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The frontier is never

Somewhere else. And no stockades

Can keep the midnight out.

Norman MacCaig: from

‘Hotel Room, 12th floor’






PROLOGUE

‘See you tomorrow!’

‘Sure. See you!’

Donna Henderson turned into the narrow cobbled lane that was a short cut to the taxi rank. Her friends continued down the street, chattering like sparrows, their much brighter plumage a vivid splash against the drab city night. The older girls were heading off to yet another club, but Donna was on a strict curfew. Protestations about being nearly old enough to vote had cut no ice. Still, it wasn’t long till her birthday. Then she’d go clubbing all night if she felt like it.

Her mouth relaxed into a smile as she thought about tomorrow. Tomorrow she would be working with that new stylist, Mark. In her mind she saw them together. She would be all attentiveness while he would surely reward her efforts with one of his gorgeous smiles. The fantasy continued on down the lane, past the back doors of restaurants and the cinema, past the chained-off squares of car parks belonging to the darkened offices above. There was a street light halfway down, an ornate structure dating from the earlier part of the twentieth century. Its weird elongated shapes, which were now a hallmark of this city, drew the eye upwards.

Donna, looking up at the lantern’s black outline against the sodium glow of the sky, did not see the movement from the shadows until it was too late.

The silver bicycle chain swept upwards in a graceful arc then two leather-clad fists yanked it tight. Donna’s hands scrabbled towards her neck for a moment.

As she fell, the lamp swung overhead, scattering shards of light. Then unseen hands put out the light for good. Donna never heard the thud as her body hit the cobbles.

The shadowy figure bent over her body and smoothed her hair from the now distorted face. Fingers traced the brow line in a slow caress. From the depth of its shadow, the figure breathed a long sigh over the dead girl. Under the lamplight a blade flashed out and there was a frenzy of activity as flesh and hair were hacked away.

For a moment only the sound of traffic could be heard passing by the mouth of the lane then the black figure laughed softly, holding up a blood-soaked scalp.

Donna Henderson’s body lay in the narrow lane, arms flung out as if in protest, blood shining like a pool of patent leather over the cobbles.

It was over so quickly. All her dreams of tomorrow crushed in that swift and brutal act.

Hilary Fleming strode through the knee-length grasses, her hands stuck into the pockets of her waxed jacket. The wind which blew her blonde hair over her eyes flattened the grasses around her. For a moment she lost sight of Toby then, pushing back her hair, she saw his feathery tail thrashing through the thicker undergrowth ahead. Hilary smiled as she raised her face to the morning sun. What a perfect way to begin the day!

Suddenly Toby broke into a paroxysm of barking, darting backwards and forwards at an overgrown laurel bush. Squirrels, thought Hilary. Stupid dog. She quickened her pace, the grasses swishing against her green wellingtons.

Then she stopped abruptly, the smile freezing on her lips.

From under the bright green laurel leaves a white arm protruded. White, bloodless and certainly dead.

Hilary’s gorge rose and she was aware of Toby’s concerned whines mingling with a strange high noise which became her own scream.


CHAPTER 1



The tall man in the raincoat stood a little apart from the activity surrounding the body. He had seen enough to fill in his report, had asked the pathologist all the relevant questions, but he lingered still, regarding the section of the park that was cordoned off by police tape. This was the third young woman to be found in St Mungo’s Park and it was the business of the man in the raincoat to find answers to the questions of who had killed them and why.

As he stared at the scene of this latest crime a worried blackbird flapped out of the laurel bushes, breaking into his reverie.

They would have to close the park now, for sure. Round the clock surveillance would put an even greater strain on their limited resources but something drastic had to be done to stop the killer revisiting the scene of his crimes. The Press wanted to know if it was the work of a serial killer. He hadn’t confirmed that yet, but the corpses certainly bore the hallmarks of that type of murder.

His gaze returned to the girl’s body. It was out of sight now, its grisly contents concealed in the body bag. He wondered at the mentality behind such a vicious act and, as ever, how on earth he was going to find words that sought to explain this to a grieving mother and father.

‘No, I’ve told them to wait for the forensic report. No. We’ll discuss it later.’

