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He watches the gate and wonders. Fifteen minutes now since the old woman went inside with the rest of them. Enough time, surely. He’s smoking, which is not something he does very often, and he’s trying to stay calm.


He’s thinking about pain.


About the great many things that can cause it or take it away, about thresholds and about those people who think they know what pain is, but who should count themselves lucky that they really don’t have the first idea. He thinks about living with pain, or the memory of it, which he knows better than most can be equally bad. For obvious reasons though, bearing in mind where he is and what he hopes is happening on the other side of that gate, he’s thinking about those who live to inflict it.


About a man who has done exactly that for far too long.


He turns and moves away when the first of the visitors begin to emerge, their precious time with loved ones cut tragically short by the dramatic events inside. He lets a few of them drift past him. One woman already jabbering into her phone – ‘You are not going to believe this’ – and two more muttering and shaking their heads. Now, walking towards his car through the ragged shadow of the prison behind him, he hears snippets of conversation and he doesn’t bother trying to keep the smile from his face. Just a word or two here and there, but it’s more than enough to tell him the job is done. Not done done … he can’t be sure of that, but he knows it will all be over soon enough.


The old woman had passed on his token of admiration.


An offering that had been eagerly accepted.


All that fiddly business with the needle and the food dye had been worth it …


He doesn’t know exactly how long it will take, because it typically depends on body weight and metabolism, but he knows it won’t have been pleasant. He’s seen a few jerky videos and read descriptions online. He keys the fob to unlock his car, remembering those words that had jumped out at him from various articles – gasping, seizure, coma – and decides that he should probably do something about his search history.


No rush though. A few drinks to celebrate first.


He tosses what’s left of the cigarette away.


The only disappointment is that he couldn’t be there to see it, but he has no problem imagining. He’s been doing little else. The flare of panic in the man’s eyes before they glassed over and the spasms kicked in. Anger even, at the horrified old woman who would almost certainly have been screaming by then, but mostly at himself for being such an idiot; for being too greedy and too trusting.


As he turns the wheel and pulls out of the car park, he’s hoping that it wasn’t over too quickly. That there was just enough time for the man to know exactly who his final visitor was. That death, having tapped the bastard on the shoulder, had put its feet up for a few minutes at least and made itself at home.


More than anything, he hopes it wasn’t painless.









PART ONE


A HAPPY ENDING









ONE


Detective Inspector Tom Thorne stood and looked around the bedroom of what was – the corpse aside – a perfectly unremarkable house in Gospel Oak. There was a low rattle in his throat as he sighed and the plastic of his bodysuit crackled when he turned his head. The man’s clothing lay tangled at the foot of the bed – trousers, shirt, socks and underwear – but everything else in the room pointed to occupants who, until very recently at least, had been tidy and organised. A selection of motoring magazines was perfectly aligned on one bedside table. Several paperbacks, a make-up bag and a couple of pill bottles sat neatly on the other. The doors of the wardrobes had, he presumed, been opened by those conducting the initial sweep of the scene and revealed shirts arranged by colour, sweaters folded carefully and shoes that had been polished and lined up perfectly in pairs. One look at the contents of the adjoining wardrobe was enough to confirm that the woman had been equally fastidious and, while half a dozen coppers, photographers and CSIs went quietly about their business in all parts of the house, Thorne could not help but imagine an altogether less grim routine as husband and wife moved easily around one another in what had once been a warm and welcoming room. A place of safety. The pair of them gently bickering as they hung up clothing or deposited it in the painted wicker laundry basket, before getting ready for bed.


An ordered life that, for one of them, had ended in carnage and chaos.


A CSI dressed in a similar plastic bodysuit to Thorne’s sidled up next to him. Left a beat or two. ‘I so hope the poor sod’s name was Douglas.’


‘Come again?’


The CSI nodded towards the bed next to which the on-call pathologist was making notes, and Thorne stared again at its lifeless occupant. The duvet was sky blue, a faded pattern of fluffy clouds now spattered scarlet. Higher up, it looked as though someone had emptied a bottle of red across the man’s chest, but it had not been wine that had leaked from the gash in his throat, or pooled on his pillow; a small puddle of blood on either side of his head.


‘Get it?’ the CSI asked.


‘I’m not with you,’ Thorne said.


The CSI raised his arms and pointed gloved fingers to the sides of his head, just in case Thorne needed it explaining. ‘Then he’d be Lugless Douglas.’ He stared at Thorne, waiting for the laugh, the wry smile at least and, when neither was forthcoming, he wandered away, shaking his head as though sadly disappointed that his joke had gone unappreciated.


Fallen on deaf ears.


Thorne turned as DI Nicola Tanner walked in from the landing, a second CSI close behind her. Tanner caught Thorne’s eye and shook her head. ‘No sign of them.’


The CSI mock-shuddered. ‘Looks like our killer took the ears with him.’


‘Oh, fuck,’ Thorne said.


‘One of those,’ Tanner said.


‘There is good news, though.’ The CSI – a woman who looked disturbingly like Theresa May but was a lot less scary – held up a handful of plastic evidence bags. ‘No shortage of trace.’ She selected one of the bags and dangled it, like treasure. ‘Found this nice little clump of hair just sitting there, trapped in dried sweat on the victim’s chest.’ She grinned. ‘And we’ve got bulbs.’


Thorne leaned forward to get a closer look at the strands of what appeared to be blonde hair. He understood why the woman was so cheerful. He knew that an intact bulb or root on a single hair meant DNA. ‘Pulled it out during a struggle, you reckon?’


