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1


The tombstone was nearly six feet tall, weathered and mottled with lichen. A pair of fat-cheeked cherubs framed the inscription: ‘How short is life, how soon comes death.’ Soon comes death. So very true. She was late, his bride, his partner ’til death do us part. More than ten bloody minutes late, he noticed, checking his watch yet again. Had she no sense of occasion? Didn’t she care that he was standing there in the cold, waiting for her? Soon it would be dark. People would start leaving work to go home and they would miss their chance.


He glanced towards the entrance to the churchyard, his breath a pale cloud blown away by the wind. Still nothing. Stamping his feet hard on a horizontal grave slab for warmth, hands jammed deep in the pockets of his overcoat, he backed into the recess of the church porch. For ceremony’s sake he had thought of pinning a flower in his buttonhole but had decided against it. Too noticeable. Besides, he hated flowers.


Where the hell was she? Maybe she had never meant to come. Maybe she had just been stringing him along all the time. Digging his nails into his palms at the thought, he jerked his head over his shoulder and spat on the ground, imagining what he would do to her if she stood him up. Telling himself not to worry, he examined the thick skeins of cobwebs that stretched like gauze between the pillars of the porch, focusing on a fat, dead fly imprisoned in the sticky mesh. She’d be here. She had to come. She wouldn’t dare let him down.


He caught a movement out of the corner of his eye and swung round to face the road. Framed by the wrought iron archway at the end of the path, she stood at the top of the steps looking up towards him, eyes startled. Her white face, curtained by long waves of hair, seemed like a full moon, featureless. Sweat pricked his palms and a swell of excitement swept over him, tingling down his back, making the hairs on his neck stand on end. He exhaled sharply. Moistening his lips with his tongue, he smoothed down his hair with his fingers, watching as she came through the gate and walked towards him up the path. Her movements were jerky, like a little bird, nervous, hesitating, never taking her eyes off him. She was younger than he had imagined, no more than fourteen or fifteen. His maiden, his bride. She was perfect. The breath caught in his throat and he was unable to speak.


Dressed in nothing but black, as he had insisted, she was wearing an old raincoat, several sizes too large, that looked as though it had been borrowed or bought in a second-hand shop. Beneath it peeped the uneven fringe of a long skirt and heavy boots with a strap and silver buckle at the ankle. He noticed all the details, pleased that she had done as she was told.


She stopped a few feet away as if unsure, peering short-sightedly at him. ‘Are you Tom?’


Her voice was pitched high, her enunciation childlike. He detected a slight accent but couldn’t place it. Trying to contain his excitement, he stepped out of the shadows and smiled, reaching out his arm to welcome her.


‘Gemma.’


Trembling, tentative, she offered him a small hand from beneath the rolled-up coat sleeve. Her fingers were icy and limp as he pressed them briefly to his lips. As he touched her skin, he caught the faint smell of Pears soap, kindling old, unpleasant memories. He let her hand drop a little too quickly and she looked away, embarrassed, folding her arms tightly and hugging herself. Gently, he took her by the elbow and pulled her towards him.


‘Dear Gemma. You’re so beautiful, you know. Much more than I’d imagined. Much, much more. So very beautiful.’


Still gazing at her feet, she flushed, giving a shy wriggle of pleasure. No doubt it was the first time anyone had ever said those words to her.


‘You’re sure you want to do this?’ he said.


She glanced up at him, her pale-lashed eyes searching his face, looking for reassurance, maybe, or something else. Did she like what she saw? Did she find him handsome? Of course she did. He could see it in her eyes. He was everything she had hoped for, and more. He had filled her dreams for so long and now here he was, Prince Charming, standing in front of her, flesh and blood.


On a hot summer’s night, would you offer your throat to the wolf with the red roses? Why did that bloody song keep popping up in his mind? Will he offer me his mouth? Yes. Will he offer me his teeth? Yes. Will he offer me his jaws? Yes. Will he offer me his hunger? Yes. And will he starve without me? Yes. The hunger. The yearning. So difficult to control. And does he love me? Yes. He had said that he loved her.


He bent down to kiss her properly. Again that foul whiff of Pears. Had she scrubbed herself all over with it? He tried to block it out, watching as she gave a little sigh, screwing her eyelids tight shut as she yielded, her lips in a tight moue, like a child’s kiss. He was surprised at her inexperience. Most girls her age were little better than whores.


He kissed her again, allowing his lips to linger for a moment, touching her mouth ever so lightly with his tongue, feeling her soften beneath his grasp as he observed her, the un-plucked eyebrows, the fine golden down on her cheeks, the faded dusting of freckles on her nose. The winter light bleached the colour from her face, giving her a deathly pallor. He was sure she was a virgin, although that had no special appeal for him.


After what he considered to be long enough, he stepped back and she opened her eyes. They were a clear blue, without doubt her best feature. Trusting eyes, soft and innocent. She really was perfect. He smiled at his good fortune, showing her his beautiful white teeth.


‘You’re really sure? You’re not just wasting my time?’


She looked away as if his gaze burnt her, fingers fiddling with a thread hanging from the end of her coat sleeve.


‘I’m serious about this, you know,’ he said, watching her closely. ‘You’re not going to let me down?’


She shook her head slowly but he was unconvinced. He touched her lightly under the chin, making her look up at him again.


‘Come on. We’re in this together. Together, forever, you and I.’


The words came from another song but it was the sort of trite thing she liked. Easily pleased, she had lapped up the poetry he had sent her, all about love and about death. It seemed to touch a chord, opening a floodgate of confession and neediness. The pain, the loneliness, the sad catalogue of neglect and unhappiness. He understood her so well. He was her soul mate, her first and only love.


‘Us. Together. Never parted. It’s what you wanted, isn’t it? It’s what you said.’ He stared at her, trying to inject warmth into his expression, trying to tamp down his impatience. ‘We don’t belong in this world. You know it’s the only way.’


Gulping, she nodded slowly, tears welling.


‘Good. I’ve got everything we need in here.’ He patted his rucksack and swung it over his shoulder. Bending forward, he kissed her quickly again. ‘Come, my darling. It’s time.’ Clamping an arm around her, he marched her into the dimly-lit interior of the church.


The air was stale; damp mingling with the stench of rotting flowers from various stands of wilted white roses and chrysanthemums placed at intervals along the aisle. He couldn’t imagine why anyone would choose this church to be married in. There was no atmosphere, nothing remarkable about the bare, cavernous interior with its marble plaques, war memorials and anonymous rows of brown pews, nothing to attract tourists or other casual visitors. It was a neglected place, unloved and unfrequented. Security was also extraordinarily absent, although there was nothing worth taking. He had done his research and chosen it carefully. Weekday mid-afternoons were a void time, perfect for what lay ahead.


