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About the Book


A KILLING IN PARADISE


The exhilarating second instalment of the acclaimed Dylan Kasper series.


A young man has been murdered on the notorious Paradise estate in London. The police have their assumptions; out-of-work private investigator Dylan Kasper, more than familiar with the neighbourhood, has his own.


Kasper takes it upon himself to get to the bottom of the killing. He soon discovers the reason the boy was killed that the police will never find - or want to find. A highly incriminating piece of evidence tying an illegal production company to the government and police alike.


But this is just the beginning. Kasper has made a name for himself getting under the skin of the most brutal killers in the capital. When those dearest to Kasper are suddenly thrust into view, he will have to make an impossible choice. Will the inhabitants of Paradise feel safe at last, if the price must be paid in blood?
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‘Always make the audience suffer as much as possible.’


– Alfred Hitchcock












Prologue


It was weeks later, when my wounds had healed, and the stories about Nate Willoughby were finally beginning to fade from public interest, that the nightmares came.


By then it was mid-March. Mornings were brighter, days longer, sweetened with the warming hints of spring; trees, naked weeks prior, were blossoming leaves and fruit buds. All seemed well.


Yet amidst life, the pall of death spread through my mind like a sarcoma. Each night I woke soaked with sweat, a tangle of air in my chest, the images pulsating like wounds.


My landlady, a retired psychiatrist, tells me that post-traumatic shock of this kind is not uncommon. As a former policeman I know first-hand how certain scenes encountered in the line of duty will always remain in the darker recesses of memory. The first attender to a gang rape or child murder will testify to this. And when my daughter’s suicide ended my career with the Met, I thought I’d experienced all life could throw.


But nothing could have prepared me for those two weeks at the start of this year. The things I saw, did, and what I learned I was capable of. Perhaps the nightmares are my mind’s way of making sense of it all. Or perhaps they are my punishment.


Rather than talk in abstracts and swerve details, I will stick to the facts and leave the opinions for others. In January, an evil came into our lives of the kind the professionals struggle to explain.


This is a story I perhaps shouldn’t share. But it’s one I’m struggling to contain.









Chapter 1


We were midway into the second round when the blood hit the ring floor.


It came from the nose of Patience Mensah, the fiery boxer I’d ventured out to see fight on this cold January evening. She’d stepped in too hard, caught a mean uppercut from her opponent, and then reeled back to the ropes. The crowd roared as Patience’s legs buckled and the other girl, blonde, ripped, trained at one of those pricey clubs in the City, saw the opening and piled in.


‘Damn,’ Mani said, wincing beside me from his chair. ‘That’s Patience’s lot, I’d say.’


Perhaps. But when she glanced back at the hecklers, her eyes still bore a spark of rage. Patience wasn’t throwing in the towel yet.


I drank some Export from the can, paid for by Mani. As were the tickets for tonight’s inter-borough bout, and pretty much everything else. He’d called that morning, asked me to join him. I’d seen Patience training at Savages, my local gym, and knew she’d be worth the jaunt. Hard of wallet and short on plans, I agreed.


Pretty fast, I realised Mani wasn’t himself; avoiding eye contact, acting cagey. He’d started smoking again too, never a good sign, for Mani’s consumption of cigarettes was generally a measure of his stress levels.


But I figured what the heck – he’d get to explaining whatever was on his mind when he was ready. Till then I was having a decent time watching these two girls beat the crap out of each other.


‘Thirty seconds left till the end of the round,’ Mani said.


‘That’s a lifetime in boxing,’ I said.


Sure enough, there was more drama in the ring. Again, Patience stepped in too hard, and another jab caught her, this time to the ribs, winding her. The crowd whipped up an octave. Her opponent dived in with the punches, and Patience raised her gloves, protecting her chin. The blows rocked her.


‘C’mon, girl,’ Mani said, his hands fists. ‘Dig deep.’


Ten seconds before the bell, Patience lunged forward for a clinch. Although bruised, she had something left in the can, but the other fighter was breathless. Patience snuck in two close suckers to her liver and was loading up more when the ref stepped in, drew them apart. But it was enough to send the girl to her corner with something to think about.


Mani looked over. ‘Patience don’t really live up to her name, huh, Kasper?’


‘Im-patient would be better,’ I said. ‘Then again, what’s in a name? I share mine with a friendly ghost.’


Mani grinned. ‘You enjoying yourself?’


‘Indeed I am,’ I said, looking around, taking in our setting.


The community hall, situated between Tottenham and Hackney, was two-thirds capacity, a hundred or so barrel-bellied geezers and track-suited kids from the flats. The floor was rough concrete, the ceiling corrugated metal, the seating nothing more than a load of foldup chairs rammed around the makeshift ring. Beers and Cokes were the sole refreshments, paid for with cash, no cards, definitely no tick. The smell of sweat, lager and flatulence reeked. Madison’s Square it was not.


‘So, how’s life?’ Mani said. ‘You still seeing that nurse from the dating app?’


I shook my head. ‘She dropped me out just before Christmas when she found out what I do for work. Or don’t do, I should say.’


‘You’re joking?’


‘Afraid not. I mean, what’s not to like about an ex-plod turned out-of-work PI?’


‘Beats me,’ Mani said, grinning some more. ‘After you got those crooked cops sent away last year, I figured you’d be flooded with job offers, and pretty women.’


