud,’ she replied.


‘I reckon those ones there, the smaller birds with the grey hoods,’ he began pointing at the jackdaws, ‘they’re embarrassed by the crows.’


‘Well, the din they’re making is like a record being played loud and backwards,’ Sally said as she turned on the ignition and the birds flew off again.


Moving on now with certainty, and with the need to be rid of her travelling companion firmly on her must-do list, she drove seamlessly and effortlessly towards her destination.


‘Don’t you think that it’s strange how birds are given negative labels?’


‘What?’ She really was tiring of the birds now.


‘I mean an unkindness of ravens or a clattering of jackdaws, and of course a murder of crows: not a good advertisement, is it – you really wouldn’t want to be a bird.’


‘I suppose not,’ she replied, finding it hard to concentrate on driving and wishing he would just stop. Relieved to be seeing more signs for Stratford, she took the town centre exit.


The earlier part of the journey hadn’t been so easy. Before the sudden detour, she had nearly run over a drunk in Whitechapel who’d stepped out into the road, sending his shopping trolley of belongings spinning to the other side of the street as the wino shook his fist and pressed his filthy, beery face against the glass of the driver’s side, smearing snot its entire length as Sally screeched to a halt.


‘Where did you learn to drive like that?’ had been Tom’s unhelpful response as she pulled cautiously away, only for the car to stall again, which seemed to happen every time she touched the brake.


‘There must be something wrong with the shitty thing!’


‘Or maybe the London roads – you could blame the roads,’ Tom had added sarcastically.


Well, as roads went, there probably wasn’t one as long and straight as the Mile End one. From Whitechapel to Bow, there wasn’t a curve or squiggle to be found. Take the traffic and wandering drunks out of the equation, it was the perfect road for a learner.


‘I think I’m getting the hang of it now,’ she’d said ironically, managing a smile which seemed to temporarily calm things down a little.


‘You must be the only student in London with a car; didn’t have you down as a posh bird!’ he’d laughed.


She’d ignored the bird jibe – knew it was deliberate. ‘Oh, yeah, mad about me pony riding and hockey,’ Sally had replied dryly, her unsullied northern accent reverberating through the yellow Fiat Panda which now roared with new-found enthusiasm past the Globe pub, skimming the pavement and ironing out a dead pigeon as they jumped the lights at Mile End tube station.


‘If your driving etiquette is anything to go by, I’m guessing you could be the daughter of a getaway driver?’


‘Yeah, me dad robs post offices,’ she joked.


He seemed serious for a few seconds as if he’d just captured a passing thought and given it serious attention.


‘So, what do your mum and dad do?’


‘Dad’s a builder and Mum works in a local bakery.’


‘Builder, baker, candlestick maker,’ he laughed.


She didn’t appreciate his jokes. Talking of her family in such a whimsical way didn’t sit well with her.


‘They must be very proud of you.’


He was like a dog picking at a scab. Sally couldn’t put her finger on it, but she felt as if she was being toyed with in an unpleasant, intrusive way. Letting the comment linger, she merely nodded, blushed, and consciously said nothing. Getting the message, he didn’t pry any further, but kept up the jokes.


Further on and many odious quips later, there was now an obvious awkwardness and a silence.


‘It’s good of you to give me a lift,’ he said, seeming to relish the drop in temperature.


‘It’s no problem; I have a friend in East Ham I’m going to visit, so I’m going this way anyway. Where do you live again?’ she said, less out of a need to know and more the fact that her guest needed to be dispensed with ASAP.


‘Stratford, but it’s fine, you can drop me at the shopping centre, I need to buy some shampoo and a tin of baked beans.’


‘Chopped-up soap goes better with beans,’ she added, flicking a stray lock of pink hair from her eyes.


As they headed further east towards Bow and Stratford, the landscape became less colourful and a far cry from the strangely enticing, eye-catching chaos of Brick Lane and Whitechapel Market. Now the road appeared wider, enclosed by a dull outline of sad greys and depressing, drizzling blues, as if the whole changing scene was being wrung out, squeezed of life by a toothless washer-woman.


‘So, you’ve got a boyfriend then?’


‘Yeah, you met him last night at the party, didn’t you?’


‘Oh, yes: the tall, quiet one.’