Chief Inspector Lorimer put down the phone and glared at it. He sat for a few moments, fists clenched on the desk in front of him, face set in grim, determined lines.

It was a face which could never have been called handsome, but there was something which made you look twice. Craggy features and a strong jawline might have indicated a well-weathered sportsman.

In fact he had been a rugby player in his younger days. The mouth was thin, downturned and looked incapable of smiling. It didn’t have much practice in this line of work. What really made a person stop and look again, though, were the pale blue eyes. A dreamer or a poet might have been gazing out of them. Combined with Lorimer’s sterner features, they came as a disconcerting surprise. Hardened criminals had broken under these strange staring eyes.

Lorimer had his blue eyes to thank for his career as a policeman. He had never considered the police force as a way of earning his living when he had left school. University had been the obvious choice and he soon immersed himself in a variety of Arts subjects, favouring Art History as his principal discipline. In a decade when job choices had been plentiful, Lorimer had not been overly concerned about what career lay ahead of him on graduation. One with prospects, he’d assured himself vaguely, except that it would never be banking. That decision had been taken one week into his first summer job in a city bank. The tedium and office small talk was only just bearable for a few weeks; certainly not for a lifetime.

Ironically the job in the bank was the catalyst which brought about an abrupt end to Lorimer’s student days.

On the day that was to mark such a radical change in his lifestyle, Lorimer had been summoned to his manager’s office where two uniformed police officers stood, eyeing him with interest. The manager had been terse in explaining the situation and the student had found himself being driven off discreetly to the local police station to be put into a line up.

‘A man with penetrating blue eyes’ fitting Lorimer’s description was sought in connection with a spate of robberies from branches of his own bank, he was told. Youthful indignation had given way to curiosity after the identity parade had eliminated him as the culprit. Lorimer had lingered in the station with the officers, drinking tea and asking questions, in no hurry to return to his flinty-faced bank manager who clearly had him tried and sentenced already.

With the alarming experience of being a suspect, for however short a time, had come the realisation that villains were very much a part of everyday society; a realisation quickly confirmed by chatting to the officers in charge. There was an allure about this kind of job which sought out and found criminals who might look just like himself.

Now, several years later, Lorimer was the Detective Chief Inspector in his Divisional Headquarters. Years of experience in and out of uniform lay behind him; on the beat, into CID, learning all the time about humankind and learning too about himself.

The blue eyes were hard and cold as he contemplated this latest murder. For a few moments he allowed himself to mourn the passing of someone else’s daughter, then forced such feelings aside to prepare a terse statement for the gentlemen of the Press.

Martin Enderby picked up the photo of the dead girl from his desk. She had been pretty, he thought. A blonde with a shy smile looked up at him from the black and white print. And now there was a name to match this face: Sharon Millen.

Teenager Sharon Millen’s mutilated body was found today by gardeners arriving for work in St Mungo’s Park.

She had been missing overnight after failing to come home from the cinema with her boyfriend, James Thomson. Police were notified of Sharon’s disappearance by her parents after her father Joseph had telephoned James Thomson in the early hours. However, James had seen Sharon safely on the number 7 bus which would have taken her to within yards of her home. How she came to be in St Mungo’s Park, which lies at the other end of the city, is a mystery with which the police are now dealing. They are anxious to speak to any passenger who may have been travelling on that route between 11.15 and 11.40 p.m. or to anyone who may have seen or spoken to Sharon in the vicinity of her home.

This dreadful death is now the third to have occurred in a fortnight. Although Chief Inspector William Lorimer assured our reporter that investigations are very much under way, there is a feeling that the police remain in the dark as far as these horrific crimes are concerned.

The question on everybody’s lips of course is: will the killer strike again?

Martin read the article with a frown. Not enough about the victim. And certainly not enough about the boyfriend. It was a pity the lad Thomson hadn’t supplied a photograph of them together, but his parents had refused to let him speak to the Press. He was too upset. Only a lad of eighteen himself. Still, he couldn’t be a suspect or surely Lorimer would have him in custody. Anyway, the public could easily see the pattern of these crimes now, thought Martin.

