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For Miss Audra Isadora, with love




. . . and if you gaze for long into the abyss,
the abyss gazes also into you – Nietzsche







Prologue


Kimmo Thorne liked Dietrich best of all: the hair, the legs, the cigarette holder, the top hat and tails. She was what he called The Whole Blooming Package, and as far as he was concerned, she was second to none. Oh, he could do Garland if pressed. Minnelli was simple, and he was definitely getting better with Streisand. But given the choice – and he was generally given it, wasn’t he? – he went with Dietrich. Sultry Marlene. His Number One girl. She could sing the crumbs out of a toaster, could Marlene, make no bloody mistake.


So he held the pose at the end of the song not because it was necessary to the act but because he loved the look of the thing. The finale to ‘Falling in Love Again’ faded and he just kept standing there like a Marlene statue with one high-heeled foot on the seat of the chair and his cigarette holder between his fingers. The last note disappeared into silence and he remained for a five count – exulting in Marlene and in himself because she was good and he was good, he was damn damn good when it came down to it – before he altered his position. He switched off the karaoke machine then. He doffed his top hat and fluttered his tails. He bowed deeply to his audience of two. And Aunt Sal and Gran – ever loyal, they were – reacted appropriately as he’d known they would. Aunt Sally cried, ‘Brilliant! Brilliant, lad!’ Gran said, ‘Tha’s our boy all over. A hunnert percent talent, our Kimmo. Wait’ll I send some snaps to your mum and dad.’


That would certainly bring them running, Kimmo thought sardonically. But he put his high-heeled foot on the chair once more, knowing Gran meant well, even if she was something of a dim bulb when it came to what she believed about his parents.


Gran directed Aunt Sally to ‘Move to the right. Get the boy’s best side,’ and in a few minutes the pictures had been taken and the show was over.


‘Where you off to tonight?’ Aunt Sally asked as Kimmo headed for his bedroom. ‘You seein’ anyone special, our Kim?’


He wasn’t, but she needn’t know that. ‘The Blink,’ he told her blithely.


‘Well, you lads keep yourselfs out of trouble, then.’


He winked at her and ducked into his doorway. ‘Always, always, Auntie,’ he lied. He eased the door shut behind him then and flicked its lock into place.


The care of the Marlene togs came first. Kimmo took them off and hung them up before turning to his dressing table. There, he examined his face and for a moment considered removing some of the make-up. But he finally shrugged the idea aside and rustled through the wardrobe for a change that would do. He chose a hooded sweatshirt, the leggings he liked, and his flat-soled, suede, ankle-high boots. He enjoyed the ambiguity of the ensemble. Male or female? an observer might ask. But only if Kimmo spoke would it actually show. For his voice had finally broken and when he opened his mouth now, the jig was up.


He drew the sweatshirt hood over his head and sauntered down the stairs. ‘I’m off, then,’ he called to his gran and his aunt, as he grabbed his jacket from a hook near the door.


‘Bye, darlin’ boy,’ Gran replied.


‘Keep yourself yourself, luv,’ Aunt Sally added.


He kissed the air at them. They kissed the air in turn. ‘Love you,’ everyone said at once.


Outside, he zipped his jacket and unlocked his bicycle from the railing. He rolled it along to the lift and pressed the button there, and as he waited, he checked the bike’s saddlebags to make sure that he had everything he’d need. He maintained a mental check-list on which he ticked items off: emergency hammer, gloves, screwdriver, jemmy, pocket torch, pillow case, one red rose. This last he liked to leave as his calling card. One really oughtn’t to take without giving as well.


It was a cold night outside in the street, and Kimmo didn’t look forward to the ride. He hated having to go by bike and he hated biking even more when the temperature hovered so close to freezing. But as neither Gran nor Aunt Sally had a car and as he himself had no driving licence to flash at a copper along with his most appealing smile if he was stopped, he had no choice but to pedal it. Going by bus was more or less out of the question.


His route took him along Southwark Street to the heavier traffic of Blackfriars Road till, in a crisscrossing fashion, he reached the environs of Kennington Park. From there, traffic or not, it was more or less a bullet’s path to Clapham Common and his destination: a conveniently detached red brick dwelling of three storeys, which he’d spent the last month carefully casing.


At this point he knew the comings and goings of the family inside so thoroughly that he might as well have lived there himself. He knew they had two children. Mum got her exercise riding a bike to work while Dad went by train from Clapham Station. They had an au pair with a regularly scheduled two-nights-a-week off and on one of those nights – always the same one – Mum, Dad, and the kids left as a family and went to . . . Kimmo didn’t know. He assumed it was Gran’s for dinner, but it just as easily could have been a lengthy church service, a session with a counsellor, or Yoga lessons. Point was, they were gone for the evening, till late in the evening, and when they arrived home, they invariably had to lug the little ones into the house because they’d fallen asleep in the car. As for the au pair, she took her nights off with two other birds who were similarly employed. They’d leave together chatting away in Bulgarian or whatever it was, and if they returned before dawn, it was still long after midnight.


The signs were propitious for this particular house. The car they drove was the largest of the Range Rovers. A gardener visited them once a week. They had a cleaning service as well, and their sheets and pillow cases were laundered, ironed, and returned by a professional. This particular house, Kimmo had concluded, was ripe and waiting.


What made it all so nice was the house next door and the lovely To Let sign dangling forlornly from a post near the street. What made it all so perfect was the easy access from the rear: a brick wall running along a stretch of wasteland.


Kimmo pedalled to this point after coasting by the front of the house to make sure the family were being true to their rigid schedule. Then he bumped his way across the wasteland and propped his bike against the wall. Using the pillow case to carry his tools and the rose, he hopped up on the saddle of the bike and, with no trouble, lifted himself over the wall.


The back garden was blacker than the devil’s tongue, but Kimmo had peered over the wall before and he knew what lay before him. Directly beneath was a compost heap beyond which a little zigzagging orchard of fruit trees decorated a nicely clipped lawn. To either side of this, wide flowerbeds made herbaceous borders. One of them curved round a gazebo. The other decorated the vicinity of a garden shed. Last in the distance just before the house were a patio of uneven bricks where rainwater pooled after a storm and then an overhang from the roof of which the security lights were hung.


They clicked on automatically as Kimmo approached. He gave them a nod of thanks. Security lights, he’d long ago decided, had to be the ironic inspiration of a housebreaker since whenever they switched on, everyone appeared to assume a mere cat was passing through the garden. He’d yet to hear of a neighbour giving the cops a bell because of some lights going on. On the other hand, he’d heard plenty of stories from fellow housebreakers about how much easier those lights had made access to the rear of a property.


In this case, the lights meant nothing. The uncurtained dark windows along with the To Let sign told him that no one resided in the house to his right while the house to his left had no windows on this side of it and no dog to set up a spate of barking in the nighttime cold. He was, as far as he could tell, in the clear.


French windows opened onto the patio, and Kimmo made for these. There, a quick tap with his emergency hammer – suitable for breaking a car window in a crisis – was quite sufficient to gain him access to the handle on the door. He opened this and stepped inside. The burglar alarm hooted like an air raid siren.


The sound was ear-splitting, but Kimmo ignored it. He had five minutes – perhaps more – till the phone would ring with the security company on the line, hoping to discover that the alarm had been tripped accidentally. When they went unsatisfied, they would phone the contact numbers they’d been given. When that didn’t suffice to bring an end to the incessant screeching of the siren, they might phone the police who in turn might or might not show up to check matters out. But in any case, that eventuality was a good twenty minutes away which in itself was ten minutes longer than Kimmo needed to score what he was looking for in the building.


He was a specialist in this particular field. Leave to others the computers, the laptops, the CD and DVD players, the televisions, the jewellery, the digital cameras, the palm pilots, and the video players. He was looking for only one kind of item in the houses he visited, and the benefit of this item he sought was that it would always be in plain sight and generally in the public rooms of a house.


Kimmo shone his pocket torch round. He was in a dining room, and there was nothing here to take. But in the sitting room, he could already see four prizes glittering on top of a piano. He went to fetch them: silver frames that he divested of their photographs – one always wanted to be thoughtful about some things – before depositing them carefully into his pillow case. He found another on one of the side tables and he scored this as well before moving to the front of the house where, near the door, a half-moon table with a mirror above it displayed two others along with a porcelain box and a flower arrangement, both of which he left where they were.


Experience told him that chances were good he’d find the rest of what he wanted in the master bedroom, so he quickly mounted the stairs as the burglar alarm continued to blare. The room he sought was on the top floor at the back overlooking the garden, and he’d just clicked on his torch to check out its contents when the shrieking of the alarm ceased abruptly just as the telephone started to ring.


Kimmo stopped short, one hand on his torch and the other halfway to a picture frame in which a couple in wedding gear kissed beneath a bough of flowers. In a moment, the phone stopped just as abruptly as the alarm, and from below a light went on and someone said, ‘Hullo?’ and then ‘No. We’ve only just walked in . . . Yes. Yes. It was going off, but I haven’t had a chance to— Jesus Christ! Gail, get away from that glass.’


That was enough to tell Kimmo that matters had taken an unexpected turn. He didn’t pause to wonder what the hell the family were doing home when they were still supposed to be at Gran’s at church at Yoga at counselling or wherever the hell they went when they went. Instead, he dived for the window to the left of the bed as below a woman cried, ‘Ronald, someone’s in the house!’


Kimmo didn’t need to hear Ronald come tearing up the stairs or Gail shouting, ‘No! Stop!’ to understand he had to be out of there pronto. He fumbled with the lock on the window, threw up the sash, and heaved himself and his pillow case out just as Ronald barrelled into the room armed with what looked like a fork for turning meat on a barbecue.


Kimmo dropped with an enormous thump and a gasp onto the overhang some eight feet below, cursing the fact that there had been no convenient wisteria vine down which he could Tarzan his way to freedom. He heard Gail shouting, ‘He’s here! He’s here!’ and Ronald cursing from the window above. Just before he scarpered for the rear wall of the property, he turned back to the house, giving a grin and a saucy salute to the woman who stood in the dining room with an awestruck sleepy child in her arms and another hanging onto her trousers.


Then he was off, the pillow case bouncing against his back and laughter bubbling up inside him, only sorry he hadn’t been able to leave behind the rose. As he reached the wall, he heard Ronald come roaring out of the dining-room door but by the time the poor bloke reached the first of the trees, Kimmo was up, over, and heading across the wasteland. When the cops finally arrived – which could be anywhere from an hour to midday tomorrow – he’d be long gone, a faint memory in the mind of the missus: a painted face beneath a sweatshirt hood.


God, this was living! This was the best! If the haul proved to be sterling stuff, he’d be a few hundred quid richer come Friday morning. Did it get better than this? Did it? Kimmo didn’t think so. So what that he’d said he’d go straight for a while. He couldn’t throw away the time he’d already spent putting this job together. He’d be thick to do that, and the one thing Kimmo Thorne was not was thick.


He was pedalling along perhaps a mile from his break-in when he became aware of being followed. There was other traffic about on the streets – when wasn’t there traffic in London? – and several cars had honked as they’d passed him. He first thought they were honking at him the way vehicles do to a cyclist they wish to get out of their way, but he soon realised that they were honking at a slow-moving vehicle close behind him, one that refused to pass him by.


He felt a little unnerved at this, wondering if Ronald had somehow managed to get it together and track him down. He turned down a side street to make sure he wasn’t mistaken in his belief in being tailed, and sure enough the headlights directly behind him turned as well. He was about to shoot off in a fury of pedalling when he heard the rumble of an engine coming up next to him and then his name spoken in a friendly voice.


‘Kimmo? That you? What’re you doing in this part of town?’


Kimmo coasted. He slowed. He turned to see who was speaking to him. He smiled when he realised who the driver was, and he said, ‘Never mind me. What’re you doing here?’


The other smiled back. ‘Looks like I’m cruising round for you. Need a lift somewhere?’


It would be convenient, Kimmo thought, if Ronald had seen him take off on the bike and if the cops were quicker to respond than they normally were. He didn’t really want to be out on the street. He still had a couple more miles to go, and it was cold as Antarctica, anyway. He said, ‘I got the bike with me, though.’


The other chuckled. ‘Well, that’s no problem if you don’t want it to be.’







1


Detective Constable Barbara Havers considered herself one lucky bird: the drive was empty. She’d elected to do her weekly shop by car rather than on foot, and this was always a risky business in an area of town where anyone fortunate enough to find a parking space near their home clung to it with the devotion of the newly redeemed to the source of his redemption. But knowing she had much to purchase and shuddering at the thought of trudging in the cold back from the local supermarket, she’d opted for transport and hoped for the best. So when she pulled up in front of the yellow Edwardian house behind which her tiny bungalow stood, she took the space in the drive without compunction. She listened to the coughing and gagging of her Mini’s engine as she turned it off, and she made her fifteenth mental note of the month to have the car looked at by a mechanic who – one prayed – would not ask an arm, a leg, and one’s firstborn child to repair whatever was causing it to belch like a dyspeptic pensioner.


She climbed out and flipped the seat forward to gather up the first of the plastic carrier bags. She’d linked four of them over her arms and was dragging them out of the car when she heard her name called.


Someone sang it out. ‘Barbara! Barbara! Look what I’ve found in the cupboard.’


Barbara straightened and glanced in the direction from which the voice had chimed. She saw the young daughter of her neighbour sitting on the weathered wooden bench in front of the ground-floor flat of the old converted building. She’d removed her shoes and she was in the process of struggling into a pair of inline skates. Far too large by the look of them, Barbara thought. Hadiyyah was only eight years old and the skates were clearly meant for an adult.


‘These’re Mummy’s,’ Hadiyyah informed her, as if reading her mind. ‘I found them in a cupboard, like I said. I’ve never skated on them before. I expect they’re going to be big on me but I’ve stuffed them with kitchen towels. Dad doesn’t know.’