‘You’d think so, right? But the only work I’ve had in the last few weeks was photographing a cheating husband meeting his bit on the side in a McDonald’s car park. And my own love life’s about as exciting as that same McDonald’s car park.’


Mani chuckled, rolled his head back, and his necklace sparkled, a simple gold crucifix I’d never seen him without.


It was a tonic, joking about my current woes, but truth-be-told they were no laughing matter: like it or not, I needed to make a few lifestyle changes sharpish, or else I’d sink.


This wasn’t the time to berate myself though. Right then, all I really wanted was to let my hair down with a mate.


Although I’d known Mani – aka Emmanuel Meads, church-going father of three – for less than a year, it seemed longer, perhaps because of the circumstances in which we’d met. Last spring I’d investigated the death of a troubled young man who put himself under a train Mani was driving. When that case got messy and the bodies stacked up, Mani helped me dispose of a psychopathic cat killer’s corpse by feigning another suicide. I guess you could say I owed him one.


‘What do you reckon Pat’s chances are of pulling this fight back?’ he said.


‘Fair,’ I said. ‘Her opponent’s quicker, but your girl has guts. She just needs to keep that temper in check, wait for the opening, then—’ I brought my fists together.


Mani nodded. ‘She’s a good kid, but she’s had a tough life. I know her family. I tell you that?’


‘You hadn’t,’ I said, sensing we were close to what was playing on his mind.


A leggy blonde with curves in all the right places held up a Round Three placard, momentarily sidetracking me. Patience was first on her feet, smacking her gloves, her eyes fizzing.


Mani leaned over. ‘I told Patience ’bout you. That you’re a private investigator, looking for work. She’s keen to meet after the fight.’


The bell sounded. Patience piled in.


I looked at Mani. ‘Why’s she want to meet me?’


Before he could answer, the crowd erupted.


I glanced back at the ring. Patience had connected a southpaw to the other girl’s chin, enough to spin her one-eighty. Her mouth guard hit the floor, chattering like a castanet.


‘Whoa!’ Mani said, grabbing my shoulder. ‘You see that!’


It was a blinding punch that sent the girl floundering like a drunkard.


Patience wasn’t taking chances though. She charged in a right, stepped in to deliver a second.


No need. The girl’s legs went to rubber and the ref pulled the plug.


The crowd erupted.


Patience raised her gloves, punched air.


Mani was on his feet, clapping. His crucifix dallied around his neck, the silver glinting against the flashing cameras.


With the fights all finished and the hall emptying, Mani and I sank another beer at the makeshift bar and he filled me in.


Patience, it turned out, was the older sister of Kwame Mensah, a fourteen-year-old petty criminal who’d been murdered on Paradise Estate five nights prior.


‘Here,’ Mani said, passing me his phone, ‘read this.’


It was Tuesday’s Gazette. I remembered reading the article the morning it came out – this year’s first stabbing, but certainly not its last, the teenager killed on northeast London’s version of the Bronx. The piece featured a mug shot of Kwame, taken from a previous arrest. The malt-skinned boy with narrow cornrows and sharp cheekbones was a ringer for his sister.


‘Police are putting his death down as knife crime,’ Mani said. ‘Kids killing kids. Gang beefs. He’s another statistic.’


‘That’s what the article suggests,’ I said, handing back the phone.


‘I know Patience and Kwame from church. They got dragged there by their parents when they were little.’


‘Where’re the parents now?’


‘Their mum died from cancer eleven years back. They reckon she got it breathing asbestos in those rotten flats. And their dad, he got killed last year.’


‘Killed? What happened?’


‘Colin had mental problems. Stopped his meds, started shouting weird stuff around the estate, thinking the government was putting thoughts into his head. Police rocked up. When Colin refused to pipe down, one of them tasered him, the rest piled in. He died right there in front of Patience and Kwame. Heart failure brought on by asphyxiation. No one got charged, even disciplined. Maybe you read about it?’


I had, and remembered being disturbed, but not surprised, to read of another vulnerable man’s death caused by police over-restraint.


‘Anyway,’ Mani said, ‘after that, Patience and Kwame were two angry kids, alone on Paradise. I tried to help, popping round, offering what I could. But they were struggling. Specially Kwame. Patience had her boxing. But he was falling into crime.’


‘Police got a perp for his killing?’


Mani shook his head. ‘There’s a witness saw him get chased by a gang of boys with knives. Given he had a record, the Met’s ruled out alternatives. Gang crime. The case is open-shut.’


‘You think the police might be right on this one?’


‘What do you reckon?’


‘I reckon you wouldn’t have suggested me to Patience if you thought it was that straightforward.’


Mani drew his lips together. There was more.


‘What?’ I said.


‘Patience discovered something yesterday. It’s pretty messed up, man.’


‘What did she find?’


Mani swigged from his can. I noticed his hands had started trembling.


‘C’mon,’ he said. ‘Be easier if you saw it for yourself.’


Patience Mensah was sitting on a bench at the far end of a steamy, sweaty, but otherwise empty changing room. She was clad in a silky black post-fight gown that had Pat the Bulldozer embroidered on the front. She didn’t stand as we came in. Just looked up, searing me with a Black and Decker stare.


‘Pat,’ Mani said, ‘what a fight, girl.’


She grunted.


‘This is the friend I was telling you ’bout.’ He gestured over towards me. ‘Name’s Dylan Kasper.’