She was sure that there was a hint of spite in the ‘quiet one’ comment but decided to overlook it. After all, she hardly knew Tom and was unlikely to bump into him again. If anything, it was perhaps a compliment of sorts.


‘If I knew you better, I’d think you were envious of him.’ There, she’d said it, exactly what was going through her mind as they hit a bit of traffic at the second set of lights; though she hadn’t revealed the other evolving fact that she thought Tom was quite good-looking. Remaining silent, he just shrugged his shoulders, and grinned, though it had been more of a smirk. This she had missed, once again stalling the car at the lights.


‘So, where are you a student again?’


‘The London School of Fashion.’


‘Arts and Crafts then,’ he’d laughed.


‘Is that funny?’ she’d asked playfully. ‘I suppose to you, being an artist is an example of someone who’s lacking; like someone who’s good at potato- and hand-printing?’


‘Well, you said it.’


‘You fucker,’ Sally laughed. ‘I suppose you’re a computer science-maths-psycho-freakoid?’


‘No, English and History actually.’


‘I thought only thick posh kids did that,’ she’d joked, his ‘posh bird’ jibe still fresh.


‘If you’re working class like me,’ he’d started, his northern accent thicker than earlier, ‘then you should know what the bastards did to us and wrote about us.’ He said it with a serious face, before letting it crack and bursting out laughing.


Getting nearer to Bow they’d talked and listened to music, made judgements, and tried to be as cool and happening as was humanly possible for students to be.


It was then, out of the blue, that he’d asked if she minded taking a slight detour to lend a friend some money. She’d been a bit annoyed to begin with, but at least the call to Pete had relaxed her a bit and now that they were mobile again, heading towards where Tom lived, she was more than relieved.


The Stratford arcade loomed, dilapidated, like a Soviet shopping centre: dark, dank, drab and unattractive – though housing the only decent supermarket in the vicinity. If you knew the area, you’d walk around it at night rather than through it, the potential for violence ever present. Sally knew it well, having got lost there once when trying to locate the local theatre.


‘You said you wanted the shopping centre?’ said Sally, pulling up just past the tube station and the entrance of the bus station.


‘Here’s great,’ Tom said, suddenly dropping a flat tin on the floor.


‘Is that yours?’ Sally pointed towards the object, which had flown open to reveal what looked like an ink pad. Not replying, he quickly scooped it up and returned it to his pocket as if it were nothing.


‘Well, it’s been good to see you again,’ concluded Sally, pleased that she at last could see the bright lights of the shops.


‘Likewise.’


‘Right.’


‘So, you want me to go then, you want me to leave?’ he said seriously, with a hint of menace, while looking straight ahead. The air between them suddenly became thick and oppressive.


It was an odd thing to say all right. Was he just going to sit there, she thought as a sudden surge of weird scenarios entered her mind, making her grip the door handle, ready to run, as she temporarily saw her name in grisly headlines in the Sunday papers.


‘Er, yeah,’ she said, making a dumb expression in an attempt to lighten the growing tension.


‘Well, so do I,’ he said at last, turning towards her and delivering an enticing smile showing a good set of pure white teeth. ‘I had you there, didn’t I?’ he joked, pulling up his hood ready to leave.


‘Yeah.’ It was all she could manage. Feeling relieved and a little foolish she managed a weak, ‘Bye then,’ as she consciously released her sweaty grip from the door handle.


‘Bye, Sally,’ he said, opening the door. ‘See yer soon.’


Before she could reply, he’d gone. Instead of driving off, Sally sat there for a few seconds watching him in her rear-view mirror as he headed towards the shopping centre. After several steps he stretched out his arms like a bird in flight and continued spread-eagled towards the bright lights, only to suddenly stop and turn around abruptly, as if aware of being observed.


Pushing the gear stick into first, Sally uncharacteristically slowly pulled away, hoping she hadn’t been seen. As she got up speed, she made another quick check of her mirror to see if he was still there and saw him: rooted to the spot, standing legs apart, violently stabbing his forehead with his finger, while appearing to be talking to himself.


Watching Sally drive off, Tom spat with disgust. He tapped the side of his nose, continuing to stare straight ahead until the car was out of sight. Sure she was gone, he didn’t turn round and head for the shopping centre, but quickly began walking the way he’d come: past the bus depot and information desk, until stealthily disappearing from view, taking the chewing gum-spotted steps which led to the warmth of the underground and the waiting trains below.