‘About the kitchen towels?’


Hadiyyah giggled. ‘Not that! He doesn’t know that I’ve found them.’


‘Perhaps you’re not meant to be using them.’


‘Oh, they weren’t hidden. Just put away. Till Mummy gets home, I expect. She’s in—’


‘Canada. Right,’ Barbara nodded. ‘Well, you take care with those. Your dad’s not going to be chuffed if you fall and break your head. D’you have a helmet or something?’


Hadiyyah looked down at her feet – one skated and one socked – and thought about this. ‘Am I meant to?’


‘Safety precaution,’ Barbara told her. ‘A consideration for the street sweepers, as well. Keeps people’s brains off the pavement.’


Hadiyyah rolled her eyes. ‘I know you’re joking.’


Barbara crossed her heart. ‘God’s truth. Where’s your dad, anyway? Are you alone today?’ She kicked open the picket gate that fronted a path to the house, and she considered whether she ought to talk to Taymullah Azhar once again about leaving his daughter on her own. While it was true that he did it rarely enough, Barbara had told him that she would be pleased to look after Hadiyyah in her own time off if he had students to meet or lab work to supervise at the university. Hadiyyah was remarkably self-sufficient for an eight-year-old, but at the end of the day she was still that: an eight-year-old, and more innocent than her fellows, in part because of a culture that kept her protected and in part because of the desertion of her English mother who had now been ‘in Canada’ for nearly a year.


‘He’s gone to buy me a surprise,’ Hadiyyah informed her matter-of-factly. ‘He thinks I don’t know, he thinks I think he’s running an errand, but I know what he’s really doing. It’s ’cause he feels bad and he thinks I feel bad, which I don’t but he wants to help me feel better anyway. So he said “I’ve an errand to run, kushi,” and I’m meant to think it’s not about me. Have you done your shopping? C’n I help you, Barbara?’


‘More bags in the car if you want to fetch them,’ Barbara told her.


Hadiyyah slipped off the bench and – one skate on and one skate off – she hopped over to the Mini and pulled out the rest of the bags. Barbara waited at the corner of the house. When Hadiyyah joined her, bobbing up and down on her one skate, Barbara said, ‘What’s the occasion, then?’


Hadiyyah followed her to the bottom of the property where, under a false acacia tree, Barbara’s bungalow – looking much like a garden shed with delusions of grandeur – snowed flakes of green paint onto a narrow flowerbed in need of planting. ‘Hmm?’ Hadiyyah asked. Close up now, Barbara could see that the little girl wore the headphones of a CD player round her neck and the player itself attached to the waistband of her blue jeans. Some unidentifiable music was issuing tinnily from it in a feminine register. Hadiyyah appeared not to notice this.


‘The surprise,’ Barbara said as she opened the front door of her digs. ‘You said your dad was out fetching you a surprise.’


‘Oh, that.’ Hadiyyah clumped into the bungalow and deposited her burdens on the dining table where several days’ post mingled with four copies of the Evening Standard, a basket of dirty laundry, and an empty bag of custard cremes. It all made an unappealing jumble at which the habitually neat little girl frowned meaningfully. ‘You haven’t sorted out your belongings,’ she chided.


‘Astute observation,’ Barbara murmured. ‘And the surprise? I know it’s not your birthday.’


Hadiyyah tapped her skate-shod foot against the floor and looked suddenly uncomfortable, a reaction entirely unusual for her. She had, Barbara noted, plaited her own dark hair today. Her parting made a series of zigzags while the red bows at the end of her plaits were lopsided, with one tied a good inch higher than the other. ‘Well,’ she said as Barbara began emptying the first of the carrier bags onto the work top of the kitchen area, ‘he didn’t exactly say, but I expect it’s ’cause Mrs Thompson phoned him.’


Barbara recognised the name of Hadiyyah’s teacher. She looked over her shoulder at the little girl and raised a questioning eyebrow.


‘See, there was a tea,’ Hadiyyah informed her. ‘Well, not really a tea, but that’s what they called it because if they called it what it really was, everyone would’ve been too embarrassed and no one would’ve gone. And they did want everyone to go.’


‘Why? What was it really?’


Hadiyyah turned away and began unloading the carrier bags she’d brought from the Mini. It was, she informed Barbara, more of an event than a tea, or really more of a meeting than an event. Mrs Thompson had a lady come to talk to them about their bodies, you see, and all the girls in the class and all their mums came to listen and afterwards they could ask questions and after that they had orange squash and biscuits and cakes. So Mrs Thompson called it a tea although no one actually drank tea. Hadiyyah, having no mum to take along, had eschewed attending the event altogether. Hence the phone call from Mrs Thompson to her father because, like she said, everyone was really meant to go.


‘Dad said he would’ve gone,’ Hadiyyah said. ‘But that would’ve been excruciating. ’Sides, Meagan Dobson told me what it was all about anyway. Girl stuff. Babies. Boys. Periods.’ She pulled a shuddering face. ‘You know.’


‘Ah. Got it.’ Barbara could understand how Azhar must have reacted to the phone call from the teacher. No one she had ever met had as much pride as the Pakistani professor who was her neighbour. ‘Well, kiddo, if you ever need a gal pal to act as a substitute for your mother,’ she told Hadiyyah, ‘I’m happy to oblige.’


‘How lovely!’ Hadiyyah exclaimed. For a moment Barbara thought she was referring to her offer as maternal surrogate, but she saw that her little friend was bringing forth a package from within the bag of groceries: Chocotastic Pop Tarts. ‘Is this for your breakfast?’ Hadiyyah sighed.


‘Perfect nutrition for the professional woman on the go,’ Barbara told her. ‘Let it be our little secret, okay? One of many.’


‘And what’re these?’ Hadiyyah asked as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘Oh, wonderful. Clotted cream ice cream bars! If I was a grownup, I’d eat just like you.’


‘I do like to touch on all the basic food groups,’ Barbara told her. ‘Chocolate, sugar, fat, and tobacco. Have you come across the Players, by the way?’


‘You mustn’t keep smoking,’ Hadiyyah told her, rustling in one of the bags and bringing out a carton of the cigarettes. ‘Dad’s trying to stop. Did I tell you? Mummy’ll be so pleased. She asked him and asked him to stop. “Hari, it’ll make your lungs all nasty if you don’t quit” is what she says. I don’t smoke.’


‘I should hope not,’ Barbara said.


‘Some of the boys do, actually. They stand round down the street from school. These’re the older boys. And they take their shirt tails out of their trousers, Barbara. I expect they think it makes them look cool, but I think it makes them look . . .’ She frowned, thoughtful. ‘. . . beastly,’ she settled on. ‘Perfectly beastly.’


‘Peacocks and their plumes,’ Barbara acknowledged.


‘Hmm?’


‘The male of the species, attracting the female. Otherwise, she’d have nothing to do with him. Interesting, no? Men should be the ones wearing make-up.’


Hadiyyah giggled at this, saying, ‘Dad would look a sight wearing lipstick, wouldn’t he?’


‘He’d be fighting them off with a broomstick.’


‘Mummy wouldn’t like that,’ Hadiyyah noted. She scooped up four tins of All Day Breakfast – Barbara’s preferred dinner at a pinch after a longer than usual day at work – and carried them over to the cupboard above the sink.


‘No. I don’t expect she would,’ Barbara agreed. ‘Hadiyyah, what is that bloody awful screeching going on round your neck?’ She took the tins from the little girl and nodded at her headphones from which some sort of questionable pop music was continuing to issue.


‘Nobanzi,’ Hadiyyah said obscurely.


‘No-whatie?’


‘Nobanzi. They’re brilliant. Look.’ From out of her jacket pocket she brought the plastic cover of a CD. On it, three anorexic twentysomethings posed in crop tops the size of Scrooge’s generosity and blue jeans so tight that the only thing left to imagine was how they’d managed to cram themselves into them.


‘Ah,’ Barbara said. ‘Role models for our young. Give that over, then. Let’s have a listen.’


Hadiyyah willingly handed over the earphones, which Barbara set on her head. She absently reached for a packet of Players and shook one out, despite Hadiyyah’s moue of disapproval. She lit one as what sounded like the chorus to a song – if it could be called that – assailed her eardrums. The Vandellas Nobanzi definitely was not, with or without Martha, Barbara decided. There was a chorus of unintelligible words. Lots of orgasmic groaning in the background appeared to take the place of both the bassline and the drums.


Barbara removed the headphones, and handed them over. She drew in on her fag and speculatively cocked her head at Hadiyyah.


Hadiyyah said, ‘Aren’t they brilliant?’ She took the CD cover and pointed to the girl in the middle, who had dual-coloured dreadlocks and a smoking pistol tattooed on her right breast. ‘This’s Juno. She’s my favourite. She’s got a baby called Nefertiti. Isn’t she lovely?’


‘The very word I’d use.’ Barbara screwed up the emptied carrier bags and shoved them in the cupboard beneath the sink. She opened her cutlery drawer and found at the back of it a pad of sticky notes that she generally used to remind herself of important upcoming events like Think About Plucking Eyebrows Tomorrow or Clean This Disgusting Toilet. This time, however, she scribbled three words and said to her little friend, ‘Come with me. It’s time to see to your education,’ before grabbing up her shoulder bag and leading her back to the front of the house where Hadiyyah’s shoes lay beneath the bench in the flagstoned area just outside the door to the ground-floor flat. Barbara told her to put on her shoes while she herself posted the sticky note on the door.


When Hadiyyah was ready, Barbara said, ‘Follow me. I’ve let your dad know,’ and she headed off the property and in the direction of Chalk Farm Road.


‘Where’re we going?’ Hadiyyah asked. ‘Are we having an adventure?’


Barbara said, ‘Let me ask you a question. Nod if any of these names are familiar. Buddy Holly. No? Ritchie Valens. No? The Big Bopper. No? Elvis. Well, of course. Who wouldn’t know Elvis, but that hardly counts. What about Chuck Berry? Little Richard? Jerry Lee Lewis? “Great Balls of Fire.” Ring any bells? No? Bloody hell, what’re they teaching you at school?’


‘You shouldn’t swear,’ Hadiyyah said.


On Chalk Farm Road, it was not an overlong walk to their destination: the Virgin Megastore in Camden High Street. To get there, though, they had to negotiate the shopping district, which, as far as Barbara had ever been able to ascertain, was unlike any shopping precinct in the city: packed shopfront-to-street with young people of every colour, persuasion, and manner of bodily adornment; flooded by a blaring cacophony of music from every direction; scented with everything from patchouli oil to fish and chips. Here shops had mascots crawling up the front of them in the form of super huge cats, the gigantic bottom of a torso wearing blue jeans, enormous boots, an aeroplane nose down . . . Only vaguely did the mascots have anything to do with the wares within the individual shops since most of these were given over to anything black and many things leather. Black leather. Black faux leather. Black faux fur on black faux leather.


Hadiyyah, Barbara saw, was taking everything in with the expression of a novice, the first indication Barbara had that the little girl had never before been to Camden High Street, despite its proximity to their respective homes. Hadiyyah followed along, eyes the size of hub caps, lips parted, face rapt. Barbara had to steer her in and out of the crowd, one hand on her shoulder, to make sure they didn’t become separated in the crush.


‘Brilliant, brilliant,’ Hadiyyah breathed, hands clasped to her chest. ‘Oh, Barbara, this is so much better than a surprise.’


‘Glad you like it,’ Barbara said.


‘Will we go into the shops?’


‘When I’ve seen to your education.’


She took her into the megastore, to classic rock ’n’ roll. ‘This,’ Barbara told her, ‘is music. Now . . . Where to start you off . . . ? Well, there’s no question, really, is there? Because at the end of the day, we have the Great One and then we have everyone else. So . . . ’ She scanned the section for the H’s and then the H’s themselves for the only H that counted. She examined the selections, flipping each over to read the songs while next to her Hadiyyah studied the photos of Buddy Holly on the CD covers.


‘Bit odd-looking,’ she remarked.


‘Bite your tongue. Here. This’ll do. It’s got “Raining in my Heart” which I guarantee will make you swoon and “Rave On”, which’ll make you want to dance on the work top. This, kiddo, is rock ’n’ roll. People’ll be listening to Buddy Holly in a hundred years, I guarantee it. As for Nobuki—’


‘Nobanzi,’ Hadiyyah corrected her patiently.


‘They’ll be gone next week. Gone and forgotten while the Great One will rave on into eternity. This, my girl, is music.’


Hadiyyah looked doubtful. ‘He wears awfully strange specs,’ she noted.


‘Well, yeah. But that was the style. He’s been dead forever. Plane crash. Bad weather. Trying to get home to the pregnant wife.’ Too young, Barbara thought. Too much in a hurry.


‘How sad.’ Hadiyyah looked at the photo of Buddy Holly with awakened eyes.


Barbara paid for their purchase and peeled off its wrapper. She brought out the CD and replaced Nobanzi with Buddy Holly. She said, ‘Feast your ears on this,’ and when the music started, she led Hadiyyah back out to the street.


As promised, Barbara took her into several of the shops where the here-today-passé-in-thirty-minutes fashions crammed onto clothing racks and hung from the walls. Scores of teenagers were spending money as if news of Armageddon had just been broadcast, and there was a sameness to them that caused Barbara to look at her companion and pray Hadiyyah always maintained the air of artlessness that made her such a pleasure to be around. Barbara couldn’t imagine her transformed into a London teenager in a tearing hurry to arrive at adulthood, mobile phone pressed to her ear, lipstick and eye shadow colouring her face, blue jeans sculpting her little arse, and high-heeled boots destroying her feet. And she certainly couldn’t imagine the little girl’s father allowing her out in public so arrayed.


