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For Katharine and Jack. But not yet.


And in memory of Vi Winyard (1925–2002)




 


 


 


Knock hard, life is deaf.


Mimi Parent
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KING EDWARD IV GRAMMAR SCHOOL FOR BOYS




14 August, 1984


Mr and Mrs R. Palmer


43, Valentine Rd


Harrow


Middlesex


Dear Mr and Mrs Palmer


Following an extraordinary meeting of the board of governors, it is with a good deal of regret that I write to confirm the decision to expel your son, Martin, from the school. This expulsion will come into effect immediately.


I must stress that this course of action is highly unusual and is only ever taken as a last resort. It was, however, deemed the only measure appropriate considering the nature of the offence. Your son’s activities have been of concern for some time and are all the more disturbing considering his excellent academic record and previously reserved character. The most recent, repulsive incident is only the latest in a catalogue of unacceptable behaviour and flagrant breaches of school regulations.


As you are aware, your son is not the only pupil involved, and indeed, you may take some comfort from the fact that your son was almost certainly not the main perpetrator and has, in my opinion, been to some degree led astray. That said, however, he has shown little remorse for his actions and is unwilling to implicate his erstwhile partner in crime.


In order that the high educational standards of this school are maintained, I feel that similar standards of discipline must be enforced. This being the case, behaviour such as that engaged in by your son cannot be tolerated.


I wish Martin the best of luck in his new school.


Yours sincerely
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Philip Stanley, A.F.C., M.A. Headmaster.


Rectory Road, Harrow, Middlesex, MA3 4HL








PART ONE




EIGHT SUMMERS, ONE WINTER






2001





Date: 27 November


Target: Fem


Age: 20–30


Pickup: London railway station (Int or Ext)


Site: TBA


Method: Hands only (weapon permitted to subdue if necessary)





Nicklin watched, unblinking, as the two of them walked hand in hand towards him across the station concourse.


She was perfect.


He was still clutching the book he’d presumably been reading on the train and she was finishing a sandwich. The two of them were chatting and laughing. They kept moving. They looked straight at Nicklin but didn’t see him. They weren’t looking around for anybody. They were not expecting to be met.


He was sitting and sipping from a can of Coke, gazing casually towards the departure board every few minutes. Just another frustrated traveller monitoring the delays. He turned his head and watched them as they passed him. They were probably heading for taxi, bus or tube. If they were getting a cab then he’d settle back and wait for someone else. Annoying, but not the end of the world. If they were planning to continue their journey by public transport, he would follow.


He was in luck.


Still holding hands, the two of them stepped on to the escalator leading down to the underground. Nicklin put his half-empty can on the floor beside him and stood up, hearing his knee click loudly. He smiled. He wasn’t getting any younger.


He reached into his coat pocket for the chocolate bar he’d bought earlier. Moving the knife aside, he took the chocolate out and began to unwrap it as he moved towards the escalator. As he stepped on behind a backpacker, he took a large bite, and after checking that the two of them were still there, twenty feet or so below him, he glanced out through the vast windows towards the bus depot. The crowds were thinning out now; the rush hour nearly over.


It was just starting to get dark. On the streets and in houses.


Inside people’s heads.


They took the Northern line south. He settled down a few seats away, and watched. She was in her early thirties, he thought. Tall with dark hair, dark eyes and what Nicklin thought was called an olive complexion. What his mum might have called ‘a touch of the tarbrush’. She wasn’t pretty but she wasn’t a dog either.


Not that it mattered really.


The train passed through the West End and continued south. Clapham, he guessed, or maybe Tooting. Wherever . . .


The two of them were all over each other. He was still looking at his book, glancing up every few seconds to grin at her. She squeezed his hand and on a couple of occasions she actually leant across to nuzzle his neck. People in the seats around them were smiling and shaking their heads.


He could feel the sweat begin to prickle on his forehead and smell that damp, downstairs smell that grew so strong, so acrid, whenever he got close.


They stood up as the train pulled into Balham station.


He watched them jump giggling from the train, and waited a second or two before casually falling into step behind them.


He stayed far enough behind them to be safe, but they were so wrapped up in each other that he could probably have walked at their heels. Oblivious, they drifted along in front of him, towards the station exit. She was wearing a long green coat and ankle boots. He was wearing a blue anorak and a woolly hat.