Chapter Two


‘You see over there, Jake, just to the right of the pond; have you got it? Well, that’s a sparrowhawk. What do you think? She’s a beauty, isn’t she?’ said Jack Hogan, holding his own binoculars while guiding his son’s small hands as he scanned the trees and the forest beyond. Jake expectantly took his father’s lead and nodded quietly in agreement.


‘Look there, quick, Jake: a skylark. Can’t believe it; haven’t seen one in years,’ he said, ruffling his son’s blond mop.


‘Dad, quick, he’s flying away,’ Jake said proudly, now directing his father’s gaze.


‘You’re right, he is. What a spectacle,’ Jack added, wiping his brow. ‘It’s what life is all about.’


‘Who are they?’ his son said, suddenly pointing to two heavily clothed women with headscarves and long skirts, who had temporarily slipped out into the clearing then dipped back into the forest.


‘They’re Romanies, been coming here for years. Ever since I was a boy they’ve been coming and going.’


‘What, they live there?’


‘Yeah, deep in the forest. Look, see that smoke there, in the distance above the trees? That’s their campfire.’


‘Wow, a real camp! Just around the corner from where I live,’ Jake said, trying to see more through his binoculars.


Jack looked at his beautiful fair-haired ten-year-old boy intently viewing the landscape and wondered if his son would ever really get over the death of his mother. On the surface he seemed OK, and Jack always chose to keep Mandy’s memory alive, saying things like, ‘Your mum would have loved this’ and ‘Your mum used to say that you’re just like her’.


Four years ago, on a self-catering holiday in Devon, it had happened. The three of them had finished their breakfast, having decided to head for the beach early, when Mandy said that she needed some fresh air before clearing up. Jack had readily volunteered for washing-up duties instead, and she had walked out into the morning sunshine.


Finishing off the last plate and placing it in the rack, Jack had asked Jake to give his mum a call. And that’s when they found her, Jake first, turning blue and taking her last breaths. In the seconds that her heart began to falter and slow to a shuddering halt, Mandy had tried her hardest to remain in the world for the son she had dreamed would maybe one day study law and have a family of his own.


Sudden death: breaking like a wave on a rock, smashing in an instant their secure, happy family. After the pain of losing the love of his life and the sadness of seeing his son trying to come to terms with the loss of his mummy, the episodes began for Jack. The constant replaying of events in his mind, over and over again: his son collapsed, sobbing, at his mother’s side; the ambulance man trying to resuscitate her; the coffin being carried into the church. The pills that swiftly followed, hastily prescribed by his doctor, and taken more for Jake’s sake than his own, only temporarily numbed the feeling of loss and total despair.


It had seemed an eternity before he was able to find himself again. Men like Detective Chief Inspector Jack Hogan couldn’t just break down. It wasn’t in their DNA. You just bloody got on with it. That was his view, although he struggled to keep up the pretence.


‘Maybe we could visit them some day?’ Jake continued, tugging at his father’s sleeve to gain his attention.


‘What? Who?’ said Jack, lowering his binoculars and refocusing his attention.


‘The Romanies,’ Jake replied emphatically. ‘And then if we got to know them, they could come to our house; maybe have a cup of tea?’


Agreeing to think about it, but not committing himself, Jack marvelled at his young son’s innocence and wondered how long it would last. At times he could be strangely grown-up and tipping the scales of precociousness, and then it was as if he would suddenly slip and scurry back to the safety of his earlier childhood. At the moment he was somewhere between the two – trapped in the middle of a lullaby and a gritty news story.


‘Do you get lonely, Dad?’ said Jake suddenly, catching his dad by surprise.


‘No,’ he lied. ‘You’re not lonely, are you, Jake?’ he asked, concerned that his son may have been really speaking about himself.


‘Of course not,’ laughed Jake cheekily as Jack smiled with relief.


‘What do you reckon, Jake: pub lunch?’ said Jack, looking at his watch as a flock of gulls settled around them, frantically digging their beaks into the soft, moist ground.