For her part, Hadiyyah took everything in like a child on her first trip to a fun fair, with Buddy Holly raining in her heart. It was only when they’d progressed upwards to Chalk Farm Road, where the crowds were if anything thicker, louder, and more decorated than in the shops below, that Hadiyyah removed her earphones and finally spoke.


‘I want to come back here every week from now on,’ she announced. ‘Will you come with me, Barbara? I could save all my money and we could have lunch and then we could go in all of the shops. We can’t today ’cause I ought to be home before Dad gets there. He’ll be cross if he knows where we’ve been.’


‘Will he? Why?’


‘Oh, ’cause I’m forbidden to come here,’ Hadiyyah said happily. ‘Dad says if he ever saw me out in Camden High Street, he’d wallop me properly till I couldn’t sit down. Your note didn’t say we were coming here, did it?’


Barbara gave an inward curse. She hadn’t considered the ramifications of what she’d intended as only an innocent jaunt to the music shop. She felt for a moment as if she’d corrupted the innocent, but she allowed herself to experience the relief of having written a note to Taymullah Azhar that had employed three words only – Kiddo’s with me – along with her signature. Now if she could just depend on Hadiyyah’s discretion . . . although from the little girl’s excitement – despite her intention to keep her father in the dark as to her whereabouts while he was on his errand – Barbara had to admit it was highly unlikely that she’d be able to hide from Azhar the pleasure attendant on their adventure.


‘I didn’t exactly tell him where we’d be,’ Barbara admitted.


‘Oh, that’s brilliant,’ Hadiyyah said. ‘’Cause if he knew . . . I don’t much fancy being walloped, Barbara. Do you?’


‘D’you think he’d actually—’


‘Oh look, look,’ Hadiyyah cried. ‘What’s this place called then? And it smells so heavenly. Are they cooking somewhere? C’n we go in?’


This place was Camden Lock Market, which they had come up to in their journey homeward. It stood on the edge of the Grand Union Canal, and the fragrance of the food stalls within it had reached them all the way on the pavement. Within, and mixing with the noise of rap music emanating from one of the shops, one could just discern the barking of food vendors hawking everything from stuffed jacket potatoes to chicken tikka masala.


‘Barbara, c’n we go inside this place?’ Hadiyyah asked again. ‘Oh, it’s so special. And Dad’ll never know. We won’t be walloped. I promise, Barbara.’


Barbara looked down at her shining face and knew she couldn’t deny her the simple pleasure of a wander through the market. How much trouble could it cause, indeed, if they were to take half an hour more and poke about among the candles, the incense, the T-shirts, and the scarves? She could distract Hadiyyah from the drug paraphernalia and the body piercing stalls if they came upon them. As to the rest of what Camden Lock Market offered, it was all fairly innocent.


Barbara smiled at her little companion. ‘What the hell,’ she said with a shrug. ‘Let’s go.’


They’d taken only two steps in their intended direction when Barbara’s mobile phone rang, however. Barbara said, ‘Hang on,’ to Hadiyyah and read the incoming number. When she saw who it was, she knew the news was unlikely to be good.


‘The game’s afoot.’ It was Acting Superintendent Thomas Lynley’s voice, and it bore an underlying note of tension the source of which he made clear when he added, ‘Get over to Hillier’s office as quickly as you can.’


‘Hillier?’ Barbara studied the mobile like an alien object while Hadiyyah waited patiently at her side, toeing a crack in the pavement and watching the mass of humanity part round them as it heaved its way towards one market or another. ‘AC Hillier can’t have asked for me.’


‘You’ve got an hour,’ Lynley told her.


‘But sir—’


‘He wanted thirty minutes, but we negotiated. Where are you?’


‘Camden Lock Market.’


‘Can you get here in an hour?’


‘I’ll do my best.’ Barbara snapped the phone off and shoved it into her bag. She said, ‘Kiddo, we’ve got to save this for another day. Something’s up at the Yard.’


‘Something bad?’ Hadiyyah asked.


‘Maybe yes, maybe no.’


Barbara hoped for no. She hoped that what was up was an end to her period of punishment. She’d been suffering the mortification of demotion for months now, and she couldn’t help anticipating an end to what she considered her professional ostracism every time Assistant Commissioner Sir David Hillier’s name came up in conversation.


And now she was wanted. Wanted in AC Hillier’s office. Wanted there by Hillier himself and by Lynley who, Barbara knew, had been manoeuvring to get her back to her rank almost as soon as she’d had it stripped from her.


She and Hadiyyah virtually trotted all the way back to Eton Villas. They parted where the flagstone path divided at the corner of the house. Hadiyyah gave a wave before she skipped over to the ground-floor flat, where Barbara could see that the sticky note she’d left for the little girl’s father had been removed from the door. She concluded that Azhar had returned with the surprise for his daughter, so she went to her bungalow for a hasty change of clothes.


The first decision she had to make – and quickly because the hour Lynley had spoken of on the mobile was now forty-five minutes after her dash from the markets on Chalk Farm Road – was what to wear. Her choice needed to be professional without being an obvious ploy to win Hillier’s approval. Trousers and a matching jacket would do the first without teetering too close to the second. So trousers and matching jacket it would be.


She found them where she’d last left them, in a ball, behind the television set. She couldn’t recall exactly how they’d got there, and she shook them out to survey the damage. Ah the beauty of polyester, she thought. One could be the victim of stampeding buffalo and still not bear a wrinkle to show it.


She set about changing into an ensemble of sorts. This was less about making a fashion statement and more about throwing on the trousers and rooting for a blouse without too many obvious creases in it. She decided on the least offensive shoes she owned – a pair of scuffed brogues that she donned in place of the red high top trainers she preferred – and within five minutes she was able to grab two Chocotastic Pop Tarts. She shoved them into her shoulder bag on her way out of the door.


Outside, there remained the question of transport: car, bus, or underground. All of them were risky: a bus would have to lumber through the clogged artery of Chalk Farm Road, a car meant engaging in creative rat-running, and as for the underground . . . the underground line serving Chalk Farm was the notoriously unreliable Northern Line. On the best of days, the wait alone could be twenty minutes.


Barbara opted for the car. She fashioned herself a route that would have done justice to Daedalus, and she managed to get herself down to Westminster only eleven and a half minutes behind schedule. Still, she knew that Hillier was not going to be chuffed with anything other than punctuality, so she blasted round the corner when she got to Victoria Street and once she’d parked, she headed for the lifts at a run.


She stopped on the floor where Lynley had his temporary office, in the hope that he might have held off Hillier for the extra eleven and a half minutes it had taken her to get there. He hadn’t done, or so his empty office suggested. Dorothea Harriman, the departmental secretary, confirmed Barbara’s conclusion.


‘He’s up with the Assistant Commissioner, Detective Constable,’ she said. ‘He said you’re to go up and join them. D’you know the hem of your trousers is coming down?’


‘Is it? Damn,’ Barbara said.


‘I’ve a needle if you want it.’


‘No time, Dee. D’you have a safety pin?’


Dorothea went to her desk. Barbara knew how unlikely it was that the other woman would have a pin. Indeed, Dee was always turned out so perfectly that it was tough to imagine her even in possession of a needle. She said, ‘No pin, Detective Constable. Sorry. But there’s always this.’ She held up a stapler.


Barbara said, ‘Go for it. But be quick. I’m late.’


‘I know. You’re missing a button from your cuff as well,’ Dorothea noted. ‘And there’s . . . Detective Constable, you’ve got . . . Is this slut’s wool on your backside?’


‘Oh damn, damn,’ Barbara said. ‘Never mind. He’ll have to take me as I am.’


Which wasn’t likely to be with open arms, she thought as she crossed over to Tower Block and took the lift up to Hillier’s office. He’d been wanting to sack her for at least four years, and only the intervention of others had kept him from it.


Hillier’s secretary – who always referred to herself as Judi-with-an-i MacIntosh – told Barbara to go straight in. Sir David, she said, was waiting for her. Had been waiting with Acting Superintendent Lynley for a good many minutes, she added. She smiled insincerely and pointed to the door.


Inside, Barbara found Hillier and Lynley concluding a conference call with someone who was on Hillier’s speakerphone talking about ‘preparing to engage in damage limitation.’


‘I expect we’ll want a press conference, then,’ Hillier said. ‘And soon so we don’t end up seeming as if we’re doing it just to appease Fleet Street. When can you manage it?’


‘We’ll be sorting that out directly. How closely do you want to be involved?’


‘Very. And with an appropriate companion at hand.’


‘Fine. I’ll be in touch then, David.’


David and damage limitation, Barbara thought. The speaker was obviously a muckety-muck from the DPA.


Hillier ended the conversation. He looked at Lynley, said, ‘Well?’ and then noticed Barbara just inside the door. He said, ‘Where the hell have you been, Constable?’


So much, Barbara thought, for having a chance to polish anyone’s apples. She said, ‘Sorry, sir,’ as Lynley turned in his chair. ‘Traffic was deadly.’


‘Life is deadly,’ Hillier said. ‘But that doesn’t stop any of us from living it.’


Absolute monarch of the flaming non sequitur, Barbara thought. She glanced at Lynley who raised a warning index finger approximately half an inch. She said, ‘Yes sir,’ and she joined the two officers at the conference table where Lynley was sitting and where Hillier had moved when he’d ended his phone call. She eased a chair out and slid onto it as unobtrusively as possible.


The table, she saw with a glance, held four sets of photographs. In them, four bodies lay. From where she sat, they appeared to be young adolescent boys, arranged on their backs, with their hands folded high on their chests in the manner of effigies on tombs. They would have looked like boys asleep had they not been cyanotic of face and necklaced with the mark of ligatures.


Barbara pursed her lips. ‘Holy hell,’ she said. ‘When did they . . . ?’


‘Over the past three months,’ Hillier said.


‘Three months? But why hasn’t anyone . . . ?’ Barbara looked from Hillier to Lynley. Lynley, she saw, looked deeply concerned; Hillier, always the most political of animals, looked wary. ‘I haven’t heard a whisper about this. Or read a word in the papers. Or seen any reports on the telly. Four deaths. The same m.o. All victims young. All victims male.’


‘Please try to sound a little less like an hysterical newsreader on cable television,’ Hillier said.


Lynley shifted position in his chair. He cast a look Barbara’s way. His brown eyes were telling her to hold back from saying what they all were thinking until the two of them managed to get alone somewhere.


All right, Barbara thought. She would play it that way. She said in a careful, professional voice, ‘Who are they, then?’


‘A, B, C, and D. We haven’t any names.’


‘No one reported them missing? In three months?’


‘That’s evidently part of the problem,’ Lynley said.


‘What d’you mean? Where were they found?’


Hillier indicated one of the photographs as he spoke. ‘The first . . . in Gunnersbury Park. September tenth. Found at eight-fifteen in the morning by a jogger needing to have a piss. There’s an old garden inside the park, partially walled, not far off Gunnersbury Avenue. That looks to be the means of access. There’re two boarded-up entrances there, right on the street.’


‘But he didn’t die in the park,’ Barbara noted, with a nod at the photo in which the boy had been positioned supine on a mattress of weeds that grew at the juncture of two brick walls. There was nothing that suggested a struggle had taken place in the vicinity. There was also, in the entire stack of pictures from that crime scene, no photograph of the sort of evidence one expected to find where a murder occurs.


‘No. He didn’t die there. Nor did this one.’ Hillier picked up another batch of photographs. In it, the body of another slender boy was draped across the bonnet of a car, positioned as neatly as the first in Gunnersbury Park. ‘This one was found in an NCP carpark at the top of Queensway. Four weeks later.’


‘What’s the murder squad over there saying? Anything from CCTV?’


‘The carpark doesn’t have closed circuit cameras.’ Lynley answered Barbara’s question. ‘There’s a sign posted that there “may” be cameras on the premises. But that’s it. That’s supposed to do the job of security.’


‘This one was in Quaker Street,’ Hillier went on, indicating a third set of photos. ‘An abandoned warehouse not far from Brick Lane. November twenty-fifth. And this—’ he picked up the final batch and handed them over to Barbara, ‘is the latest. He was found in St George’s Gardens. Today.’


Barbara glanced at the final set of pictures. In them, the body of an adolescent boy lay naked on the top of a lichen-covered tomb. The tomb itself sat on a lawn not far from a serpentine path. Beyond this, a brick wall fenced off not a cemetery – as one would expect from the tomb’s presence – but a garden. Beyond the wall appeared to be a mews of garages and a block of flats behind them.


‘St George’s Gardens?’ Barbara asked. ‘Where is this place?’


‘Not far from Russell Square.’


‘Who found the body?’


‘The warden who opens the park every day. Our killer got access from the gates on Handel Street. They were chained up properly, but bolt cutters did the trick. He opened up, drove a vehicle inside, made his deposit on the tomb, and took off. Stopped to wrap the chain back round the gate so anyone passing wouldn’t notice.’


‘Tyre prints in the garden?’


‘Two decent ones. Casts are being made.’


‘Witnesses?’ Barbara indicated the flats that lined the garden just beyond the mews.


‘We’ve constables from Theobald’s Road station doing the door-to-door.’


Barbara pulled all of the photographs towards her and laid the four victims in a row. She immediately took note of the differences – all of them major ones – between the final dead boy and the first three. All of them were young teenagers who’d died in an identical fashion, but unlike the first three boys, the latest victim was not only naked but also had a copious amount of make-up on: lipstick, eyeshadow, liner, and mascara smeared across his face. Additionally, the killer had marked his body by slicing it open from sternum to waist and by drawing with blood an odd circular symbol on his forehead. The most potentially explosive political detail, however, had to do with race: Only the final victim was white. Of the earlier three, one was black and the two others were clearly mixed-race: black and Asian, perhaps, black and Filipino, black and a blend of God only knew what.