He had written a good piece on Donna Henderson, the first victim. Poor girl had been last seen leaving a city centre club on her way to a taxi rank. Only no taxi had picked her up. Then her body had been discovered in St Mungo’s Park. Martin chewed over the phrase ‘Murders in St Mungo’s’. Or maybe ‘The St Mungo’s Murders’. It was suitably alliterative, anyway. Lucy Haining had met the same fate; strangulation with a bicycle chain then mutilation. Martin shuddered. He balked at the mental image of human flesh slashed away like that. God help the relatives who had had to identify the bodies.

More on the horror of three murders in two weeks, he thought, starting to type some detail into his copy.

Linda Thomson knocked on her son’s door quietly. The terrible sobs had subsided and she hoped that he had slept. She too had wept in her husband’s arms, shocked and stricken when the police had come to bring the awful news. James had gone with them to the police station in the city centre. It had been hours before they brought him home, chalk white and frozen cold with shock. Couldn’t anyone see the poor lad was in a state? His reaction clearly showed that he was innocent of any hint of crime.

Anyhow, Linda thought, anyone who knows James can tell that he’d never hurt a fly. She took the mug of tea into the darkened room and placed it on the bedside table. James was lying face down on his bed, the duvet only partly covering his legs. Sitting down on the edge of the bed, Linda stroked her son’s dark hair. A long convulsive sob broke from him, but he uttered no words. He was too exhausted to speak, she thought, remembering his scream of pain earlier that day.

‘Why, Mum, why?’

Outside the sunset glowed on the horizon, making all the foreground shapes one black silhouette. A crow sat on the rooftops turning its head this way and that, as if waiting for a mate before flying off to roost for the night. Darkness would soon gather and in the darkness unmentionable fears would rise and percolate around the city, fears which might spill over into careless talk to give a clue to these deeds of death.

Lorimer had officers scouring several haunts in the city, primed to receive any word which could lead him to the killer. The Superintendent was breathing down his neck, talking about psychological profiling. After Lucy Haining’s death he had thought, ‘Not yet. Not yet.’ Now he was not so sure.

*

On a glass shelf three trophies stand. The dried blood has congealed to make a brown stain like dull varnish on the glass. Three swathes of hair adorn the shelf, blonde, red and near-black, trophies of a grisly hunter.

Outside the room where these scalps are kept, daylight has broken again. A greenish light is cast on the bare distempered walls from the uncurtained windows set high above the city. A bird flies past outside. Look and see. A concrete tower with blank eyes staring, anonymous. No one will ever find you here.


CHAPTER 2



Chief Inspector Lorimer stood at the window of his office, hands clasped behind his back. Before him the morning had turned dull and drizzly, puddles forming in the car park below. Uniformed men scuttled across the yard to their vehicles. Doors slammed. Engines revved. Lorimer saw and heard all this without noticing it at all. His eyes and ears were in St Mungo’s Park, trying to pierce through the darkness of three sinister nights.

There was nothing, nothing at all to link these victims other than the grisly manner of their death. Donna Henderson had been a hairdresser, just an ordinary enough lassie, almost eighteen. Lucy had been an art student. English family. Lived in digs near the Art School. By all accounts she had had a promising future in jewellery design, having won some award or other in this, her final year. And it had been her very final year. Then young Sharon Millen, just a wee girl really, still at school. No police records to link them, no common backgrounds. Even their appearances differed, as if the killer picked and chose for sheer variety. Lorimer understood too well that this type of killer was the most difficult to find and the most dangerous. Some crazy person with an obsession, a fetish in their sick mind, looking for victims. The scalping hadn’t shown any sort of expertise, the MO claimed. But maybe he would improve his technique given time, thought Lorimer to himself. And we mustn’t give him time.

He clenched his fists harder. So far there was nothing at all to show for the painstaking work by his squad. House-to-house interviews, as well as a thorough scouring of the park, had drawn a blank. The families of the victims had been questioned, their closest friends and colleagues brought in to make statements. The places they had been on the night of each murder had been turned inside out.

Donna Henderson had been murdered in West George Lane. Forensics had matched hair and blood samples. No one had seen or heard a thing and yet the murder must have taken place only minutes after she had left her companions. The killer could not possibly have known that the young hairdresser would take that particular route. The victim had been picked quite at random; yet Lorimer felt certain that a murder had been intended. Someone had lain in wait to pounce on a solitary girl in that lonely place.