Gemma stood transfixed, gazing up at the round stained-glass window at the end of the nave above the altar, its jewel colours illuminated by the dim light from outside. The martyrdom of St Sebastian, early nineteenth century, he remembered reading in the church pamphlet. St Catherine or St Joan would have been a more appropriate backdrop but female martyrs were thin on the ground in London.


He jerked her by the elbow. ‘Come on. Someone could come along any minute and we can’t risk being disturbed.’


She allowed herself to be propelled towards the heavy-curtained archway near the pulpit. Behind was a long flight of stairs leading to the organ and the empty gallery high above the nave. As he pulled back the curtain, she stopped and peered up into the dark area above.


‘It’s so high,’ she said, drawing out the word ‘high’ as if it were something shocking.


He knew he was going to have trouble. He wanted to say that ‘high’ was the whole point, as she damn well knew. ‘High’ was what it was all about. They’d discussed everything at length. Now was not the time for doubts. For a moment, he pictured her wheeling above him, spinning through the air, her black raincoat fanning out behind her like the wings of a huge crow. He could hear the sound of it flapping and he felt almost feverish.


‘Come on, I’m with you. Just a little further now.’ He took hold of her wrist and started to drag her up the first flight of stairs.


She tried to pull her arm away. ‘You’re hurting me.’


He caught the puzzled look in her eyes and let go. ‘Sorry, my darling. I’m just feeling nervous, that’s all. I’ve waited so long for this. For you. I’ll follow you, shall I?’


He watched as she stumbled up the stairs. At the top, she wavered, then collapsed in a heap on the landing. Putting her head in her hands, she bent over double, her hair falling over her face and down her legs like a sleek, brown cloak. Half choking, she started to sob.


Shit. This was all he needed. Even though the sound was muffled, somebody might hear. He wanted to jam his hand over her mouth but he mustn’t alarm her. He knelt down on the stair below her, holding her knees, which were clamped tightly together. He would do anything if it would only make her shut up. Slowly, he started to massage her thighs through the thick woollen layers of her skirt.


‘It’s going to be OK. If you don’t want to do it, we don’t have to.’ He cupped his hands around her head and kissed her hair over and over again, feeling almost high with worry. ‘Please stop crying. Really, it’s OK. I’m just so glad I met you.’ If only she would look at him, he was sure he could win her around. ‘We don’t have to do it. We don’t have to, you know.’ He took her tiny hands in his and peeled them away from her face, forcing her to raise her head, eyes still tight shut. ‘Look at me, Gemma. We’ll do whatever you want. Really … I mean that. I love you.’


Slowly she opened her eyes and he rewarded her with one of his softest smiles, brushing her wet, sticky hair off her face, using the edge of her coat sleeve to wipe away the slime around her nose and lips.


‘I don’t want to,’ she whispered, trembling as she gazed at him. ‘I don’t want to …’ She couldn’t finish the sentence. Die. Die with me. Be mine forever. That’s what he had said.


He rose, went over to her and sat down on the step beside her. Wrapping his arm tightly around her, he pulled her into him, cradling her head against his shoulder.


‘Nor do I, my darling, nor do I.’ Stroking her soft hair, he kissed the top of her head. ‘Not now I’ve met you, anyway. Do you feel that too?’


She nodded, pressing her head hard into his coat sleeve.


‘You’ve saved me, you know. You’re so very special. My little Gemma. Shall we do the ceremony anyway? I have everything ready. Shall we exchange rings as we planned?’ She gave a squeak of assent, burying deep into him, nuzzling his shoulder like a kitten. ‘Very special,’ he said, still stroking her hair, trying to soothe her. ‘So very special.’


She started as if stung by something, her hand flying to her mouth as she looked up at him.


‘What’s the matter?’


‘The note. I left a note like you told me. What happens when Mum finds it?’


Was that all? He smiled with relief. ‘Don’t worry. We can either get it back or …’ he let the sentence hang before continuing, ‘you can come and stay with me. Then it won’t matter. You don’t have to go home, if you don’t want to. There’s no way they’ll find us. No way at all.’


She blushed, glancing at him out of the corner of her eye as she returned the smile. For a moment, in spite of her swollen eyes and blotchy face, she looked almost pretty.


‘Come on then. I think you’ll like the gallery. It’s very private, a really special place. Nobody will bother us there.’


He stood up and helped her to her feet, patting down the folds of her coat and brushing away the dust and fluff from the floor. Barely able to contain himself, he took her by the hand and kissed it one last time, closing his eyes briefly as he pictured again what was to come. She was his. All his. He was sure.
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There was no justice in life. DI Mark Tartaglia gazed through the glass porthole of the door to the intensive care room where his boss, DCI Trevor Clarke, was stretched out in bed, at the centre of a spaghetti junction of wires and tubes. Apart from the dark strip of moustache visible beneath the oxygen mask, Clarke was unrecognisable. He’d been in a coma ever since the accident, his head held fast in a clamp to protect his injured spine, with his shattered pelvis and legs surrounded by a metal cage. Thank God he’d been wearing a helmet and proper clothing when he came off his motorbike. But the prognosis wasn’t good.


Sally-Anne, Clarke’s fiancée, sat by the bed, head bowed, one of Clarke’s huge hands cupped in hers. She was dressed in a bright pink and white checked suit, her long, blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail tied with a gold ribbon. Tartaglia had just missed her the day before when he had called by and he didn’t relish seeing her now. For a moment he thought about coming back later. But sod it, Clarke was one of his best mates; he had every right to be there too. He rapped on the glass panel, opened the door and went in.


Sally-Anne looked round briefly. Her eyes were red, rimmed with mascara. He wasn’t sure if she was crying for Clarke or for herself. Any woman who could up sticks and leave two small kids and a husband for another man, even if it was someone as nice as Clarke, had to be selfish beyond belief. And it had all happened so fast. Impulsive as always, Clarke never did things by halves. One minute she was just the new bit of squeeze, brought along for the occasional drink or bite to eat. Next thing, she was living in his flat in Clapham, he’d put her name on his mortgage and bank account and now that her divorce had come through, they were talking about getting hitched. But that was before the accident. Maybe Tartaglia was being harsh, but he couldn’t imagine Sally-Anne looking after a paraplegic for the rest of her life.


‘Any progress?’ Tartaglia asked, walking over to the foot of the bed. He’d already heard from Clarke’s nurse that there was none but he didn’t know what else to say. The longer Clarke stayed in a coma, the worse the likely outcome.


Sally-Anne shook her head, stroking the top of Clarke’s hand with her long pink nails, gazing fixedly at what could be seen of his face as if she were willing him to open his eyes or speak. Tartaglia wondered how long she had been there and what was going through her mind. Conversation seemed pointless and he stood behind her, feeling awkward, the silence punctuated by the bleeping of the monitors around the bed and the episodic shushing of the ventilator.