Seeing this last feature, Barbara understood: why there had been no front-page newspaper coverage, why no television, and worst of all, why no whispers round New Scotland Yard. She raised her head. ‘Institutionalised racism. That’s what they’re going to claim, isn’t it? No one across London – in any of the stations involved, right? – even twigged there’s a serial killer at work. No one got round to comparing notes. This kid—’ Here she raised up the photograph of the black youth – ‘might’ve been reported missing in Peckham. Maybe in Kilburn. Or Lewisham. Or anywhere. But his body wasn’t dumped where he lived and disappeared from, was it, so the rozzers on his home patch called him a runaway, left it at that, and never matched him up to a murder that got reported in another station’s patch. Is that what happened?’


‘You can see the need for both delicacy and immediate action,’ Hillier said.


‘Cheap murders, hardly worth investigating, all because of their race. That’s what they’re going to call the first three when the story gets out. The tabloids, television and radio news, the whole flaming lot.’


‘We intend to get the jump on what they call anything. If the truth be told, the tabloids, the broadsheets, the radio, and the television news – had they been attuned to what’s going on and not intent on pursuing scandals among celebrities, the government, and the bloody Royal Family – might have broken this story themselves and crucified us on their front pages. As it is, they can hardly claim institutionalised racism for our failure to see what they themselves could have seen and did not. Rest assured that when each station’s press officer released the news of a body being found, the story was judged a non-starter by the media because of the victim: just another dead black boy. Cheap news. Not worth reporting. Ho hum.’


‘With respect, sir,’ Barbara pointed out, ‘that’s hardly going to stop them braying now.’


‘We’ll see about that. Ah.’ Hillier smiled expansively as his office door swung open again. ‘Here’s the gentleman we’ve been waiting for. Have they sorted out your paperwork, Winston? May we call you Sergeant Nkata officially?’


Barbara felt the question come at her like an unexpected blow. She looked at Lynley, but he was standing to greet Winston Nkata, who’d paused just inside the door. Unlike her, Nkata was dressed with the care he habitually employed: Everything about him was crisp and clean. In his presence – in the presence of all of them, come to that – Barbara felt like Cinderella in advance of the fairy godmother’s visit.


She got to her feet. She was about to do the very worst thing for her career, but she didn’t see any other way out . . . except the way out, which she decided to take. She said to her colleague, ‘Winnie. Brilliant. Cheers. I didn’t know.’ And then to the other two ranking officers, ‘I’ve just remembered a phone call I’m meant to return.’


Then she left the room.


Acting Superintendent Thomas Lynley felt the distinct need to follow Havers. At the same time, he recognised the wisdom of staying put. Ultimately, he knew, he’d probably be better able to do her service if at least one of them managed to remain in AC Hillier’s good graces.


That, unfortunately, was never easy. The Assistant Commissioner’s style of command generally existed on the border between Machiavellian and despotic, and rational individuals gave the man a very wide berth if they could. Lynley’s own immediate superior – Malcolm Webberly, who’d been on medical leave for some time – had been running interference for both Lynley and Havers since the day he’d assigned them to their first case together. Without Webberly at New Scotland Yard, it fell to Lynley to recognise which side of the bread bore the butter.


The present situation was trying Lynley’s determination to remain a disinterested party in his every interaction with Hillier. There’d been a moment early on when the AC could have easily told him about Winston Nkata’s promotion: the very same moment when the man had refused to restore Barbara Havers to her rank.


What Hillier had said with little enough grace was, ‘I want you heading up this investigation, Lynley. Acting Superintendent . . . I can hardly give it to anyone else. Malcolm would have wanted you on it anyway, so put together the team you need.’ Lynley had mistakenly put the AC’s laconism down to distress. Superintendent Malcolm Webberly was Hillier’s brother-in-law, after all, and the victim of an attempted homicide. Hillier doubtless worried about his recovery from the hit-and-run that had nearly killed him. So he said, ‘How’s the superintendent’s progress, sir?’


‘This isn’t the time to talk about the superintendent’s progress,’ was Hillier’s reply. ‘Are you heading this investigation or am I handing it over to one of your colleagues?’


‘I’d like to have Barbara Havers back as sergeant to be part of the team.’


‘Would you. Well, this isn’t a bargaining session. It’s a yes, I’ll get to work directly, sir or a sorry, I’m going on an extended holiday.’


So Lynley had been left with the yes I’ll get to work directly, and no room to manoeuvre for Havers. He made a quick plan, though, which involved assigning his colleague to certain aspects of the investigation that would be guaranteed to highlight her strengths. Certainly, within the next few months he’d be able to right the wrongs that had been done to Barbara since the previous June.


Then, of course, he’d been blindsided by Hillier. Winston Nkata arrived, newly minted as sergeant, blocking Havers from promotion in the near future, and unaware of what his role was likely to be in the ensuing drama.


Lynley burned at all this, but he kept his features neutral. He was curious to see how Hillier was going to dance round the obvious when he assigned Nkata to be his right-hand man. Because there was no doubt in Lynley’s mind that this was what AC Hillier intended to do. With one parent from Jamaica and the other from the Ivory Coast, Nkata was decidedly, handsomely, and suitably black. And once the news broke of a string of racial killings that had not been connected to one another when they damn well should have been, the black community was going to ignite. Not one Stephen Lawrence but three. With no excuse to be had but the most obvious, which Barbara Havers herself had stated in her usual, politically un-astute manner: institutionalised racism that resulted in the police not actively pursuing the killers of young mixed race boys and blacks. Just because.


Hillier was carefully oiling the skids in preparation. He seated Nkata at the conference table and brought him into the picture. He made no mention of the race of the first three victims, but Winston Nkata was nobody’s fool.


‘So you got trouble,’ was his cool observation at the end of Hillier’s comments.


Hillier replied with studied calm. ‘The situation being what it is, we’re trying to avoid trouble.’


‘Which’s where I come in, right?’


‘In a manner of speaking.’


‘What manner of speaking is that?’ Nkata inquired. ‘How’re you planning to keep this under the carpet? Not the fact of the killings, mind you, but the fact of nothing being done ’bout the killings.’


Lynley controlled his need to smile. Ah Winston, he thought. No one’s dancing, blue-eyed boy.


‘Investigations have been mounted on all the relevant patches,’ was Hillier’s reply. ‘Admittedly, connections should have been made between the murders and they weren’t. Because of that, we at the Yard have taken over. I’ve instructed Acting Superintendent Lynley to put together a team. I want you playing a prominent role on it.’


‘You mean a token role,’ Nkata said.


‘I mean a highly responsible, crucial—’


‘—visible,’ Nkata cut in.


‘—yes, all right. A visible role.’ Hillier’s generally florid face was becoming quite ruddy. It was clear that the meeting wasn’t following his preconceived scenario. Had he asked in advance, Lynley would have been happy to tell him that, having once done a stint as chief battle counsel for the Brixton Warriors and bearing the scars to show it, Winston Nkata was the last person one ought to fail to take seriously when devising one’s political machinations. As it was, Lynley found himself enjoying the spectacle of the Assistant Commissioner floundering. He’d clearly expected the black man to snap joyfully at the chance to play a significant role in what was going to become a high-profile investigation. Since he wasn’t doing that, Hillier was left walking a tightrope between the displeasure of an authority being questioned by such an underling and the political correctness of an ostensibly moderate English white man who, at heart, truly believed that rivers of blood were imminently due to flow in the streets of London.


Lynley decided to let them go at it alone. He got to his feet, saying, ‘I’ll leave you to explain all the finer points of the case to Sergeant Nkata, sir. There’re going to be countless details to organise: men to bring off rota and the like. I’d like to get Dee Harriman on all that straightaway.’ He gathered up the relevant documents and photographs and said to Nkata, ‘I’ll be in my office when you’re through here, Winnie.’


‘Sure,’ Nkata said. ‘Soon’s we got the fine print read.’


Lynley left the office and managed to keep himself from chuckling till he was some distance down the corridor. Havers, he knew, would have been difficult for Hillier to stomach as a detective sergeant once again. But Nkata was going to be a real challenge: proud, intelligent, clever, and quick. He was a man first, a black man second, and a cop only a distant third. Hillier, Lynley thought, had got every part of him in the wrong order.


He decided to use the stairs to descend to his office once he crossed to Victoria Block, and that was where he found Barbara Havers. She was sitting on the top step, one flight down, smoking and picking at a loose thread on the cuff of her jacket.


Lynley said, ‘You’re out of order, doing that here. You know that, don’t you?’ He joined her on the step.


She studied the glowing tip of the tobacco, then returned the cigarette to her mouth. She inhaled with showy satisfaction. ‘Maybe they’ll sack me.’


‘Havers—’


‘Did you know?’ she asked abruptly.


He gave her the courtesy of not pretending to misunderstand. ‘Of course I didn’t know. I would have told you. Got a message to you before you arrived. Something. He took me by surprise as well. As he doubtless intended.’


She shrugged. ‘What the hell. It’s not as if Winnie doesn’t deserve it. He’s good. Clever. Works well with everyone.’


‘He’s putting Hillier through the paces, though. At least, he was when I left them.’


‘Has he twigged that he’s to be window dressing? Black face at press conferences front and centre? No colour problems here, and look at this, everyone: We’ve got the proof in person? Hillier’s so bloody obvious.’


‘Winston’s five or six steps ahead of Hillier, I’d say.’


‘I should’ve stayed to see it.’


‘You should have done. If nothing else, it would have been diplomatic.’


She tossed her cigarette to the landing below them. It rolled, stopped against the wall, and sent a lazy plume of smoke upwards. ‘When have I ever been that?’


Lynley looked her up and down. ‘With the ensemble today, as a matter of fact. Except . . .’ He leaned forward to look towards her feet. ‘Are you actually holding the trousers together with staples, Barbara?’


‘Quick, easy, and temporary. I’m a bird who hates commitment. I’d’ve used Sellotape but Dee recommended this. I shouldn’t’ve bothered one way or the other.’


Lynley rose from the step and extended his hand to help her up as well. ‘Apart from the staples, you’ve done yourself proud.’


‘Right. That’s me. Today the Yard, tomorrow the catwalk,’ Havers said.


They descended to his temporary office. Dorothea Harriman came to the door once he and Havers were spreading the case materials out on the conference table. She said, ‘Sh’ll I start phoning them in, Acting Superintendent Lynley?’


‘The secretarial grapevine round here is, as ever, a model of efficiency,’ Lynley noted. ‘Bring Stewart off rota to run the incident room. Hale’s in Scotland and MacPherson’s involved with that forged documents situation, so leave them be. And send Winston through when he gets down from Hillier.’


‘Detective Sergeant Nkata, right.’ Harriman was making her usual competent notes on a sticky pad.


‘You know about Winnie as well?’ Havers asked, impressed. ‘Already? Have you got a snout up there or something, Dee?’


‘The cultivation of resources should be the aim of every dutiful police employee,’ Harriman said piously.


‘Cultivate someone across the river, then,’ Lynley said. ‘I want all the forensic material SO7 has on the older cases. Then phone each police borough where a body was found and get every scrap of every report and every statement they have on these crimes. Havers, in the meantime, you’ll need to get on to the PNC – grab at least two DCs from Stewart to help you – and pull out every missing persons report filed in the last three months for adolescent boys aged . . . ’ He looked at the photos. ‘I think twelve to sixteen should do it.’ He tapped the picture of the most recent victim, the boy with make-up smeared across his face. ‘And I think we’ll want to check with Vice on this one. It’s a route to go with all of them, in fact.’


Havers picked up on the direction his thoughts were taking. ‘If they’re rent boys, sir – runaways who happened to fall into the game, say – then it may be there’s no missing person report filed for any one of them. At least not in the same month they were killed.’


‘Indeed,’ Lynley said. ‘So we’ll work backwards in time if we have to. But we’ve got to start somewhere so let’s keep it at three months for now.’


Havers and Harriman left to see to their respective assignments. Lynley sat at the table and felt in his jacket pocket for his reading spectacles. He took another look at the photographs, spending the most time on those pictures of the final killing. They could not, he knew, accurately portray the understated enormity of the crime itself as he’d seen it earlier that day.


When he had arrived at St George’s Gardens, the scythe-shaped area held a full complement of detectives, uniformed constables, and scenes-of-crime officers. The forensic pathologist was still on the scene, bundled against the grey-day cold in a mustard anorak, and the police photographer and videographer had just completed their work. Outside the tall wrought-iron gates of the gardens, the public had begun to gather, and from the windows of the buildings just beyond the garden’s brick wall and the mews behind it, more spectators were observing the activity taking place: the careful fingertip search for evidence, the minute examination of a discarded bicycle that sprawled near a statue of Minerva, the collection of silver objects that were scattered on the ground round a tomb.


Lynley hadn’t known what to expect when he showed his ID at the gate and followed the path to the professionals. The phone call he’d received had used the term possible serial killing and because of this as he walked, he steeled himself to see something terrible: a disembowelment in the manner of Jack the Ripper, perhaps, a decapitation or dismemberment. He’d assumed it would be the horrific that he would be gazing upon when he worked his way to look at the top of the tomb in question. What he hadn’t assumed was that it would be the sinister.


Yet that was what the body represented to him: the sinister, left hand of evil. Ritualistic killings always struck him that way. And that this murder had been a ritual was something that he did not doubt.


The effigy-like arrangement of the body served to encourage that deduction, but so did the mark in blood on the forehead: a crude circle crisscrossed by two lines that each bore cruciforms at the top and the bottom. Additionally, the element of a loincloth added support to this conclusion: an odd lace-edged piece of fabric, which had been tucked as if lovingly round the genitals.


As Lynley donned the latex gloves and stepped to the side of the tomb to gaze more closely upon the body, he saw and learned of the rest of the signs that pointed to some sort of arcane rite having been carried out upon it. ‘What’ve we got?’ he murmured to the forensic pathologist, who’d been snapping off his gloves and shoving them into his pocket.