Not a strange thing to ask a ten-year-old when you considered their close relationship: not just father and son, but good mates as well. It was their joke. Every time they rounded the corner and saw Epping Forest laid out before them and then the Sir Alfred Hitchcock Hotel to the right, Jake would instantly say, ‘Pint, dad?’ And his father would love him a little bit more every time he said it. But it hadn’t always been that easy, passing the Hitchcock. Not after the Wanstead stand-off . . .


Flat B, 30 Elgin Road: an address not easily erased even after years of constantly trying to forget it.


Nine a.m., Mile End police station operations room. The call came that their man, double-murder suspect Paul Ryan, was holed up at an ex-girlfriend’s ground-floor flat in Wanstead and had taken a pot-shot at the armed response unit already at the scene. With an urgency to get to their man before the bullets did, Jack and Detective Sergeant Christine Peters, known as Chris, had rapidly scrambled to the address. Chris was a young single working mum. A worthy companion who you could count on not to abandon the foxhole when the fighting got dirty.


They were relieved to be informed on arrival that Ryan had given up on the shooting practice and was at last talking.


‘Lads, no John Wayne stuff – not unless I say. We need to find out more from him,’ had been Jack’s first frantic words to the response officers.


After a matter of minutes, they’d established that Ryan was alone and was prepared to come out if the armed officers stood down. After careful consideration it was agreed that Jack and Chris would both wait for him at the entrance to the flats. They would be armed, of course.


‘Guv, we don’t have to do this, you know?’ Chris had said, clearly not fully convinced that it was the right course of action. ‘If he gets himself shot, then he gets himself shot.’


Jack was sure that Ryan wasn’t going to go for the blaze of glory shootout (he’d had his chance already) and would relish the mind games of the interview room instead. That aside, he still had to respond to his partner’s fears.


‘Chris,’ he’d said, moving in closer, almost whispering in her ear. ‘You stay here. I can go alone. It doesn’t have to be the two of us.’


It was as if someone had given him a quick glimpse of the future and he hadn’t recognised it, his words merely a natural response to his colleague’s concerns; a conversation he’d live to regret; a doubt he should have acted upon.


Before she could speak, he already knew the answer. As police etiquette went that wasn’t going to happen, and deep down Jack knew it, as Mandy’s blue, ashen face flashed before him, in what was becoming a frequent episodic nightmare. Brushing it aside as quickly as it had gained passage, he accepted Chris’s insistence that she wasn’t going anywhere. They both waited for the nod, which came in seconds as the unit stood down and signalled that they were ready.


In all his years of being in the force, Jack had thought he could smell a bad omen and knew when not to act. Glancing briefly at Chris, he was sure that his judgements were the right ones, as he gingerly knocked on the entrance door and waited. Patting the right side of his raincoat for the shape of his gun he winked at Chris as if she were his son, and she did the same, softly tapping her piece and mouthing ‘Ready!’


The door suddenly burst open and Ryan came bundling out, brandishing his firearm. He pointed it directly at Chris, who had instantly drawn hers.


In the split second of guns being bandied around, Jack had wrestled with Mandy’s image once more, and the heartbreaking crying of his young son, as he too drew his gun and aimed at Ryan.


‘Put the gun down, sunshine!’ Jack roared. It was purely old school, but he was still one of a dying breed who liked a bit of drama to add spice to what was otherwise a thankless profession.


‘You heard him! Put it down!’ Chris shouted, her hand visibly shaking.


Read the face; look for the change of expression: the twitch, eye recognition. It was all there in the manual. Jack searched Ryan’s shark eyes with all his years of experience for the answer and came up with a blank as Mandy’s coffin came into view again, he and Jake slumped at its head as it was lowered into the ground.


Ryan remained focused on Chris, his hand steady and determined.


Chris was the first to see it: the flicker of the eye, the impulse encrypted on the face of a man who kills for thrills. She recognised the twisted hate and the intent rearing itself up as his gaze flitted to Jack and then back to her. She knew it was coming.


‘Jack!’ she’d cried as the armed response unit reappeared assembling their arsenal. ‘Jack! Just do it! Do it, Jack! Jack!’


The last earth had been thrown on top of his wife’s lowered casket . . .


Jack had turned towards his colleague as the left side of her face was blown away from her head, held together only by a string of sinew and muscle as it went in the opposite direction. At last opening fire, Jack hit Ryan in the shoulder as another bullet from a police sniper zipped past, hitting him cleanly in the forehead.