We considered each other. She had small dark eyes, a stubby fighter’s nose, and cheekbones you could sharpen a pencil on. Five-eight, lean and as ripped as cable wire, her chest was flat, shoulders square, glutes thick and solid. Her left eyebrow was mousing a little, and her nostril was packed with gauze. Despite the war-wounds, she had a steely presence, striking, handsome, intimidating too, and not exuding the welcoming vibe I expect from a potential client.


‘Good to meet you,’ I said.


‘Yeah,’ she replied.


I offered a hand. She took it. As handshakes go, it was a firm one.


‘I seen you training at Savages,’ she said, her voice, all street-edge and front.


‘And I’ve seen you too,’ I said. ‘You’ve been putting in the hours. Nice work tonight.’


‘Yeah,’ she repeated. ‘Mani tell you about my kid brother?’


‘He did. Sorry for your loss.’ Lines like this were about as much use as a cat-flap in a submarine, but you still had to say them. ‘I gather you wanted to talk?’


‘Me?’ Patience said, frowning.


Mani stepped in, said, ‘I thought you could tell Kasper what’s been going on.’ He looked between us keenly. ‘I reckon he can help you.’


The penny dropped then – Patience and I had been misled about each other. She hadn’t been keen to meet me; and I wasn’t made up to chat with her either. Mani, however, was gunning for us to speak. Why?


She kept up her stare. Finally, she said, ‘You reckon you can help then?’


‘Depends. What do you need help with?’


‘What you think? To find out what happened to Kwame.’


‘How about the police? You speak with them?’


‘Police are racist liars. They killed my father.’


‘Yeah, I heard. But there’s a few decent officers still.’


‘How do you know?’


‘I used to be one.’


She looked at Mani, kissed her teeth. ‘Why’d you bring a fed here, man?’


Mani gave an exasperated sound. ‘Give Kasper a chance, Pat. I can vouch for him. Besides, who else is there?’


She returned to me. ‘How come you left the police?’


I shrugged. ‘Oh, the hours, the crappy pay. Plus, I got bored of wearing a tit on my head.’


A flicker of a smile lit her face, but it faded fast, and the eyes stayed hard.


Right then, I was pretty sure the police were right about her brother’s killing, and it was nothing more than a beef turned ugly. Paradise was a cesspit of crime, notorious for tragedies that went unspoken, unresolved. It was a bleak reality, but a sign of the iniquitous times we were in.


I was tempted to say as much but held back, for I couldn’t ignore what was in front of me – a kid torn up with grief and desperate for answers about her brother’s death. I guessed I knew something about that. It was coming up to six years since my daughter died, aged fourteen too.


‘Why don’t you start from the beginning,’ I said. ‘Tell me what went down with Kwame.’


She shrugged. ‘After Dad died, things got tough. Me and Kwame, we didn’t have no money, no clue about life. Gas and electric bills hit the roof, the bills kept stacking up. Rent arrears, utilities, all that.’


‘What did you two do to make ends meet?’


‘My plan was to sack off the boxing, get a regular job, try to sort things out legit. But Kwame, he wanted me to keep on fighting. He reckoned I could go all the way.’ She looked at her fists. ‘So, he tried earning. My stupid brother became man of the house.’


‘How’d he earn?’


‘How you think? Thieving. Breaking an’ entering, snatching stuff outta people’s hands.’


‘Whereabouts?’


‘These ends, mostly. Kwame never strayed too far from the nest. Just saw the opportunity, an’ took it, not thinking of no consequences.’


‘What stuff did he go for?’


‘Laptops, phones, anything electronic you can flog. He stole bare numbers. We didn’t make much money, but it was enough to keep us going.’ She paused. ‘Till Monday. When he got killed.’


‘OK. Talk me through Monday. What happened?’


‘Day before, he told me he was stopping the crime. I figured it was a new year’s resolution, some shit like that. But he said to me, “Sis, I’m onto something big. This thing will earn us a packet.” ’


‘Did he tell you what the thing was?’


‘Nah, he said it was a secret. It was better if I didn’t find out. He was acting all secretive. I just left him to it. I wish I’d paid more attention.’


‘Mani mentioned a witness who saw your brother getting chased?’


Patience kissed her teeth again. ‘Trust me, that story’s full of holes.’


‘OK,’ I said, ‘I’m hoping you told this to the police? Even if you don’t trust them, this is still a live investigation.’


She hesitated, looked again at Mani.


‘Go on,’ Mani said, ‘show Kasper, Pat.’


Patience looked at the floor. Beneath the bench was a small Lonsdale bag, zipped up. I hadn’t noticed it until now. She pulled it out, placed it beside her on the bench.


‘If you see what’s in that,’ she said, ‘you can’t un-see it. Get me?’


When Mani said Patience had discovered something, I assumed it had been information, or a hunch. Not hard evidence.


I wondered if the bag contained drugs, maybe weapons. It wouldn’t be the first time a kid got killed for nicking off big leaguers. And if that was the case, it should all go straight to the authorities, no question.


‘What’s in there?’ I said.


Before opening the bag, Patience rose from the bench and walked to the door, bolting the top lock, the bottom one, checking we couldn’t be interrupted. Then she came back, unzipped it.


I looked at Mani. He’d started rubbing the crucifix around his neck.


Patience reached in, removed a small item wrapped in a sweat towel and placed it on the bench. Carefully, she pulled the towel away.