‘Or during something else,’ Tanner said.


Thorne looked at her, then looked again at the dead man.


The CSI took a step away. ‘I’m guessing we’ll want this fast-tracked?’


‘You guess right,’ Thorne said.


Thorne and Tanner watched her walk away and, a few moments later, as soon as the look on Thorne’s face suggested that he wanted a rather more private conversation, Tanner moved towards the door, knowing that he would follow. The two of them stopped on the landing. They lowered their hoods, then pressed themselves in unison against the wall to allow two more technicians struggling with a battery of equipment into the bedroom.


‘It could be gangland related,’ Thorne said.


‘Could it?’


‘Why not? We’ve both seen this sort of thing before.’ He raised his hand and mimed the cutting. ‘Worse.’


‘You serious?’


‘Someone needs to send a message, whatever.’


‘Gangland?’ Tanner nodded back towards the bedroom. ‘He looks like the sort of bloke who irons creases into his pyjamas.’


‘Maybe he got involved in something he shouldn’t.’


‘Oh, I think he definitely did that.’


‘I’m just saying we shouldn’t rule anything out.’


‘And I’m just saying we shouldn’t piss about avoiding the obvious.’


The CSI who fancied himself as a comedian stepped out on to the landing carrying a plastic toolbox. Thorne said, ‘Nice way to round off the weekend,’ but got only a perfunctory nod in return. Thorne thought it was about what he deserved. He had heard worse jokes. He had heard sicker jokes, plenty of them. The banter and the off-colour cracks were important, they were necessary, and he guessed there was likely to be a good deal of such whistling in the dark in the days and weeks ahead.


Thorne turned to Tanner. Said, ‘Yeah, all right … ’


He wasn’t sure who he’d been trying to fool, because he knew Nicola Tanner well enough.


One of those.


He’d known what she meant straight away, because he’d been thinking the same thing himself. Every murder changed you, or it should, but there were those that bit a little deeper than others, left scars that were more vivid and scabs that could be picked at for longer. Some who committed murder, most of them, were ordinary and killed for ordinary reasons: they were angry, they were jealous, they were greedy, they snapped.


Some others were not.


Sweating and swaddled in a square, pale pink bedroom that stank of rotting meat, Thorne had known straight away that the individual he was now tasked with catching had not taken a life for any reason he would ever understand. Or would ever want to. That CSI had been trying to diffuse a little of the horror they were all confronted with, no more than that, but it had been impossible for Thorne to react the way he was expected to when something like a scream had already begun to build inside him.


When he’d been staring that horror full in the face and knowing that there was worse to come.


‘Where’s … ?’


Tanner stepped across to the banister and nodded down. ‘She’s in the kitchen. They’re going to take her to a friend’s place for the night, get Family Liaison organised, then we can interview her tomorrow.’


Thorne was already on his way down the stairs. ‘Let’s see if she’s up for a quick chat before she goes.’


Andrea Sumner was sitting at a long kitchen table, with a uniformed PC on either side of her. Both coppers stood when Thorne and Tanner entered. They stepped away from the table and offered to make tea, but Andrea Sumner shook her head. Taking the chair alongside Tanner, Thorne guessed that by now she’d probably been given enough to put her off the stuff for life. Not for the first time, he wondered why reaching for the PG Tips was so many people’s first instinct in times of crisis. It certainly wasn’t his.


‘Something stronger?’ he asked.


The woman shook her head again, as though she’d barely taken the question in.


‘We’re very sorry for your loss,’ Tanner said.


Andrea Sumner smiled and nodded, like she presumed it was something they habitually trotted out on such occasions. It was, of course, and they were words which always made Thorne bridle slightly, because nothing, and certainly not a man’s life, had been lost. It had been taken. Even so, nobody had come up with a better alternative, besides which he knew that Tanner had meant it. He’d heard it in her voice. Her own partner, Susan, had been stabbed to death on the doorstep of the house they shared only a few years earlier. She still grieved, and even if sometimes she struggled to express it, she was the only person in the house at that moment who came close to understanding how Richard Sumner’s wife felt.


Richard Sumner’s widow.


Thorne guessed she was in her mid-fifties. Thanks to the creeping ravages of rigor and lividity, he could not be sure if she was older or younger than the man in the bed upstairs. She was tall and slim. She wore a cream blouse beneath a brown V-neck sweater. She was pale-skinned, with redrimmed eyes magnified by wire-rimmed glasses, and she was very still.


What she wasn’t was blonde.


‘I gather you’d been away for the weekend,’ Tanner said.


Another nod.


‘Liverpool, is that right?’


The woman had been staring at the space between them, out through the open doorway, but now her eyes slid slowly across to meet Tanner’s. ‘A teaching conference,’ she said. Her voice was flat, a hint of a northern accent perhaps. ‘It was just the two nights. A few of us go up there every November.’


‘And you got back late morning, today?’


‘I told them.’ She nodded towards the hallway in which the two uniforms were now lurking. ‘I told them all this.’


Which was how Thorne and Tanner knew as much as they did, but both were well aware that stories often changed, if only subtly, when people had lived with a situation such as this for a few hours. However hard it was to live with at all. Thorne leaned towards her. ‘We’re really sorry to be asking you these questions now, Andrea, and I promise you that we wouldn’t if it wasn’t important … but is there any way you could be a bit more specific about the time?’