Nicklin wore a long black coat with deep pockets.


On the street ahead of him, with the gaudy Christmas lights as a backdrop, they were silhouetted against a crimson sky. He knew that this was one of the pictures he would remember. There would be others, of course.


They walked past a small parade of shops and he had to fight the urge to rush into a newsagent for more chocolate. He only had one bar left. He knew that he could be in and out in a few seconds but he daren’t risk losing them. He’d get some more when it was all over. He’d be starving by then.


They turned off the main road into a well-lit but quiet side street and his breath grew ragged as he watched her reach into her pocket for keys. He picked up his pace a little. He could hear them talking about toast and tea and bed. He could see their joy at getting home.


He slid his hand into his pocket, looking around to see who might be watching.


Hoping it wasn’t a flat. That he’d get some privacy. Praying for a bit of luck.


Her key slid into the lock and his hand moved across her mouth. Her first instinct was to scream but Nicklin pressed the knife into her back and with the pain came a little common sense. She didn’t turn to try and look at him.


‘Let’s go inside.’


Tasting the sweat on his palm, feeling the piss run down her legs, she opens the front door, her hand flapping desperately, reaching down to her side for the one she loves. For the only one she cares about.


For her child.


‘Please . . .’


Her voice is muffled by his hand. The word is lost. He pushes her and the boy through the doorway, hurries inside after them and slams the door shut.


The toddler in the blue anorak is still holding tight to his picture book. He looks up at the stranger with the same dark eyes as his mother, his mouth pursing into a tiny, infinitely confused ‘O’.





ONE



A little after nine thirty in the morning. The first grey Monday of December. From the third floor of Becke House, Tom Thorne stared out across the monument to concrete and complacency that was Hendon, wishing more than anything that he wasn’t thinking clearly.


He was, unfortunately, doing just that. Sorting the material in front of him, taking it all in. Assigning to each item, without knowing it, emotional responses that would colour every waking hour in the months to come.


And many sleeping hours too.


Wide awake and focused, Thorne sat and studied death, the way others at work elsewhere were looking at computer screens or sitting at tills. It was the material he worked with every day and yet, faced with this, something to take the edge off would have been nice. Even the steamhammer of a hangover would have been preferable. Something to blunt the corners a little. Something to turn the noise of the horror down.


He’d seen hundreds, maybe thousands, of photos like these. He’d stared at them over the years with the same dispassionate eye that a dentist might cast over X-rays, or an accountant across a tax return. He’d lost count of the pale limbs, twisted or torn or missing altogether in black and white ten-by-eights. Then there were the colour prints. Pale bodies lying on green carpets. A ring of purple bruises around a chalk-white neck. The garish patterned wallpaper against which the blood spatter is barely discernible.


An ever expanding exhibition with a simple message: emotions are powerful things, bodies are not.


These were the pictures filed in his office, with duplicates stored in the files in his head. Snapshots of deaths and portraits of lives lived to extremes. There were occasions when Thorne had gazed at these bodies in monochrome and thought he’d glimpsed rage or hatred or greed or lust, or perhaps the ghosts of such things, floating in the corners of rooms like ectoplasm.


The photographs on the table in front of him this morning were no more sickening than any he had seen before, but keeping his eyes on the image of the dead woman was like staring hard into a flame and feeling his eyeballs start to melt.


He was seeing her through the eyes of her child.


Charlie Garner aged three, now an orphan.


Charlie Garner aged three, being cared for by grandparents who wrestled every minute of every day with what to tell him about his mummy.


Charlie Garner aged three, who spent the best part of two days alone in a house with the body of his mother, clutching at a chocolate wrapper he’d licked clean, starving and dirty and screaming until a neighbour knocked.


‘Tom . . .’


Thorne stared out into the greyness for a few more seconds before turning back resignedly to DCI Russell Brigstocke.


As part of the major reorganisation of the Met a year or so earlier, a number of new squads had been established within the three nascent Serious Crime Groups. A unit consisting entirely of officers brought out of retirement had been set up expressly to investigate cold cases. This unit, quickly christened the Crinkly Squad, was just one of a raft of new initiatives as part of a fresh and supposedly proactive approach to fighting crime in the capital. There were other squads specialising in sexual assaults, violence against children and firearms offences.


Then there was Team 3, Serious Crime Group (West).