‘Two a.m. or thereabouts,’ was the succinct reply. ‘Strangulation, obviously. Incised wounds all inflicted after death. One cut for the primary incision down the torso, with no hesitation. Then . . . see the separation here? Just at the area of the sternum? It looks like our knife man dipped his hands inside and forced a bigger opening, like a quack surgeon. We won’t know if anything’s missing inside him till we cut him open ourselves. Looks doubtful, though.’


Lynley noticed the inflection the pathologist had given to the word inside. He glanced quickly at the victim’s folded hands and his feet. All digits accounted for. He said, ‘As to outside the body? Is something missing?’


‘The navel. It’s been chopped right off. Have a look.’


‘Christ.’


‘Yes. Ope’s got a dodgy one on her hands.’


Ope turned out to be a grey-haired woman in scarlet ear muffs and matching mittens who came striding towards Lynley from a group of uniformed constables who’d been in some sort of discussion when he’d arrived on the scene. She introduced herself as DCI Opal Towers, from the Theobald’s Road police station, on whose patch they were currently standing. She’d taken just one look at the body and concluded they had a killer who ‘could definitely go serial’, she’d explained. She’d mistakenly thought that the boy on the tomb was the unfortunate initial victim of someone they could identify quickly and stop before he struck again. ‘But then DC Hartell over there—’ with a nod towards a baby-faced detective constable who chewed gum compulsively and watched them with the nervous eyes of someone expecting a dressing-down – ‘said he’d seen a killing something like this in Tower Hamlets when he worked out of the Brick Lane station a couple of months back. I phoned his former guv and we had a few words. We think we’re looking at the same killer in both cases.’


At the time Lynley hadn’t asked why she’d then phoned the Met. He hadn’t known till he met with Hillier that there were additional victims. He hadn’t known that three of the victims were racial minorities. And he hadn’t known that not a single one of them had yet been identified by the police. All that was later spelled out to him by Hillier. In St George’s Gardens he merely reached the conclusion that reinforcements were called for and that someone was needed to coordinate an investigation that was going to involve turf in two radically different parts of town: Brick Lane in Tower Hamlets was the centre of the Bangladeshi community, containing remnants of the West Indian population who had once been its majority, while the area of St Pancras where St George’s Gardens formed a green oasis among distinguished Georgian conversions was decidedly monochromatic, the colour in question being white.


He said to DCI Towers, ‘How far has Brick Lane got in their investigation?’


She shook her head and looked towards the wrought-iron gates through which Lynley had come. He followed her gaze and saw that members of the press and television news – distinguished by their notebooks, their hand-held tape recorders, and the vans from which video cameras were being unloaded – had begun to gather. A press officer was directing them to one side. She said, ‘According to Hartell, Brick Lane did sod all, which is why he wanted out of the place. He says it’s an endemic problem. Now, could be he just has an axe he’s grinding on the reputation of his ex-guv over there, or could be those blokes’ve been sleeping at the wheel. But in either case, we’ve got some sorting to do.’ She hunched her shoulders and drove her mittened hands into the pockets of her down jacket. She nodded at the news people. ‘To say they’re going to have a field day if they twig all that . . . Between you, me, and the footpath, I thought it best we look like we’ve got coppers from bottom to top crawling all over this.’


Lynley eyed her with some interest. She certainly didn’t look like a political animal, but it was clear that she was quick on her feet. Nonetheless he felt it wise to ask, ‘You’re sure about what Constable Hartell is claiming, then?’


‘Wasn’t at first,’ she admitted. ‘But he convinced me quick enough.’


‘How?’


‘He didn’t get as close a look at the body as I did, but he took me aside and asked about the hands.’


‘The hands? What about the hands?’


She gave him a glance. ‘You didn’t see them? You best come with me, Superintendent.’
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Despite the early hour at which he rose the next morning, Lynley found that his wife was already up. He found her in what was going to be their baby’s nursery, where yellow, white, and green were the colours of choice, a cot and changing table comprised the furniture delivered so far, and photographs clipped from magazines and catalogues indicated the placement of everything else: a toy chest here, a rocking chair there, and a chest of drawers moved daily from point A to point B. At four months pregnant, Helen was nothing if not changeable when it came to the appearance of their son’s nursery.


She was standing before the changing table, her hands massaging the small of her back. Lynley joined her, brushing her hair away from her neck, making a bare spot for his kiss. She leaned back against him. She said, ‘You know, Tommy, I never expected impending parenthood to be so political an event.’


‘Is it? How?’


She gestured to the surface of the changing table. There, Lynley saw, the remains of a package lay. It had obviously come by post on the previous day, and Helen had opened it and spread its contents upon the table. These consisted of an infant’s snowy christening garments: gown, shawl, cap, and shoes. Next to them lay yet another set of christening garments: another gown, shawl, and cap. Lynley picked up the postal wrapping that had covered the box. He saw the name and the return address. Daphne Amalfini, he read. She lived in Italy: one of Helen’s four sisters.


He said, ‘What’s going on?’


‘Battle lines are being drawn. I hate to tell you, but I’m afraid that soon we’ll have to choose a side.’


‘Ah. Right. I take it that these . . . ?’ Lynley indicated the set of garments most recently unpacked.


‘Yes. Daphne sent them along. With a rather sweet note, by the way, but there’s no mistaking the meaningful subtext. She knows that your sister must have sent us the ancestral Lynley baptismal regalia, being so far the only reproductive Lynley of the current generation. But Daph seems to think that five Clyde sisters procreating like bunnies is reason enough why the Clyde apparel should be sufficient unto the christening day. No, that’s not right. Not sufficient unto the day at all. More like de rigueur for the day. It’s all ridiculous – believe me, I know – but it’s one of those family situations that ends up being blown out of proportion if one doesn’t handle it correctly.’ She looked at him and offered a quirky smile. ‘It’s utterly stupid, isn’t it? Hardly comparable to what you’re dealing with. What time did you actually get home last night? Did you find your dinner in the fridge?’


‘I thought I’d eat it for breakfast, actually.’


‘Take-away garlic chicken?’


‘Well. Perhaps not.’


‘Any suggestions you care to make about the christening clothes, then? And don’t suggest we forego the christening altogether because I don’t want to be responsible for my father’s having a stroke.’


Lynley thought about the situation. On the one hand, the christening garments from his own family had been used for at least five – if not six – generations of infant Lynleys as they were ushered into Christendom, so there was a tradition established in using them. On the other hand, if the truth were told, the clothes were beginning to look as if five or six generations of infant Lynleys had worn them. On the other, other hand – presuming three hands were possible in this matter – every child of every one of the five Clyde sisters had worn the more recently vintaged Clyde family raiment, and thus a tradition was being started there, and it would be pleasant to uphold it. So . . . what to do?


Helen was right. It was just the sort of idiotic situation that bent everyone out of shape. Some sort of diplomatic resolution was called for.


‘We can claim both sets were lost in the post,’ he offered.


‘I had no idea you were such a moral coward. Your sister already knows hers arrived, and I’m a dreadful liar in any case.’


‘Then I must leave you to work out a Solomon-like solution.’


‘A distinct possibility, now that you mention it,’ Helen remarked. ‘A careful application of the scissors first, right up the middle of each. Then needle, thread, and everyone’s happy.’


‘And a new tradition’s begun into the bargain.’


They both gazed at the two christening ensembles and then at each other. Helen looked mischievous. Lynley laughed. ‘We don’t dare,’ he said. ‘You’ll work it out in your inimitable fashion.’


‘Two christenings, then?’


‘You’re on the path to solution already.’


‘And what path are you on? You’re up early. Our Jasper Felix awakened me doing gymnastics in my stomach. What’s your excuse?’


‘I’d like to head off Hillier if I can. The Press Bureau are setting up a meeting with the media, and Hillier wants Winston there, right at his side. I’m not going to be able to talk him out of that, but I’m hoping to get him to keep it low key.’


He maintained that hope all the way to New Scotland Yard. There, however, he soon enough saw that forces superior even to AC Hillier were at work, making Big Plans in the person of Stephenson Deacon, Head of the Press Bureau and intent upon justifying his present job and possibly his entire career. He was doing this by means of orchestrating the Assistant Commissioner’s first meeting with the press, which apparently involved not only the presence of Winston Nkata at Hillier’s side but also a dais set up before a curtained background with the Union Jack draped artfully nearby, as well as detailed press kits manufactured to present a dizzying amount of non-information. At the rear of the conference room, someone had also arranged a table that looked suspiciously intended for refreshments.


Lynley evaluated all of this bleakly. Whatever hopes he’d had of talking Hillier into a subtler approach were thoroughly dashed. The Directorate of Public Affairs was involved now, and that division of the Met reported not to AC Hillier but to his superior, the Deputy Commissioner. The lower-downs – Lynley among them – were obviously being transformed into cogs in the vast machinery of public relations. Lynley realised that the best he could do was to protect Nkata from the exposure as much as possible.


The new detective sergeant had already been there. He’d been told where to sit when the press conference took place and what to say should he be asked any questions. Lynley found him steaming in the corridor. The Caribbean in his voice, child of his West Indian mother, always came out in moments of stress. T-h became either d or t. Man – pronounced mon – worked its way forward as interjection of choice.


‘I di’n’t get into this to be some dancing monkey,’ Nkata said. ‘My job i’n’t meant to be all about my mum turning on the telly and seeing my mug on the screen. He thinks I’m dim, that’s what he thinks. I’m here to tell him I’m not.’


‘This goes beyond Hillier,’ Lynley said, with a nod of greeting to one of the sound technicians, who was ducking into the conference room. ‘Stay calm and put up with it for the moment, Winnie. It’ll be to your advantage in the long run, depending on what you want to do with your career.’


‘But you know why I’m here. You bloody know why.’


‘Put it down to Deacon,’ Lynley said. ‘The Press Bureau are cynical enough to think the public will leap to a pre-ordained conclusion when they see you on the dais elbow to elbow with an Assistant Commissioner of the Met. Just now Deacon’s arrogant enough to think your appearance there will quiet speculation in the press. But none of that is a reflection on you either personally or professionally. You’ve got to remember that in order to get through this.’


‘Yeah? Well, I don’t believe it, man. And if there’s speculation out there, then it’s deserved. How many more dead is’t going to take? Black-on-black crime is still that: crime. With next to no one looking into it. An’ if this partic’lar situation happens to be white-on-black crime and it’s gone ignored, having me acting like Hillier’s right hand man when you and he both know he wouldn’t’ve even promoted me if the circumstances’d been different . . .’ Here Nkata paused, drawing breath as he seemed to search for just the right peroration to his remarks.


‘Murder as politics,’ Lynley said. ‘Yes. That’s it. Is that nasty? Undoubtedly. Is it cynical? Yes. Unpleasant? Yes. Machiavellian? Yes. But at the end of the day, it doesn’t mean you need to be – or are – anything less than a decent officer.’


Hillier came out of the room then. He looked pleased with whatever Stephenson Deacon had set up for the coming press briefing. ‘We’ll be buying at least forty-eight hours once we’ve met with them,’ he said to Lynley and Nkata. ‘Winston, mind you remember your part.’


Lynley waited to see how Nkata would react. To his credit, Winston did nothing but nod neutrally. But when Hillier walked off in the direction of the lifts, he said to Lynley, ‘These’re kids we’re talking about. Dead kids, man.’


‘Winston,’ Lynley said, ‘I know.’


‘What’s he doing, then?’


‘I believe he’s positioning the press to take a fall.’


Nkata looked in the direction Hillier had taken. ‘How’s he going to manage that?’


‘By waiting long enough for them to expose their bias before he talks to them. He knows the papers will get onto the fact that the earlier victims were black and mixed race, and when they do, they’ll start baying for our blood. What were we doing, asleep at the wheel, et cetera, et cetera. At that point he’ll counter with piously wondering why it’s taken them so long to glean what the cops knew – and told the press – from the first. This last death makes page one of every paper. It runs near the front of the evening news. But what about the others? he’ll ask. Why weren’t they considered top stories?’


‘Hillier’s taking the offensive, then,’ Nkata said.


‘It’s why he’s good at what he does, most of the time.’


Nkata looked disgusted. ‘Four white boys killed in different parts of town and the coppers’d be liaising themselves like the bloody dickens from the first.’


‘They probably would.’


‘Then—’


‘We can’t correct their failures, Winston. We can loathe them and try to change them for the future. But we can’t go back and make them different.’


‘We c’n keep them from being swept under the rug.’


‘We could champion that cause. Yes. I agree.’ And as Nkata started to say more, Lynley plunged on with, ‘But while we do that, a killer goes on killing. So what have we gained? Have we unburied the dead? Brought anyone to justice? Believe me, Winston, the press will recover from Hillier’s allegations about the pot and the kettle shortly after he makes them, and when they do, they’ll be all over him like gnats on fruit. In the meantime, we’ve got four killings to deal with properly, and we won’t be able to do that if we don’t have the cooperation of those very same murder squads you’re hot to expose as bigoted and corrupt. Does that make sense to you?’


Nkata thought about this. He finally said, ‘I want a real role in all this. I got no plans to be Hillier’s lad at press conferences, man.’


‘Understood and agreed,’ Lynley said. ‘You’re a DS now. No one’s likely to forget that. Let’s get to work.’


The incident room had been set up a short distance from Lynley’s office, where uniformed PCs were already at the computer terminals, logging information that was coming in per Lynley’s request to the police boroughs where the earlier bodies had been found. China boards held crime scene photographs along with a large schedule containing team members’ names and the identifying numbers of the actions assigned to them. Technicians had set up three video machines so that someone could review all relevant CCTV tapes – where and if they existed – from every area where the bodies had been dumped, and their flexes and cords snaked along the floor. The telephones were already ringing. Manning them at the moment were Lynley’s longtime colleague, DI John Stewart, and two DCs. The former was seated at a desk already compulsively organised.