She shook her head. She lifted her hands off the table then let them drop again. ‘Just after twelve, maybe. Quarter past … something like that. I was listening to some comedy thing in the car. Radio 4.’


‘That’s great,’ Tanner said. ‘We can check that. Thank you.’


‘So, is that about the time you were always due to come back?’ Thorne asked.


‘Sorry?’


‘You weren’t expected back any earlier?’


She looked at him and said nothing for a few seconds, as though trying to work out what his question might mean. ‘No. I was always meant to be coming home this morning. I’ve got work tomorrow … ’ She stopped, realising what she’d said, that she would not be going back to work for a long time, if at all.


‘Right. So when did you speak to Richard last?’


‘Last night.’ Andrea’s mouth fell open and it seemed as if closing it again was causing her great discomfort. ‘He called me at the hotel about seven o’clock,’ she said finally. ‘We didn’t talk for very long. He told me he was going to get an early night.’


Tanner said, ‘Thank you,’ again before glancing at Thorne. They knew that when it came to time of death, the on-call pathologist would only provide a rough estimate. Now, at least, they had parameters. ‘That’s really helpful.’


Thorne looked past Andrea Sumner and out through the glazed back doors. Not quite four o’clock and it was already getting dark, but Thorne could make out the fence at the far end of the small garden, a narrow gate to one side of it. He was too far away to see if the bolts at top and bottom were open or not. He would check later. ‘The back gate leads out to an alleyway or something, does it?’


Andrea nodded, then turned suddenly to stare at the gate herself, as though Thorne might have spotted something; as if there might still be some visible trace of whoever it was the policeman clearly suspected of using it. ‘It runs behind all the houses. Why? What are you thinking?’


‘I’m not thinking anything,’ Thorne said. ‘Not yet.’


Now, Tanner leaned towards the woman and stretched out a hand until it was almost touching hers. ‘Andrea … you told our colleagues that everything seemed perfectly normal when you got back.’


‘That’s right.’


‘Like you left it, you said.’


‘Yes, everything was just fine.’ She nodded again and began to fiddle with the gold bracelet around her wrist. ‘That’s what I thought, anyway. The way it’s supposed to be … you know?’


‘OK.’


‘It wasn’t until I went upstairs … ’


Tanner heard the woman’s voice crack and watched her head drop, so she raised a hand to let the officers in the corridor know that she and Thorne were about done. Thorne pushed his chair back and grimaced at the scraping noise while Tanner was saying something about ongoing support and counselling services. He let her get on with it because she was so much better at that stuff than he was.


‘Absolutely,’ he said, when Tanner had finished. ‘Please don’t hesitate.’


Thorne wasn’t surprised that Andrea Sumner had once again chosen not to mention the opened wine bottle and those two dirty glasses that the first officers on the scene had discovered in the sitting room. She might not have noticed them, but Thorne was fairly certain that she had. A bottle and two glasses that had been carefully bagged up and boxed by CSIs and which Thorne was damn sure had not been there when Andrea had left the house two days earlier.


It would be hard enough coming to terms with the fact that her husband had been killed. How he had been killed. She would not want to spend too much time wondering what had happened to that early night.


The road had been sealed off at both ends and crime scene tape strung across it on either side of the Sumner house. There were half a dozen emergency vehicles parked in the middle of the road or up on the pavements and a good many onlookers were being kept politely at a distance. As he waited for coffee at the Met Police branded drinks wagon, Thorne saw one woman, who had found herself a nice little gap between cars and coppers, reach out to touch the tape and nod, satisfied.


When he and Tanner stepped away, coffees in hand, Thorne noticed a woman waving at him from the garden of the house opposite. He walked across and asked if he could help.


The woman peered at the lanyard around Thorne’s neck. ‘Is everything OK with Richard and Andrea?’


She would find out soon enough anyway. Police could instruct the street’s occupants to stay inside temporarily, but could hardly insist that curtains were drawn or windows blacked out. They would see the body bag being removed from the house.


‘Not really,’ Thorne said.


‘Oh God,’ the woman said. ‘That’s awful.’


‘So you know them, then?’


‘Well, yes, they’re neighbours. I mean … not well. Just a few words in the street every so often, popping over there for a drink at Christmas, that kind of thing.’ Then, ‘Oh, God,’ again.


‘Did you see Richard yesterday evening?’


‘Not to talk to, no.’


‘Any comings and goings?’


The woman took a few seconds, as though she was thinking about it, though Thorne guessed that she simply didn’t want to appear over-eager. ‘I saw his car pulling off the drive … I don’t know, about seven, half seven? Then I heard him come back later on, maybe a couple of hours after that. Well, I actually heard his garage door opening. He’s got one of those remote things for it and the door’s really bloody noisy.’


‘Right.’


‘I couldn’t tell you the last time he used it, because him and Andrea usually just park in the drive, but when I heard the noise and looked out last night, I saw him driving into the garage. Maybe he wanted to work on the car or something.’


Thorne already had a fair idea of why Richard Sumner had parked the car out of sight, but said, ‘Yes, maybe.’ The car was still in the garage, of course, and Thorne had already seen that there was a door at the rear of it that opened directly into the Sumners’ garden. He thanked the woman for her help and walked back across the road to join Tanner. He told her what the neighbour had seen, what he thought the implications of it were.


‘Where would we be without curtain twitchers?’ Tanner said.