Officially, this squad was devised to investigate cases whose parameters were outside those which might be investigated elsewhere – cases that didn’t fit anybody else’s remit. There were those, however, who suggested that SCG (West) 3 had been set up simply because no-one quite knew what to do with Detective Inspector Tom Thorne. Thorne himself reckoned that the truth was probably somewhere halfway between the two.


Russell Brigstocke was the senior officer and Thorne had known him for over ten years. He was a big man who cut a distinctive figure with horn-rimmed glasses and hair of which he was inordinately proud. It was thick and blue-black, and the DCI took great delight in teasing it up into a quiff of almost Elvis-like proportions. But if he was a caricaturist’s dream, he could also be a suspect’s worst nightmare. Thorne had seen Brigstocke with glasses off and fists clenched, hair flopping around his sweatdrenched forehead as he stalked around an interview room, shouting, threatening, carrying out the threat, looking for the truth.


‘Carol Garner was a single mum. She was twenty-eight years old. Her husband died in a road accident three years ago, just after their son was born. She was a teacher. She was found dead in her home in Balham four days ago. There were no signs of forced entry. She’d arrived back at Euston station at six thirty p.m. on the twenty-seventh having been to Birmingham to visit her parents. We think that the killer followed her from the station, probably on the tube. We found a travelcard in her pocket.’


Brigstocke’s voice was low and accentless, almost a monotone. Yet the litany of facts simply stated was horribly powerful. Thorne knew most of it, having been briefed by Brigstocke the day before, but still the words were like a series of punches, each harder than the last, combining to leave him aching and breathless. He could see that the others were no less shocked.


And he knew that they had yet to hear the worst.


Brigstocke continued. ‘We can only speculate on how the killer gained entry or how long he spent inside Carol Garner’s home, but we know what he did when he was there . . .’


Brigstocke looked down the length of the table asking the man at the other end to carry on where he had left off. Thorne stared at the figure in the black fleece, with shaved head and a startling collection of facial piercings. Phil Hendricks was not everybody’s idea of a pathologist, but he was the best Thorne had ever worked with. Thorne raised an eyebrow. Was there yet another earring since he’d last seen him? Hendricks was fond of commemorating each new boyfriend with a ring, stud or spike. Thorne sincerely hoped that he would settle down soon, before he was completely unable to lift his head up.


Dr Phil Hendricks was the civilian member of the team. He was there at the beginning, obviously, as the discovery of a body was almost certainly what galvanised the team in the first place. The body that would yield to the knife; the story behind its journey to a cold steel slab whispered in secrets, revealed by its dead flesh and petrified organs. These were the pathologist’s areas of expertise.


Though he and Hendricks were good friends, from this point on, in the context of the investigation, Thorne would be happy if he did not see him again.


‘Based on when we know she got on a train from Birmingham, we think she was killed somewhere between seven and ten p.m. on the twenty-seventh. She’d been dead for something like forty-eight hours when she was found.’


The flat Mancunian accent conveyed with a simple precision the tawdry and banal reality of genuine horror. Thorne could see the unspeakable thought in the faces of those around the table.


What were those two days like for little Charlie Garner?


‘There were no signs of sexual abuse and no indication that she put up any significant struggle. The obvious conclusion is that the killer threatened the child.’ Hendricks stopped, took a breath. ‘He strangled Carol Garner with his bare hands.’


‘Fucker . . .’


Thorne glanced to his left. Detective Sergeant Sarah McEvoy stared down at the file in front of her. Thorne waited, but for the moment it seemed that she’d said everything that was on her mind. Of all of them, she was the officer who Thorne had known for the shortest time. And he still didn’t know her at all. Tough, no question, and more than capable. But there was something about her that made Thorne a little wary. There was something hidden.


The voice of DC Dave Holland focused Thorne’s thoughts again. ‘Do we think he targeted her because of the child?’


Thorne nodded. ‘It was her weakness. Yes, I think he probably did . . .’


Brigstocke interrupted. ‘But it isn’t really significant.’


‘Not really significant?’ Holland sounded thoroughly confused and looked across at his boss.


Thorne shrugged and threw him a look back. Wait and see Dave . . .


It was just over a year since Thorne had first begun working with Dave Holland and he was at last starting to look like a grown-up. His hair was still far too blond and floppy, but the features it framed seemed set a little harder these days. Thorne knew that this was not so much to do with age as experience. Wear and tear. The most wholesome and guileless of faces was bound to cloud a little when confronted with some of the things the job threw up.


