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‘And now I know how Joan of Arc felt,
Now I know how Joan of Arc felt,
As the flames rose to her Roman nose,
And her Walkman started to melt . . .’

‘Bigmouth Strikes Again’ – The Smiths





PROLOGUE





NEARLY HALF OF ALL NEW BUSINESSES FAIL WITHIN THE FIRST THREE YEARS!

‘DON’T BE ONE OF THE UNLUCKY ONES!’



Dear Local Businessman
As businessmen ourselves, we know only too well the risks involved in getting a new venture off the ground. We know too that as your business has already begun to establish itself, you must certainly be determined to succeed. We can make sure that happens.

We are a company specialising in protecting the small businessman. We can take care of everything, so that you need never worry about anything again. We can offer guaranteed peace of mind for a reasonable monthly premium.

Our rates begin at £400 per month, but if you should find yourself in short-term difficulty for any reason, payments may be offset at a cost to be negotiated. Compare our terms with any you might find elsewhere, but make sure that you talk to some of our other clients first. We’re sure you will decide that ours is a service you cannot afford to be without.

Our reputation ensures that from the moment you go into business with us, you will be free to run your shop, restaurant or company, secure in the knowledge that we are there to handle any problem that may arise.

We can be contacted 24 HOURS A DAY on the mobile phone number you will be given today by our representative.

Call us right now and buy yourself some peace of mind!


FEBRUARY

THE PRICE OF
BEING HUMAN





Later, Carol Chamberlain would convince herself that she had actually been dreaming about Jessica Clarke when she got the first call. That the noise of the phone ringing had dragged her awake; away from the sound and the smell of it. The fuzzy picture of a girl running, The colours climbing up her back, exploding and flying at her neck like scarves of gold and crimson.

Whether the dream was imagined or not, she’d begun to see it all again the moment she’d put down the phone. Sitting on the edge of the bed, shivering; Jack, who had stirred only momentarily, dead to the world behind her.

She saw it all.

The colours were as bright, and the sound as clear and crisp as it had been that morning twenty years before. She was certain of it. Though Carol had not been there, had not seen any of it with her own eyes, she had spoken to everyone, everyone who had. Now she believed that when she ran over it in her mind, when she imagined it, she was seeing it all exactly as it had happened . . .



The sound – of the man’s feet on the grass as he climbed the slope, of his tuneless humming – was drowned out by the noise from the playground. Beneath the high-pitched peaks of shouts and screams was a low throb of chatter and gossip, a wave of conversation that rolled across the playground and away down the hillside, towards the main road.

The man listened to it as he got nearer, unable to make out anything clearly. It would almost certainly be talk about boys and music. Who was in and who was out. He could hear another sound, too: the buzz of a lawnmower from the far side of the school where a team of gardeners was working. They wore green boiler-suits, and so did he. His was only missing the embroidered council logo.

Hands in his pockets, cap pulled down low on his head, he walked around the perimeter of the playground to where the girl and a bunch of her friends were gathered. A few of them were leaning back on the metal, cross-hatched fence, bouncing gently against it, relaxed.

The man removed the secateurs from his belt and squatted, inches away from the girls on the other side of the fence. With one hand, he began snipping at the weeds that sprouted around the base of a concrete fence post. With the other, he reached into his pocket for the can of lighter fluid.

It had always been the smell, more than anything, that had worried him. He’d made sure the can was full and there was not the faintest hiss or gurgle as he squeezed, as the jet of fluid shot from the plastic nozzle through the gap in the fence. His concern was that some hint of it, a whiff as it soaked into the material of the blue, knee-length skirt, might drift up on the breeze and alert the girl or one of her friends.

He needn’t have worried. By the time he’d laid the can down on the grass and reached for the lighter, he’d used half the fuel at least, and the girls had been too busy chattering to notice anything. It surprised him that for fifteen seconds or more the girl’s skirt smouldered quietly before finally catching. He was also surprised by the fact that she wasn’t the one who screamed first . . .

Jessica had only one ear on Ali’s story about the party she’d been to and Manda’s tale of the latest tiff with her boyfriend. She was still thinking about the stupid row with her mum that had gone on the whole weekend, and the talking-to she’d been given by her father before he’d left for work that morning. When Ali pulled a face and the others laughed, Jessica joined in without really appreciating the joke.

It felt like a small tug at first, and then a tickle, and she leaned forward to smooth down the back of her skirt. She saw Manda’s face change then, watched her mouth widen, but she never heard the sound that came out of it. Jessica was already feeling the agony lick at the tops of her legs as she lurched away from the fence and started to run . . .



Long distant from it now, Carol Chamberlain imagined the panic and the pain – as shocked as she always was at the unbearable events unfolding in her mind’s eye.

Horribly quickly. Dreadfully slowly . . .

An hour before dawn, it was dark inside the bedroom, but the searing light of something unnatural blazed behind her eyes. With hindsight, with knowledge, she was everywhere, able to see and hear it all.

She saw girls’ mouths gape like those of old women, their eyes big and glassy as their feet carried them away from the flames. Away from their friend.

She saw Jessica carve a ragged path across the playground, her arms flailing. She heard the screams, the thump of shoes against asphalt, the sizzle as the hair caught. She watched what she knew to be a child move like a thrown firework, skittering across a pavement. Slowing down, fizzing . . .

And she saw the face of a man, of Rooker, as he turned and jogged away down the slope. His legs moving faster and faster. Almost, but not quite, falling as he careered down the hill towards his car.

Carol Chamberlain turned and stared at the phone. She thought about the anonymous call she had received twenty minutes earlier. The simple message from a man who could not possibly have been Gordon Rooker.

‘I burned her . . .’


ONE

The train was stationary, somewhere between Golders Green and Hampstead, when the woman stepped into the carriage.

Just gone seven on a Monday night. The passengers a pretty fair cross-section of Londoners heading home late, or into the West End to make a night of it. Suits and Evening Standards. The office two-piece and a dog-eared thriller. All human life, in replica football kits and Oxfam chic and Ciro Citterio casuals. Heads bouncing against windows and lolling in sleep, or nodding in time to Coldplay or Craig David or DJ Shadow.