It wasn’t drugs or weapons, or anything like that.


It was a digital camcorder. Slick, handheld, not top end, but a fairly decent one from the looks of it.


‘I found this in Kwame’s drawer,’ she said, ‘along with this.’


She handed me a scrunched piece of paper. I flattened it, read the clumsy, heavily scrawled capitals:




HEY SIS


IF SOMETHING HAPPENS TO ME, DESTROY THIS THING.


LOVE U


KWAME





I handed her back the note, pointed at the camcorder. ‘But you didn’t destroy it.’


She shook her head.


‘It’s stolen?’


‘What do you think?’


‘I think it is.’


The changing room wasn’t steamy anymore. A draft was cutting through the air, and I felt a vague foreboding that came with it. If I’d paid attention to it, maybe I’d have made my excuses and left right then.


But I didn’t.


‘Go on,’ Mani said, ‘let Kasper see what’s recorded on that thing.’


I looked at him, her, and the camcorder again. ‘There’s a home movie on it?’


‘Yeah,’ she said.


‘Something to send to You’ve Been Framed, right?’


She shook her head. ‘I ain’t never watched no home movie like this. See what you think.’


She removed a laptop from the bag, booted it up, looked at Mani.


‘Kill the lights,’ she said.









Chapter 2


It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness in the changing room. Patience’s laptop screen shone like a beacon; the only illumination in the space.


She removed an SD card from the camcorder and inserted it into a side port of the laptop, tapped a few buttons, turned it on the bench so it was facing me. Then she stood against the wall, facing me too. Mani followed suit. Now, neither could see what I could. It was just me and the screen.


‘You’re not watching?’ I said.


‘Already seen it,’ Patience said.


‘Same,’ Mani said.


‘Hit play when you’re ready,’ she said.


I moved the cursor, pressed the button. The screen flickered to life.


The first shot was blank fuzziness for maybe ten seconds. Then a director’s clapboard appeared. RED ROSE PRODUCTIONS was chalked in capital letters on it, along with the date, JANUARY 1ST – six days ago.


‘Action,’ said a man off camera, and the board snapped shut.


First, there was a close-up shot of velvet fabric. I could hear breathing, and a light gargling sound like a garden water feature.


Then the frame panned back, slowly revealing the velvet to be drapes, hung floor to ceiling. It had the feel of art-house cinema, like the kind of Derek Jarman stuff my landlady, Dr Steiner, sometimes goes in for: the light crisp, the focus steady, the silences stretched. I was about to say as much when the shot glided right, revealing the woman.


She was lying on a double bed. A blanket covered her to the shoulders. She was smiling a loose, languorous kind of smile, and looking directly at the camera.


‘You brought me here to see a porno?’ I said, towards Patience and Mani.


‘Just watch,’ Patience said.


The woman had dimply cheeks and muddy brown hair; dark red lipstick was lacquered to her mouth, and large hoop earrings hung from her ears, their stones distinctive, refracting the light in spears of green.


The focus stayed with her, the camera moving slowly, seductively around the contours of her concealed body. Her limbs appeared to be splayed out beneath the blankets in an X-shape. She kept the smile, her eyelids half-mast, like a cartoon dog’s, with dim, crepuscular pupils.


Another minute or so passed in this way. The gargling in the background continued.


Then a second figure appeared from the left and stopped by the bed. He was head-to-toe in black – black bovver boots, black combats, a tight black long-sleeve and a black latex stocking over his head containing slits for eyes and a wider hole for the mouth. This was a very big man, tall, thick, broad-shouldered, his trunk-like arms folded across his barrel chest.


‘Hello, Mandy,’ said a voice off camera, male, middle-English, confident. ‘We’re delighted to have you in our first Red Rose film of the new year. Are you well?’


The woman nodded, the earrings sparkling as she moved her head. ‘I’m fine,’ she said, her accent strong, East European. ‘We’re filming now, yes?’


‘We are. Please try not to swear.’


She giggled. ‘I’m a little nervous.’


‘Relax. You’re doing brilliantly. Tell us a bit about yourself.’


She said she was seventeen, a good ten years off, and that she was born and raised in Buckingham to a ‘nice English family’; all corny crap, definitely scripted.


‘And what do you do for a living?’


‘I’m a working girl. And an adult film actress.’


‘Well, isn’t that astonishing. Would you mind telling us what life is like for a girl in this trade?’


More giggling, which led her into a meandering account of her sex life: a few bondage interests, things she enjoyed with toys, nothing kinkier. While she spoke, the big man remained mute, staring down at her.


The film made me uncomfortable. Like with a lot of smut, there was a fakery to it, and the presence of Mani and Patience watching me watching it seemed to magnify this feeling.


In a different context I’d have switched off already. But I reminded myself that the camcorder was in the possession of a kid who got murdered. Like it or not, I was seeing this to the end.


‘It’s hot in here,’ the voice off camera said.


‘Yes,’ the woman – Mandy – replied. ‘Too warm.’


The big man sprang to life. He leaned over, took the blanket in both hands, and in one deft movement, he whisked it from her body.


‘Ah,’ the voice said, ‘there you are.’


There, indeed. She was naked, her ankles and wrists strapped to the bedrails with wire cord, rendering her prone. She wasn’t svelte or shaved like your typical sex model; hers was a lived-in body, legs on the heavier side, her belly a marsupial pouch. Her left breast was slightly bigger than the right, the areolas large, walnut coloured. There were nicks and bruises on her arms and legs. From a distance, they looked like track marks.