After a moment, Sally-Anne muttered something to Clarke that sounded like ‘see you later’, carefully placed his hand back on top of the sheet, patted it and stood up. Straightening her short skirt, she picked up her handbag and turned to Tartaglia, tears in her eyes.


‘I hate hospitals. I hate the smell. It reminds me of having my appendix out when I was a kid and I feel so bloody useless. What’s the point of coming? What good can I do? I mean, he doesn’t even know I’m here.’


Avoiding her gaze, Tartaglia shrugged and stuffed his hands in his pockets. He was there because he cared about Clarke, because he wanted to see him, poor bastard. Of course it wouldn’t do Clarke any good, in the state he was in. But that wasn’t the point. Even if it was a pretty empty gesture, it was a mark of their friendship, of respect.


She took a tissue out of her bag and blew her nose. Her eyes fastened onto the motorbike helmet under Tartaglia’s arm. ‘Stupid prat. Why did Trevor have to go and buy that wretched bike? He hasn’t ridden one in years.’


Her tone was bitter and Tartaglia wondered if somehow she held him personally to blame, as he was close to Clarke and the only other member of the murder team to ride a motorbike. For a moment he thought of the gleaming red Ducati 999 in the hospital car park and felt almost guilty. But if Sally-Anne thought he’d led Clarke astray, she was wrong. Mid-life crisis was the phrase that came to mind. At least, that was the joke around the office. Six months, almost to the day, after Clarke’s wife left him for her yoga teacher, he’d started Weight Watchers and joined the local gym. Next came the motorbike, the contact lenses, the garish shirts and the leather jacket. What with the seventies-style moustache he refused to shave off, he was starting to look like one of the Village People. Just when they were all wondering if Clarke was going to come out of the closet, along came Sally-Anne, almost young enough to be his daughter, and his brief second stint as a single man was over. Clarke was well aware of what his work mates thought but he didn’t seem to mind. He was just happy and at peace with the world. That should have been all that mattered but Tartaglia couldn’t help worrying that Clarke would end up getting hurt.


Sally-Anne was still staring at Tartaglia, arms clasped tightly around her handbag. ‘You know, I just keep hoping he’s going to open his eyes. That’s all I want. Just to know that he’s still all there, up top, I mean. Anything else, we can learn to cope with together.’


The way she spoke sounded genuine and he felt a little surprised. Had he been wrong about her? Did she really love Clarke after all?


‘Have you thought about playing him some music?’ he said, feeling embarrassed, wanting to appear helpful if nothing else. ‘You know, something he’ll recognise. They say it sometimes works.’


‘That’s not a bad idea. I suppose anything’s worth a try, given the state he’s in. But a Walkman’s definitely out.’ Gulping, she gave a wry smile in Clarke’s direction. ‘I mean, where would you put the headphones?’


She had a point. You could barely make out Clarke’s eyes, let alone his ears. ‘What about one of those portable machines with speakers?’


She nodded slowly, as if he had said something important. ‘We’ve got one in the kitchen at home. I’ll bring it in this evening with some CDs. Trev really loves Celine Dion, for some weird reason. Maybe the sound of her voice will wake him up, even if mine won’t.’


Tartaglia grimaced. ‘God, I’d forgotten he has such crap taste in music. If I were you, I’d try and find something he really hates, like Eminem or 50 Cent. He’s such an ornery bastard, you should play it really loud right next to him and see what happens. That’ll do the trick, if anything will.’


She gave him a wistful smile. ‘I can just imagine him shouting at me to turn it off. That would be good, wouldn’t it?’


She looked up into his eyes for reassurance. Although her face had brightened momentarily, tears were still not far away. In spite of the make-up and sophisticated clothes, she looked like a young girl. She hesitated, head slightly to one side as if there was something else she wanted to say. But after a second she just touched his arm and walked past him, her impossibly high heels squeaking on the linoleum.


Opening the door, she glanced back at him. ‘Maybe see you tomorrow. If there’s any change before then, I’ll let you know.’


As the door closed behind her, Tartaglia’s mobile rang. In spite of the hundreds of notices plastered around the hospital, he had forgotten to switch it off. He flipped it open and heard the smooth tones of Detective Superintendent Clive Cornish, at the other end.


‘Are you with Trevor?’


‘Yes, but I’m about to leave.’


‘Any progress?’


‘None, I’m afraid,’ Tartaglia said, turning away and whispering into the mouthpiece, as if Clarke might somehow be able to hear him. ‘But at least he’s still alive.’


Cornish gave a heavy sigh. Clarke was well liked and respected by everybody, even Cornish, a man not normally known for warmth or feelings of compassion towards anyone. ‘That’s something, I suppose. Anyway, I need you over in Ealing right away, at a church called St Sebastian’s. It’s on South Street, just off the main drag. I’ve told Donovan to meet you there. There’s been a suspicious death. With Trevor out of action for the foreseeable future, you’re now the acting SIO.’


St Sebastian’s was set back a little above the road in a leafy residential area, a high wall with iron railings forming the boundary. Bathed in bright winter sunshine, the church was plain, with simple, graceful lines and tall stone pillars flanking the entrance. Georgian, Tartaglia thought, from the little he knew of architecture. It seemed at odds with the endless criss-cross streets of ornate Edwardian redbrick terraced houses that surrounded it, as if it had been taken from somewhere else and plonked down in the middle of Ealing by mistake.


DS Sam Donovan stood huddled by the main gate, hands jammed in her coat pockets, eyes watering and nose red from the cold.


‘You took your time,’ she said, shivering. ‘It’s bloody freezing out here and I’ll probably catch my death now.’


Tiny and slim, with brutally short, spiky brown hair that framed an otherwise pretty, regular-featured face, she was wearing a purple coat, baggy trousers and Doc Martens, her chin tucked into the thick folds of a long, woolly, lime green scarf, wrapped several times around her neck.


‘Sorry. The traffic was bad. I’ve been over at St Mary’s, seeing Trevor.’


‘How is he?’ she asked, ducking under the crime scene tape and leading the way up the steps to the churchyard.


‘Unfortunately, no change. But I’ll fill you in later.’ They started to walk together slowly up the long path that curved towards the church door. ‘Cornish said we’ve got an unexplained death.’


She nodded, taking a crumpled paper tissue from her pocket and blowing her nose loudly, as if she was trying to make a point. ‘I’ve had a full briefing with DI Duffey from the on-call MIT. The victim’s a fourteen-year-old girl called Gemma Kramer. She fell from the organ gallery inside the church two days ago. Ealing CID initially assumed it was an accident or suicide.’