For no good reason other than it was on the Northern Line, the train lurched forward suddenly, then stopped again a few seconds later. People looked at the feet of those opposite, or read the adverts above their heads. The silence, save for the tinny basslines bleeding from headphones, exaggerated the lack of connection.

At one end of the carriage, two black boys sat together. One looked fifteen or sixteen but was probably younger. He wore a red bandanna, an oversized American football jersey and baggy jeans. He was laden with rings and necklaces. Next to him was a much smaller boy, his younger brother perhaps, dressed almost identically.

To the man sitting opposite them, the clothes, the jewellery, the attitude seemed ridiculous on a child whose expensive trainers didn’t even reach the floor. The man was stocky, in his early forties, and wore a battered brown leather jacket. He looked away when the bigger boy caught him staring, and ran a hand through hair that was greyer on one side than the other. It looked, to Tom Thorne, as if the two boys had blown their pocket money in a shop called ‘Mr Tiny Gangsta’.

Within a second or two of the woman coming through the door, the atmosphere in the carriage had changed. From buttoned-up to fully locked-down. English, in extremis . . .

Thorne looked at her just long enough to take in the headscarf and the thick, dark eyebrows and the baby cradled beneath one arm. Then he looked away. He didn’t quite duck behind a newspaper, like many of those around him, but he was ashamed to admit to himself that this was only because he didn’t have one.

Thorne stared at his shoes, but was aware of the hand that was thrust out as the woman stood over him. He could see the polystyrene cup, the top of it picked at, or perhaps chewed away. He could hear the woman speak softly in a language he didn’t understand and didn’t need to.

She shook the cup in front of his face and Thorne heard nothing rattle.

Then it became a routine: the cup held out, the question asked, the plea ignored and on to the next. Thorne looked up as she moved away down the carriage, feeling an ache building in his gut as he stared at the curve of her back beneath a dark cardigan, the stillness of the arm that supported her baby. He turned away as the ache sharpened into a stab of sorrow for her, and for himself.

He turned in time to watch the older boy lean across to his brother. Sucking his teeth before he spoke. A hiss, like cats in a bag.

‘I really hate them people . . .’

Thorne was still depressed twenty minutes later when he walked out of the tube station on to Kentish Town Road. He wasn’t feeling much better by the time he kicked the door of his flat shut behind him. But his mood would not stay black for long.

From the living room, a voice was suddenly raised, sullen and wounded, above the noise of the television: ‘What bloody time d’you call this?’

Thorne dropped his bag, took four steps down the hall and turned to see Phil Hendricks stretched out on the sofa. The pathologist was taller, skinnier and, at thirty-three, ten years younger than Thorne. He was wearing black, as always – jeans and a V-neck sweater – with the usual assortment of rings, spikes and studs through most of the available space on and around his face. There were other piercings elsewhere, but Thorne wanted to know as little about those as possible.

Hendricks pointed the remote and flicked off the television. ‘Dinner will be utterly ruined.’ He was normally about as camp as an armoured car, so the joky attempt at being queeny in his flat Mancunian accent made Thorne smile all the more.

‘Right,’ Thorne said. ‘Like you can even boil an egg.’

‘Well, it would have been ruined.’

‘What are we having, anyway?’

Hendricks swung his feet down to the floor and rubbed a hand back and forth across his closely shaved skull. ‘Menu’s next to the phone.’ He waved a hand towards the small table in the corner. ‘I’m having the usual, plus an extra mushroom bhaji.’

Thorne shrugged off his jacket and carried it back out into the hall. He came back in, bent to turn down the radiator, carried a dirty mug through to the kitchen. He picked up Hendricks’ biker boots from in front of the sofa and carried them out into the hall.

Then he picked up the phone and called the Bengal Lancer . . .

Hendricks had been sleeping on Thorne’s sofa-bed since just after Christmas, when the collection of mushrooms growing in his own place had reached monstrous proportions. The builders and damp-proofers were supposed to be there for less than a week, but as with all such estimates the reality hadn’t quite matched up. Thorne was still unsure why Hendricks hadn’t just moved in with his current boyfriend, Brendan – he still spent a couple of nights a week there as it was. Thorne’s best guess was that, with a relationship as on and off as theirs, even a temporary move would have been somewhat risky.

He and Hendricks were a little cramped in Thorne’s small flat, but Thorne had to admit that he enjoyed the company. They discussed, fully and frankly, the relative merits of Spurs and Arsenal. They argued about Thorne’s consuming love of country music. They bickered about Thorne’s sudden and uncharacteristic passion for tidiness.

While they were waiting for the curry to arrive, Thorne put on a Lucinda Williams album. He and Hendricks argued about it for a while, and then they began to talk about other things . . .

‘Mickey Clayton died as a result of gunshot wounds to the head,’ Hendricks said.

Thorne peered across at him over the top of his beer can. ‘I’m guessing that wasn’t one of your trickier ones. What with most of his head plastered all over the walls when we found him.’

Hendricks pulled a face. ‘The full report should be on your desk tomorrow afternoon.’

‘Thanks, Phil.’ He enjoyed taking the piss, but, aside from being just about his closest friend, Hendricks was the best pathologist Thorne had ever worked with. Contrary to appearances, and despite the sarcasm and the off-colour jokes, there was no one better at understanding the dead. Hendricks listened as they whispered their secrets, translating them from the mysterious language of the slab.

‘Did you get the bullet?’ Thorne asked. The killer had used a nine-millimetre weapon; what was left of the bullets had been found near the previous victims, or still inside what was left of their skulls . . .

‘You won’t need a match to tell you it’s the same killer.’

‘The X?’ It had been obvious when the body had been discovered the previous morning. The nylon shirt hoiked up to the back of the neck, the blood-trails running from two deep, diagonal cuts – left shoulder to right hip and vice versa.

‘Still not sure about the blade, though. I thought it might be a Stanley knife, but I reckon it could be a machete, something like that.’

Thorne nodded. A machete was the weapon of choice with a number of gangland enforcers. ‘Yardies or Yakuza, maybe . . .’

‘Well, whoever’s paying him, he’s enjoying the work. He shoots them pretty quickly afterwards, so I can’t be a hundred per cent sure, but I think he does his bit of creative carving while they’re still alive.’