‘Yeah.’ They would be starting a full house-to-house as soon as possible, but it was useful to have information like this good and early.


They stood in silence for half a minute or so, sipping their coffees.


‘So, a woman, you reckon?’


Thorne looked at her. There might have been a time when, despite knowing full well that women could be every bit as homicidal as men, a degree of violence such as the one they were now confronted with might at least have given the average detective … pause for thought. Thorne remembered the last case of multiple murder he and Tanner had worked on together; the woman at the centre of it.


He said, ‘Looks that way.’


‘Doesn’t have to be a woman, of course,’ Tanner said. ‘Maybe Mr Sumner had a different kind of secret life.’


‘Maybe.’


‘We might find out when we talk to the wife again.’


Thorne poured what was left of his coffee into the gutter, thinking about what was likely to be an extremely awkward conversation. ‘That’s going to be fun.’


‘I don’t think it’s going to be a barrel of laughs for her either.’


Thorne turned at a wave from the Sumners’ front door. A signal that they were ready to bring out the victim’s body. ‘Fair point,’ he said.









TWO


He called Melita on the drive home to Kentish Town.


‘I’m going back to the flat,’ he said.


‘Really? OK … ’ The plan made that morning had been for him to spend the night at her place in Crouch End. She sounded disappointed.


‘We caught a nasty one and it’s going to be pretty full on for the next few days,’ Thorne said. ‘Blanket clearance on overtime, all the usual. It’s obviously an early start tomorrow, so it makes sense—’


‘It’s not a problem, Tom.’


‘Thought I should try and get an early night.’ At least he meant it, although, with so much to think about, the angry static in his head that was refusing to quieten, Thorne was already doubtful that he’d actually get the sleep he needed.


‘Do you want to talk about it?’


‘Can I call you when I get home?’


‘Course.’


‘I should probably fill you in anyway, because I wouldn’t be surprised if Russell asks you to come in on it. If things don’t pan out.’


‘Oh,’ Melita said. ‘One of those.’


The timer had been set for the heating to come on for a couple of hours early evening, but the flat already felt chilly by the time Thorne got back, so he turned it on again. He stuck a ready meal in the microwave. He opened the post he’d missed that morning, then binned it. He took a can of lager from the fridge, carried his ‘Luxury Chinese chicken chow mein’ through into the living room and scrolled idly back and forth through the sports channels as he ate. Deciding against golf and tennis and ignoring Formula One – even though it might have helped him sleep – he stopped to stare at what was allegedly a sporting offering from the US, featuring men with beards throwing hand axes at a wooden target.


He said, ‘Christ,’ but watched it anyway.


‘Have you eaten something?’ Melita asked, when he called her.


Thorne told her that he had. He sat back, cradling his lager, and explained how grateful he was that the supermarket had specified in its labelling that his chicken chow mein was ‘Chinese’. Up until then, he had stupidly thought it was a staple of French cuisine.


Melita laughed. ‘It’s a shame you couldn’t come over,’ she said. ‘I made a curry.’


‘Will it keep? I mean, having said that, it might be a couple of days.’


‘Don’t worry, I’m perfectly capable of eating the whole thing myself.’


Thorne was well aware how much his girlfriend enjoyed her food, how much of it she could put away. Not that anyone would know it from looking at her, which was definitely something he enjoyed.


‘She’s so far out of your league it’s ridiculous,’ Phil Hendricks had told him numerous times. ‘If this was the first round of the FA cup, she’d be Arsenal, obviously, and you’d be … ’


‘Yeah, I know, Wigan Athletic or whoever. You’re hilarious.’


‘I was thinking more like one of them teams halfway up the Evo-Stik League, mate. Grantham Town, maybe, or Witton Albion.’


For the first time in many hours, Thorne managed something like a smile thinking about it. The journeymen of Witton Albion had been holding their own against a younger, fitter Arsenal for a little over a year now, due in large part, Thorne reckoned, to the decision early on against moving in together, but rather to maintain their own places. To alternate home and away fixtures. Each had given the other a front door key, but neither had felt the need to make use of it, as yet.


Thorne’s ‘home turf’ was the ground-floor flat he’d bought more than twenty years ago. He’d lived there on and off ever since, the off being a period when he’d rented it out while in a long-term relationship with a fellow officer called Helen Weeks. When that had gone the same way as the long-term relationship preceding it and the marriage that had run its course before that, Thorne had found himself back in Kentish Town, mightily relieved that he’d never sold the place.


He felt very happy – yes, and lucky – to be spending quality time with Dr Melita Perera, but was equally happy to have a space that was all his; where he was as comfortable as he was ever likely to get and where, when he needed it, he could find some time alone.


Even if he wasn’t always the best company.


He told Melita about the crime scene in Gospel Oak.


‘I see what you mean,’ she said. ‘There’s no chance it was a torture–robbery thing?’


‘Wife says there’s nothing missing.’


‘Maybe they just wanted information … financial details. Maybe their bank account’s been emptied.’


Thorne was not sure if anyone had checked and he would make sure it was done, but he doubted Richard Sumner had been butchered for his PIN number. He told Melita about the wine and the dirty glasses. ‘Certainly seems like whoever was in that house with the victim had been invited.’


‘Welcomed, for sure.’


‘Woman, it looks like.’


‘Well, actually that’s very much not what it looks like,’ Melita said. ‘I’m not saying you’re wrong, of course, but the degree of violence you’re describing would certainly make a female perpetrator unusual.’