Despite this exposure, she seemed unperturbed. Clearly, this wasn’t the first time she’d bared all.


‘Am I meant to say anything now?’ she said. ‘Or do we just, you know, do it?’


‘Such haste!’ the voice said. ‘Let’s talk a bit more. There’s no rush. Once we start, we may get carried away.’


The big man grunted, his first sound.


‘We’re going to have some fun,’ she said, looking up him. ‘I’ve been a bad girl.’


He grunted again.


‘Yes,’ the voice hissed, ‘I think you have been bad. In fact, you’ve been a stupid whore, haven’t you, Mandy?’


For a moment, her eyes wavered to the camera, and the person behind it. ‘That wasn’t in the script—’


‘Shh,’ he cut in, the voice light, playful. ‘I’m just improvising.’


‘Oh,’ she said, a little uncertainly. ‘Could you ask him to loosen the wires, please. My wrists are starting to hurt.’


‘I’m afraid not.’


‘Why?’


‘Because you might misbehave. Let’s take a closer look at you.’


Footsteps clicked from off camera, and then someone else appeared, another male, strolling towards the bed. The focus zoomed in on him.


Like the big man, he was dressed in black – black boots, trousers, long-sleeve shirt, and the same black mask with three slits – yet physically, the two were opposites. He was lean and wiry, carrying the graceful movements and ectomorphic strength of a matador. In his right hand he carried a single red rose.


He came around the bed, stopping next to the bigger man who towered above. The improbable pair stood together, gazing down at this naked woman.


Slowly, the small man leaned over her face, so close their brows almost touched. I thought he was about to kiss her.


‘Poor girl,’ he said, his clipped voice identifying him as the man off camera.


My pulse rose, and my mouth tasted gummy.


He placed the rose next to her head. Then he cupped her breasts, one in each hand.


‘Your fingers are cold,’ she said.


He didn’t answer, just slid upwards, stroking her neck, before finding her cheeks, her hair, finally her ears. It was like watching a conductor weave out the gentlest melody, a prelude for the climax. With immense tenderness, he held her earrings.


‘No,’ I said in a gasp, and realised I’d been holding my breath. ‘Something’s wrong.’


Too late.


‘Do it,’ the big man said, a gruff, expressionless voice.


‘Do what?’ the woman said, giggling again.


‘Relax, Mandy,’ the small man said. ‘This may feel a little funny.’


She stared up.


He turned to the camera. Electricity crackled in his eyes.


Then, with a swift sharp recoil of both hands, he tore the hoop earrings through the flesh of her earlobes, and she started screaming.


That screaming would go on for five and a half of the longest minutes I’ve endured.


As the woman’s ears gushed red, she writhed and gyrated, making the bed frame clang and thud on the floor. But it was useless. She was bound.


The small man stepped back, holding the earrings up to the camera, speaking to the big man, their words inaudible over the din.


The big man nodded and took over, pushing her torso down with one hand, slapping her face with the other. As she stared aghast, the small man reached off camera and came back with tools that he handed to the big man – a blunt mallet, followed by a cricket bat, then an iron – all experimented with, one by one.


‘Jesus Christ,’ I said.


Thwack!


She howled. Although repulsed, I couldn’t take my eyes off the screen.


Thwack!


I could smell the rust of blood, the sweat, the wretched tang of terror. The big man’s body throbbed.


Thwack!


Her eyes bulged manically, fury and fear scoring her bloodied face. The small man kept talking, giving instructions, his lips thin and red, smiling through his mask.


I tried to protect myself, separating from what I was seeing, retreating into my mind. But the sound clawed me back, reaching inside me and reverberating under my skin.


Eventually, she began to ebb. Shock, exhaustion, the damage taking hold. Her chest hissed. Pink bubbles blew from her nostrils. A milky caul glazed her eyes.


The big man stepped back, tired too, his shirt damp. He rubbed his slick hands together, like a carpenter after a day’s work.


To the camera, the small man said: ‘Well, I don’t think Mandy will be misbehaving anymore. But in Red Rose tradition, we must be sure.’


He put the earrings into his pocket. Then he reached off camera and returned holding a kitchen knife, small and triangular, the kind used for slicing root vegetables. He gave it to the big man.


At the glint of metal, the woman’s eyes refocused. A pall fell over her expression. She tried to speak, but the fight was over.


‘Goodnight, Mandy.’


The big man put the knife to her throat, and cut.


It felt like I’d been punched in the heart.


Her neck opened like a grin and her limbs grew taut, the right foot quivering, a final paroxysm. Then she was still.


The big man rubbed the knife clean with a hanky.


‘Thanks for watching,’ the small man said. ‘Wishing you a happy new year. See you next time.’


The picture fizzled out.


Silence.


I took a moment, waited for my breathing to settle.


It wouldn’t.


Through the gloom I looked up, breathing through my mouth.


The whites of Mani’s wide eyes were visible. ‘Told you it was messed up,’ he said.


Patience was staring too, her pupils aimed at me like arrow-tips. ‘Well?’


‘Well, what?’ I said back.


‘That was real, right?’


‘I don’t know what that was. But I’m pretty sure my life hasn’t been enriched from seeing it.’ I tried to keep my voice normal, but it wavered, and my breath kept juddering out.