Rooted to the spot for some time, sick to the pit of his stomach, Jack had closed his eyes and dropped his head as he felt the sudden urge to turn the gun on himself.


‘Fuck,’ was all he could say, as he heard Chris pleading with him again and again to shoot.


‘Sir, you need to move,’ the officer softly placing a comforting hand on Jack’s shoulder had said. But he couldn’t move; couldn’t leave his dead partner, who was now covered in a red blanket, her buckled black-shoed right foot the only reminder of her, sticking out beneath a warm-looking cloak. He knew it; they all knew it; it had been Jack’s call; his delayed reaction to pull the trigger – this and much more mixed together in his toxic mind, which fought and sought to send him completely crazy.


In the madness that had unfolded, he’d lose his partner and his Mandy time and time again. During the months that followed, he had self-medicated, increasing the dosage of his medication and drinking more heavily than usual, as he now had the constant recall of both Mandy’s and Chris’s deaths repeating on a loop throughout the day and night. He was a total mess for two years after. A barely functioning, pill-popping boozer, who as soon as his son was put to bed and the au pair, Skuld, had retired to her room, would venture out into the night, usually placing himself in the Hitchcock, where he’d drink until the numbness set in and his mind became blank.


Because he thought it was his nirvana, it quickly became his nemesis, as the blackouts followed, when the bingeing continued after he’d staggered home and he’d wake up delirious on the sofa with the TV blaring. It was after Jake had found him slumped, fully clothed, covered in vomit, in the shower one morning, that the change took place. Ashamed and petrified, he had apologised to his son, emptied the overflowing drinks cabinet, got rid of his medication, and had taken up birdwatching and clean living again . . .


‘So, pint is it, Dad?’ Jake said, taking his father’s large guiding hand as they headed for the Hitchcock.


‘Why not?’ beamed Jack, who loved the ritual of it all: the ordering of two pints of orange squash; the round of ham and mustard sandwiches, the game of pool which he would always let his son win.


Always the dreaded call came at the most inconvenient time.


‘Yes,’ said Jack gruffly, picking up his new mobile phone as they stopped at the steps of the hotel.


‘Sir?’ It was Detective Sergeant Alan Sharpner, known as Pencil due to his tall, skinny frame as well as his surname.


‘Pencil, what is it?’


‘Guv, we’ve got a DB, a dead body: Dean Waters, student, Bow area. His gran found him this afternoon.’


It wasn’t just the call that irritated Jack, it was the fact that every time his sidekick spoke, he thought of Chris.


‘Sir?’ The reception wasn’t very good, and Jack was breaking up a little.


‘Yeah, right; I can hear you now. What’s the address?’


Jake eyed him suspiciously as he took the details. It didn’t take a degree in Communications to know that their afternoon together had been ruined.


‘Right, see you there,’ were Jack’s parting words on the matter as he looked into his son’s mournful blue eyes.


‘Sorry, Jake.’


‘It’s all right, Dad.’


It was complicated, as it often was at the weekends. Being the second week of the month, it was Skuld’s day off and she was sightseeing with her childhood friend Jelka, who was visiting from their native Iceland and had been staying with them after commencing on a European trip.


‘Jake, you’ll have to come with me,’ he began apologetically. ‘Is that all right?’


‘Don’t worry, Dad, I’ve got my Guinness Book of Records.’ Jake knew his dad’s job was tough and understood that he needed a helping hand now and again.


Retracing their steps, they reluctantly got into the car. ‘John Coltrane or Blur?’ said Jack, putting on his seat belt.


‘Blur,’ said his son knowingly as his father pushed in the ready CD. ‘Girls & Boys’ began to play as they took off for Stratford, which had changed little over the years, apart from the renovated shopping centre and new bus station.


Turning off for Bow, they slowly pulled into Langley Road where they were welcomed by the usual array of Forensics vans, patrol cars, ambulances, and black unmarked cars congesting the quiet street.