The change had begun during their first case together. Three months in which Thorne had lost friends and made enemies, while Dave Holland grew closer to him, watching and absorbing and becoming someone else. Three months that had ended with the slash of a scalpel in a blood-drenched attic in south London.


Holland had learned and unlearned a great deal, and Thorne had watched it happen, proud yet saddened. It was an argument that he had with himself on a regular basis. Were they mutually exclusive – the good copper and the good person?


Learning a degree of desensitisation was all very well but there would be a price to pay. He remembered a warning poster he had seen in a dentist’s waiting room: the graphic image of a lip bitten clean off by a patient ‘testing’ the local anaesthetic. You could bite and bite and not feel a thing, but it was only a matter of time until the anaesthetic wore off and then the pain would certainly begin.


The numbness would wear off too, for those colleagues who Thorne watched getting through their days inside their own brand of armour. Whether manufactured in their heads or from a bottle, it would surely wear off one day and then the agony would be unbearable. This was not Tom Thorne’s way, and despite the bravado and bullshit that he’d learned, he instinctively knew that it wasn’t Holland’s either.


The good copper and the good person. Probably not mutually exclusive, just fucking difficult to reconcile. Like one of those things in physics that is theoretically possible but that nobody has ever seen.


A silence had settled briefly across what was laughably described as the conference room. It was actually little more than a slightly bigger office, with a jug of coffee and a few more uncomfortable plastic chairs than normal. Thorne considered what he knew about the man who had killed Carol Garner. A man who liked, who needed to be in control. A coward. Perhaps not commanding physically . . . Christ, he was starting to sound like one of those forensic psychiatrists he thought were so overpaid. What he did know of course, was that this killer was far from ordinary. Extraordinary, and with a greater potential, than Holland or McEvoy yet understood.


Then of course there was the why. Always the why. And, as always, Tom Thorne didn’t give a flying fuck about it. He would confront it if it presented itself. He would grab it with both hands if he could catch the killer with it. But he didn’t care. At least, not about whether the man he was after had ever been given a bicycle as a child . . .


McEvoy was shifting on the chair next to him. She had finished looking through her file and he could sense that she had something to say.


‘What is it, Sarah?’


‘This is horrible, no question . . . and the stuff with the kid, it’s very fucking nasty, but I still can’t quite see why it’s us. As opposed to anybody else. I mean, how do we know she wasn’t killed by someone she knew? There were no signs of forced entry, it might have been a boyfriend or an ex-boyfriend . . . so, why us? Sir.’


Thorne looked towards Brigstocke who, with the timing of an expert, lobbed another sheaf of photographs into the middle of the table.


Holland casually reached out to take a photo. ‘I was thinking the same thing. I don’t understand what makes—’ He stopped as he took in the image of the woman on her back, her mouth open, her eyes bulging and bloodied. The woman lying among the rubbish bags in a cold dark street. The woman who was not Carol Garner.


It was a dramatic gesture and meant to be. Brigstocke wanted his team fired up. He wanted them shocked, motivated, passionate.


He certainly had their attention.


It was Thorne who explained exactly what they were up against. ‘What makes this different, Holland’ – he looked at McEvoy – ‘what makes it us, is that he did it again.’


Now, it was as if the previous silence had been a cacophony. Thorne could hear nothing but the distant echo of his own voice and the hiss of the adrenaline fizzing through his bloodstream. Brigstocke and Hendricks sat frozen, heads bowed. Holland and McEvoy exchanged a horrified glance.


‘It’s the reason we know he followed Carol Garner from Euston station. Because as soon as he’d finished killing her, that same day, he went to King’s Cross. He went to a different station, found another woman, and did it all over again.’




Karen, it happened again.


Please, let me tell you what happened. I couldn’t bear it if you thought badly of me. I know that you can’t possibly forgive or condone what I’ve done . . . what I’m doing, but I know that you’ll understand. I’ve always thought that if I had the chance to explain myself to you, confide in you, that you would be the one person who would truly understand. You always saw me for what I was. You always knew what I thought about you. I could see it in that shy smile.


You knew that you had a power over me, didn’t you, but I was never angry with you because of it. Part of me enjoyed the teasing. I wanted to be the one you teased. It felt like I was needed anyway. It just made you more attractive to me, Karen . . .