The exact location of Lucy’s death had taken rather longer to discover. It emerged that she had been on her way to visit a fellow student – Janet Yarwood – but had never arrived. Lucy had often dropped in on this girlfriend whose flat was a short walk away. In her statement Janet had said that she had not expected Lucy, exactly, in the sense that no prior arrangement had been made. But there had been nothing unusual about this. However, enough evidence had been found on the waste ground between the back courts of two rows of tenements to establish that Janet’s flat had been Lucy’s destination that night. His men had sifted through all sorts of rubbish, used needles included, and had even taken apart the beginnings of a heap destined to become a bonfire on Guy Fawkes night.

Lorimer sighed. There was nothing to link them in life, and everything to link them in death. As for poor little Sharon Millen, no trace had been found to show where her death had taken place. All they knew was that she had got on that number 7 bus and then her corpse had been found in St Mungo’s Park, hidden in the bushes. Just like the others. Why? Why had he troubled to take them to the park? The initial risk in dumping Donna’s body was bad enough, but the increased risk in taking two further bodies there was crazy. But I am dealing with a crazy person, Lorimer told himself. This person has apparently no motive for the killings, so why expect any logical motive for his disposal of the corpses? That young PC, Matt Boyd, had suggested a link with previous murders in the city which had been at the hands of drug-crazed youths, hallucinating and paranoid. It was Matt’s answer for every crime of violence. Given the statistics, he had a fair chance of being correct some of the time.

But this was different. There was something far more calculating and vindictive about this. No fingerprints had been left and the fibres being tested by the forensic biologists were as yet without any significance. Forensic biology could uncover all sorts of clues from traces left at the scene of a crime, but it had its limitations. Often the data was only one half of an equation, meaningless until the other half could be discovered.

A consultation of HOLMES had proved fruitless. The national computer bank could show patterns of crimes all over the country. But there was none. This spate of crimes in his city had no parallel anywhere else. In one way this was a relief: it narrowed the field. Yet a repeated pattern would have offered help in establishing travel routes and other background which might have helped identify a killer.

It all came back to why. Why had he taken them to the park? Why brutalise them in such a way? Lorimer’s eyes roamed around the walls of his office, seeking inspiration. There were the usual outsize maps, a statement of policing principles, various commendations and two calendars, one ringed in red to show the dates of murders committed in his Division. But it was to none of these that Lorimer turned his attention, and instead he looked to the paintings he had accumulated over the years. Some were prints, of course. A policeman’s salary didn’t always allow for the purchase of originals, and certainly not the famous portrait of Père Tanguy which gazed down at him. The postman looked as if he was restless with sitting and longed to be off and doing something more active. That was what had attracted Lorimer to the Van Gogh print; that feeling of a man’s repressed energy. Lorimer understood that feeling only too well.

But today there was no inspiration to be had from works of art or anything else for that matter. The Fiscal had allowed them weeks to have the corpses studied by forensics, with all the painstaking details which that had entailed. And what had he to show for these weeks of investigation? For the first time in his career Chief Inspector William Lorimer was beginning to feel out of his depth. He’d cracked countless cases of mindless violence, but none had yielded up as little as this one. That none of his colleagues had experienced a case like this was little comfort.

The Press were on his back, demanding results. And so was the Super. It was time to bring in the psychologist. Lorimer frowned. He’d heard of miraculous results from these fellows, but part of him still resisted putting faith in a procedure he didn’t know much about. Well, perhaps he ought to make it his business to find out now.

There was a knock at the door.

‘Sir, Superintendent Phillips says he’s ready to go now.’

WPC Annie Irvine waited anxiously for Lorimer to turn round and acknowledge her words. For a few moments he stood, still staring out of the window. They were all used to his moods, and put up with the long, almost rude, silences because he was such a good DCI and pretty fair-minded if his officers watched their step. At last the shoulders heaved in a resigned sigh.

‘All right, Annie, I’ll be there shortly.’

‘Yes, sir.’ She closed the door and rolled her eyes to heaven.