The man responsible for the death of Mickey Clayton, and three men before him in the previous six weeks, was like no contract killer Thorne had ever come across or heard about. To these shadowy figures – men who were willing to kill for anything upwards of a few thousand pounds – anonymity was everything. This one was different. He liked to leave his mark. ‘X marks the spot,’Thorne said.

‘Or X as in “crossed out”.’ Hendricks drained his can. ‘So, what about you? Good day at the office, dear?’

Thorne grunted as he stood up. He took Hendricks’ empty can and went through to the kitchen to get them both fresh ones. Staring aimlessly into the fridge, Thorne tried in vain to remember his last good day at the office . . .

His team – of which Hendricks was the civilian member – at the Serious Crime Group (West) had been seconded to help out the Projects Team at SO7 – the Serious and Organised Crime Unit. It had quickly become apparent that organised was one thing this particular operation was not. The resources of SO7 were stretched paper thin – or at least that was their story. There was a major turf war between two old family firms south of the river, and an escalation in a series of ongoing disputes among Triad gangs that had seen three shootings in one week and a pitched battle on Gerrard Street. All the same, Thorne suspected that he and his team were basically there to cover other people’s arses.

There was nothing in it for him. If arrests were ever made, the credit would go elsewhere, and anyway, there was precious little satisfaction in chasing down those responsible for getting rid of pondlife like Mickey Clayton.

The series of fatal ‘X’ shootings – of which Clayton’s was the fourth – was a major assault on the operations of one of north London’s biggest gangland families, but the simple fact was that the Projects Team hadn’t the first idea who was doing the assaulting. All the obvious rivals had been approached and discounted. All the usual underground sources had been paid and pumped for information, none of which had proved useful. It became clear that a major new operation had established itself and was keen to make a splash. Thorne and his team were on board to find out who they were. Who was paying a contract killer, quickly dubbed the X-Man, to hurt the Ryan family?

‘He’s making life hard for himself, though, isn’t he?’ Thorne started talking from the kitchen and continued as he brought the beers into the living room. ‘This X thing, this signature or whatever it is, it limits what he can do, where he can do it. He can’t just ride up on a motorbike or wait for them outside a pub. He needs a bit of time and space.’

Hendricks took a can. ‘He obviously puts a lot of effort into his work. Plans it. I bet he’s bloody expensive.’

Thorne thought Hendricks was probably right. ‘It’s still cheap though, isn’t it? When you think about it. To kill someone, I mean. Twenty, twenty-five grand’s about top whack. That’s a damn sight less than the people putting out the contracts pay for their Jeeps and top-of-the-range Mercs.’

‘What d’you reckon I can get for a couple of hundred quid?’ Hendricks asked. ‘There’s this mortuary assistant at Westminster who’s getting on my tits.’

Thorne thought about it for a second. ‘Chinese burn?’

The laugh was the first decent one that Thorne could remember sharing with anyone for a few days . . .

‘How can it be the Yardies?’ Hendricks said when he’d stopped giggling. ‘Or Yakuza? We know our hitman’s not black or Japanese . . .’

A witness claimed to have seen the killer leaving the scene of the third murder and had given a vague description of a white male in his thirties. The witness, Marcus Moloney, was an ‘associate’ of the Ryan family, and not what you’d call an upright citizen, but he seemed pretty sure about what he’d seen.

‘It’s not that simple,’ Thorne said. ‘It might have been, ten years ago, when people stuck to their own, but now they don’t care so much and the freelancers just go where the work is. The Triads use Yardies. Yardies work with the Russians. They nicked a gang of Yakuza last year for recruiting outside schools. They were as good as giving out application forms; signing up Greek lads, Asians, Turks, whoever.’

Hendricks smiled. ‘It’s nice to see that they’re all equal-opportunities employers . . .’

Thorne grunted, and the two of them settled back into saying nothing for a few minutes. Thorne closed his eyes and picked at the goatee he’d grown towards the end of the previous year. The beard created the illusion of a jawline and covered up the scar from a knife wound.

The puckered line that ran diagonally across Thorne’s chin was the only visible reminder of a night six months before when he’d both begged for his life and prayed for death to come quickly. There were other scars, easier to disguise, but far more troublesome. Thorne would reach into his gut in the darkness and finger them until they reopened into wounds. He could imagine the scab forming then, blood black across the tender flesh. The crust that would itch and crumble beneath his fingernails, exquisite and agonising, for him to poke and pick at . . .

Lucinda Williams sang softly about an all-consuming lust, her voice sweet and saw-toothed at the same time, rising like smoke above a single acoustic guitar.

Thorne and Hendricks both started slightly when the phone rang.

‘Tom?’ A woman’s voice.

Thorne sank back into his armchair with the phone. He shouted across to Hendricks deliberately loud enough for the caller to hear, ‘Oh Christ, it’s that mad old woman who keeps phoning me up . . .’

Hendricks grinned and shouted back, ‘Tell her I can smell the cat food from here!’

‘Come on then, Carol,’ Thorne said. ‘Tell me what’s been happening in glamorous Worthing. Any “cat stuck up tree” incidents or Zimmer-frame pile-ups I should know about?’

The woman on the other end of the line was in no mood for the usual banter. ‘I need to talk to you, Tom. I need you to listen . . .’

So, Thorne listened. The curry arrived and went cold, but he didn’t even think about it. He could tell as soon as she started to talk that something was seriously wrong.

In all the time he’d known Carol Chamberlain, Thorne had never heard her cry before.


TWO

‘I presume you tried 1471 . . . ?’

She raised her eyebrows. Asked if he thought she was a complete idiot.

Thorne shrugged an apology.

When he had first met Carol Chamberlain the previous year, he had taken her for a frumpy, middle-aged woman with too much time on her hands; a frumpy, middle-aged woman he had mistakenly assumed to be the mother of one of his constables.

She still claimed not to have forgiven him.