Jesus, though. Jesus. I did it again. What I was told.


She was alone and frightened of nothing. I could tell by the way she was walking when I followed her out of the station. Not a cocky fearlessness, just a sort of trust. She saw the good in everyone, I could tell that. It was dark and she couldn’t see how weak and vile I was. There was no fear in her eyes when I spoke to her.


She knew though, what was going to happen, when she saw the fear in mine.


As soon as she knew, she struggled, but she wasn’t strong enough. She was less than half my size, Karen, and I just had to wait for her to fade a little. She was scratching and spitting and I couldn’t look at her. And when it was over, I couldn’t bear it that her face, which had been so open and warm like yours, now looked like something behind glass, or frozen for a long time inside a block of ice, and I was the one who had made it like that.


And I was hard, Karen. Down there. While I was doing it, and again afterwards, while I was hiding her. I stayed excited until the hissing in my head began to die down and the scratches on my hands started to hurt.


I was hard like I never am, even when I’m thinking about the past.


I don’t want to embarrass you by talking like this, but if I can’t be honest with you about these things then there’s no point to anything. I never really told you what I was thinking when I had the chance, so I’m not going to hide things now.


And I will never lie to you, Karen, I promise you that.


Of course, you’re not the only one who knows what I really am but you’re the only one who can see what’s inside. I’m not making excuses, I know that I deserve nothing, but at the very least I’m being open about everything. Open and honest.


She was nothing to me, this woman from the station. She was nothing to me and I squeezed the life out of her.


I’m so very sorry, and I deserve what is surely coming.


I hate to ask a favour, Karen, but if you see her, the woman I killed, will you tell her that for me?








1982



The kids called it ‘the Jungle Story’.


The victim was pinned to the tarmac with one boy holding down each arm and another sitting astride his chest. The fingers were the weapons – tapping, prodding, poking – jabbing out the rhythms of the story on the breastbone. The steps of each new animal marching through the jungle. The story was a very simple one; a straightforward excuse to inflict pain.


The wiry, black-haired boy leaned against the wall, his small dark eyes taking in every detail. Watching as the torment began.


When it was just the monkeys, or whichever of the small creatures the storyteller introduced early on, it was not really much more than a tickle. The victim would writhe around, telling them to stop, to get off; the fear of what was to come worse than anything. Then would come the lions and tigers. Heavier steps, the fingers jabbing harder, tears beginning to prick in the corners of the eyes. Everything, of course, leading up to the seemingly endless herd of elephants tramping through the jungle, the fingers slamming into the chest, the pain excruciating.


The big kid on the floor was screaming now.


The boy pushed himself away from the wall, took his hands from his pockets and moved across the playground to where the crowd of onlookers stood in a circle, jeering and clapping. It was time to intervene.


The one telling the ‘story’ was called Bardsley. The boy hated him. He shoved his way through the crowd, which was not difficult as most of the other third formers were scared of him. He was, after all, the ‘mad’ one, the one who would do anything. The kid who would throw a desk out of the window or wave his tiny cock around in class, or let a teacher’s tyres down. He’d had to suffer a great many detentions in his time to earn his reputation, but it was worth it in terms of the respect it won him.


He didn’t care about geography or French grammar but he knew about respect.


He reached down, casually took hold of Bardsley’s hair and yanked him backwards. There was a gasp from the crowd, which quickly turned to nervous laughter as Bardsley jumped up, furious, ready to transfer his aggression onto whoever was responsible for the terrible stinging on his scalp.


Then he saw who was to blame. The boy, far smaller and slighter than he was, stared calmly back at him, eyes cold and dark as stones frozen in mud, hands once more thrust deep into his pockets.


The crowd dispersed quickly into smaller groups. A kickabout was already starting as Bardsley backed away towards the changing rooms, promising some nasty revenge after school but not really meaning it.


The boy on the floor stood up and began to rearrange his dishevelled uniform. He didn’t say anything, but eyed his saviour nervously while doing up his tie and dragging a sleeve across his snotty top lip.