‘C’mon,’ Patience said, ‘they killed that girl.’


‘You can’t make calls like that,’ I said, trying to sound convincing. ‘Special effects, CGI – they’re convincing. All sorts can be done these days, trust me.’


She shook her head. ‘Trust me, that was a murder.’


I didn’t know how to respond.


‘Can you put the lights back on?’ I said.


Mani walked over, flicked the switch. The changing room flooded with lurid brightness. I blinked a few seconds as my eyes adjusted, and then looked around.


Everything was the same as before: Mani, Patience, the changing room.


But something was irretrievably changed.


I looked at Patience. ‘OK,’ I said, ‘let’s agree for a moment that film was real. How do you think your brother’s death is related to it?’


‘Simple. Kwame stole this thing, and those two men killed him.’


‘Explain how you got there.’


She stepped forward and lifted the camcorder. ‘There’s only the one film on the memory card. According to the digital display, it was made on New Year’s Day just after one in the morning. You heard the man at the end, wishing us a happy new year.’


‘So?’


‘So, Kwame got killed January third, two nights later. What if he nicked this thing, saw what was on it, and figured he’d blackmail that pair.’


‘Does that sound like the sort of thing your brother would do?’


‘He was dumb enough to try it. Like I told you, those last couple of days he was nonstop about his secret moneymaking idea. He knew this thing was hot, that’s why he wrote me the note. And he was right. It was hot enough to get him killed. Don’t tell me that’s all coincidence, man.’


She had a point. But I didn’t want to say this aloud. Right then I didn’t know what I was thinking. The film – real or not – had left a pretty deep impression. I could’ve done with some time to take stock.


‘Kasper,’ Mani said, his voice tight.


I looked over. He resembled a soldier who’d never come back from the trenches.


‘Now I know why you’ve had a face on you all night,’ I said.


He nodded. ‘You ever seen anything like that before?’


I took a moment. ‘Executions and fatal accidents caught on film, yes. But nothing—’ I was finding it hard to pick my words, ‘—nothing that staged.’


‘Is there a name for these kinds of films?’


‘When I was a kid, they used to call them snuffs. I guess that’s what it could be.’


‘Snuffs,’ Patience said. ‘Isn’t that something rich people smoke?’


‘The term’s got more than one use. They feature real-life killings. Before the internet, there used to be a few dodgy ones on VHS doing the rounds. And when I was a copper, I heard about a few more seized from fetish pornographers that looked like the real deal. But forensics always proved the killings were faked, made for the shock value. That’s why you need to hold fire on making claims about this. Hopefully it’s fake, too. To be honest, I figured snuffs were a dying trend.’


‘Well, someone’s still interested,’ Mani said.


‘For real,’ Patience said. ‘So what happens now? It’s clear you don’t wanna help. Any tips, Mr ex-copper?’


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘How about taking your brother’s advice and destroying that thing?’


‘Screw you,’ she said, her voice high with indignation. ‘It’s the only lead I got on whoever killed him.’


‘Then go to the police. Give them that camcorder, the letter, tell them what you told me. They could run tests, get forensics. You never know, there might be fingerprints, DNA, ways to link that thing to—’


‘No police,’ she broke in. ‘I’ll sort this out myself.’


She meant it too. Her hatred for the London Met ran deep, and no amount of persuading was going to change that.


‘Just make some enquiries, Kasper,’ Mani said. ‘You’re good at that kinda thing.’


‘Enquiries about what? Who killed Kwame? Or who made that film? They might be two separate things.’


‘They’re not,’ Patience said.


‘You’re an investigator,’ Mani said, ‘so investigate. You know what’s right and what’s fishy.’


‘Fishy?’ I shook my head. ‘I wouldn’t know where to start on a job like this. And just say it did turn out the film is real and there is a connection with it and what happened to Kwame, what then?’


‘What do you think?’ Patience said. ‘Find those men and kill them.’


There it was: good, old-fashioned revenge. An eye for an eye. Blood for blood.


And for me, the final straw.


‘Sorry,’ I said to Mani. ‘I’m off. Thanks for a memorable night.’


I got to my feet, marched to the door, unbolted the lock.


Mani called after me, but I wasn’t interested. Right then I wanted to get out of that changing room and as far away from this whole nasty business as I could get.


I stepped into the hall. Cold air blustered against my face.


‘Please, Kasper!’ Patience cried. ‘Those two bastards killed that woman, and my brother. They’ll do it again, too. You know it!’


The small man’s voice from the film repeated in my head:


‘See you next time . . .’


I looked back.


Patience was sitting on the bench, slumped over her knees, head bowed, eyes tightly shut, mouth corkscrewed, holding the emotion in, but only just.


I stepped back in, closed the door with my heel.


‘Three bastards,’ I said, and moved towards them both.


She opened her eyes. They were bloodshot. ‘Huh?’


‘Someone else was there, Patience. Operating the camcorder. You could tell from the way the picture moved when the small man appeared, and the way it cut at the end.’


She and Mani exchanged looks. They hadn’t thought of this.


I rubbed my brow. I wasn’t getting out of this as easily as I hoped.


‘OK,’ I said.


‘OK what?’ Mani said.


‘I’ll have a snoop, see what turns up.’


‘Thanks, man.’


‘But understand, I’m no avenging angel.’


‘Got it.’