‘Was there a note?’


‘No. But they didn’t find anything suspicious about her death and, after what sounds a pretty cursory forensic exam of the ground floor, the crime scene was released.’


‘Released?’ he said, pausing in the middle of the path and turning to her.


‘Afraid so. Apparently there’d been some pressure from the vicar and some locals to reopen the church for a christening.’


Shaking his head, he moved on again, Donovan at his side. Manning a cordon around a crime scene twenty-four hours a day was an expensive business and with resources stretched, as always, it wouldn’t be the first time such a thing had happened.


‘So what changed their minds?’


‘Just after the church was cleaned up and re-opened for business, a witness materialises out of the woodwork saying she saw the girl going into the church with a man a couple of hours before her body was found. Somebody then has the sense to ask for a full tox analysis and when the report comes back, it’s panic stations. The girl had traces of alcohol and GHB in her system.’


‘GHB? Was she sexually assaulted?’


‘Not according to DI Duffey. The crime scene was re-sealed immediately and a thorough forensic investigation was carried out of the whole church. It was only a cursory clean, hopefully not much damage was done.’


‘We should be thankful for small mercies, I suppose,’ he said, stopping again for a moment and glancing around the churchyard, wanting to get his bearings.


The graves were so crowded together that the whole area was almost entirely paved, with hardly a blade of grass to be seen. The stones were deeply weathered and most of the inscriptions barely readable. It seemed that nobody had been buried there for many years. He pulled out a Marlboro red from a pack in his pocket and turned his back to the wind to light it, letting the sun warm his face for a moment.


‘Is the girl local?’ he asked, taking a long, deep drag and watching the smoke gust away on the cold air.


‘No. She’s from Streatham. Nobody has a clue what she was doing around here.’


‘Tell me about the witness.’


‘I’ve just been to see her. She’s called Mrs Brooke. She’s in her late sixties or early seventies and lives a couple of streets away. Don’t be put off by her age,’ she added, no doubt seeing the sceptical look on his face. ‘She used to be a ladies fashion buyer for Selfridges and has quite an eye for detail. She seemed pretty reliable to me.’


He smiled. ‘OK. I’ll take your word for it. What time was all this?’


‘Just after four in the afternoon. She was going out to tea with a friend and was sitting in the shelter across the road, waiting for a bus.’


Turning, he saw an old-fashioned bus shelter about twenty yards away, partially obscured by a tight row of tombstones and an ancient yew tree.


‘According to Mrs Brooke, Gemma came from that direction,’ Donovan continued, pointing across him to the left. ‘The Tube’s that way, so we assume that’s how she got to Ealing. Gemma crossed the road and went up the steps into the churchyard. The next time Mrs Brooke looked over, she was kissing some bloke just over there, in front of the porch. She said she felt a bit shocked as Gemma looked very young and the man was quite a bit older. Then they went into the church together.’


‘Mrs Brooke saw all of this from where she was sitting?’


‘So she says.’


Tartaglia strode up the path to the porch and wheeled round. ‘According to her, they were standing here?’


‘That’s right.’


He looked back across the churchyard to the road in front. At four in the afternoon it would have been getting dark but the line of sight to the bus stop was relatively clear and he felt reassured that Mrs Brooke would have had a good view.


‘How old did she say the man was?’ Tartaglia asked, taking another pull on his cigarette as Donovan caught him up.


‘She thought he was in his thirties or possibly early forties, but she couldn’t be sure. He was a lot taller than Gemma, as he had to bend right down when he kissed her. Although, given that Gemma was apparently about my height, that’s not saying much.’ Donovan smiled. She was not much over five foot and proud of it.


He glanced back again at the shelter. Even at this time of day, the interior was shadowed. From where he was standing, it was almost impossible to see if anyone was inside. Maybe Gemma and her friend had been unaware that they were being observed, or maybe they didn’t care.


‘Do we have a description of the man?’


‘White, with dark hair, wearing a dark coat or jacket. He must have been waiting in the churchyard for Gemma, as Mrs Brooke didn’t see him arrive.’


‘Did she see him leave?’


Donovan shook her head. ‘After a few minutes, the bus came along and she got on. She didn’t think anything more about it until she saw the CID boards appealing for witnesses. So far, she’s the only person to come forward.’


‘What have forensics turned up?’


‘Just the usual condoms, sweet papers and cigarette butts in the churchyard. But don’t get too excited. None of it’s recent.’


‘With the weather we’ve been having, I’m not surprised.’


‘I didn’t know cold weather was ever a deterrent,’ she said with a wry grin. ‘Anyway, I’m going to catch my death out here. Can we go inside?’


He nodded, stubbed out his cigarette and pushed open one half of the heavy panelled door, Donovan slipping under his outstretched arm.


The interior of the church was barn-like, with a high, vaulted ceiling. Light flooded in through various ornate stained glass windows, casting a kaleidoscope of colours and patterns on the walls and the black and white marble floor. The temperature was almost as cold as outside, and an unpleasant musty smell hung in the damp air, coupled with a strange sourness. Decay, he thought. Things rotting away. The smell of neglect and penny pinching. Like so many English churches, the place was redolent of the past, a past with little relevance or connection to the present, the brass work tarnished, the embroidered kneelers threadbare and disintegrating, the memorial plaques that plastered the walls commemorating people long since dead and forgotten.


Although born and brought up a Catholic in Edinburgh, his Catholicism was well lapsed and not a matter that caused him any loss of sleep. But the churches of his youth were places of warmth, much frequented and loved, an integral part of family life and the community, very different to St Sebastian’s. The last time he’d set foot inside a church had been at least a year before, when his sister, Nicoletta, had dragged him along to Sunday mass at St Peter’s, the Italian church in Clerkenwell, before one of her marathon family-and-friends lunches. The atmosphere in the church had hummed: the air thick with the smell of incense; the rows of crystal chandeliers shimmering; every surface waxed and gleaming; and the metalwork polished within an inch of its life. The pews had been packed, with everyone in their Sunday best. It was a riot of colour and richness. Afterwards, hundreds of people thronged the pavement outside, gossiping and stopping at one of the many local bars and cafés for an espresso or grappa. Looking around the drab interior of St Sebastian’s, he couldn’t imagine such a scene. It felt unused and uncared for. A sad and lonely place for a young girl to die.


He followed Donovan down the nave, stopping in front of a large dark green stain that spread messily outwards across the marble floor.


‘This is apparently where the girl fell.’