The black-haired boy had seen him around but they had never spoken. He was a year younger, probably only twelve, and the different years didn’t really mix. His sandy hair was usually neatly combed with a parting, and he was often to be seen in a corner somewhere, his pale blue eyes peeking out enviously from behind a book, observing the assorted games he had no part in. He was a big kid, at least a foot taller than most of the others in his year and brainy as hell, but he was slow in all the ways that counted. He probably hadn’t done anything specific to piss Bardsley off, but that wasn’t really the point.


The older boy watched, smiling as a brown plastic comb was produced and dragged through the sandy hair, dislodging pieces of playground grit. He had a comb himself of course, but it was a metal one; far cooler, and used mostly for the lunch-time comb fights of which he was the acknowledged champion. These fights were a more brutal version of ‘Slaps’ or ‘Scissors, paper, rock’ and could leave a hand dripping with blood within a few seconds. He was the champion, not because he was quicker than anybody else, but because he could stand the pain for longer.


He could put up with a great deal of pain when he had to.


The sandy-haired boy carefully put away his comb in the inside pocket of his blazer, cleared his throat nervously and produced a rarely seen smile. It quickly disappeared when it was not reciprocated. In its place, a hand, notably free of scratches and scabs, was extended.


‘Thank you for . . . doing that. I’m Palmer. Martin . . .’


The wiry black-haired boy, the mad boy, the boy who would do anything, nodded. He ignored the hand and spoke his name with a sly smile, as if revealing a dirty secret.


As if giving a gift that was actually worth far more than it looked.


‘Nicklin.’





TWO



‘A few less questions, when it’s all over, even one less than when a case begins, and you’re doing all right . . .’


Thorne smiled as he carried his coffee through to the living room, remembering Holland’s reaction when he had first passed on this pithy piece of homespun wisdom. It had also, he recalled, been the first time that Thorne had managed to get him inside a pub. An auspicious day.


Questions . . .


In the pub, Holland had smiled. ‘What? You mean questions like, “Why didn’t I study harder at school?” and, “Isn’t there anybody else available?”’


‘I think I preferred you when you were an arse-licker, Holland . . .’


Thorne put his mug on the mantelpiece and bent down to light the flame-effect gas fire in the mock-Georgian fireplace. The central heating was up as high as it would go but he was still freezing. And his back was playing up. And it was pissing down . . .


There were plenty of questions that needed answering right now.


Were the two killings genuinely connected? Apart from the date and the fact that both women were strangled, there seemed to be no other link, so was the station thing just a coincidence? King’s Cross threw up other possibilities. Had he mistaken the second victim for a prostitute? Why kill one at home and one on the street?


And the biggest question of the lot: did he kill twice on the same day because he was out of control, or was killing multiple victims actually the pattern? Blood lust or compulsion? Right now, Holland and McEvoy were earning overtime trying to find out, but whichever it was, the answer was not going to be pleasant.


In the eight months or so that the team had been together, they had only really worked on two major cases that were truly their own. Most of the time they’d been seconded – either individually or together – on to other investigations with other units, and then been reconvened when needed.


The aftermath of the terrorist atrocities of September 11 had seen the teams from Serious Crime involved in an operation unlike any before. Some had expressed surprise that repatriating bodies from New York should be down to them, but it made sense to Thorne. These were British citizens. They had been murdered. It wasn’t complicated.


The phone calls had been the hardest: thousands of people eager to trace husbands and wives, sons and daughters who hadn’t been in touch and who may or may not have been in the area. So far, of the hundreds whose missing relatives never did get in touch with them, only one had been given an identifiable body to bury . . .


Three months on, and the Met was still stretched – tracking down Anthrax hoaxers, monitoring possible terrorist targets, chasing their tails while street crime grew to fill the hole that was left. If suddenly phone-jacking didn’t seem quite so important, there were still crimes, like those that Team 3 got handed, that needed to be taken very seriously indeed.


The two cases were both . . . unusual. The first was a series of gruesome killings in south-east London that bore all the hallmarks of gangland slayings. However, the bodies (when they’d been painstakingly re-assembled) were found to belong, not to drug-dealers or loan sharks, but to ordinary, law-abiding citizens. It quickly became clear that the murders were the work of one highly disturbed individual as opposed to an organised gang of them. Whether the killer – a happily married electrical engineer – had been simply trying to disguise his work, or had a psychotic fixation with the disposal methods of gangsters, was as yet unclear. He was still undergoing psychiatric evaluation.