Superintendent Phillips, the Divisional Commander, didn’t like being kept waiting and she’d be the one to catch the brunt of his short temper if Lorimer didn’t hurry up. The Divcom was already in a foul mood. WPC Irvine crept past George Phillips’s door. Thank goodness she wasn’t the one who was going to that poor girl’s memorial service.

They sat in the car until most of the mourners had passed through the gates and slowly wound their way up to the church. Rain on the windscreen made the shapes of leafless trees blurred and out of focus, like an Impressionist painting.

All the families had wanted cremations but the Fiscal had, of course, refused. The victims’ bodies were still in the mortuary and would be for some time to come. Meanwhile this latest memorial service had to suffice to help the bereaved come to terms with their loss.

Lorimer wondered if wanting cremations was simply the modern trend of funerals, or did they want to obliterate in ashes the remains of these mutilated bodies? An interesting thought. Perhaps he’d put it to the psychologist and see what he made of it.

Beside him the Divcom coughed and looked irritably out of the window. Lorimer tried not to smile. George Phillips had given up smoking again and was hell to live with.

‘All right, Constable,’ Lorimer leaned forward and touched the driver’s shoulder. The car joined the slow line of vehicles winding up to the little building at the top of the hill. Already people were queuing to enter, their black umbrellas held against the streaming rain. Lorimer stared at each one, hunting for a face to jog a memory, to spark off some clue which would set him on the long road to solving this case. Each darkened figure was a stranger. As they took their places near the back, Lorimer was distracted by a group of girls weeping desperately, holding on to each other. They must have been classmates, he thought. What a hellish murder. Lorimer felt a boiling rage inside.

As the minister asked the congregation to bow their heads in prayer, Lorimer’s piercing blue stare was directed at the wooden cross on the wall. Give me a clue, he demanded, show me where that bastard is. Oh God of any pity, don’t let him get away.

Later, sitting in the car, they watched as one by one the mourners left the church. James Thomson was being supported by his father. The boy looked as though he could collapse at any moment. The schoolgirls were quieter now, subdued by the service and by the necessity of encountering Sharon’s parents. Bravely, the Millens had remained to receive the congregation, speechless, but shaking hands. The elderly minister stood by them supportively, speaking an occasional word of thanks. He hadn’t known who we were, Lorimer thought to himself, he’d treated everyone with the same kindly courtesy. What was it about some of these church folk that they could only see good in their fellow men? Lorimer mused on this for a moment, admitting to himself that the seamy side of life had given him quite a different outlook.

What kind of outlook did the killer have? Did he know of Sharon’s memorial service? Or did his involvement with her end when he left her body under those bushes, taking her blonde hair away with him? For what? Why? With Donna Henderson’s murder had come a frantic round of city salons, freelancers, theatrical stylists and wig dressers. The link between the victim’s profession and manner of death had seemed so obvious. Now it seemed only a cruel irony.

The last of the mourners stepped into her car and drove off. A school teacher, thought Lorimer, who was good at guessing professions from appearances.

‘Nothing doing, Bill.’

George Phillips’s tone was resigned. Lorimer declined to answer. Rain-soaked trees lined the road to the gateway and their car swished out into the main road leading back to town.

At the first set of red lights George Phillips turned to Lorimer.

‘We’ll be sending that psychologist fellow up to see you later today. Can’t do any harm, and could do some good. Question is, do we let the Press in on it at this stage or not? Could make it look as though we’re up to something.’

On the other hand it might be seen as clutching at straws. Lorimer stared straight ahead. He was not opposed to this development, just resentful that it had come to this in a case where he had failed to find anything significant himself.

‘Fellow by the name of Solomon Brightman,’ continued the Divcom. ‘Funny names most of these psychologist types have. Ah well, perhaps he’ll cast a little light on the case.’

Lorimer refused to acknowledge Phillips’s feeble attempt at a joke. Within himself he hoped fervently that the psychologist would do just that. And it was no laughing matter.

The main building of the university was old and chilly. Stone steps and balustrades, marble-tiled floors and old creaking wooden doors gave the place a Gothic atmosphere. Lecture theatres and labs gave off from one side of a wide corridor whilst offices lay on the other. ‘Doctor S. Brightman’ proclaimed a small plastic plaque. Underneath, picked out in gold, was the word ‘Psychology’.