‘Jake, sit in with Detective Sergeant Evans,’ said Jack, gesturing to the tall blonde woman who had moved swiftly into view as he slipped on his blue rain mac. ‘OK, Pencil, walk and talk me through it,’ he continued, acknowledging his other colleague who was soon at his shoulder. With Pencil giving much of the same information as before and annoyingly littering his dialogue with too many sirs, Jack was soon tiring of his sergeant’s presence and was relieved to be at last inside the cordoned-off front garden of the crime scene.


Entering the small terraced house, they were instantly met by an officer who let them into the draughty front room which smelt of sweet tea and tobacco. Craning their heads to avoid what was a low ceiling, they stumbled upon an upturned bookcase of Reader’s Digests and a knitting basket, looking as if it had been hurled across the room, the different coloured threads covering the carpet like a woolly spider’s web, in the middle of which sat the mutilated head of Dean Waters.


‘Christ, it looks like they’ve tried to get into his skull through his eye socket,’ said Jack, crouching down by the corpse and touching the detached eyeball with the tip of his pen. ‘And what’s this?’ he asked, pointing to the smudge on the forehead.


‘Sir?’


‘On his head!’ snapped Jack impatiently.


‘Oh, sorry, sir,’ began Pencil, correcting himself. ‘Looks like a stamp gone wrong; you can just make out a triangle of sorts on the right side,’ he added, pointing at the lines. ‘The rest of it is a mess.’


‘And the twenty-pound note?’ Jack said, nodding towards the wrinkled paper which protruded out of the young man’s mouth.


‘Maybe some kind of drug money – a payback of sorts?’


‘Yeah, could be making him choke on the money he owes?’ said Jack, tapping the end of the note. ‘And why the outstretched arms?’ he asked, letting his sergeant take the lead and at the same time testing his skills of deduction.


‘Well,’ began Pencil, scratching his head, ‘until Pathology has a look for bruising, I suppose we can assume the murderer was sitting on his chest, with their knees holding down his arms.’


‘Old-fashioned beating.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Almost of a different time: a bit like an extreme version of Tom Brown’s Schooldays.’


Pencil looked baffled, but agreed again.


‘No weapons; just fists,’ added Jack. ‘Primal: one man sinking his hands deep into another man’s skull. Some sick bastard. Might be a little bit more than the drugs angle, though I certainly wouldn’t rule it out.’


‘Sir?’


‘Usually they’d use a weapon: a quick, retaliatory, teaching-a-lesson kind of crime. This is deeper than that; intense, more than just a message. This is a statement. It’s been thoroughly thought through,’ added Jack, getting to his feet and taking off the latex gloves. ‘And of course, there’s the stamp.’


‘Never seen anything like that before, sir?’ said Pencil, because he couldn’t think of anything to say as he struggled to slip his gloves off his huge shovel-like hands.


‘See if you can get more on the stamp. Also find out if Dean Waters had a housemate, a girlfriend; the usual enemies, local gossip, any record of drug misuse – anything. Then get me the forensics.’ At this stage Jack always rattled off the obvious potential leads as a matter of course. He never took anything for granted. Although textbook stuff, it made him feel in control at the beginning of an investigation. ‘And, Pencil?’


‘Yes, sir?’


The constant sirs had become a bit of a thing, making Jack bristle with annoyance every time the sergeant opened his mouth. The odd sir was fine. He just needed to vary it. Of course, he couldn’t have Pencil call him Jack, but there were different ways to answer a question or address someone!


‘It’s only an observation, but try a little bit more than sir now and again – maybe leave one or two of them out and see how you get on,’ he said stolidly, before turning and making for the door, as Pencil fought with the urge to say ‘Sir’ but said ‘Yes, guv,’ instead. Jack shook his head and sighed deeply.


Outside, the good day had turned into a bad one as dark clouds rolled up off the Thames, the heavens opening up to a heavy downpour. ‘Thanks, Evans,’ he said to the retreating detective, as he slumped down beside his son.


‘Coltrane, I think,’ smiled Jack as they drove off, pressing the play button as a sweet, smoky saxophone ballad oozed out of the speakers in time to the wipers and driving rain.


‘And a pizza?’ said his son.


‘And a pizza,’ he repeated as Dean Waters’ mutilated face flashed before him.









Chapter Three


His mobile was vibrating in his breast pocket as if it had just been awaiting their arrival home to taunt him. Just as well they hadn’t ordered the takeaway, thought Jack, not bothering to take off his wet raincoat.