Ex-DCI Carol Chamberlain had arrived in Thorne’s office on a humid July morning seven months earlier, and turned the hunt for a sadistic rapist and killer on its head. She was a member of what had become known as the Crinkly Squad – a unit made up of former officers brought out of retirement to work on cold cases. Chamberlain hadn’t needed a great deal of persuading to come back. Having done her thirty years, she’d been forced out of the Met – to her way of thinking at least – prematurely, and felt, at fifty-five, that she still had a good deal to offer. The first case she’d worked on had thrown up information that had changed the course of Thorne’s investigation, and it would turn out later, his life. The cold case – now anything but cold – had quickly been taken away from her, but Thorne had kept in touch and he and Chamberlain had quickly grown close.

Thorne wasn’t sure precisely what Carol Chamberlain got from her relationship with him, but he was happy to give whatever it was in exchange for her directness, her sound advice and a bullshit detector that seemed to get sharper with age.

Looking at her now across the table, remembering that first impression of her, Thorne wondered how he could have made so gross a misjudgement . . .

Chamberlain held up the dirty cream envelope for Thorne to see, and then tipped it, emptying the ashes on to the table. ‘These arrived yesterday morning.’

Thorne picked up a fork and nudged the tines through the blackened scraps of material. He was careful not to touch any of it with his bare hands, but he didn’t know why he was bothering. He wasn’t sure yet if he was going to do anything about this. The pieces crumbled even as the fork touched them, but he could see that one or two fragments still retained their original blue colour.

‘I’ll hang on to these.’ He picked up a menu and used the edge of it to scrape the ashes back into their envelope.

Chamberlain nodded. ‘It’s serge, I think. Or heavy cotton. Same material that Jessica Clarke’s skirt was made out of . . .’

Thorne thought about what she was saying, what she’d begun to tell him the previous night on the phone. He remembered a little of the case, remembered the outrage, but most of the details were new to him. He asked himself if he’d ever heard such a horrific story.

If he had, he couldn’t remember when.

‘What sort of sick sod does that to a kid?’Thorne said. He glanced around, anxious not to alarm those at the nearby tables.

Chamberlain waited until he turned back, looked him in the eye. ‘One who’s getting paid for it.’

‘What?’

‘We thought it was some sort of headcase; everybody did. Us and the schools and the papers, all getting jittery, waiting for him to do it again. Then we found out that Jessica Clarke was the wrong girl . . .’

‘How d’you mean, “wrong”?’

‘The girl standing next to her in the playground that day was called Alison Kelly. She was one of Jessica’s best friends. Same height, same colour hair. She was also the youngest daughter of Kevin Kelly.’She looked atThorne as though expecting a reaction. She didn’t get one.

Thorne shook his head. ‘Should I . . . ?’

‘Let me run you quickly through how it was in 1984. You’d have been about what . . . ?’

Thorne did the mental calculation. ‘I’d’ve been about to come out of uniform,’ he said. ‘About to get married. Sowing the last of my wild oats, probably. Going to clubs, going to gigs . . .’

‘You lived in north London, right?’

Thorne nodded.

‘Well, chances are that any club you went to was owned by one of the big firms, and the Kellys were the biggest. There were others taking control of the south-east, and there were a few independents knocking about, but the Kellys had a stake in most things north of the river . . .’

As Thorne listened, it struck him that her normal, measured tone had become hesitant; the neutral accent had slipped, allowing her native Yorkshire to emerge. He’d heard it before, when she was angry or excited. When she was fired up about something. If he hadn’t already known, he’d have guessed that something had shaken her badly.

‘The Kellys were based in and around Camden Town. There were other firms, other families in Shepherd’s Bush and Hackney, and they sorted things out between them most of the time. There was the occasional bit of silliness – a couple of shootings a year – but it was no worse than it had ever been. Then, in 1983, someone took a pop at Kevin Kelly . . .’

‘Put out a contract?’

‘Right, but for one reason or another they didn’t get him. Whatever message they were trying to send wasn’t understood. So, they went after his daughter.’

‘And didn’t get her either. Jesus . . .’

‘Kelly got the message this time though. A dozen people died in the three weeks after the Jessica Clarke incident. Three brothers from one family were shot in the same pub one night. Kevin Kelly more or less wiped the opposition out.’

Thorne picked up his cup. The coffee was stone cold. ‘Leaving Mr Kelly and his friends with most of north London to themselves . . .’

‘His friends, yes, but not Kelly. It was like the attempt on his daughter knocked the guts out of him. Once the competition was out of the way, he retired. Upped sticks, just like that. He took his wife, his daughter and a couple of million, and walked away from it.’

‘Sounds like a good move . . .’

Chamberlain shrugged. ‘He dropped dead five years later. Just gone fifty.’

‘So, who ran things once Kelly joined the pipe-andslippers brigade?’

‘Well, it was really just a family in name only. Kelly had no brothers or sons. He handed his entire operation over to one of those friends we were talking about: a particularly nasty piece of work called William Ryan. He was Kelly’s number two, and . . . ’ Chamberlain saw the look on Thorne’s face and stopped. ‘What?’

‘When you’ve finished the history lesson, I’ll bring you up to date.’

‘Fair enough.’ Chamberlain put down the teaspoon she’d been fiddling with for the past ten minutes.

Thorne pushed back his chair. ‘I’m going to get another cup of coffee. Do you want anything?’

They’d met in a small, Greek café near Victoria Station. Chamberlain had caught the train from Worthing first thing that morning, and was planning to get back as quickly as she could.

Standing at the counter, waiting to order, Thorne glanced over at her. He thought that she’d lost a little weight. Ordinarily, he knew that she’d have been delighted, but things seemed far from ordinary. The lines across her face were undisguised. They showed when she looked up and smiled across at him. An old woman suddenly . . . and frightened.

Thorne carried a tray back to the table: two coffees, and a baklava for them to share. He got stuck in straight away and, between mouthfuls, told Chamberlain about the SO7 operation. About the present-day organised-crime set-up in north London. About the as-yet-unidentified challenge to a powerful gangland boss named Billy Ryan . . .

‘It’s lovely to hear that Billy’s done so well for himself,’ Chamberlain said.

Thorne was delighted at the sarcasm and the smile. That was more like the Carol Chamberlain he knew. ‘Oh, he’s done very well. And Ryan’s certainly is a family firm: brothers and cousins all over the shop, plus a son and heir, Stephen.’