On the other side of the door was a surprisingly modern office with the normal accoutrements of grey steel filing cabinets, pale pine desk and chair and several shelves of books. Solly Brightman sat behind the desk, a large ordnance survey map before him. He was a young man of thirty-two, rather foreign in appearance, due to his thick black beard, black-rimmed spectacles and handsome Semitic features. His large brown eyes were fringed with the sort of luxuriant lashes most women would have given a month’s salary for. These eyes were pondering an area on the map. A green circle showed St Mungo’s Park and its immediate residential environs. Solly had ideas about these environs.

The telephone rang. He picked it up casually, without taking his eyes off the map for one moment.

‘Yes, Chief Inspector. Certainly. Yes, I will. No. That’s all right. I’ll see you then. Goodbye.’

Solly spoke smoothly, as if the words had been rehearsed for a part he was playing, then put down the telephone. His preoccupation with the map before him made the conversation with Chief Inspector Lorimer seem quite incidental, almost irrelevant, instead of the one for which he had been waiting most of the day. Solly could see more in the map before him than simple areas of green parkland and networks of suburban streets. He saw opportunity. He saw escape routes. And he saw the emergence of a possible personality.


CHAPTER 3



Outside the closed gates of St Mungo’s Park, PC Matt Boyd stood waiting for his neighbour. He shivered beneath the police-issue raincoat. What a foul night to be on duty. Guard duty.

His shiver had expressed a disgust for the murders perpetrated within the darkened park as well as a thrill of fear that the murderer could return to the scene of the crime. His hands felt the radio in his top pocket then went to his baton concealed below the coat. Heavy footsteps told him that Henry was coming back from the chippy. Sure enough, the younger constable strode smartly around the curve of the park’s railings, his breath clouding the cold night air.

‘Lord, this is a miserable duty,’ he spat out, turning on his heel to face the road, his back, like Matt’s, to the gates behind him. He passed over the newspaper-wrapped packet.

‘Ta, mate,’ Matt said, unwrapping the vinegary chips and beginning to devour them greedily.

‘Keep one for Rover,’ laughed Henry.

Rover was the nickname for the dog-handler rather than the dog, whose name was Ajax. Handler and Alsatian were patrolling the perimeter of the park constantly that night, passing Matt and Henry at the main gates about every forty-five minutes. They were due to make an appearance in less than ten minutes if their tour of the park had proved uneventful. Matt chuckled again. Rover would be lucky to see any of his chips. Still, he might give one to the dog.

The sound of the rain was a soft drilling on the pavement and a gurgle of water trickling down the drains. His footsteps were muffled by the wetness, each print illumined for an instant in the streetlight, then gone, melting into shadows. His head turned slowly from street to park, past trees and open grassland, past swishing cars and buildings shuttered against the night.

Ajax’s breath came out in a faint misty cloud as he loped along, mouth slightly open showing strong white teeth. The railings took on a long curve, foliage thick and high above them as the hill banked steeply. Suddenly the dog stopped, stiff and alert. His head strained and his nose probed the air. The handler made a movement to unleash him if need be, while above them the rhododendron bushes swayed madly. Then a splintering crash revealed a white face glaring through the leaves. The handler slipped the leash and reached for his two-way radio.

In a moment there was a flurry of leaping dog and a cry as the face disappeared, falling backwards through the bushes.

Henry’s radio crackled into life.

‘Tango Two, this is control. Ajax has a prowler inside the park. Assistance requested. Car on its way. Over.’

‘Roger, Control. Wilco.’

Henry’s eyes were shining, all boredom gone. He and Matt broke into a jog along the wet pavements, ears straining for Ajax’s growls. Matt paused briefly by a bin to toss away their scrunched up chip packets. A different kind of hunger was taking over.

They came around the corner to see Ajax crouching by his handler. A man leaned flat against the inside of the park railings, obviously terrified of the dog. As Matt began to climb the railings he could hear him yabbering, ‘Get ’im off. Don’t let ’im touch me!’

Ajax was trained to look as though he would spring at a suspect. He had full control over the man.

‘Car’s coming,’ Henry quietly told the handler.