In order to pinpoint the spot where Gemma Kramer had died, the forensic team had used the chemical LMG to reveal the original blood traces. Around the outside, spatters and tracks from a mop and some sort of brush used to scrub the floor were easily visible, the wash of green fading into a pale verdigris at the edges, shot with bright blue and yellow light from one of the huge, arched windows. Tartaglia gazed up at the wide gallery that spanned the full width of the nave high above, an ornately carved balustrade running along the edge. The thought of the girl plummeting down from such a height made him shiver. Short of a miracle, no one could survive that fall.


‘What time was the body found?’ he asked, gazing up into the dark space of the gallery, the tall gilt pipes of the organ just visible at the back.


‘Just after six, when someone came to tidy up for the evening service. They have Holy Communion at seven-fifteen on a Wednesday.’


‘So nobody came in here between four and six?’


She shook her head. ‘According to Duffey, the vicar leaves the main church unlocked for prayer but it’s usually empty in the afternoon. I don’t think they get many worshippers or visitors.’


Finding it extraordinary that it was left unsecured, particularly given its apparent state of disuse, Tartaglia wondered what had brought the girl to such a place. Was it by chance? Or had she and the man known that the church was left unlocked?


‘How do we get up to the gallery?’ he said.


‘Follow me.’ She walked over to a narrow archway to one side of the pulpit. As she pulled back the heavy red velvet curtain that hung across it, a cloud of dust flew up into the air, the particles dancing in a shaft of sunshine from above. She fumbled around behind the curtain, switching on a series of lights and illuminating the staircase and gallery.


Tartaglia started up the long, steep flight of stairs, Donovan making heavy weather just behind him.


‘You know, you really should give up the fags,’ he said to her when she finally reached the top.


She smiled, still out of breath. ‘You’re hardly one to talk. Anyway, I’ve been trying the patches but I think I’ve become addicted to them too.’


‘They didn’t work for me either.’ Instinctively he felt in his pocket for his cigarettes.


She gave him a withering look.


He turned away, glancing around the gallery. Apart from the organ and the rows of stalls for the choir, it was empty. He walked over to the balustrade and gripped the heavy wooden rail with his hands, trying to see if there was any give. But the whole thing felt solid as stone. It was also a good four feet high. There was no way the girl could have fallen over it by accident. He stared down at the wide green stain way below. The area was now streaked with deep red and gold light and for a moment he pictured her lying there, a small, dark form, broken on the marble paving. Whatever had happened, it was a violent and horrible death.


He turned back to Donovan. ‘Are there any signs of a struggle?’


She nodded. ‘They found several clumps of long hair near the edge of the balcony which may belong to Gemma. The hair was pulled out at the root, so they’ll be able to compare the DNA. They also found traces of candle wax and incense and what looks like red wine spilt on the floor.’


He shrugged. ‘We are in a church, after all. Are they sure it’s recent?’


‘There was choir practice on Monday night but the floor was apparently cleaned on Tuesday morning. The vicar says nobody’s been in the gallery since. Samples have gone off for analysis and we should get the results back soon.’


The combination of incense, candle wax and wine instantly conjured up the idea of a mass or some other sort of ritual. Maybe it was black magic or a form of New Age ceremony, he thought. A young girl and an older man. Even though there appeared to be no evidence of sexual assault, the presence of the GHB in Gemma’s system rang alarm bells. The drug, like Rohypnol, was becoming increasingly common in date rape cases. He wondered if the choice of a church as the location was significant in some way. Had Gemma been a willing participant in whatever had gone on, or had she been forced? Had the man dragged her or held her down by her hair for some reason? Had she struggled? Hopefully the post mortem results would reveal more. The main question now was what had become of the man?


‘If you’ve seen enough, we ought to be going,’ Donovan said, checking her watch. ‘We’ve got a meeting with the pathologist in just over half an hour, in Victoria.’


‘Who did the PM?’ he asked, as they started to walk back together towards the stairs.


‘Dr Blake.’


Tartaglia tensed, glancing quickly over at Donovan. But there wasn’t a glimmer of anything untoward in her expression. Being realistic, there was no way she could know what had been going on. No way any of them could. At least he hoped so. He sighed. Shit. Shit. Why did it have to be Fiona Blake?
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The last time Tartaglia had seen Fiona Blake, she’d been lying naked next to him in his bed. That had been about a month ago and he’d barely spoken to her since.


Today she was dressed in a prim grey suit, auburn hair scraped back tightly in a bun, white blouse buttoned up tight to the collar, as if she was trying to hide any hint of femininity or softness.


‘There’s no sign of sexual assault,’ she said in her usual precise tone. ‘In fact, Gemma Kramer was a virgin.’


She stared at him across her desk as if they were total strangers and for a moment he had to remind himself of the intensity he had so recently felt. She had kept him and Donovan waiting outside in the corridor for nearly half an hour. He was sure it was deliberate and it made him feel even more awkward and nervous of seeing her in an official capacity, particularly with Donovan there too. He felt grateful that Donovan was sitting beside him now, a protective shield, her presence inhibiting any possibility of a more personal conversation.


‘I understand you found traces of GHB in her system,’ Donovan said.


‘Yes, and alcohol. There was a small amount of red wine in her stomach. Both were ingested shortly before death.’


‘GHB’s not known as Easy Lay for nothing,’ Tartaglia said. ‘Are you sure she wasn’t assaulted in some way?’


Blake gave him a piercing look. ‘As I said, Inspector, I found no evidence of any form of sexual activity.’


The use of his title felt like a slap in the face. Although why she should be feeling angry was beyond him. It had been good, better than good, if he was honest, for the short while it had lasted. It had only come to a sudden halt when he had found out accidentally from someone else that she had a long-term boyfriend called Murray, a fact that she had never bothered to mention. He remembered the last terse phone call when, ignoring the subject of Murray, as if it made no difference to anything, she’d suggested that they meet up as usual. He’d shouted at her, told her to leave him alone, to stop calling. Angry with himself as much as with her, he’d slammed the phone down before she could say anything else. Finally he had understood why she could only see him at odd hours, why they only ever met at his flat and why her mobile was invariably switched off late at night and at weekends.


‘I suppose there’s no way of telling if it was mixed with the wine and then drunk, or if they were taken separately?’


She shifted in her chair, and looked away towards the window. ‘I can see what you’re thinking, but I can’t help you. Maybe the wine was spiked, but it’s impossible to tell. People do take GHB recreationally, you know.’


He shook his head. ‘The girl was barely fourteen, and a church seems a pretty strange place to choose, if all you want to do is get high.’ As he spoke, he noticed a large, single diamond on Blake’s ring finger. It looked like an engagement ring. Perhaps conscious of his gaze, she slid her hands off the table and folded them in her lap behind the desk.


‘Would she have been aware of what was going on around her?’ Donovan asked.


Blake gave her a tight smile. ‘Like someone a little drunk.’


‘No more than that?’