‘Yeah, but you and I both know—’


‘I’m not saying you’re wrong, Tom. It’s … rare, that’s all.’


Thorne glanced across at the now muted TV. In a thrilling development, they had moved the axe-chuckers’ targets several feet further back. He wondered if there was a version where the competitors were given blindfolds, or better yet threw the axes at each other. ‘So, what do you think about the ears?’


‘Trophies?’


‘I was afraid you were going to say that.’


‘Come on, it’s what you were thinking.’


The static in his head turned itself up a notch; that thought and a dozen others, equally unwelcome, hissing and popping. He downed what was left of his lager and let out a long breath. ‘Anyway, how was your day?’


She laughed. ‘Not to make you feel bad, but it was perfectly lovely. Just private patients today, so I didn’t even have to leave the flat.’


‘Jammy sod,’ Thorne said.


When she wasn’t providing her services as a forensic psychiatrist to various police forces, or consulting at prisons and secure hospitals, Melita divided her time between private and NHS patients. The days spent seeing patients at home were what subsidised the rest of her work, and if Thorne had some concerns about her treating potentially dangerous clients at her flat, he’d learned to keep them to himself. He’d raised the subject once a few months before and it had not gone down well.


‘It’s my job.’ Melita had said it as though she was talking to a six-year-old. ‘Clients with certain … predilections, or a history of violence, just happen to be part of it.’


‘I know that.’ Thorne had immediately wished he’d kept his mouth shut, but he was already committed. ‘And that’s all well and good at a hospital where there’s security, but when they’re just walking into your flat—’


‘You think I should pick and choose a bit more?’


‘Well, vet them a bit, maybe.’


‘I do vet them, Tom, because I’m not an idiot and obviously I need to know exactly what I’ll be working with. If that happens to be someone you’d class as dangerous I will take that information on board and my approach to that client, personal and professional, will be adjusted as and when it needs to be. Fair enough?’ She’d stared at him for a few seconds after that, to be sure she’d made her point, then her expression had softened, just a little. ‘Besides which, look me in the eye and tell me that the dangerous people you go after, the really dangerous ones, aren’t always the most interesting.’


Thorne had not been able to tell her any such thing.


Now, Melita said, ‘I don’t think jammy’s the right word. Not after the hour I had to spend listening to a clinically depressed klismaphile.’


‘A what?’


‘Someone who is sexually aroused at the thought of giving or receiving enemas. This particular gentleman is a giver.’


‘Oh, I definitely think he’s picked the best option,’ Thorne said.


Melita laughed, but Thorne knew she had encountered plenty of clients whose predilections were anything but amusing. She might not share Thorne’s taste in music – one of the reasons Phil Hendricks was so taken with her – and she was a damn sight tidier than he was, but they had rather more important stuff in common. When it came to the very worst things one human being could do to another, each had seen or heard about their fair share of horrors. Outside of those cases they’d worked on together, their deeper feelings about such things – the pictures inside their heads or the voices of those who had put them there – were not something they chose to discuss very often.


Another very sensible decision.


He could count on the fingers of one hand the number of times Melita had lost her temper for no obvious reason or even been in a shitty mood that wasn’t down to him for very long, so Thorne couldn’t help but wonder sometimes how much she held inside.


How loud her static was.


‘I should let you go,’ she said. ‘So you can get to bed.’


‘Fair enough, but you know I’ll be thinking about you.’ Thorne lowered his voice. ‘About what I’m going to do, I mean, the next time I come over.’


‘Same,’ she said.


He left it a few seconds. ‘You do know I’m talking about that curry in your fridge, right?’









THREE


Predictably, Andrea Sumner did not look like someone who’d had anything approaching a restful night. Her face was as pale and creased as old paper and the shadows that had spread like ink underneath her eyes were bruise-black.


‘Did you get any sleep at all?’ Tanner asked.


It took her a second or two, as though she was responding via a video link from a distant country and they were fighting the delay. ‘My sister gave me some herbal sleeping tablets.’


‘That’s good.’


The woman sat up a little straighter and tried to smile. It seemed suddenly to be an expression that was entirely unknown to her and she quickly abandoned the struggle. ‘Didn’t make a blind bit of difference.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Thorne said, though he was not surprised. A memory, unbidden and – as was so often the case in situations such as these – wholly inappropriate, barged into his head. He remembered when he’d been having trouble sleeping a couple of years before and Phil Hendricks, no stranger to insomnia himself, had suggested that he lie there and count up the number of people he’d slept with. In order, if possible. Hendricks had said it was way more fun than counting sheep and swore it had always done the trick for him. Thorne had given it a bash, but thirty seconds later, when he’d reached the end of the list, he had still been wide awake, as well as being vaguely depressed.


Tanner leaned to pour out the water. ‘Thank you so much for coming in, especially so early. I know this is a terrible time, but it’s important that we get all the information we can, as fast as we can.’


Andrea nodded. ‘OK.’


It was a little after nine o’clock on Monday morning and they were seated in one of the informal interview suites at Colindale station. A dark brown sofa and matching armchairs were arranged around a low table. There were biscuits on a plate, a water jug and glasses. A box of tissues had been placed within easy reach. Unlike the formal interview facilities in a different part of the station, the chairs had cushions and the only unpleasant smell was down to cheap air-freshener. There was no panic-strip and the furniture wasn’t bolted to the floor. The interview was being video-recorded on the off chance that something said might later need to be produced in court, but when Thorne informed Andrea of the fact she just stared up at the camera for a few seconds and nodded, before turning back to him.