‘Now let’s talk money.’


No one spoke.


‘What, you think I work for free?’


‘I can give you this,’ Patience said, and reached into her bag, pulled out her trophy from tonight’s win. ‘When I get my next dole money, that’s yours too.’


I looked at the trophy. It was small, plastic, made of tin, and would’ve got five quid at a push at Cash Converters. ‘This is getting better and better.’ I shook my head. ‘Keep your money and your trophy. We’ll call this pro bono.’


‘What’s that mean?’


‘It means I’m a mug.’ I breathed deeply. ‘You’ve got one day for free.’


‘That all?’


I couldn’t help smiling. ‘At the rate I’m giving you, I don’t think you’re in the position to haggle. Tomorrow, I’ll make enquiries. I’ll report back in the evening, and you can decide what to do. That’s the best I can offer. I’ve got my own problems too. Take it or leave it.’


She looked at Mani. He nodded.


‘You’re on,’ she said.


‘Good.’


‘Anything else you need to know?’ Mani said.


‘This witness,’ I said, ‘the one who saw Kwame getting chased.’


‘What about him?’ Patience said.


‘You said his statement’s full of holes. How’d you know this?’


She scowled. ‘The man’s a lying, lowlife criminal. He runs the café down by the cemetery. The place is a front for drug dealing.’


‘He’s not Terry Kinsella, by any chance?’


‘You know him?’ Mani said.


‘In a manner of speaking.’ I thought back to my policing days, the last time I crossed paths with Terry, and what a constitutionally dishonest creep he’d been back then. Leopards and spots came to mind. ‘OK,’ I said, ‘that’s useful to know.’ I pointed at the camcorder. ‘Can I take that? Might be useful.’


Without a word, Patience placed it in the gym bag and handed it over.


‘OK,’ I said, tossing the bag over my shoulder, shaking her hand again. There wasn’t much else to say. ‘Talk tomorrow, Patience.’


Mani and I left the community hall together and headed through the car park where he’d left his tatty old Astra.


It was a harsh night, the kind in January that demands your attention. I was wearing the warmest thing I owned, my late father’s black leather jacket, quilted inside and with a shearling collar. Even so, the cold cut through.


Mani bought us a couple of instant coffees from a popup stand, and I loaded mine with UHT and sugar. We leaned by the gate, and he sparked a Marlboro.


‘Sorry about all that,’ he said, breathing out a cloud.


‘You should be,’ I said. ‘Getting me here on false pretences was a shoddy move.’


‘You’re entitled to be pissed off with me. But Kwame’s murder . . . seeing that film . . .’ He drew heavily on the smoke. ‘I had to do something, Kasper. And if I’d told you what to expect, you wouldn’t have come.’


‘It would’ve been nice to have had the choice, mate.’


Mani looked at the gym-bag, inside of which was the camcorder. ‘You think that film’s real, don’t you? Admit it.’


‘I hope it isn’t,’ I said. ‘That’s all I’m admitting.’


Mani nodded. ‘Look, I appreciate you agreeing to this, especially now. You’ve not been having the best time with your business and personal life. Plus, you’re coming up to the anniversary of your girl’s death, right?’


‘What’s your point?’ I said, a little sharper than intended.


‘My point is, maybe this job will give you a bit of focus, help you get through a crappy time of year.’


‘That’s really considerate of you,’ I said, no attempt to mask my sarcasm.


‘I’m just saying—’


‘I’m just saying, drop it. You got me out tonight, paired me and Patience knowing damn well we’d both struggle saying no to the other. That’s a sneaky move, especially from a man of God.’


Rather than answer, he blew out another plume, then stubbed the butt on the ground.


‘C’mon,’ he said. ‘Let’s get out this cold.’


Soon as we were inside the Astra, Mani fired the engine. Hot air pumped from the vents, and light gospel came from the speakers. A photo of Mani’s wife and kids was tacked to the dash, each of them dressed to the nines in Sunday bests.


Mani placed his coffee beside the photo and sparked a fresh Marlboro. I shoved the bag containing the camcorder between my legs and drank some coffee. Little granules hadn’t dissolved properly. It tasted lumpy and bitter.


‘You need any help tomorrow?’ Mani said.


‘No.’


‘Yeah, I’d probably cramp your style. And I’m not expecting no miracles neither.’


‘Phew.’


‘But I meant what I said back there.’


I looked over at him.


‘You got a talent for this kind of thing.’


‘Snuff films are a little bit outside of my expertise. And working for free definitely isn’t my bag.’


‘Yeah, well,’ he said, taking in smoke, ‘you got into this line of work for more than just the money. Don’t pretend different.’


I shook my head. ‘I’m strictly business. And after tomorrow I’m out unless Patience can pay me my daily rate plus expenses. I’m not running a charity.’


Neither of us spoke. I finished my coffee; Mani smoked his cigarette.


Then he lowered the window, flicked out the butt. Sparks danced on the pavement, then vanished in the darkness.


‘I’ll drive you home,’ he said, and pushed into first gear.


‘Cheers,’ I said. ‘Don’t know about you, but I could use a hot shower.’









Chapter 3


I slept poorly.


Each time I shut my eyes the images from the film resurfaced, of dimply skin, red roses, hoop earrings and necks sliced open, the whole lot bleeding together into a Rorschach. I found myself in the film-set, locked under the lens watching the whole thing on repeat, there with the two masked men and the woman bound to the bedframe.