‘With the right dose, the effects are placidity, sensuality and mild euphoria. Anxieties dissolve into a feeling of emotional warmth, well-being and pleasant drowsiness.’


‘You mean she would lose her inhibitions,’ Donovan said, glancing at Tartaglia for confirmation. They were obviously thinking along the same lines.


He nodded. ‘And fear.’


‘It produces a heightening of the sense of touch, increased sexual enjoyment and performance for both men and women,’ Blake continued, ignoring where they were going with this.


‘Which is why I keep coming back to a sexual motive,’ Tartaglia said, rapping his fingers lightly on the edge of the desk. ‘Picture this. Gemma was with a much older man. She met him outside the church -clearly they had arranged to meet there. They kiss, so we know he’s not a stranger, then they go inside together. The church is empty, nobody about at that time of day, and it’s more than likely they knew it would be. This all smells to me of careful preparation. They go upstairs to the gallery and sit or lie on the floor. They light candles, burn incense and drink wine, all of which they would have had to bring with them. Then the girl falls to her death and the man disappears.’


‘What do you want me to say, Inspector?’ Blake asked, her face expressionless.


She was still missing the obvious, as far as he was concerned. Pathologists were so literal, so clinical. Just deal with the bald facts, never try to interpret them, let alone use your imagination.


‘Look, we’re talking about a fourteen-year-old girl,’ he insisted, holding her gaze. ‘A virgin, according to you. This was all premeditated, not something that just happened by chance. Why go to all this trouble, unless there’s something specific you want to get out of it? The girl’s the follower in all of this, the innocent victim. And now she’s dead, with GHB in her system. Don’t tell me there was no sexual purpose.’


Blake shook her head slowly. ‘This is pure speculation. There is absolutely no physical evidence to suggest a sexual encounter.’


Exasperated with not getting the answer he wanted, he exhaled, leaning back in the chair so violently that it made a loud crack beneath him. ‘You looked for signs of a struggle? Grazing, bruising, scratches? You checked her fingernails?’


Blake looked affronted. ‘Of course. I did the PM myself but I found nothing suspicious. The details are all in my report, which you’ll have in the morning.’


She cleared her throat and folded her arms as if that was the end of the matter. For a moment he pictured her, white-skinned, full-breasted and bleary-eyed, her hair fanned out on the pillow. But that was history and he felt furious with himself again for allowing his thoughts to wander in that direction.


‘OK, going back to the GHB,’ he said, forcing himself back into the present. ‘What sort of quantities are we dealing with here?’


‘Nothing especially high, nothing more than a couple of grams. Although even a small amount of alcohol would intensify the sedative effect. Gemma would have been in quite a happy and relaxed state, but she may have had trouble staying awake.’


‘How quickly would it have taken effect?’ Donovan asked.


‘It depends on the dosage and the purity of the drug. But for someone Gemma’s size, on an empty stomach, I’d say fairly quickly, particularly with the alcohol. Probably no more than ten to fifteen minutes at most.’


‘Might she have wanted to jump off the balcony? You know, like someone on a bad trip?’


Blake shook her head. ‘GHB doesn’t make you hallucinate.’


‘Would she have been capable of climbing over the balcony on her own in that state?’


‘Remind me how high the balcony is?’


‘About four feet,’ Tartaglia said. ‘And very solid.’


Blake seemed thoughtful, running a finger over her lips for a moment before folding her hands tidily in front of her. ‘In my opinion, it’s highly unlikely. She wasn’t much over five feet tall and she would be feeling very dizzy standing up, maybe even a little nauseous because of the combined effect of the drug and the alcohol. She would increasingly have lost control over her movements. I don’t think she would have had the coordination to climb over anything that high, either aided or unaided.’


For a moment, his thoughts turned back again to the church and the dark balcony high above the nave where something very strange had gone on. What was the point of the drug if there was no sexual motive? None of it made any sense. The only certainty was that Gemma’s death had been no accident.


He stood up to go and Donovan followed suit. As he picked up his jacket, he noticed a couple of framed photographs sitting on top of the filing cabinet. One showed a broad-shouldered man with a deeply tanned face, wearing sunglasses and ski gear, grinning broadly against a snowy mountain backdrop. He was in his late thirties or early forties, with the thick, white-blond hair of a Scandinavian. The one next to it was of the same man, his face paler this time, in one of those stupid wigs and gowns barristers wore. Fucking Murray, he thought. Christ, she’d made such a fool of him.


He glanced over at her and caught her eye. He knew she had seen him looking at the photographs and he forced a smile and leaned over the desk towards her.


‘Is there anything else you think I should be aware of, Dr Blake? Something important that I may have missed or maybe forgot to ask you? Every little detail’s important. That’s where the devil is, as they say.’


She coloured, a flicker of emotion crossing her face. Surprised but gratified that he had got some sort of a reaction, he was suddenly aware of Donovan’s presence in the room and cursed himself for having said anything.


‘I understand what you’re getting at,’ Blake said quietly. ‘Everything’s in my report. But there is something that perhaps I should draw to your attention, in the light of the scene you describe; it may or may not be significant. A lock of the girl’s hair had been cut off.’


‘Lengths of hair were found at the crime scene, but according to the crime scene manager, it was pulled out at the root,’ Donovan said.


Blake shook her head. ‘This is different. I’ve no idea when it was done, although it must have happened very recently. It was sliced off right at the scalp. The section was about two inches wide and whoever did it used a sharp blade.’


‘Where was this?’ Tartaglia asked.


‘Just at the base of her neck. We only noticed it by accident when we were turning her over.’


Outside, Tartaglia turned to Donovan. ‘I’ll head straight back to Barnes and brief the team. You go and see Gemma’s parents. The man’s clearly someone she knew and we’ve got to find him.’


Before Donovan could reply, he turned on his heel and strode off towards his motorbike, which was parked further down the road.


Bristling with pent-up curiosity, Donovan unlocked her car and climbed in. Mark Tartaglia and Dr Fiona Blake. She was amazed. Tartaglia always played his cards close to his chest but she usually managed to find out eventually if he was seeing someone. She would never have guessed in a million years that he would have gone for Blake. Blake wasn’t bad looking, she had to admit grudgingly. But she was one of those irritating women who thought themselves above everyone else, just because they held a clutch of degrees. Men were unfathomable. They defied all common sense, suckers for any pretty face, never mind the person inside.