‘Do you know what happened?’ she asked.


Now it was Thorne’s turn to take a few moments. She’d spoken matter-of-factly, as if they were here to discuss a tragic accident and he might set her mind at rest by saying, I’m afraid your husband had a heart attack at the wheel, or It looks like the brakes failed. What had happened to Richard Sumner was horribly obvious, but that wasn’t what she was asking. ‘It’s early days, I’m afraid.’


‘To Richard … what happened to Richard?’


‘I promise we’ll keep you informed every step of the way,’ Tanner said.


Andrea grunted and began looking around the room, blinking slowly as she turned her head. She stared for several seconds at one wall after the other, at the chairs and then the table, as though searching for something, anything, that might give her the answers these two detectives were unable, or unwilling, to provide.


‘Andrea? Mrs Sumner … ?’


The woman turned back to Tanner and sighed, ready for whatever was coming.


‘We wondered if you might be able to tell us if Richard had said anything about expecting visitors over the weekend.’ Tanner was making it sound nice and casual. ‘On Saturday evening, specifically.’


She shook her head. It was the answer Thorne and Tanner had been expecting, of course, but it didn’t make the line of questioning they were about to take any easier.


‘I told you. I spoke to him on Saturday and he said he was going to get an early night.’


‘Of course,’ Thorne said.


‘That’s what he told me.’


‘Yes, and he might have meant to.’ It was about as much sugar as he could coat the pill with. ‘But I’m sorry to say it looks like that isn’t the way things turned out.’


Andrea Sumner sniffed, then reached across to snatch a tissue from the box, aware that she would soon have need of it.


‘There was evidence to suggest that Richard had a visitor on Saturday night.’ It sounded stupid when Thorne said it. Obviously the dead man had been visited, he would not be dead otherwise, but that was not what he meant and he could see that Andrea knew it.


‘What evidence?’


‘A half-empty wine bottle and two dirty glasses,’ Tanner said.


‘They were found in your sitting room,’ Thorne said.


‘I didn’t see them.’


Thorne nodded and sat back. Answering a question which neither he nor Tanner had actually asked was enough to confirm his suspicions. Andrea Sumner was clearly lying to them, but he knew it made no material difference to the investigation and that the denial was clearly important to her. She still had so much to process and deal with. While the pain was, as yet, still too raw to allow even grief to get a decent foothold, she could not bear to consider for a moment that the man for whom she would eventually grieve was not quite the man she had believed him to be.


She would have to deal with the unpalatable truth eventually, of course, and it was not the first time Thorne had seen the nearest and dearest of murder victims struggle and flail when a loved one’s darker secrets were revealed. Right now, Andrea Sumner’s suspicions about her dead husband’s fidelity seemed shocking enough, but Thorne had encountered worse. He recalled one memorable case when the innocent victim of a pub brawl – a mild-mannered and happily married father of two – had turned out to have not one, or two, but three entirely unknown families scattered across the country. A trio of other wives and just shy of a dozen other children, undreamed of by his widow.


His widows.


‘I went straight upstairs, you see?’ Andrea was already putting the tissue to good use and leaning down for more.


‘Right,’ Thorne said.


‘I didn’t think anything was wrong. The house seemed normal.’


‘Sadly, we know that it wasn’t. Which is why we have to ask these questions.’ Tanner leaned forward and waited until Andrea was looking at her. ‘Have you any idea who Richard’s visitor might have been? Maybe he mentioned someone to you before you went to Liverpool?’


‘I’m sorry,’ Andrea said. ‘I really don’t know. I mean, one of his mates might have popped round to watch football or rugby or whatever. Someone from work or something. But that doesn’t explain what happened, does it?’


‘No,’ Tanner said. ‘It doesn’t.’


It had been no more than a shot in the dark, of course. The kind of ‘visitor’ they already suspected the killer was, the kind Richard Sumner had been expecting, was not the kind he would have been likely to mention to his wife.


Have fun in Liverpool, love. Oh, by the way, I thought I might phone out for an escort one of the nights. That a problem?


Five minutes in that house had been enough to tell Thorne they were not dealing with a marriage of that sort. He wasn’t sure there were marriages of that sort, but even if there were, he didn’t suppose they lasted very long.


See you on Sunday … you enjoy yourself. Don’t worry about me, my long-term girlfriend/boyfriend/sex slave is popping over on Saturday night to keep me company. I’ve been meaning to tell you …


‘When can I go back to the house?’ Andrea asked.


‘Not just yet, I’m afraid,’ Thorne said.


‘Only, if I’m going to be staying with my sister for a while, I’ll need a few things.’


‘If you give a list to one of the Family Liaison Officers they can pick everything up for you.’


Andrea nodded, resigned, and said, ‘Fine,’ though it was obviously anything but.


‘Actually, there’s one or two things we need from the house and we were wondering if you could maybe help us with that.’ Thorne smiled, like it was no big deal. ‘Richard’s phone and computer? I mean, we’re presuming he had a phone and computer because, well, everyone does, but we couldn’t find them.’


‘I’ve got them.’ She began to pick at the damp clump of tissue clutched in her fist, plucking off pieces and letting them drop. ‘They were on the kitchen table, so I put them in my bag while I was waiting for the police to arrive. It was just a reflex, really. I wanted to look after them, for him.’