The feeling of enclosure was stifling, like the walls were closing in. But the sounds were the worst. The punches, blows and gargles, the thud of the bedframe as the woman writhed like an electrocuted cat; the calm voice from the small man as he pondered which tool to use next on her, and her screams as the big man then pulped and beat her with it – these and a barrage more assaulted the inside of my skull like a jackhammer left on in a bank vault.


Around five a.m., I got up. My loft room was dark, the predawn casting only a wispy grey light, and the cold was relenting. I turned on the bedside lamp and looked around.


Patience’s sports bag was by the door. I didn’t want to think about the camcorder inside it. Right then, I didn’t want to think about any of this.


Unsure what to do, but needing to do something, I pulled on some joggers and a long-sleeve, and headed out, running laps around the wetlands beneath the raggy clouds, stopping to pound out push-ups on the ice crusted lawns. By lap four, thin rays of light were beginning to cut through the sky. My chest was raw, pulse racing, the intensity good, enough to distract me from my head.


Back home, I showered, dressed and by seven was in the kitchen brewing coffee.


My landlady, Dr Steiner, was a late riser, and I could hear light snores from her room. Today was her sixty-eighth birthday, and half a dozen cards had arrived for her. I considered bringing them to her along with her coffee and today’s Guardian, but decided to let her sleep in. That evening she had a gathering planned. I’d see her then.


To be honest, an encounter with Dr Steiner didn’t fill me with glee. Although cancer had curtailed her career as a psychiatrist, she remained a shrewd reader of human beings, and would know in an instant that all was not well. If I told her about the snuff film and what I’d agreed to do, she’d suggest that getting involved was a bad idea; she’d say I should hand everything to the police and be done with it.


And she’d probably be right.


I had a quick breakfast with Tommy, her pointer-cross puppy, lobbing him a bacon rasher as I scrolled through today’s online Gazette.


Within minutes of reading, I’d lost my hunger.


Pages one and two described an ongoing trial of two north London policemen charged with circulating crime scene photos for salacious pleasure. I flicked to the sports pages instead, hoping to be cheered up by Spurs’ latest good fortunes. No such luck. The club was floundering, with rumors of financial mismanagement doing the rounds.


In the job section, an ad caught my attention. The security enforcer post was nightclub bouncing dressed up to sound fancy, but given my meagre finances and CV, I couldn’t afford to be fussy.


I poured a second coffee and emailed the firm an expression of interest. After hitting send, I sat back and looked at Tommy, who was studying my leftovers studiously. I slid him the plate.


As he devoured them, I thought about my plan for the day. Realising I didn’t have one, I went upstairs, booted up my laptop, took a moment to get my head into gear, and then watched the film from start to finish, trying to stay objective, and not get pulled into the savagery.


Impossible.


A second dose didn’t give away any fresh clues, but reinforced how choreographed, how thought out, how finely executed the whole thing was. These men weren’t amateurs. They were skilled. Skills like these only come about through experience.


And right at the end, the small man’s closing line: ‘See you next time.’


Next time.


It could be a fake. That was what I’d told Mani and Patience last night. And that was the assumption I should’ve been working with.


But Mani was right. Already, I knew in my heart what this was. Out there at that very moment, the men responsible for this monstrosity were roaming.


Killers. That tiny percentage of the population who’d crossed that irreversible line. I’d encountered my fair share of lowlifes, gangsters, and volatile criminals who needed to be kept away.


But murderers, who pre-meditated and orchestrated their crime, were something quite alien.


I started the film again. When the woman’s face came into view, I hit pause, then zoomed in as close as possible before the pixelation blurred.


With a bit of experimentation, I was able to capture a decent enough headshot of her on my phone’s camera. Even though the two men’s faces were hidden behind masks, I did the same for them. Then I closed the laptop and considered where to begin.


I had no idea where the camcorder was stolen from. The two murderers were masked and unidentifiable.


I had a possible name for the woman – Mandy – and she said she was a sex worker. But that wasn’t much to go on. London was a big city. Women in this line worked all over. How could I narrow it down?


Paradise Estate. Kwame Mensah was murdered there. Terry Kinsella, the witness, had his café there. And the place was a haunt for vice, as I well knew.


As much as the prospect didn’t fill me with glee, that’s where I had to go.


I buttoned my leather and wheeled my bike out the house. With the morning sky now a dappling grey and the headwind pushing hard, I pedalled away from the leafy house I lived in as a middle-ager, and back towards my roots.


Believe it or not, back in the fifties when Paradise Estate was first built, it was a sought-after place to live. A sprawling post-Blitz housing project spanning an impressive mile-and-a-half squared, Paradise was capable of housing ten thousand plus, and was considered a modernist and radical solution to condensed social living, complete with a shopping parade, a pub, a primary school, even a cemetery.


And from a distance, the silhouette of the blocks and ziggurats still looked attractive, if your tastes ran to the more utilitarian edges of architecture. Then again, if you’re far enough away, they say a nuclear bomb looks kind of attractive too.


As I pedalled past the south entrance towards the stark tower-blocks, townhouses and flats, I felt a cold run through me that came from more than the time of year. Putrid greys and margarine beiges made up the cladding of these once austere buildings. The thin daylight magnified their decline, spotlighting the poverty, neglect, drawing out the fetid litter and blocked drain smells.
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