She pulled out her A-Z from the glove compartment and looked up Gemma’s parents’ address. It would take her no more than half an hour to get to Streatham, she reckoned. Switching on the ignition, she let the car idle for a minute, waiting for the heater to kick in. Her thoughts drifted back to Tartaglia and Blake. Their affair had to be recent, as she was pretty sure from conversations she had had with Tartaglia that there’d been no woman in his life a couple of months before. Of course, however much she instinctively disliked Blake, she couldn’t blame her for going for Tartaglia. He was bloody gorgeous. It was unfair that any man should be made like that, with those brooding, dark looks and that lovely generous mouth. At times, he could look so serious, so intense. But when he smiled, his whole face lit up. The only consolation was that he seemed generally unaware of the effect he had on others. Thank God he’d never realised what she thought. In the early days, she had taken great pains not to let her feelings show and now that they’d got to know each other much better, she’d stopped hankering after him. They were mates. Good mates. Not a relationship she wanted to put at risk for something she knew couldn’t last. Anyway, he was impossible, too independent and single-minded, which would make her feel insecure. Also, who in their right mind would want to have a relationship with a detective on a murder team, on call all hours, having to drop everything when a new case came along, working all day and night and weekends? No sane person would bother for long.


But what had happened between Tartaglia and Blake? There’d definitely been a row of some sort; you could have cut the atmosphere in the room with a knife. At first she’d assumed that they’d had some sort of professional spat, pathologists being bloody awkward creatures at the best of times. But then it had all got very tense just as they were leaving and it was clear that there was something else going on, something personal. Tartaglia had leant over towards Blake and said something. Although she couldn’t quite remember what it was, it had sounded pretty innocuous. But the reaction on Blake’s face was instantaneous and she looked as though she had been hit.


Trying to replay the conversation in her mind, so as to pin down the exact words, Donovan slipped Maroon 5’s Songs About Jane into the CD player, tabbing to her favourite song, ‘She Will Be Loved’. She let the music and lyrics wash over her for a moment. Of course Tartaglia could trust her. She wouldn’t tell anyone, if that’s what he was worried about. But she was buggered if she was going to let him think he could pull the wool over her eyes, try and pretend that there was nothing going on. Not after what she’d witnessed.
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Getting to Streatham took longer than Donovan had imagined but she found the Kramers’ address without trouble and pulled up on a yellow line outside. The house was modern, semi-detached with a neat strip of lawn to one side and a straight, paved path leading between two tidy flowerbeds to the front door. A black taxicab, which she assumed belonged to Gemma’s father, was parked in the driveway in front of the garage, and she could see lights on behind the drawn curtains.


Thank goodness she wasn’t there to break the news to the family. That was the part of the job she’d always hated most, particularly when a child was concerned. But it was bad enough having to talk to the parents now, knowing that Gemma’s death hadn’t been either a suicide or a simple accident. Unlike several of her colleagues, she found it difficult to cut herself off, found it impossible not to empathise with those affected by the death of a loved one. She had often asked herself why she had ever joined Clarke’s murder team, and could only suppose that it was for the satisfaction of catching the person responsible, justice and retribution the only compensation for all the pain.


She took a deep breath and pressed the doorbell. The man who answered the chimes was wearing combats, trainers and a T-shirt, with a gold Star of David hanging from a heavy chain around his neck. His head was shaved, which emphasised the roundness of his face, and he looked to be in his early forties. Short, squat and barrel-chested, with the beginnings of a beer gut, he reminded her of a bulldog as he stood planted in the middle of the doorway as if he were guarding it.


‘Mr Kramer? I’m DS Donovan.’ She held out her ID. ‘I’m with the team looking into Gemma’s death.’


He stuffed his hands into his pockets as if he didn’t know what to do with them and gazed vaguely at the warrant card before moving aside, almost grudgingly, to let her pass.


‘I’m Dennis Kramer, her stepdad. You’d better come in.’ His voice was a deep, throaty growl, his accent instantly recognisable as south London.


The DI at Ealing had said nothing about a stepfather. Stepfathers were prime suspect material in such a case. But whatever the relationship, if Mrs Brooke’s description was accurate, Kramer could be ruled out immediately on physical grounds. Although he could have shaved off his hair in the last couple of days, he was still nothing like the man the old lady had described.


‘Is Gemma’s mother at home?’


‘Mary’s lying down upstairs. Seeing Gemma’s body at the …’ he struggled for the word then grunted. ‘I said I’d do it but she insisted on going. It more or less finished her off.’


‘I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve some questions I need to ask. Is the family liaison officer here?’


He shook his head. ‘She was getting on my nerves so I sent her off. No point in her hanging around all day and night like a spare penny. The doctor’s pumped Mary full of stuff and she’s out for the count now so she can’t talk to anyone. If you want to ask questions, you’ll have to make do with me. I’ve just put the kettle on. Fancy a cup of tea?’


‘Please. White, no sugar,’ she said, suddenly aware of the familiar ache in the pit of her stomach. What with being tied up with Ealing CID all morning and then with Tartaglia, she had completely forgotten about lunch. Thank goodness she’d managed a proper breakfast, although it was now a distant memory. It was always like this with a new investigation. Adrenalin and coffee were the main things keeping you going and you had to make a conscious effort to remember to eat, grab a sandwich or a takeaway somewhere on the run if you were lucky. It was going to be a battle keeping off the fags.


‘The lounge is just there, on your left,’ Kramer said, waving his hand vaguely towards the door. ‘Make yourself comfortable and I’ll be with you in a sec.’


She pushed open the door and walked into a small, cream-coloured room, with thick wall-to-wall carpet and a dark leather three-piece suite. She assumed that Gemma’s mother had chosen the decor, as she couldn’t picture Kramer selecting the fawn and maroon striped curtains with their neat tiebacks, let alone the line of reproduction botanical prints, which hung on one of the walls. An expensive-looking TV on a glass and chrome stand took pride of place opposite the sofa, next to it a tall shelf unit with a couple of limp-looking pot plants, a collection of DVDs and a series of gilt-framed photographs.


She walked over, her eye drawn by a photo of a pretty young girl with long, glossy brown hair. It was a school photograph, the girl dressed in a navy blue cardigan over a blue and white checked blouse, her hair held back by an Alice band. The photo bore the title ‘Convent of the Sacred Heart’ at the bottom with the previous year’s date. Gemma, she assumed. She looked no more than twelve, her smile innocent and open like a child’s, with nothing of the self-consciousness of a teenager. Donovan remembered how she herself had hidden from the camera from puberty onwards, pulling faces to disguise her embarrassment whenever she was caught, knowing that she would hate the end result.


She had just turned her attention to a photo of a pair of cheeky-looking little boys, when Kramer came into the room with a mug of tea in each hand.


‘That’s Patrick and Liam,’ he said, passing her a mug and taking his own over to the sofa, where he sank down heavily, crossing his feet under the small glass coffee table. ‘They’re my kids, Gemma’s half-brothers. I’ve had to ship them off to their nan’s until Mary’s better. She can’t cope with anything at the moment.’