‘Right.’ Thorne could see that, walking back into her house the morning before, Andrea Sumner had known straight away. Not what was waiting for her upstairs, but what had been going on before that. She had known the minute she’d seen that wine bottle and those glasses. Her actions afterwards hadn’t helped the investigation, but they had delayed it by a few hours at most and she hadn’t done anything illegal. Taking the phone and computer had been an attempt to preserve a little dignity, no more than that, knowing full well what might be on them; the kind of information that Thorne and Tanner were clearly after.


‘We’ll need you to hand them over to us,’ Tanner said.


‘Why, though?’ It was a mumbled plea, but a plea nonetheless. ‘I mean, I know you do that, I’ve seen it on the news and on the crime shows, but those are the kinds of things you take from suspects, aren’t they?’


‘Usually,’ Thorne said.


‘Richard was a victim.’


‘It’s daft, isn’t it? I mean, people keep their whole lives on their phones these days.’ Thorne looked to Tanner who grunted her agreement. ‘On laptops and whatever. I know I do and I’m sure you’re the same.’ Andrea shook her head, but Thorne pressed on. ‘Being able to access the information on there will tell us a lot more about Richard and, hopefully, help us shed some light on why this terrible thing happened to him.’


‘If you want to know about Richard, you just have to ask me.’


‘Well thank you,’ Tanner said, ‘and we will, but—’


‘I knew him better than anyone. I knew everything about him.’


‘Of course you did,’ Thorne said.


Tanner leaned forward and spoke slowly. ‘We’ll also need a DNA sample, if you wouldn’t mind.’ They could have easily helped themselves to a hairbrush or whatever – there would be something suitable in the evidence bags – but a simple swab while the woman was in the building would be rather more straightforward. They certainly didn’t need a sample of her dead husband’s DNA. ‘It’s purely for elimination purposes, obviously.’ Tanner waited. ‘I hope that’s OK, Andrea. It would really help us.’


It was hard to be sure if Andrea had taken in a word Tanner had said. She was still looking at Thorne, eyes as wide as she could force them, the pieces of damp tissue scattered in her lap and at her feet.


‘I knew him.’


Twenty minutes later, Thorne and Tanner stood outside the entrance to the station and watched one of the FLOs lead Andrea Sumner back towards the car they had delivered her in. The heavy frost that had settled overnight didn’t look like it was going anywhere. An hour and a half before, Thorne had stood outside his flat, hunched-up and swearing, spraying de-icer on the car windows, and it already looked as though that might be the most enjoyable thing he’d do all day.


Andrea Sumner glanced back at them as the car door was opened for her and she bent to climb inside. Tanner raised a hand to wave, looked at Thorne. ‘After Susan was killed, it felt like I was the one who was dead,’ she said. ‘Dead in all the ways that count, anyway. Walking around like a zombie and waking up every morning as if I’d forgotten what I was there for. Back then, I thought that was probably the worst anyone could ever feel.’ She nodded towards the car that was now pulling out on to the main road. ‘So how does someone get past that?’


Thorne wasn’t altogether sure it was even possible, but he guessed that catching whoever was responsible for Richard Sumner’s murder might be a start.


Of course, that was only a possibility, too.


‘No idea,’ he said.


Shivering, they turned gratefully to head back inside and Tanner looked at her phone. ‘You’d better get a shift on.’


Thorne checked his watch, his breath pluming in the cold as he swore underneath it. He moved quickly ahead towards the Gents before hurrying to collect his jacket and bag from the office, keen not to miss the start of the post-mortem.


He needed cheering up.









FOUR


One post-mortem was more than enough for most people and Thorne had been present at a good many more than that. Hundreds, probably. Though he had become … accustomed to the unique sights and smells and the terrible whine of the bone-saw, he still put the Vicks and the earplugs to good use every time, and, unlike the heavily tattooed man sitting opposite him, he was certainly unable to face a full English breakfast immediately afterwards.


Full English Option Three, to be precise, with two eggs, double sausage and extra bubble and squeak.


The man was an animal.


Phil Hendricks was not quite as delicate with a knife and fork as he was with dissecting scissors and rib-shears, so just watching his friend tucking in was making Thorne feel gippier than he had while watching him work on Richard Sumner’s body twenty minutes earlier. He groaned to make his feelings clear.


The pathologist lifted a fork dripping with baked beans and jabbed it towards the single piece of toast on Thorne’s plate.


‘Pussy,’ he said.


‘Pig,’ Thorne said.


Hendricks shook his head, disgusted, and the rows of rings, crosses and dangling skulls in each ear moved in unison. ‘Could be worse, I suppose. If you’d ordered muesli, I might not have been responsible for my actions.’ He turned and raised a thumb to the balding colossus behind the counter, who grinned and gave a thumbs-up in return. The café was a five-minute walk from Hornsey mortuary and Hendricks was a regular customer. He raised his voice so that the owner would hear. ‘Mind you, if they served fucking muesli, I wouldn’t come here.’


The PM itself had been relatively straightforward. ‘No giant moths shoved down the victim’s throat,’ Hendricks had said early on. ‘That’s always a plus, right?’ As usual, his deadpan Mancunian commentary levelled out the horror with banality, though predictably he’d been unable to resist a gag or two when he’d first seen the body. ‘Bloody hell, talk about ear today, gone tomorrow.’ Seeing the look on Thorne’s face, he’d shrugged and said, ‘Chill out, mate, it’s not like he can hear us, is it?’