‘Stephen. I remember him. He’d have been five or six when all this happened . . .’

‘Well he’s a big boy now. A winning individual by all accounts.’

Chamberlain had picked up the spoon again. She tapped it against her palm. ‘Billy married Alison Kelly later on.’

‘Kevin Kelly’s daughter? The one who . . . ?’

She nodded. ‘The one who Gordon Rooker meant to set fire to. The one he mistook Jessica Clarke for. Her and Billy Ryan got married just before Kelly died, if I remember rightly. It made the old man happy, but it was never going to last. She was a lot younger than he was. Just turned eighteen, I think. He’d have been mid-thirties, with a kid already . . .’

‘Not exactly made in heaven then.’

‘I think it lasted a year or two. Once everything went pear-shaped, Billy got back together with whichever tart he’d had Stephen with. Married her as soon as the divorce from Alison came through.’

Thorne pointed his spoon towards the last piece of baklava. ‘I’m eating all of this. Don’t you . . . ?’ She shook her head and he helped himself. ‘Tell me about Rooker,’ he said.

‘There’s not a huge amount to tell. He confessed.’

‘That always helps.’

By now, The smile was long gone. ‘Seriously, Tom, it was about as simple a case as I ever worked on. I was the DI. I took his first statement.’

‘And what did you think?’

‘It seemed to fit. Rooker wasn’t unknown. What he did at that school, to that girl, was well out of the ordinary, admittedly, but he was someone who’d do pretty much anything, or anybody, if the price was right.’

Thorne had come across far too many people like that. He was coming across more of them all the time. ‘Did he say who was paying it?’

‘He never went as far as to name anyone, but he didn’t have to. We knew that he’d worked for a few of the smaller firms before. He may even have been involved in the failed contract on Kevin Kelly. Also, we knew that Rooker liked to burn people. It hadn’t been proved, but he was in the frame for a contract job in 1982. Someone, probably Gordon Rooker, tied the boss of a security firm to a chair and emptied a can of lighter fluid into his hair . . .’

‘What a charmer.’

‘Actually, he was. Or thought he was. Bastard was flirting with me in that interview room.’ She stopped, swallowed, as if trying to take away a sour taste. ‘Like I said, it was simple. Rooker pleaded guilty. He got life. And, as of yesterday, when I called to check, he was still in Park Royal Prison.’

Thorne stretched out a hand and placed it over hers for a few seconds. ‘He was still there about three hours ago. When I called.’

The smile returned for a moment, but it looked a little forced. ‘Thanks, Tom.’

‘What about Jessica?’

Chamberlain’s eyes flicked away from Thorne’s face and she stared past him, out of the café’s front window. ‘The burns were major. It was a year before she could go back to school.’

‘What about now? What does she . . . ?’

She shook her head, her voice barely above a whisper. ‘You didn’t really expect a happy ending, did you, Tom?’

‘One would be nice,’Thorne said after a few moments. ‘Just occasionally . . .’

She turned back to him and her face softened, as if he were a child asking for something that she couldn’t possibly afford.

‘She threw herself off a multi-storey car park on her sixteenth birthday . . . ’



Muslum Izzigil had been swearing pretty solidly for ten minutes when the two boys walked into his shop.

He was working his way through an enormous pile of tapes, all returned the night before and each one needing to be rewound. People returning videos without bothering to rewind them were the bane of his life. He took a tape out of the machine, slammed it into a box, reached for another. ‘Lazy bastards . . .’

He glanced across at the two boys who were flicking through the boxes in the ‘used/for sale’ bins near the door. He held up one of the tapes and pulled a face. ‘How hard is it to rewind? Huh?’ One boy looked blankly back at Izzigil, while his friend whispered something and began to laugh. Izzigil hit the rewind button for the umpteenth time and leaned back against the counter. He looked up at the screen, watched a minute or two of an Austin Powers movie, then turned his attention back to the boys.

‘New releases over this side,’ he said, pointing. ‘We haven’t got it, film is free next time. Same as Blockbuster.’

The two boys were pulling display boxes from racks in the adult section, leering at the pictures on the back. One boy rubbed a box against his crotch, stuck out his tongue and licked his lips.

‘Hey . . . ’ Izzigil began to gesture. ‘Don’t mess.’

The boys quickly pulled a couple more boxes from the rack, carried an armful across to the counter and dropped them down. One was almost a foot taller than his mate, but they were both stocky. They wore baseball caps and puffa jackets, the same as Izzigil saw the black kids wearing, hanging around Shopping City on a Saturday afternoon . . .

‘Got anything with Turkish birds in?’ the taller boy asked.

The other boy leaned on the counter. ‘He likes women who are really hairy . . .’

Izzigil felt himself redden. He said nothing, began to gather up the display boxes that the two boys had dropped and piled them up.

‘Whatever you’ve got, I hope it’s a damn sight better than this.’ The shorter boy reached into his jacket, produced a plain black video box, and slammed it down hard on the counter. ‘I rented this from you the other day.’

Izzigil looked at the box, then shook his head. ‘Not from here. My boxes are different, look . . .’

‘You trying to stitch me up?’ the boy said.

‘We want our fucking money back, mate . . .’

The smell reached Izzigil then. He almost retched, and let his hand drop below the level of the counter. ‘You should go before I call the police . . .’

The taller boy picked up the box, opened it and shook the turd out on to the counter.

Izzigil stepped back. ‘Christ! ’

The taller boy began to laugh. His friend pulled a mock-serious face. ‘That film’s shit, mate . . .’

‘Get the fuck out of my shop!’ Izzigil reached beneath the counter, but before he could lay his hand on the pool cue the shorter boy had leaned across and a knife was suddenly inches from the shopkeeper’s face.

‘You were given a letter . . .’

‘What letter? I don’t know about a letter.’

‘Some friends of ours gave you a fucking letter. You were offered the chance to behave like a businessman and you didn’t take it. So, now we won’t be wasting any more money on fucking notepaper. Clear enough for you?’

Izzigil nodded.

‘Now we stop messing about. Next time we might stop by when you’re upstairs giving your hairy old lady one, and your son’s down here, minding the shop . . .’