Barbara Havers was in the midst of highlighting data sheets with a yellow marker when Lynley and Nkata walked in. At her elbow sat an opened package of Mr Kipling strawberry jam tarts and a cup of coffee, which she drained with a grimace, and a ‘Bloody hell. Cold,’ after which she looked longingly at a packet of Players half-buried beneath a pile of print-outs.


‘Don’t even think of it,’ Lynley told her. ‘What’ve you got from SO5?’


She set down her marker pen and worked the muscles of her shoulders. ‘You’re going to want to keep this one away from the press.’


‘Now that’s a fine beginning,’ Lynley commented. ‘Let’s have it, then.’


‘Going back three months, Juvenile Index and Missing Persons together coughed up fifteen hundred and seventy-four names.’


‘Damn.’ Lynley took the data sheets from her and flipped through them impatiently. Across the room, DI Stewart rang off and finished his notes.


‘You ask me,’ Havers said, ‘it looks like things haven’t changed much since the last time SO5 faced the press about not keeping their systems up to date. You’d think they wouldn’t want egg on their neckties again.’


‘You’d think so,’ Lynley agreed. As a matter of course, the names of children reported missing went into the system at once. But often when the child was found, the name was not then removed from the system. Nor was it necessarily removed when children who might have started out missing ended up either incarcerated as youth offenders or placed into the care of Social Services. It was a case of the left and right hands not knowing, and more than once this sort of inefficiency on the part of Missing Persons had created a logjam in an investigation.


‘I’m reading the news on your face,’ Havers said, ‘but no way can I do this alone, sir. More than fifteen hundred names? By the time I get through them all, this bloke—’ with a jerk of her head towards the photographs posted on the china board – ‘he’ll have his next seven victims dispatched.’


‘We’ll get you some help,’ Lynley said. ‘John?’ to Stewart, ‘get some additional manpower for this. Put half on the phones checking to see if these kids have turned up since they went missing and have the other half go for a match: our four bodies to descriptions in the paperwork. Anything remotely possible that could allow us to tie a name to a corpse, run with it. And what’ve we heard from Vice on the most recent body? Has Theobald’s Road given us anything on the boy in St George’s Gardens? Has King’s Cross? What about Tolpuddle Street?’


DI Stewart took up a notebook. ‘According to Vice, the description doesn’t fit any boy recently on the job anywhere. Among the regulars, no one’s missing. So far.’


‘Get on to Vice where the other bodies were found as well,’ Lynley said to Havers. ‘See if you can make a match with anyone reported missing there.’ He went to the china board, where he gazed at the photos of the most recent victim. John Stewart joined him. As usual, the DI was nervous energy combined with an obsession for detail. The notebook he carried was open to an outline, which he’d done in various colours significant only to himself. Lynley said to him, ‘What’ve we got from across the river?’


‘No reports yet,’ Stewart said. ‘I checked with Dee Harriman not ten minutes ago.’


‘We’ll want them to test the make-up this boy’s wearing, John. See if we can track down the manufacturer. Could be our victim didn’t put it on himself. If that’s the case and if the makeup’s not something available at every Boots in town, the point of sale could move us in the right direction. In the meantime, run a check on recent releases from prison and from mental hospitals. Recent releases from every youth facility within one hundred miles as well. And this works in both directions, so keep that in mind.’


‘Both directions?’ Stewart looked up from his furious writing.


‘Our killer could come from one of them. But so could our victims. And until we have a positive identification on all four of these boys, we don’t know exactly what we’re dealing with, except the most obvious.’


‘One sick bastard.’


‘There’s enough evidence on the last body to attest to that,’ Lynley agreed. His gaze went to that evidence even as he spoke, as if drawn there without his intention: the long postmortem incision on the torso, the blood-drawn symbol on the forehead, the missing navel, and what hadn’t been noted or photographed until the body was moved for the very first time: the palms of the hands burned so thoroughly that the flesh was black.


He shifted his gaze to the list of actions he’d already assigned on the previous long night of setting up the team: There were men and women knocking on doors in the vicinity where every one of the first three bodies had been found; additional officers were studying prior arrests to see if any lesser crimes had been documented that bore the hallmark of escalating behaviour which might lead to such murders as they now had on their hands. This was well and good, but they also needed to get someone onto the loincloth that had dressed the final body, someone to deal with the bicycle and the pieces of silver that had been left at the scene, someone to triangulate and analyse all of the crime scenes, someone to run down all sex offenders and their alibis, and someone to check throughout the rest of the country to see if there were similar unsolved murders elsewhere. They knew they had four, but there was every possibility that they had fourteen. Or forty.


Eighteen police detectives and six police constables were working the case at this moment, but Lynley knew without a doubt they were going to need more. There was only one way to get them.


Sir David Hillier, Lynley thought sardonically, was going to love and hate that fact simultaneously. He’d be pleased as punch to announce to the press that thirty plus officers were working the case. But he’d hate like the dickens having to authorise the overtime for them all.


Such, however, was Hillier’s lot in life. Such were the disadvantages of ambition.


By the next afternoon, Lynley had in hand from SO7 the complete autopsies of the first three victims and the preliminary postmortem information from the most recent killing. He combined this with an extra set of photographs from all four of the murder scenes. He packed this material into his briefcase, went for his car, and set out from Victoria Street in a light mist that was blowing in from the river. Traffic was stop-start, but when he finally got over to Millbank, he had the river to contemplate . . . or what he could see of it, which was mostly the wall built along the pavement and the old iron street lamps that cast a glow against the gloom.


He veered to the right when he came to Cheyne Walk, where he found a place to park that was being vacated by someone leaving the King’s Head and Eight Bells at the bottom of Cheyne Row. It was a short distance from there to the house at the corner of this street and Lordship Place. Less than five minutes found him ringing the bell.


He anticipated the barking of one very protective long-haired dachshund, but that didn’t happen. Instead the door was opened by a tallish red-haired woman with a pair of scissors in one hand and a roll of yellow ribbon in the other. Her face brightened when she saw him.


‘Tommy!’ Deborah St James said. ‘Perfect timing. I need help and here you are.’


Lynley entered the house, shedding his overcoat and setting his briefcase by the umbrella stand. ‘What sort of help? Where’s Simon?’


‘I’ve already roped him into something else. And one can only ask husbands for so much assistance before they run off with the local floozy from the pub.’


Lynley smiled. ‘What am I to do?’


‘Come with me.’ She led him to the dining room, where an old bronze chandelier was lit over a table spread with wrapping materials. A large package there was already brightly wrapped, and Deborah seemed to have been caught in the midst of designing a complicated bow for it.


‘This,’ Lynley said, ‘is not going to be my métier.’


‘Oh, the plans are laid,’ Deborah told him. ‘You’re only going to need to hand over the Sellotape and press where indicated. It shouldn’t defeat you. I’ve started with the yellow, but there’s green and white to add.’


‘Those are the colours Helen’s chosen . . .’ Lynley stopped. ‘Is this for her? For us? By any chance?’


‘How vulgar, Tommy,’ Deborah said. ‘I never saw you as someone who’d hint round for a present. Here, take this ribbon. I’m going to need three lengths of a metre each. How’s work, by the way? Is that why you’ve come? I expect you’re wanting Simon.’


‘Peach will do. Where is she?’


‘Walkies,’ Deborah said. ‘Rather reluctant walkies because of the weather. Dad’s taken her, but I expect they’re battling it out somewhere to see who’s going to walk and who’s going to get carried. You didn’t see them?’


‘Not a sign.’


‘Peach has probably won, then. I expect they’ve gone into the pub.’


Lynley watched as Deborah coiled the lengths of ribbon together. She was concentrating on her design, which gave him a chance to concentrate on her, his one-time lover, the woman who’d been meant to be his wife. She’d found herself face-to-face with a killer recently, and she still hadn’t healed completely from the stitches that had patched up her face. A scar from the sutures ran along her jaw and, typical of Deborah – who’d always been a woman almost completely devoid of ordinary vanity – she was doing nothing to hide it.


She looked up and caught him observing her. ‘What?’ she said.


‘I love you,’ he told her frankly. ‘Differently from before. But there it is.’


Her features softened. ‘And I love you, Tommy. We’ve crossed over, haven’t we? New territory but still somehow familiar.’


‘That’s exactly how it is.’


They heard footsteps then, coming along the corridor, and the uneven nature of them identified Deborah’s husband. He came to the door of the dining room with a stack of large photographs in his hands. He said, ‘Tommy. Hullo. I didn’t hear you come in.’


‘No Peach,’ Deborah and Lynley said together, then laughed companionably.


‘I knew that dog was good for something.’ Simon St James came to the table and laid the photographs down. ‘It wasn’t an easy choice,’ he told his wife.


St James was referring to the photographs which, as far as Lynley could see, were all of the same subject: a windmill in a landscape comprising field, trees, background hillsides, and foreground cottage tumbling to ruins. He said, ‘May I . . .’ and when Deborah nodded, he looked at the pictures more closely. The exposure, he saw, was slightly different in each, but what was remarkable about them all was the manner in which the photographer had managed to catch all the variations of light and dark while at the same time not losing the definition of a single subject.


‘I’ve gone for the one where you’ve enhanced the moonlight on the windmill’s sails,’ St James told his wife.


‘I thought that was the best one as well. Thank you, love. Always my best critic.’ She completed her task with the bow and had Lynley assist with the Sellotape. When she was done, she stood back to admire her work, after which she took a sealed envelope from the sideboard and slipped it into place on the package. She handed it over to Lynley. ‘With our fondest wishes, Tommy,’ she said. ‘Truly and completely.’


Lynley knew the journey Deborah had travelled in order to be able to say those words. Having a child of her own was something denied her. It would be no easy task for her to celebrate someone else’s coming joy.


‘Thank you.’ He found that his voice was rougher than usual. ‘Both of you.’


There was a moment of silence among them, which St James broke by saying lightly, ‘A drink is in order, I think.’


Deborah said she would join them as soon as she’d sorted out the mess she’d made in the dining room. St James led Lynley from there to his study just along the corridor and overlooking the street. Lynley fetched his briefcase from the entry then, leaving the wrapped package in its place. When he joined his old friend, St James was at the drinks cart beneath the window, a decanter in his hand.


‘Sherry?’ he said. ‘Whisky?’


‘Have you gone through all the Lagavulin yet?’


‘Too hard to come by. I’m pacing myself.’


‘I’ll assist you.’


St James poured them both a whisky and added a sherry for Deborah, which he left on the cart. He joined Lynley by the fireplace and eased himself into one of the two old leather chairs to one side of it, something of an awkward business for him, owing to the brace he’d worn for years on his left leg.


He said, ‘I picked up an Evening Standard this afternoon. It looks like a messy business, Tommy, if my reading between the lines is any good.’


‘So you know why I’ve come.’


‘Who’s working on the case with you?’


‘The usual suspects. I’m after clearance to add to the team. Hillier will give it, reluctantly, but what choice has he? We’re going to need fifty officers, but we’ll be lucky to end up with thirty. Will you help?’


‘You expect Hillier to give clearance for me?’


‘I’ve a feeling he’ll greet you with open arms. We need your expertise, Simon. And the Press Bureau will be only too happy to have Hillier announcing to the media the inclusion of independent forensic scientist, Simon Allcourt-St James, formally of the Metropolitan Police, now an expert witness, university lecturer, public speaker, et cetera. Just the sort of thing to restore public confidence. But don’t let that pressure you.’


‘What would you have me do? My crime scene days are long gone. And God willing you won’t have further crime scenes anyway.’


‘You’d be a consultant. I won’t lie to you and say it wouldn’t impinge on everything else you have on your plate. But I’d try to keep the requests to a minimum.’


‘Let me see what you have, then. You’ve brought copies of everything?’


Lynley opened his briefcase and handed over what he’d gathered before leaving Scotland Yard. St James set the paperwork to one side and went through the photographs. He whistled silently. When he looked up at last, he said to Lynley, ‘They didn’t jump to serial killing at once?’


‘So you see the problem.’


‘But these have all the hallmarks of a ritual. The burnt hands alone . . .’


‘Just on the final three.’


‘Still, with the similarities all along in the positioning of the bodies, they’re as good as advertising themselves as serial killings.’


‘For the latest one – the body in St George’s Gardens? – the DCI on scene marked it as a serial killing at once.’


‘As to the others?’


‘Each body was left on the patch of a different station. In every case, they appear to have gone through the motions of an investigation, but it seems it was easy to call each of them a one-off crime. Gang-related because of the race of the victims. Gang-related because of the condition of the bodies. Marked in some way with the signature of a gang. As a warning to others.’


‘That’s nonsense.’


‘I’m not excusing it.’


‘It’s a PR nightmare for the Met, I dare say.’


‘Yes. Will you help?’


‘Can you fetch my glass from the desk? It’s in the top drawer.’


Lynley did so. A chamois pouch held the magnifying glass, and he brought this to his friend and watched while St James studied the photographs of the corpses more closely. He spent the most time over the recent crime, and he gazed long upon the face of the victim before he spoke. Even then it seemed he spoke more to himself than to Lynley.


‘The abdominal incision on the final body is obviously postmortem,’ he said. ‘But the burning of the hands . . . ?’


‘Before death,’ Lynley agreed.


‘That makes it very interesting, doesn’t it?’ St James looked up for a moment, thoughtfully, his gaze on the window, before he examined victim four another time. ‘He’s not particularly good with the knife. No indecision about where to cut, but surprised to discover it wasn’t easy.’


‘Not a medical student or a doctor, then.’


‘I shouldn’t think so.’


‘What sort of implement?’