Matt was now standing alongside the dog, shining his torch on the man against the railings. The torchlight gave his eyes a sunken, staring look. He was a small man, probably in his sixties, thin on top with wrinkled cadaverous flesh which hung in slack, unshaven jowls. His threadbare grey coat was tied round the waist with rope. Matt felt a sinking disappointment. He was only a derelict. Still, he would be taken in for questioning. The park was out of bounds after all, and notices had been put up to that effect. Closed circuit television cameras with infrared devices were secreted in and around the park, mainly panning the area where the bodies had been found. Yet all this technology had failed to detect what one well-trained dog had found.

Matt was annoyed. For a few minutes the activity had given the impression of a breakthrough. He had been rehearsing what he would say if Chief Inspector Lorimer were to ask for a résumé of their night’s duty. In his imagination he had anticipated the Chief’s nod of approval and his own resulting glow.

A white escort pulled up and the tramp was hoisted clumsily over the railings and handed into the back of the car. Ajax and his handler watched them drive off round the curve of the park.

‘Ah, well, back to the gate,’ grumbled Matt. He set off, slightly ahead of Henry and the handler. Ajax walked obediently by their side, alert yet calm as ever, pleased by the recent excitement.


CHAPTER 4



Solly sat in a corner of the interview room. He had not demurred when Chief Inspector Lorimer invited him to sit in as an observer.

It was highly unusual for a Chief Inspector to conduct interviews. The old man had been cautioned and a preliminary taped interview had already taken place. They could hold him for six hours and in that time it would normally be Alistair Wilson, Lorimer’s smoothly urbane Detective Sergeant, who dealt with the suspect. He especially wanted Lorimer to see this fellow for himself, however, and the Detective Chief Inspector in turn wanted to see what the psychologist made of it all.

The interview room was small and square, with a window set up high; a lozenge of daylight filtered into the harsher brightness from the fluorescent tube in the ceiling. Solly sat very still, one leg crossed, attending to the conversation before him. Rather more than the man’s identity had been established by the computer at the charge bar. Other computerised information told a story about this man’s past. It was an unpleasant story, in which small boys had figured.

Lorimer consulted the preliminary report sheet in front of him.

‘You are Valentine Carruthers. Is that correct?’ Lorimer had asked. The reply had been mumbled and Lorimer had repeated his demand in a tone which made even Solly uncross his legs and sit up straighter.

‘Yes. Valentine Carruthers.’

The old man’s reply was spat out in defiance. It was obvious that he resented having to admit to his identity. Lorimer’s response had been a surprised lift of the eyebrows. If ever a name failed to match its owner’s appearance, this was one. Lorimer’s eyes flicked over towards the psychologist. Was he wondering about the fellow’s background? Questioning how life had let him down to the level of sleeping rough in parks?

‘Right, Mr Carruthers. You were apprehended last night in St Mungo’s Park.’ Lorimer paused, his blue glare pinning Valentine Carruthers into helpless submission. ‘You did know that the park was closed to the public?’ The man nodded his response. ‘And you know why, I take it?’ Lorimer’s unbroken gaze forced a response.

‘Those murders.’

Valentine’s eyes dropped unhappily down to focus somewhere below the table which separated him from Lorimer.

‘Are you in the habit of spending the night in that particular park?’

Valentine considered the question. He shifted in his chair.

‘Sometimes,’ he said. ‘It depends.’

‘Could you tell me where you spent the night over the last four weeks?’

Valentine had not looked back at his interrogator whose voice, though demanding, was still reasonable in its tone. Solly wondered if the tramp was capable of remembering where he had slept every night for an entire month.

‘I’ve been in the park most nights. One night I went down under the Kingston Bridge.’

Valentine’s face was a frown of concentration.

Could you tell me if you were in the park on Wednesday the third of November? That was four weeks ago.’

‘Yes.’ Valentine’s answer was prompt. ‘I’ve been in the park every night since the second girl was found.’

‘And you weren’t afraid?’ Lorimer’s question forced Valentine’s eyes to meet his own. ‘Didn’t you worry that you might be in some danger?’ The DCI leaned forward, finger jutting in the air as if danger were a tangible force.