Izzigil nodded again, watched over the boy’s shoulder as his friend moved slowly around the shop, tipping display cases on to the floor, casually pulling over bins. He saw a customer put one hand on the door, then freeze and move quickly away when he glimpsed what was happening inside.

The boy with the knife took a slow step backwards. He cocked his head and slipped the knife into the back pocket of his jeans. ‘Someone will pop round in the next week or two to go over things,’ he said.

Izzigil’s hand tightened around the pool cue then. He knew it was much too late to be of any use, but he squeezed it as he watched the two boys leave.

On the screen above him, Austin Powers was dancing to a Madonna song as Izzigil came slowly around the counter and walked towards the front of the shop. He pressed himself against the window and looked both ways along the street.

‘Muslum . . . ?’

Izzigil turned at his wife’s voice and took a step back into the shop. He saw her eyes suddenly widen and her mouth drop open, and he turned back just as the black shape rushed towards the window. Just as the world seemed to explode with noise and pain and a terrible waterfall of glass.



They walked slowly back along Buckingham Palace Road, towards the station. It was the middle of the lunch hour, and people were queuing out of the doors of delis and coffee-shops. February was starting to bite and Thorne’s jacket was zipped up to the top, his hands thrust right down into the pockets.

‘How’s Jack doing?’

Chamberlain stopped for a second to let a girl dart across the pavement in front of her. ‘He’s the same.’ They moved off again. ‘He tries to be supportive, but he didn’t really want me to go back to it. I know he worries that I’m taking on too much, but I was going mental stuck in the house.’ She looked at herself in a shop window, ran fingers through her hair. ‘I couldn’t give a shit about gardening . . .’

‘I meant about these phone calls. That letter.’

‘He doesn’t know about the letter and he slept through all but one of the calls. I told him it was a wrong number.’ She pulled the scarf she was wearing tighter around her throat. ‘Now I’m more or less hovering over the bloody phone all night long. It’s almost worse on the nights when he doesn’t ring.’

‘You’re not sleeping at all? It’s been going on for a bloody fortnight, Carol . . .’

‘I catch up in the day. I never slept much in the first place.’

‘What’s he sound like?’Thorne asked.

She answered quickly and simply. Thorne guessed that she’d known the questions he would ask, because they were the ones she would have asked.

‘He’s very calm. Like he’s telling me things that are obvious. Like he’s reminding me of things I’ve forgotten . . .’

‘Accent?’

She shook her head.

‘Any thoughts as to his age?’

She carried on shaking it.

‘Look, I know this is going to sound strange, but I’m not sure why you didn’t just call the police.’

She started to speak, but Thorne stopped her.

‘I mean the local lads. This is just some nutter, Carol. It’s a kid pissing you about. It’s someone who’s read some poxy true-crime book and hasn’t got anything better to do.’

‘He knows things, Tom. Things that never came out. He knows about the lighter that was dropped at the scene, which brand of fuel was used . . .’

‘It’s someone Rooker spent time with inside, then. Rooker’s told him to wind you up when he’s got out.’

She shook her head. ‘There’s no reason for Rooker to send anyone after me. He confessed, remember. Anyway, Rooker bloody well liked me.’

‘He had a relationship with you. You were the one who interviewed him. Which is why you’re the one being targeted now, and not whoever the SIO was.’

‘I think it’s just because I’m next in line. The DCI on the case left the force well before I did. He emigrated to New Zealand ten years ago. He’d be a damn sight harder to track down than I was.’

It made sense, but Thorne had one other suggestion. ‘Or maybe, whoever it is knows that you were . . . affected by what happened to Jessica.’

She looked up at him, concerned. ‘How would anyone know that? How do you know . . . ?’

They walked on in silence for fifty yards or so before Thorne spoke again. ‘Are you worried that you put the wrong man away, Carol? Is that what this is about?’

‘No, it isn’t. Gordon Rooker burned Jessica Clarke. I know he did.’

They didn’t speak again until they reached the station.

Halfway across the concourse she stopped and turned to him. ‘There’s no need to bother waiting. I’ve got quarter of an hour until the next train back.’

‘It’s fine. I don’t mind.’

‘Get back to work. I like to potter about a bit anyway. I’ll buy a magazine, get myself sorted. I’m a fussy old bat like that.’

‘You’re not fussy.’

She leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek. ‘Cheeky sod.’

Thorne sighed and broke their embrace. ‘I don’t quite know what you expect me to do about this, Carol. There’s nothing I can do officially that anybody else couldn’t.’

‘I don’t want you to do anything officially.’

He saw then, despite the light-hearted tone and the banter of a few moments before, just how rattled she really was. The very last thing she wanted was to let the powers-that-be see it, too. He couldn’t believe that they’d take her off the Cold Case Unit, but there were plenty who thought the Met should not be using people who’d be better off queuing up in the post office.

‘Right,’ Thorne said eventually. ‘But it’s OK for me to waste my time.’

Chamberlain pulled a large handbag on to her small shoulder and turned on her heels. ‘Something like that . . .’

Thorne watched her disappear inside WH Smith.

Walking back towards the underground, he thought about scars that you hid, and those that you showed off. Scars bad enough to make you jump off a car-park.


THREE

These rooms always had one thing in common. The size might vary, the style was usually governed by age, and the decor was dependent on the whim of budgets or the inclination of the top brass. But they invariably had the same smell. Chrome and tinted glass or flaking orange plasterboard. Freezing or overheated. Intimate or anything but. Whatever the place was like, that smell would tell you where you were with a sack over your head. Thorne could sniff it up and name its constituent parts like a connoisseur: stale cigarette smoke, sweat and desperation.

He looked around. This one had a bit of everything – a fresh coat of magnolia, the fumes charged up by the heat coming off radiators a foot thick. There was a snazzy new system of coloured chairs. Blue for visitors, red for inmates . . .

Most chairs were occupied, but a few red ones remained vacant. A black woman in the next row but one glanced across at him. The seat opposite her was empty. She smiled nervously, her eyes crinkling behind thick glasses, and then looked away before Thorne had a chance to smile back. He watched the woman beam as a young man – her son, Thorne guessed – swaggered towards her. The man grinned, then checked himself slightly, looked around to see if anyone had noticed him drop his guard.