‘You better answer it, Dad, it might be important,’ Jake muttered.


Christ, even his son could sense his despondency!


‘Sir, I think we may have something,’ chimed Pencil as Jack took the call.


‘Oh,’ said Jack, glancing at Jake, who sighed deeply, shrugging his shoulders and knowing the protocol all too well.


‘Man arrested coming out of the Forestdale Estate in Bow.’


‘Just around the corner from Langley Road.’


‘Yes, sir. Bloodstains on his clothing, concealing a hammer in a plastic bag.’


‘When?’


‘When?’ mirrored Pencil.


‘When was he arrested?’ snapped Jack grumpily as his belly rumbled.


‘Literally, twenty minutes ago.’


‘Right, hold him there. Don’t do anything,’ he added, still not fully trusting his colleague to do the right thing.


Poor Jake. Why couldn’t he have a bloody teacher for a dad?


‘Do you mind going in next door – play with Mark for a while until Skuld gets home?’


He didn’t have to ask; Jake had already gathered up his box of football cards from the front room and was making for the front door with his swaps.


‘Mark’s got Dennis Wise and Ruud Gullit and I want them,’ he was saying, pulling his coat back on.


‘If I’m late – pizza tomorrow.’ It was all he had.


It was going to be a long night. He’d always hated evenings, even when a constable, it was when madness happened and unpredictability danced more freely. Even more unappealing was the night-time interrogation: worse for the suspect, but hard on the concentration of the questioner too.


‘So, you’ll be all right?’


‘Of course – go!’


Jake was getting more grown-up by the day, thought Jack, as his son ditched the box and stuffed the bundles of cards like stolen banknotes into his pockets.


‘It’s babyish,’ he explained, throwing the empty box back into the hall as they walked back the way they’d come.


Checking everything was all right with Mark’s mum, Jack was soon on his way, briefly making a quick stop at a petrol station for a takeaway coffee and a cheese sandwich.


‘Police food,’ said Jack solemnly to himself as he expertly drank, ate, and drove back to the station with the odd feeling that they might just have got lucky.


It was another wet London night, cars whizzing by; a frenzy of people in motion, racing towards destinations – life in its entirety on the move. Perhaps never content nor happy, thought Jack, looking in his rear-view mirror at a sad-looking young man and his female passenger who kept turning towards him in what appeared an irritable exchange.


Pulling into the compound, he watched a couple of young constables coming off duty, their fresh faces yet to be scarred by a profession which took no prisoners, that often left you emotionally disabled or, if you were lucky, a reluctant actor who was able to manage an on/off switch. As two of the officers jostled one another, laughing as they got into their cars, he remembered the banter he used to have in the early days with his colleagues and how it slowly began to ebb away as you moved up the chain of command. Maybe he’d try a bit harder with Pencil, he thought as he got out the car and stepped in some discarded chewing gum.


Pencil was already there with two boxes of KFC and three freshly poured coffees waiting on his desk.


‘For me?’ asked Jack, catching his detective on the hop.


‘Well, not the KFC, one’s for me and the other’s for . . .’ he nodded towards the interview room, ‘the suspect,’ he added cagily. ‘Hasn’t eaten today.’


Christ, Jack wanted to rip shreds off him. The ‘trying a bit harder’ with his detective sergeant was definitely off the table.


‘But the other coffee is for you,’ said Pencil as if it were a consolation prize.


‘Are you bloody serious? Are you having me on?’


His blood pressure on the rise, Jack took a deep breath. ‘Christ, man! We’re at the start of a murder investigation and you order a possible suspect a KFC?’ he roared.


‘Sorry, sir; it’s just the desk sergeant is on his break and wouldn’t be able to sort anything out until later . . .’


Sighing heavily, Jack downed his coffee in one, watching Pencil all the way as he fiddled with the doorknob before disappearing red-faced into the next room.


OK, think; play it simple, thought Jack, basic logistics, observations, no conjecture. Start with appearance.


Putting down his mug, Jack glanced at Pencil’s notepad on the desk. It detailed pretty much what he had said on the phone. The poor bastard, he thought, he had read it word for word. In the left-hand corner, he’d written notes for Jack and in parenthesis had put don’t say sir – vary it! – he’d even put a tick by the side of it.
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