‘Doesn’t work,’ Thorne had said. ‘He’s dead, so he wouldn’t hear us anyway.’


‘Bloody hell, everyone’s a critic.’


Richard Sumner had died sometime between nine and midnight on Saturday evening, Hendricks had said. The cause of death had been a single stab wound to the neck. ‘Slit his throat, with a very thin blade … a scalpel, Stanley knife, something like that. He’d have bled out pretty quickly. Same weapon was used to remove the ears and, trust me, I’d love to tell you they got lopped off post-mortem, but the amount of blood on the pillow would suggest otherwise.’


‘Jesus.’


‘He was probably too busy worrying about all that claret gouting out of his neck to care a great deal.’


Thorne realised that, by the end, Richard Sumner would not have been able to hear himself screaming. He wasn’t sure if that was a blessing or not. ‘What about drugs?’


‘Yeah, I reckon so. Rohypnol, ketamine … some kind of benzo. I’ll know when I get the toxicology results back, but I think it’s a fair bet. Especially if you think the killer might be female.’ He’d looked down at the body laid open on the slab. ‘He was a fairly big lad.’


Something in the wine, Thorne guessed. They’d be getting those results back soon enough.


‘Oh, and there’s a decent amount of half-digested spaghetti in the stomach,’ Hendricks had said. ‘Unless he had a seriously nasty case of worms. So, looks like him and his killer plumped for Italian. Talking of which, you up for a late breakfast … ?’


Now, the café owner sloped across to remove the dirty plates and cutlery, came back almost immediately with fresh mugs of tea.


‘Anyway, how’s Melita?’


‘She’s good.’ Thorne nodded and smiled. He was hoping he could get over to see her later on.


‘Right, or as good as anyone can be with low standards and serious eyesight problems. I’m amazed those glasses she wears aren’t a damn sight thicker.’


Thorne clutched at his sides theatrically.


‘Mind you, at least she can wear glasses.’ Hendricks nodded out towards the mortuary. ‘Unlike that poor sod back there.’


‘That doesn’t make sense either,’ Thorne said. ‘He’s dead, so why would he be wearing glasses?’


‘You do know how jokes work, right? I mean Englishmen, Irishmen and Scotsmen don’t tend to walk into bars together.’


Having dealt swiftly with Thorne’s love-life, Hendricks talked for a few minutes about his own partner, Liam. ‘My Irishman.’ He seemed as settled in that department as he had been in a long time and, barring the unlikely prospect of Arsenal winning silverware any time soon, Thorne could not imagine him any happier. A good deal of the tattooing and many of the piercings were there as notches on Hendricks’s bedpost, but he hadn’t paid a visit to the tattoo parlour in a good while. Thorne could only hope it stayed that way. It wasn’t like there was too much unmarked flesh left.


He winced, remembering one such area of his friend’s skin that had been forcibly removed some years before. Excised, before being popped into an envelope and hand-delivered to Thorne himself.


He tried not to think too often about the man responsible for it.


‘So, Nicola working with you on this one, is she?’


Thorne looked across the table. Hendricks’s face showed nothing.


It was a simple enough question, but still there was a second or two’s hesitation before Thorne was able to answer; a second or two when their eyes met and the acknowledgement was made.


‘Yeah, course.’


‘Good job,’ Hendricks said, the momentary awkwardness dismissed.


Though Nicola Tanner, who could be somewhat squeamish, baulked occasionally at one or two of Phil Hendricks’s … excesses, the three of them had always been close. But now they were bound together by their actions two years previously. By what had been done to a man named Graham French, bludgeoned to death after he had been caught and restrained. By the story one of the three had concocted to protect another, and by the professional jiggery-pokery of the third, done to keep his friends from losing their jobs, or worse. The secret they shared was rarely mentioned or even referred to, but it hung around, heaviest when the three of them were together; stinking of blood and wet hair in moments such as this.


‘Because I reckon you’ll need all the help you can get.’ Hendricks slurped his tea and swallowed. ‘Judging by the state of our auditorily challenged friend in the morgue. She—’


Thorne’s phone buzzed on the table and he glanced down at the screen. ‘Talk of the devil … ’ He read the text message.




DNA results back from hair at Sumner house. XX





‘Give me a sec.’ Thorne called Tanner’s number. ‘You’re not usually that affectionate,’ he said, when she answered. ‘Two kisses?’


‘They’re not kisses, you arse. They’re chromosomes.’


‘I don’t—’


‘Two X chromosomes, which means our killer is definitely a woman.’


Thorne glanced across the table to see Hendricks, who had clearly overheard, snigger before sticking his tongue behind his bottom lip and rolling his eyes.


‘Yeah, obviously.’ Thorne pressed the phone to his ear and turned away. ‘I knew that’s what you meant.’









FIVE


Back at Becke House, once she and Thorne had conferred about the PM, Tanner led the first major team briefing. As she spoke, leaning against a desk and gesturing when necessary at the whiteboard behind her, the twenty or so men and women gathered in the incident room studied relevant pages in the case folders that had been put together and handed out by DS Samir Karim. More than a few shook their heads at the crime scene photographs, or sucked in a breath. Karim would also be working as the team’s Exhibits Officer, while others would be responsible for overseeing outside enquiries, co-ordinating interviews and managing intelligence. Tanner herself had selected two members of civilian support staff – only marginally less anal-retentive than she was – and tasked them with indexing every statement, message received and suspect profile on to the HOLMES computer system.
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