Thorne checked his watch: just before ten. He needed to get this over with as quickly as possible and get back to the office. He’d called DC Dave Holland earlier, on his way west across London, towards HMP Park Royal . . . ‘I need you to cover for me,’ he’d said. ‘Tell Tughan I’m off seeing a snout, or that I’m following up a hunch, or whatever. You know, some “copper” bollocks . . .’

‘Do I get to know what you’re really doing?’

‘I’m doing someone a favour. I should be back by lunchtime if the traffic’s all right, so . . .’

‘Are you driving? When did you get the car back?’

Thorne knew what was coming. He was stupid to have let it slip. ‘I got it back late yesterday,’ he’d said.

The car in question, a pulsar-yellow BMW, was thirty years old, and Thorne had parted with a good deal of money for it the year before. Thorne thought it was a classic. Others preferred the term ‘antique’. Holland, in particular, never missed an opportunity to take the piss, having maintained from the moment he’d seen it that the car was a big mistake. He’d gone to town when it had spectacularly failed its MOT and disappeared into the garage a fortnight earlier.

‘How much?’ Holland had asked, gleeful.

Thorne had cursed as he’d caught a red light. He’d yanked up the handbrake. ‘It’s an old car, all right? The parts are expensive.’ Not only were they expensive, but there seemed to be a great many of them. Thorne couldn’t remember them all, but he could recall the growing feeling of despair as they were cheerfully reeled off to him. For all Thorne knew about what was going on under the bonnet, the mechanic might just as well have been speaking Serbo–Croat.

‘Five hundred?’ Holland had said. ‘More?’

‘Listen, she’s old, but she’s still gorgeous. Like one of those actresses that’s knocking on, but still tasty, you know?’ As the car was a BMW, Thorne had tried to come up with a German actress who would fit the bill. He had failed. Felicity Kendal, he’d said as he pulled away from the lights. Yeah, that’ll do.

‘She?’ Holland had sounded hugely amused.

‘She’s like Felicity Kendal.’

‘People who call their car “she” are one step away from a pair of string-back driving gloves and a pipe . . .’

At the noise of the chair opposite him being scraped backwards, Thorne looked up and saw Gordon Rooker dropping on to the red seat. Thorne had never seen a picture, or been given a description, but there was no mistaking him.

‘Anyone sitting here?’ asked Rooker, a gold tooth evident as he smiled.

He was sixty, give or take a year or two, and tall. His face was thin and freshly shaved. The skin hung, leathery and loose, from his neck, and a full head of white hair had yellowed above the forehead with a lifetime’s fags.

Thorne nodded towards the green bib that Rooker wore, that all the prisoners wore on top of the regulation blue sweatshirts. ‘Very fetching,’ he said.

‘We’ve all got to wear these now,’ Rooker said. ‘A few places have had them for ages, but a lot of governors, including the one here, thought they were demeaning to the prisoners, which is all very splendid and progressive of them. Then a lifer in Gartree swaps places with his twin brother when nobody’s looking and walks out through the front door. So, now it has to be obvious who’s the prisoner and who isn’t, and we all have to dress like prize prats when we have visitors. You think I’m making this up, don’t you?’

The voice was expressive and lively. The voice of a pub philosopher or comedian, nicely weathered by decades on forty roll-ups a day. While Rooker was speaking, Thorne had taken out his warrant card. He slid it across the table. Rooker didn’t bother to look at it.

‘What do you want, Mr Thorne?’ He held up a hand. ‘No, don’t bother, let’s just have a natter. I’m sure you’ll get round to it eventually.’

‘I’m a friend of Carol Chamberlain.’

Rooker narrowed his eyes.

‘She’d’ve been Carol Manley when you knew her . . .’

The gold tooth came slowly into view again. ‘Did that woman ever make commissioner? I always reckoned she had it in her.’

Thorne shook his head. ‘She was a DCI when she retired. That was seven or eight years ago.’

‘She was a decent sort, you know?’ Rooker looked away, remembering something. His eyes slid back to Thorne. ‘I’m not surprised she got married; she was a good-looking woman. Still fit, is she? Is she a game old bird?’ He leaned across the table. ‘Do you like ’em a bit older?’

Whether the suggestive comments were an attempt to unsettle or to bond, Thorne ignored them. ‘She’s being bothered. Some lunatic is sending letters and making calls . . .’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘Whoever he is, he claims to be the person responsible for the attempted murder of Jessica Clarke.’Thorne looked hard at Rooker, studied his face for a reaction. ‘He reckons he was the one who burned her, Gordon.’

There was a reaction, no question, but Thorne had no idea what Rooker was so amused about.

‘Funny?’Thorne asked.

‘Pretty funny, yeah. Like I said, I’m sorry about Miss Manley, or whatever she’s called now, being bothered, but it’s a laugh when you get your own personal nutter, isn’t it? It’s taken him long enough, mind you, whoever he is . . .’

‘You’re telling me you don’t know who this person is?’

Rooker turned up his palms, tucked them behind his bib. ‘Not a fucking clue.’

If he’d been asked at that instant to put money on whether Rooker was telling the truth, Thorne would happily have stumped up a few quid.

‘I’ve had plenty of letters over the years,’ Rooker continued, grinning. ‘You know, the ones in green ink where they’ve pressed so hard that the pen’s gone through the paper. People who want me to tell them stuff, so they can have a wank over it or whatever. I’ve had a few mad women and what have you, writing steamy letters, saying they want to marry me . . .’

A case the year before – when Thorne had first encountered Carol Chamberlain – had begun with just that sort of letter. It had not been genuine, but plenty were, and Thorne never ceased to be amazed, and sickened, by them. ‘Well, Gordon, you’re obviously quite a catch.’

‘But this is different, right? This is sort of like a stalker in reverse. He can’t stalk me, so he’s stalking somebody else, somebody who was involved in it all, and he’s pretending to be me. Pretending he did what I did . . .’

Thorne decided it was time to stop pissing about. ‘So he is pretending then, is he? Because that’s basically why I’m here. To make sure.’