‘A very sharp knife will have worked just fine. A kitchen knife, perhaps. That and a certain amount of strength because of all the abdominal muscles involved. And to create this aperture . . . That can’t have been easy. He’s quite strong.’


‘He’s taken the navel, Simon. On the final body.’


‘Gruesome,’ St James acknowledged. ‘One would think he’s made the incision just to get enough blood to make the mark on the forehead, but taking the navel discounts that theory, doesn’t it? What d’you make of the forehead mark, by the way?’


‘A symbol, obviously.’


‘The killer’s signature?’


‘In part, I’d say so. But more than that. If the entire crime is part of a ritual—’


‘And it looks like that, doesn’t it?’


‘Then I’d say this is the final part of the ceremony. A full stop after the victim dies.’


‘It’s saying something, then.’


‘Definitely.’


‘But to whom? To the police who’ve failed to grasp that a serial killer’s at work in the community? To the victim who’s just completed a real trial by fire? To someone else?’


‘That’s the question, isn’t it?’


St James nodded. He laid the pictures to one side and took up his whisky. ‘Then that’s where I’ll begin,’ he said.
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When she turned off the ignition that evening, Barbara Havers remained inside the Mini, once again listening disconsolately to its sputtering engine. She rested her head on the steering wheel. She was knackered. Odd to think that spending hours upon hours on computers and telephones was more exhausting than hoofing round London to track down witnesses, suspects, reports, and background information, but that was the case. There was something about staring at a computer terminal, reading and highlighting printouts, and running through the same monologue on the phone with one desperate set of parents after another that made her long for baked beans on toast – bring on a tin of Heinz, that ultimate comfort food – followed by a horizontal position on the daybed with the television remote tucked into her hand. Simply put, she hadn’t had an easy time for one moment during the first two endless days of the investigation.


First there was the subject of Winston Nkata. Detective Sergeant Winston Nkata. It was one thing to know why Hillier had promoted her colleague at this particular point in time. It was quite another to realise that, victim of political machination or not, Winston actually did deserve the rank. What made it all worse was having to work with him in spite of this knowledge, realising that he was just as uneasy with the whole situation as she was.


Had Winston been smug, she would have known how to cope. Had he been arrogant, she would have had a bloody good time taking the piss. Had he been ostentatiously humble, she could have dealt with that in a satisfyingly biting fashion. But he was none of that, just a quieter version of regular Winston, a version that affirmed what Lynley had indicated: Winnie was nobody’s fool; he knew perfectly well what Hillier and the DPA were trying to do.


So ultimately, Barbara felt sympathy for her colleague, and that sympathy had inspired her to fetch him a cup of tea when she fetched one for herself, saying, ‘Well done on the promotion, Winnie,’ as she placed it next to him.


Along with the constables assigned by DI Stewart, Barbara had spent two days and two evenings coping with the overwhelming number of missing persons reports that she had pulled from SO5. Ultimately Nkata had joined the project. They had managed to cross off the list a good number of names in that time: kids who had returned to their homes or had contacted their families in some way, making their whereabouts known. A few of them – as expected – had turned up incarcerated. Others had been tracked down in care. But there were hundreds upon hundreds unaccounted for, which took the detectives to the job of comparing descriptions of missing adolescents with descriptions of the unidentified corpses. Part of this could be done by computer. Part of it had to be done by hand.


They had the photographs and the autopsy reports from the first three victims to work from, and both parents and guardians of the missing kids were almost universally cooperative. Eventually, they even had one possible identity established, but the likelihood was remote that the missing boy in question was truly one of the bodies they had.


Thirteen years old, mixed race black and Filipino, shaved head, nose flattened on the end and broken at the bridge . . . He was called Jared Salvatore, and he’d been gone nearly two months, reported missing by his older brother who – so it was noted in the paperwork – had made the call to the cops from Pentonville Prison where he himself was banged up for armed robbery. How the older brother had come to know young Jared was missing was not documented in the report.


But that was it. Sorting out identities for each corpse from the vast number of missing kids they had was thus going to be like picking fly poo out of pepper if they couldn’t come up with some kind of connection between the murder victims. And considering how widespread the body sites were, a connection seemed unlikely.


When she’d had enough – or at least as much as she could handle for the day – Barbara had said to Nkata, ‘I’m out of here, Winnie. You staying or what?’


Nkata had pushed back his chair, rubbed his neck, and said, ‘I’ll stay for a while.’


She nodded but didn’t leave at once. It seemed to her that they both needed to say something, although she wasn’t sure what. Nkata was the one who took the plunge.


‘What d’we do with all this, Barb?’ He set his biro on a legal pad. ‘Question is, how do we be? We can’t ’xactly ignore the situation.’


Barbara sat back down. There was a magnetic paper clip holder on the desk, and she picked this up and played with it. ‘I think we just do what needs doing. I expect the rest will sort itself out.’


He nodded thoughtfully. ‘I don’t sit easy with this. I know why I’m here. I want you to unnerstan’ that.’


‘Got it,’ Barbara said. ‘But don’t be rough on yourself. You deserve—’


‘Hillier wouldn’t know sod all ’bout what I deserve,’ Nkata cut in. ‘Not to mention DPA. Not before this, not now, and not later.’


Barbara was silent. She couldn’t dispute what they both knew to be the truth. She finally said, ‘You know, Winnie, we’re sort of in the same position.’


‘How d’you mean? Woman cop, black cop?’


‘Not that. It’s more about vision. Hillier doesn’t really see either one of us. Fact is, you can apply that to everyone on this team. He doesn’t see any of us, just how we can either help him or hurt him.’


Nkata considered this. ‘I s’pose you’re right.’


‘So none of what he says and does matters because we have the same job at the end of the day. Question is: are we up for that? ’Cause it means letting go of how much we loathe him and just getting on with what we do best.’


‘I’m on for that,’ Nkata said. ‘But Barb, you still deserve—’


‘Hey,’ she interruped, ‘so do you.’


Now, she yawned widely and shoved her shoulder against the recalcitrant door of the Mini. She’d found a parking space along Steeles Road, round the corner from Eton Villas. She plodded back to the yellow house, hunched into a cold wind that had come up in the late afternoon, and she went along the path to her bungalow.


Inside, she flipped on the lights, tossed her shoulder bag on the table and dug the desired tin of Heinz from a cupboard. She dumped its contents unceremoniously into a pan. Under other circumstances, she’d have eaten the beans cold. But tonight, she decided she deserved the full treatment. She popped bread into the toaster and from the fridge took a Stella Artois. It wasn’t her night to drink, but she’d had a tough day.


As her meal was preparing itself, she went for the television remote, which as usual she couldn’t find. She was searching the wrinkled linens of the unmade daybed when someone rapped at her door. She glanced over her shoulder and saw through the open blinds on the window two shadowy forms on her front step: one quite small, the other taller, both of them slender. Hadiyyah and her father had come calling.


Barbara gave up her search for the remote and opened the door to her neighbours. She said, ‘Just in time for a Barbara Special. I’ve two pieces of toast, but if you behave yourselves we can divide them three ways.’ She held the door wider to admit them, giving a glance over her shoulder to check that she’d tossed her dirty knickers in the laundry basket sometime during the last forty-eight hours.


Taymullah Azhar smiled with his usual grave courtesy. He said, ‘We cannot stay, Barbara. This will only take a moment, if you do not mind.’


He sounded so sombre that Barbara glanced warily from him to his daughter. Hadiyyah was hanging her head, her hands clasped behind her back. A few wisps of hair escaped from her plaits, brushing against her cheeks, and her cheeks themselves were flushed. She looked as if she’d been crying.


‘What’s wrong? Is something . . . ?’ Barbara felt dread from a dozen different sources, none of which she particularly cared to name. ‘What’s going on, Azhar?’


Azhar said, ‘Hadiyyah?’ His daughter looked up at him imploringly. His face was implacable. ‘We have come for a reason. You know what it is.’


Hadiyyah gulped so loudly that Barbara could hear it. She brought her hands from round her back and extended them to Barbara. In them, she held the Buddy Holly CD. She said, ‘Dad says I’m to give this back to you, Barbara.’


Barbara took it from her. She looked at Azhar. She said, ‘But . . . Sorry, but is it not allowed, or something?’ That seemed unlikely. She knew a little about their customs, and gift-giving was one of them.


‘And?’ Azhar said to his daughter without answering Barbara’s question. ‘There is more, is there not?’


Hadiyyah lowered her head again. Barbara could see that her lips were trembling.


Her father said, ‘Hadiyyah. I shall not ask you—’


‘I fibbed,’ the little girl blurted out. ‘I fibbed to my dad and he found out and I’m meant to give this back to you in consee . . . con . . . consequence.’ She raised her head. She’d begun to cry. ‘But thank you because I thought it was lovely. I liked “Peggy Sue” especially.’ Then she spun on her heel and fled, back towards the front of the house. Barbara heard her sob.


She looked to her neighbour. She said, ‘Listen, Azhar. This is actually my fault. I had no idea Hadiyyah wasn’t supposed to go to Camden High Street. And she didn’t know where we were going when we set off. It was something of a joke anyway. She was listening to some pop group and I was giving her aggro about them and she was saying how great they are and I decided to show her some real rock ’n’ roll and I took her down to the Virgin Megastore but I didn’t know it was forbidden and she didn’t know where we were going.’ Barbara was out of breath. She felt like an adolescent getting caught for being out after curfew. She didn’t much like it. She calmed herself and said, ‘If I’d known you’d forbidden her to go to Camden High Street, I never would have taken her there. I’m dead sorry, Azhar. She didn’t mention it straightaway.’


‘Which is the source of my irritation with Hadiyyah,’ Azhar said. ‘She should have done so.’


‘But, like I said, she didn’t know where we were going till we got there.’


‘Once you arrived, was she wearing a blindfold?’


‘Of course not. But then it was too late. I didn’t exactly give her a chance to say something.’


‘Hadiyyah should not need an invitation to be truthful.’


‘Okay. Agreed. It happened and it won’t happen again. At least let her keep the CD.’


Azhar glanced away. His dark fingers – so slender, they looked like a girl’s – moved beneath his trim jacket to the pocket of his pristine white shirt. He felt there and brought forth a packet of cigarettes. He shook one out, appeared to think about what to do next, and then offered the packet to Barbara. She took this as a positive sign. Their fingers brushed as she took a cigarette from him, and he lit a match that he shared with her.


‘She wants you to stop smoking,’ Barbara told him.


‘She wants many things. As do we all.’


‘You’re angry. Come in. Let’s talk about this.’


He remained where he was.


‘Azhar, listen. I know what you’re worried about, Camden High Street and all that. But you can’t protect her from everything. It’s impossible.’


He shook his head. ‘I don’t seek to protect her from everything. I merely seek to do what’s right. But I find that I don’t always know what that is.’


‘Being exposed to Camden High Street isn’t going to pollute her. And Buddy Holly—’ Here Barbara gestured with the CD – ‘isn’t going to pollute her either.’


‘It’s not Camden High Street or Buddy Holly that comprises my concern,’ Azhar said. ‘It is the lie, Barbara.’


‘Okay. I can see that. But it was only a lie of omission. She just didn’t tell me when she could have told me. Or should have told me. Or whatever.’


‘That is not it at all.’


‘What is it, then?’


‘She lied to me, Barbara.’


‘To you? About—’


‘And this is something I will not accept.’


‘But when? When did she lie to you?’


‘When I asked her about the CD. She said you had given it to her—’


‘Azhar, that was true.’


‘—but she failed to include the information about where it had come from. That in itself slipped out when she was chatting about CDs in general. About how many there were to choose from at the Virgin Megastore.’


‘Bloody hell, Azhar, that’s not a lie, is it?’


‘No. But the outright denial of having been in the Virgin Megastore is. And this is something that I will not accept. Hadiyyah is not to start that with me. She will not begin lying. She will not. Not to me.’ His voice was so controlled and his features so rigid that Barbara realised far more was being discussed than his daughter’s initial venture into prevarication.


She said, ‘Okay. I get it. But she feels wretched. Whatever your point is, I think you made it.’


‘I hope so. She must learn there are consequences for the decisions she makes, and she must learn this as a child.’


‘I don’t disagree. But . . .’ Barbara drew in on her cigarette before she dropped it to the front step and ground it out. ‘It seems like making her admit her wrongdoing to me – sort of like in public? – is punishment enough. I think you should let her keep the CD.’


‘I’ve decided the consequences.’


‘You can bend, though, can’t you?’


‘Too far,’ he said, ‘and you break on the wheel of your own inconsistencies.’


‘What happens then?’ Barbara asked him. When he didn’t reply, she went on quietly with, ‘Hadiyyah and lying . . . This isn’t really what it’s all about. Is it, Azhar.’


He replied, ‘I will not have her start,’ and he stepped back, preparatory to leaving. He added politely, ‘I have kept you from your toast long enough,’ before he returned to the front of the property.


* * *


No matter his conversation with Barbara Havers and her reassurance on the subject, Winston Nkata didn’t rest easily beneath the mantle of detective sergeant. He’d thought he would – that was the hell of it – but it wasn’t happening, and the comfort he wanted in his employment hadn’t materialised for most of his career.


He hadn’t started out in police work feeling uneasy about his job. But it hadn’t been long before the reality of being a black cop in a world dominated by white men had begun to sink in. He’d noticed it initially in the canteen, in the way that glances sidled over to him and then slid onto someone else; then he felt it in the conversations, how they became ever so slightly more guarded when he joined his colleagues. After that it was in the manner that he was greeted: with just a shade more welcome than was given the white cops when he sat with a group at table. He hated that deliberate effort people made to appear tolerant when he was near. The very act of diligently treating him like one of the lads made him feel like the last thing he’d ever become was one of the lads.