Lorimer saw the darkness in the derelict’s expression. Fear. Danger. When you live in the open like that, life becomes cheap. Emotions are whittled down to a cunning game of outwitting the elements which hamper daily survival. A killer on the loose would perhaps be irrelevant to Valentine’s equation of life. He still didn’t answer the question. Lorimer guessed it was probably futile but he let the words hang in the air nonetheless. Now he probed more directly into the matter which concerned him.

‘I am interested to know what you saw or heard during those nights in St Mungo’s Park.’

Lorimer’s tone held just a hint of supplication. The old man was meant to understand that he was there to help, that his assistance might be invaluable to the police in apprehending this killer. All this was contained in a look and an inflection rather than via an obviously ingratiating approach. Lorimer tilted his head slightly before asking his next question.

‘Did you, for instance, hear any cries for help, or any noises which might be taken for two people struggling?’

Valentine looked as though he would shake his head, but then the blue gaze caught him again.

‘I hear all sorts of things.’ His voice came out in a whine. ‘Just ignore them. I leave other folk alone and they don’t bother me. Most of the time.’ He cast a sly glance at Lorimer. ‘I’m under the trees, right, and I aim to stay there for the night.’ He paused. ‘Of course I hear stuff. Yobs yelling and playing their music up loud. Vans going through the park.’

‘You were near the main road that runs through the park, then?’ Lorimer cut in.

‘Sometimes.’

Suddenly Valentine began to cough violently, the harsh rasps rising in a crescendo until it seemed as though he would retch. Lorimer winced, watching the old man double up clutching his chest. At last he straightened up, wiping away tears with the back of his hand. Lorimer let him recover for a few moments then tried again.

‘Did you ever hear a cry for help?’

‘No.’

‘Did you hear any sound which was out of the ordinary? Something being dragged along the ground, for instance?’

Lorimer’s elbows were on the table now, his face closer to the old man’s. Valentine paused to consider.

‘No.’

Lorimer decided to try a different tack.

‘Could you see the path from where you were concealed in the bushes?’

‘Oh, yes. I could see out through the leaves, but nobody could see me inside.’

The old man looked a little smug, as if he had scored a point.

‘Did you see anything unusual during those nights? Anything out of the ordinary?’

Lorimer, reflecting on his choice of words, wondered what ordinary meant to a derelict. Other derelicts wandering through the night. Addicts fixing drugs. Low life passing through like a shadowy pageant. Valentine shook his head.

‘What vehicles did you see passing through the park?’

‘I dunno. Hard to see when it’s dark. Police car sometimes. Vans.’ He paused for an instant, then added quickly, ‘Oh, and the old ambulance.’

‘The old ambulance?’ Lorimer sat back, curious. ‘What do you mean old?’

‘Well, you get to know sounds in the dark. The new ambulances sound different. Different engines or something. This one was old.’

Lorimer let this pass for the moment. He spread photographs in front of Valentine.

‘Ever seen these women?’ Lorimer leaned back in his chair, giving Carruthers space and watching his face intently. The eyes looked down on the photos of Sharon Millen, Lucy Haining and Donna Henderson. Valentine’s eyes were expressionless, his bottom lip slightly open as he stared at the dead women. Finally he shook his head and looked up as Lorimer removed the photographs. He licked his lips nervously.

‘That’s them, isn’t it?’

Lorimer ignored the question and the old derelict took his silence as affirmation.

‘I think it would be best if you could find a hostel meantime, Mr Carruthers. The park is out of bounds and I really think you should be indoors for your own safety. Besides,’ the blue eyes fixed him again as Lorimer leaned closer, ‘we would be much happier to have an address so we can contact you again. You understand?’

Valentine nodded. He was going to be released now and he didn’t look sorry. He’d almost seemed to welcome the cell and the breakfast, the constable on duty had claimed. There had been no aggro. But now he shifted restlessly in the plastic chair, eager to get shot of his temporary accommodation.

As he rose to leave the room he caught the eye of a bearded fellow in the corner. He stopped for a moment in surprise. It was obvious he had not realised the man had been there all the time. He gave a start when the bearded stranger dropped him a conspiratorial wink. Valentine scowled and scuttled out into the corridor.
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