Donovan settled herself in one of the comfortable-looking armchairs and took a notebook and pen out of her bag. ‘Just for formality’s sake, could you tell me where you were on Wednesday afternoon?’


He looked instantly affronted. ‘What, me? What’s it got to do with me?’


‘Just a routine question, Mr Kramer. You know how it is. We have to dot the “i”s and cross the “t”s.’ She took a sip of tea. It was good, strong stuff and she instantly felt better.


He nodded slowly, grudgingly appearing to accept the explanation. ‘I was at Gatwick till about five. Had to pick up a regular, but his flight was delayed coming in.’


He gave her the client’s name and phone number, which she noted down.


‘Perhaps you can start by giving me a little background info. You said you’re Gemma’s stepfather.’


‘That’s right.’


‘Are you Irish?’ she asked, hoping to ease him into things.


‘Do I bloody sound it?’


‘It’s just that Patrick and Liam …’ she said, wondering why he was being so prickly.


He shook his head, interrupting. ‘That’s down to Mary. She’s from Cork but she come to London when she was ten. I was born and brought up in Elephant and Castle.’


‘What about Gemma’s father? Her biological father, I mean.’


‘Mick? Yeah, he’s bloody Irish. Him and Mary were childhood sweethearts but he didn’t stop long once she got pregnant. Mary was just eighteen and he run off a couple of months before Gemma was born.’


‘Do you know how we can contact him?’


He shrugged. ‘No idea where the bugger is. Turns up like a bad penny from time to time when he wants money, when he knows I’m out at work. Mary’s always a soft touch where he’s concerned. Caught him nosing round here about a year ago. I’d come home early and we had a right punch-up. He’ll think twice about stopping by again, I can tell you.’


The bitterness was unmistakable and Donovan suspected that behind the protectiveness for his wife, he was jealous. She wondered how Gemma fitted into the triangle. ‘What about Gemma? Did she have any contact with him?’


He shook his head. ‘Wasn’t interested. From what I hear, he’s fathered a whole litter of kids with various women, in between being in and out of the nick, that is.’


‘He’s in prison?’


‘Well, we haven’t heard from him in a while. It’s either that, or the chinning I give him last time he come round.’ A flicker of pleasure crossed his face. ‘His full name’s Mick Byrne, if you want to check him out. That’s B-Y-R-N-E. He’s bound to be on one of your computers, given his record.’


Donovan made a note. It would be easy to find out if the father was in prison. ‘What’s his form?’


‘Got sticky fingers. Can’t keep his hands off other people’s things. He’s a bit of a conman, but nothing violent, if you know what I mean.’


‘Is it possible that Gemma might have seen him secretly, given how you felt about him?’


Kramer’s eyes bulged angrily and he clenched his lips. ‘No way. She never kept anything from us. Gemma was a good girl. I’ve brought her up from the age of five.’ He paused, swallowing hard. ‘I was her dad, as far as she was concerned. Her only dad. Why are you interested in Mick?’


‘Gemma was seen with a man shortly before she died. He looked to be in his thirties or forties, tall with dark hair. We need to find him.’


He grimaced. ‘Well, that can’t be Mick. Last time I saw him, he was nearly as bald as me and not ’coz of a Number One. All his hair dropped out last time he was inside. Alopecia, I think they call it. Serves him bloody right for all the trouble he’s caused.’


‘Gemma was with some man. As I said, we need to find out who it is. That’s the main reason I’m here.’


He stared at her for a moment, looking puzzled. ‘What do you mean “with some man”?’


Donovan took a deep breath. ‘Gemma was seen kissing this man outside the church where she died. She must have known him pretty well.’


‘Kissing?’ The word shot out of his mouth like a bullet. ‘You’ve got it wrong. Gemma wasn’t interested in boys.’


‘This was a man, not a boy, Mr Kramer.’


‘Gemma didn’t know any men,’ he said emphatically. He bit his lip and looked away, his eyes fixing on one of the flower prints that hung over the TV. ‘Course, she was pretty. Takes after her mum. But she wasn’t a slag, like a lot of girls her age.’ For a moment, his thoughts seemed to drift elsewhere.


‘I’m only telling you what the witness saw. It’s very important that we find this man. He may be able to shed some light on how Gemma died.’


He put his mug down and leaned forwards towards her, hands flat on his knees. ‘Gemma couldn’t have been with a man. She was a good girl, Sergeant. A really good girl.’ He jerked a stubby finger at the photo on the shelf. ‘See that? It was only taken last autumn. You wouldn’t know she was fourteen, would you? She looks so young.’


Wondering why he was trying so hard to convince her, she wanted to say that youth had never stopped a young girl from pursuing her dreams or doing something stupid. And parents, however good and caring, were often the last to know. If he wanted to ignore reality, that was his business but she needed to confront him with the facts. It was easily possible that he knew the man in some capacity.


‘Mr Kramer, Gemma was seen by a witness kissing a man much older than herself. We’re talking proper kissing, not a peck on the cheek. They then went into the church together.’


He was shaking his head. ‘Not Gemma. Like I said, you got it wrong.’


‘The pathologist found traces of the drug GHB in her system. We come across it sometimes in cases of date-rape.’


He frowned. ‘She wasn’t …’ His voice trailed off.


‘No. She wasn’t sexually assaulted. But it’s pretty clear that she knew the man she was with. Maybe she got the drug from him. We’ve got to find him and I was hoping maybe you could help.’


The words seemed to wash over him and he bent forward and put his face in his hands, closing his eyes and rubbing his temples. He seemed more shocked by the presence of the man than by the fact that Gemma had been drugged, still failing to understand or acknowledge Gemma’s death as suspicious. But if he didn’t want to join up the dots, it wasn’t for her to do it for him. ‘What about relatives or family friends?’


He looked up and slammed his fist on the table, making the mugs rattle. ‘What are you saying? You think one of my friends has been messing around with Gemma behind my back?’


‘She must have met the man somewhere, Mr Kramer. I’m going to need a list of everyone you know who Gemma’s been in contact with recently.’


He sighed and sank back in the sofa, staring hard up at the ceiling, shaking his head slowly. ‘I don’t believe what I’m hearing. You didn’t know Gemma. She wasn’t that way.’ His scalp was shiny with sweat, small beads starting to run down his cheeks. ‘She should’ve been at school,’ he said, closing his eyes again and pinching the bridge of his thick nose with his fingers, his face red.


‘I’ll need that list as soon as possible. In the meantime, who are her close friends? Maybe they would know who she was seeing.’


He took a crumpled handkerchief out of the pocket of his combats, dabbed at his head and face and blew his nose. ‘She didn’t have any close friends. She’s only been at the convent since last Easter. Before that, she was at the local comprehensive.’
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