At first he’d told himself he didn’t want that anyway. It was rough enough round Loughborough Estate hearing himself called a fucking coconut. It would be that much worse if he actually ended up becoming part of the white establishment. Still, he hated being marked as phony by his own people. While he kept in mind his mother’s admonition that ‘it doesn’t make you a chair ’f some ignoramus calls you a chair’, he found it increasingly difficult just to keep himself moving in the direction he wanted to go. On the estate that meant to and from his parents’ flat and nowhere else. Otherwise, it meant upward in his career.


‘Jewel, luv,’ his mother had said when he phoned her with the news of his promotion. ‘Doesn’t matter one bit why they promoted you. What matters is they did and now the opening’s there. You walk through it. And you don’t look back.’


But he couldn’t do that. Instead, he continued to feel weighed down by AC Hillier’s sudden notice of him when before he’d been nothing more to the man than a passing face to which the Assistant Commissioner could not have put a name if his continued existence had depended upon it.


Yet, there was still so much truth to what his mother said. Just walk through the opening. He had to learn how to do it. And the entire subject of openings applied to more than one area of his life, which was what he was left thinking about once Barb Havers departed for the day.


He took a final look at the pictures of the dead boys before he too left the Yard. He did it to remind himself that they were young – terribly young – and as a consequence of their racial background, he had obligations that went beyond merely bringing their killer to justice.


Below in the underground carpark, he sat for a moment in his Escort and thought about those obligations and what they called for: action in the face of fear. He wanted to slap himself stupid for even having that fear. He was twenty-nine years old, for God’s sake. He was an officer of the police.


That alone should have counted for something, and it would have done in other instances. But it counted for nothing in this situation when being a cop was the single profession in life least designed to impress. Yet . . . It couldn’t be helped that he was a cop. He was also a man, and a man’s presence was called for.


Nkata finally set off with a deep breath. He followed a route across the river to south London. But instead of heading home, he took a detour round the curved brick shell of the Oval and drove instead down Kennington Road in the direction of Kennington Station.


The tube itself marked his destination, and he found a place to park nearby. He bought an Evening Standard from a vendor on the pavement, using the activity to build up his courage for walking the length of Braganza Street.


At its bottom, Arnold House – part of Doddington Grove Estate – rose out of a lumpy carpark. Across from this building, a horticultural centre grew behind a chain link fence, and it was against this fence that Nkata chose to lean, with his newspaper folded beneath his arm and his gaze on the third-floor covered walk that led to the fifth flat from the left.


It wouldn’t take much effort to cross over the street and weave his way through the carpark. Once there, he was fairly certain the lift would be available since, more often than not, the security panel giving access to it was broken. How much trouble would it be, then, to cross, to weave, to punch the button, and then to make his way to that flat? He had a reason to do so. There were boys being murdered across London – mixed race boys – and inside that flat lived Daniel Edwards whose white father was dead but whose black mother was very much alive. But then that was the problem, wasn’t it. She was the problem. Yasmin Edwards.


‘Ex-convict, Jewel?’ his mother would have said had he ever had the nerve to tell her about Yasmin. ‘What’n God’s name you thinking?’


But that was easy enough to answer. Thinking of her skin, Mum, and how it looks when light shines against it. Thinking of her legs, which ought to be wrapped round a man who wants her. Thinking of her mouth and the curve of her bum and the way her breasts rise and fall when she’s angry. Tall she is, Mum. Tall to my tall. Good woman who made one very big mistake, which she’d paid for like she ought.


And anyway, Yasmin Edwards wasn’t really the point. Nor was she the target of duty. That was Daniel, who at nearly twelve years old could well be in the sights of a killer. Because who knew how their killer was choosing his victims? No one. And until they did know, how could he – Winston Nkata – walk away from giving a warning where it might be needed?


All that was required of him was to walk across the street, dodge a few cars in the wretched carpark, depend upon the security panel being broken, ring the bell for the lift, and knock on that door. He was fully capable of doing that.


And he was going to. Later, he swore that to himself. But just as he was about to lift his foot in step number one of however many it was going to take to get to Yasmin Edwards’ front door, the woman herself came along the pavement.


She wasn’t walking from the underground station as Nkata himself had done. Rather she was coming from the opposite direction, from beyond the gardens at the bottom of Braganza Street where from her little shop in Manor Place, she offered hope in the form of make-up, wigs, and makeovers to black women suffering from disorders of the body and the soul.


In reaction to seeing her, Nkata found himself fading back against the chain link fence and into a pool of shadow. He hated himself the moment he did it, but he just couldn’t move forward as he ought to have done.


For her part, Yasmin Edwards walked steadily towards Doddington Grove Estate. She didn’t see him in the shadows, and that alone was reason to talk to her. Good-looking woman on the street alone in this neighbourhood after dark? Need to be cautious, Yas. Need to be on the lookout. Someone jump you . . . hurt you . . . rape you . . . rob you . . . ? What’s Daniel going to do if his mum goes the way of his dad and dies on him?


But Nkata couldn’t say that. Not with Yasmin Edwards herself being the reason why Daniel’s father was dead. So he stayed in the shadows and he watched her, even as he felt the terrible shame of his breath going faster and his heart beating harder than it ought.


Yasmin moved forward along the pavement. He saw that her one hundred and one plaits with their beaded ends were gone now, her hair close cropped and no longer making the soft chorus that he would have otherwise heard from where he stood. She shifted the carrier bags she held from one hand to the other, and she felt in the pocket of her jacket. He knew that she was seeking her keys. End of the day, a meal to be got for her boy, life going on.


She reached the carpark and crisscrossed through the ill-defined bays. At the lift, she punched the security code that would give her access, and then she punched the button to call it. She quickly disappeared within.


She came out again on the third floor and strode towards her door. When she put her key in its lock, it opened before she had a chance to unlock it. And there was Daniel, back-lit by a shifting glow that would be coming from the television set. He took the carrier bags from his mother, but as he was about to move off, she stopped him. Hands on hips, she stood. Head cocked. Weight on one of her long legs. She said something and Daniel came back to her. He set the bags down and submitted to a hug. Just at the point that it looked like the hug was being only endured and not enjoyed, his own arms went round his mother’s waist. Then Yasmin kissed the top of his head.


After that, Daniel took the carrier bags inside and Yasmin followed him. She shut the door. A moment later, she appeared at the window which, Nkata knew, looked out from the sitting room. She reached for the curtains to shut them against the night but before she did that, she stood for twenty seconds or so, gazing into the darkness, her expression set.


He was still in the shadows, but he could sense it, he could feel it: She hadn’t looked his way once, but Nkata could swear that Yasmin Edwards had known all along that he was there.
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A day later, Stephenson Deacon and the Directorate of Public Affairs decided the time had ripened enough for the first press briefing. Assistant Commissioner Hillier, given the word from above, instructed Lynley to be there for the big event, with ‘our new detective sergeant’ in tow. Lynley wanted to be there as little as Nkata, but he knew the wisdom of at least appearing to cooperate. He and the DS descended via the stairs to arrive promptly at the conference. They encountered Hillier in the corridor.


‘Ready?’ The AC spoke to Lynley and Nkata as he paused to examine his impressive head of grey hair in the glass cover of a notice board. Unlike the other two men, he looked pleased to be there and he seemed to be restraining himself from rubbing his hands in anticipation of the coming confrontation. Clearly, he expected the briefing to click along like the well-oiled machine it was designed to be.


He didn’t wait for a response to his question. Instead, he ducked into the room. They followed.


The print and broadcasting journalists had been relegated to the rows of seats fanning out before the dais. The television cameras were set to shoot over their heads. This would illustrate later for the public – via the nightly news – that the Met was making all possible efforts to keep the citizenry in the picture through an ostensibly open and welcoming venue for their human conduits of information.


Stephenson Deacon, the head of the Press Bureau, had himself chosen to make the prefatory remarks at this first briefing. His appearance not only signalled the importance of what was about to be announced, but it also telegraphed to the general public the appropriate level of police concern. Only the presence of the head of the DPA could have made a more impressive statement.


The newspapers had, of course, jumped upon the story of a body found on the top of a tomb in St George’s Gardens, as anyone with a brain at New Scotland Yard had known they would. The reticence of the police at the crime scene, the arrival there of an officer from New Scotland Yard long before the removal of the body, the lapse of time between the body’s discovery and this press conference . . . All of it had whetted the appetite of the journalists and spoke of a much bigger story to come.


When Deacon turned the meeting over to him, Hillier played on this. He began with the larger purpose of the press conference, which was, he declared, ‘to make our young people aware of the dangers they face in the streets’. He went on to sketch out the crime under investigation and just at the point at which anyone might have logically wondered why a briefing was being held to inform the media of a killing they’d already featured at the top of the news and on the first pages of their papers, he said, ‘At this juncture, we’re looking for witnesses to what appears to be a series of potentially related crimes against young men.’


It took less than five seconds for the word series to lead ineluctably to serial, at which point the reporters jumped aboard like commuters leaping on the night’s final train. Their questions erupted like pheasants from the beaten bushes.


Lynley could see the pleasure in Hillier’s features as the reporters asked just the sort of questions that he and the Press Bureau had hoped they would ask, leaving unspoken the very topics that he and the Press Bureau had wished to avoid. Hillier held up a hand with an expression that communicated both his understanding and his tolerance of their outburst. He then went on to say precisely what he had planned to say, regardless of their questions.


The individual crimes, he explained, had initially been investigated by the murder squads most closely associated with the locations in which the bodies had been found. Doubtless their brother and sister journalists who were responsible for gathering the news at each of these relevant stations would be happy to supply the notes they themselves had already assembled on the killings, which would save everyone valuable time just now. For its part, the Met was going to press forward with a thorough investigation of this most recent murder, tying it to the others if there was a clear indication that the crimes were related. In the meantime, the Met’s immediate concern – as he’d already mentioned – was the safety of the young people who populated the streets, and it was crucial that the message get out to them at once: Adolescent boys appeared to be the target of one or more killers. They needed to be aware of that and take appropriate precautions when away from home.


Hillier then introduced the ‘two leading officers’ in the investigation. Acting Detective Superintendent Thomas Lynley would be heading it and coordinating all previous investigations done by the local stations, he said. He would be assisted by Detective Sergeant Winston Nkata. No mention was made of DI John Stewart or anyone else.


There followed more questions, these about the composition, size, and strength of the squad, which Lynley answered. After that, Hillier deftly resumed control. He said, as if it had just crossed his mind, ‘While we’re on the subject of the constitution of the squad . . . ’ and he went on to tell the journalists that he’d personally brought aboard forensic specialist Simon Allcourt-St James, and to enhance his work and the work of the officers from the Met, a forensic psychologist – otherwise more commonly known as a profiler – would be contributing his services as well. For professional reasons, the profiler preferred to remain in the background, but suffice it to say that he had trained in the U.S. at Quantico, Virginia, home of the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s profiling unit.


Hillier then drew the meeting to a practised close, telling the journalists that the Press Bureau would be offering them daily briefings. He switched off his mike and led Lynley and Nkata out of the room, leaving the reporters with Deacon, who signalled a minion to pass out the sheaves of additional information that had previously been determined suitable for media consumption.


In the corridor, Hillier gave a satisfied smiled. ‘Time bought,’ he said. ‘See that you use it well.’ His attention then went to a man who was waiting nearby in the company of Hillier’s secretary, a visitor’s badge pinned to his baggy green cardigan. Hillier said to him, ‘Ah. Excellent. You’ve arrived already,’ and he set about making the introductions. This was Hamish Robson, he told Lynley and Nkata, the clinical and forensic psychologist he’d just been speaking about to the journalists. Otherwise employed at the Fischer Psychiatric Hospital for the Criminally Insane in Dagenham, Dr Robson had kindly agreed to be of assistance by joining Lynley’s murder squad.


Lynley felt his spine stiffen. He realised he’d been blindsided yet again, having erroneously assumed during the press conference that Hillier had been lying through his teeth about an unnamed forensic psychologist. He went through the motions of shaking Dr Robson’s hand, however, while he said to Hillier, ‘If we could have a word, sir,’ in as agreeable a voice as he could manage.


Hillier made much of glancing at his watch. He made even more of telling Lynley that the Deputy Commissioner was waiting for a report on the conference they’d only just concluded.


Lynley said, ‘This will take less than five minutes and I consider it essential,’ adding the word sir as a deliberate afterthought whose tone and meaning Hillier could not avoid comprehending.


‘Very well,’ Hillier said. ‘Hamish, if you’ll excuse us . . . ? DS Nkata will show you where the incident room—’


‘I’ll need Winston for the moment,’ Lynley said, not because this was strictly the truth but because somewhere along the line he knew he was going to have to drive home to Hillier the point that the Assistant Commissioner of Police was not running the investigation.


There was a tight little silence during which Hillier appeared to be evaluating Lynley for his level of insubordination. He finally said, ‘Hamish, if you’ll wait here for a moment,’ and he ushered Lynley and Nkata not to an office, not to the stairs, not to the lift to take them above to his own quarters, but into the men’s toilet where he told a uniformed constable in the act of emptying his bladder to vacate the premises and stand before the door, allowing no one to enter.


Before Lynley could speak, Hillier said pleasantly, ‘Don’t do that again, please. If you do, you’ll find yourself back in uniform so fast that you’ll wonder who zipped your trousers.’


Seeing what the temperature of this conversation was likely to become despite Hillier’s momentarily affable tone, Lynley said to Nkata, ‘Winston, would you leave us, please? Sir David and I need to have some words I’d prefer you not hear. Go back to the incident room and see where Havers has got to with missing persons, particularly with the one that looks like a possibility.’


Nkata nodded. He didn’t ask if he was meant to take Hamish Robson with him as previously ordered by Hillier. Instead, he looked glad of the command that gave him the opportunity to demonstrate where his loyalties lay.
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