The cockiness, the ease, melted slowly back into the lines of Rooker’s face. The shoulders drooped forward. The voice was low and level. Matter of fact . . .

‘You can be sure. I set fire to that girl. That’s basically why I’m here.’

For half a minute, Thorne watched Rooker stare down at the tabletop. His scalp was visible, pink and flaking beneath the white hair. ‘Like you said, though. He’s waited a long time, this nutter. Why have you been here so long, Gordon?’

The animation returned. ‘Ask the fucking judge. Miserable arsehole’s dead by now, if there’s any justice.’ He laughed, humourlessly, at his own joke. ‘Like he’d know justice if it bit him in the bollocks.’

‘It was a high-profile case,’ Thorne said. ‘You were always going to get sent down for a long one.’

‘Listen, I wasn’t expecting a slap on the wrists, all right? Look at what some of these bastards get away with now, though. Blokes who’ve carved up their wives are getting out after ten years. Less sometimes . . .’

Without an ounce of sympathy, knowing that he deserved every second he spent banged up, Thorne could nevertheless understand the point that Rooker was making. The twenty-year tariff – or ‘relevant part of the sentence’ – he’d been handed was more than twice many so-called ‘life sentences’ Thorne had seen doled out.

‘There’s no fairness to it,’ Rooker said. ‘Twenty years. Twenty years on fucking VP wings . . .’

Thorne tried not to smirk: Vulnerable Prisoners. ‘Are you still vulnerable then, Gordon?’

Rooker blinked, said nothing.

‘Still dangerous, though, apparently. Twenty years and still a Cat. B? You can’t have been a very good boy.’

‘There have been a few incidents . . .’

‘Never mind, eh? Almost done, aren’t you?’

‘Three months left until the twenty’s up . . .’

Thorne leaned back, glanced to his right. The black woman caught his eye as she fished a crumpled tissue out of her handbag. He turned back to Rooker. ‘It’s a coincidence, don’t you reckon? This bloke turning up now, claiming responsibility.’

Rooker shook his head. ‘I doubt it. This is the best possible time to get the attention, isn’t it? When I’m coming up for release. For possible release. Mind you, if he thinks they’re going to let me out, he’s dafter than I thought.’

‘What is it, a DLP?’

Rooker nodded. Once the tariff was completed, the Discretionary Lifer Panel of the Parole Board could recommend release to the Home Secretary. The panel comprised a judge, a psychiatrist and one other professional connected to the case, a criminologist or a probation officer. The review, unlike normal parole procedure, involved an oral hearing, and the prisoner could bring along a lawyer, or a friend, to represent him.

‘I’ve got no sodding chance,’ Rooker said. ‘I’ve already had a couple of knockbacks in as many years.’ He looked at Thorne, as if expecting some sort of explanation or reassurance. He received neither. ‘What have I got to do? I’ve been to counselling, I’ve gone on Christ knows how many courses . . .’

‘Remorse is important, Gordon.’ The word seemed almost to knock Rooker back in his seat. Thorne leaned forward. ‘These people are big on that, for some mysterious reason. They like to see some victim empathy, you know? Some shred of understanding about what it is that you actually did to your victim, to her family. Maybe they don’t think you’re sorry enough, Gordon. What do you reckon? Maybe that’s the question they want answering. Where’s the remorse?’

‘I held up my hand to it, didn’t I? I confessed.’

‘It’s not the same thing.’

The scrape of Rooker’s chair as he pushed himself back from the table was enough to make Thorne wince. ‘Are we done?’ Rooker asked.

Thorne eased his own chair back and looked again to his right, where the black woman was now sobbing, the tissue pressed against her mouth. He caught the eye of the man sitting opposite her.

The man looked back at Thorne like he wanted to rip his head off.



As promised, Tom Thorne had rung as soon as he’d left the prison. He’d told her briefly about his meeting with Rooker. She’d heard everything she’d hoped to hear, and yet the relief which Carol Chamberlain had expected was slow in coming.

She sat at her desk, in the makeshift office she and Jack had rigged up in the spare room the year before. It was less cluttered than it had been then, a lot of junk transferred to the top of the wardrobe and stuffed beneath the spare bed, box-files piled on top of what used to be a dressing-table. It was now used as a bedroom only once or twice a year when Jack’s daughter from his first marriage made the effort to visit.

Jack shouted up to her from downstairs. ‘I’m making some tea, love. D’you want some?’

‘Please.’

Chamberlain could never understand those colleagues – ex-colleagues – who insisted that they couldn’t remember certain cases. She was bemused by those who struggled to recall the names and faces of certain rapists and murderers; or their victims. Yes, you forgot a file number, or the colour of a particular vehicle, of course you did, but the people stayed with you. They stayed with her at any rate.

And she knew that they stayed with Tom Thorne, too. She recalled him telling her once that the faces he could never forget were those he’d never seen. The ones belonging to the killers he had never caught. The smug faces he imagined on those that had got away with it.

Perhaps those who claimed not to remember had developed some technique for forgetting; some trick of the trade. If so, she wished that she’d been a bit closer to some of them, spent a few more nights in curry houses or out on the piss. If she had, they might have passed the secret on to her.

For reasons she wasn’t ready to admit to herself, she hadn’t wanted to pull the Jessica Clarke files officially, to draw any attention to herself or to the case. Instead, she’d called in a favour, gone down to the General Registry in Victoria, and taken a quick look while an old friend’s back was turned. Within a few seconds of opening the first battered brown folder, she could see that she’d remembered Gordon Rooker perfectly. The face in the faded black-and-white ID photo was exactly as she’d been picturing it since the night when she’d received that first phone call . . .

‘I burned her . . .’

It was still the face she pictured now, despite the two decades that had passed. She’d tried, since speaking to Thorne, to age the image mentally, to give it the white hair and lines that Thorne had described, but without any success.

She guessed this was the way memory worked . . .

A colleague on the Cold Case Unit, now a man in his early sixties, had worked on the Moors Murders case. He told her that when he thought about Hindley and Brady, he still saw those infamous pictures of them, smug and sunken-eyed. He could never imagine the raddled old man and the smiling, mumsy brunette.
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