The other case was the more disturbing, despite the lack of bodies. Guests in hotels were being targeted and robbed in their rooms. The minor physical assaults that were part and parcel of the thefts had soon begun to escalate however. Those that willingly handed over cash, Rolexes and other valuables were being tortured anyway. The knife was produced and the PIN number was demanded. The number was given and the knife was used anyway. Small cuts, nicks: wounding for pure pleasure. Thorne knew that this one liked the feel of a blade on skin, enjoyed hearing the intake of breath, and watching the thin red line fill out on the flesh and begin to drip.


The robbery was becoming something else: the robber, someone else. Behind his black balaclava, he was starting to enjoy his work a little too much and it was only a matter of time until people started to die.


That was when Thorne had been brought in.


With next to no physical evidence and no real description to work from, the case had quickly become hugely frustrating. Thorne, Holland and McEvoy, in an effort to trap this latent killer, this murderer-to-be, had spent nights in some very nice hotels but without success. Their efforts had evidently been noted and the individual responsible had gone to ground.


Two cases, one arrest. A fifty per cent hit rate, and the numbers would only get worse from here on in. Some had joked that the hotel case, given a few weeks, would get passed on to the Crinkly Squad anyway, but Thorne knew differently. Anybody who enjoyed inflicting pain to the degree this man did, would need to do it again. He would resurface somewhere. The MO might be completely different, but Thorne did not doubt for a second that one day soon he would be providing a pathologist somewhere with some overtime.


Thorne took his coffee across to the sofa and picked up the file on Carol Garner. He sat for a few minutes, not opening it, just staring out into the rain and thinking about the hundreds, the thousands of different people across the capital who owed their employment to the violent death of another. Thinking about the money generated by murder.


Thinking about the industry of killing.


Dave Holland stared over the top of his computer screen at Sarah McEvoy who was avidly studying hers. He thought about his girlfriend, Sophie.


The ongoing argument which they had been having in instalments for the past year, had flared up again. Sophie had a problem with Thorne. She had only met him once and had formed an opinion based entirely on what Holland himself had said about Thorne in the early days of their working relationship. So the man described by Holland over a year ago as ‘obsessive’ and ‘arrogant’ had become, in the strange folklore of Sophie’s imagination, a pigheaded, self-serving lunatic whose refusal to follow procedure would one day cost him not only his career, but those of the people around him. Those who didn’t know any better . . .


It wasn’t that she didn’t want Holland to do the job. She just wanted him to do it in a particular way; to be the sort of copper who keeps his head down and gets promoted, and who is universally liked. A copper who does just enough.


A copper like his father.


Once, she’d intimated that if he chose to go a different route then he would be going it alone. He had been furious at the threat and the ultimatum had been quietly forgotten.


At least, they both pretended that it had.


The arguments were never heated. The two of them were sulkers, bottlers-up. It was more a series of snipes and barbed comments, and the intensity had increased as soon as the new case had started. Yesterday evening, after a hectic day that had begun with the team briefing, Sophie had looked up at him across the kitchen table, smiled, and opened her account.


‘So how many people did the great Tom Thorne piss off today then?’


He wasn’t sure what upset him most about the whole thing. The assumption that as far as his career was concerned, she knew best? The lack of support? Or the fact that when it came to her assessment of Thorne, most of the time she was absolutely right?


McEvoy glanced up from her monitor and fixed him with bright green eyes. Caught you.


She was tall, 5 7˝ or 5 8˝, with shoulder-length, curly brown hair, a broken nose and full lips which smiled easily and, so it seemed to Holland, often. Right now, he reckoned the smile had at least three different meanings.


He didn’t understand any of them.


‘I heard something very strange today.’ Despite the surname, she was pure North London Jewish. Her accent was flattish, hard. Sexy. ‘A vicious rumour about the Weeble . . .’ The nickname was a reference to Thorne’s shape, to how hard people thought it would be to make him fall down.


Holland raised his eyebrows. Another rumour? When it came to Thorne, he’d heard most of it, but he enjoyed a good story or bit of gossip as much as anybody else.


‘I heard that he likes country-and-western. Is that true?’


Holland nodded, as if confirming a terminal diagnosis. ‘Yeah, he loves it.’


‘What, all that yee-hah and Dolly Parton and stuff? Does he go line dancing?’


Holland laughed. ‘I think it’s a bit more obscure than that. He used to listen to a lot of techno and garage stuff as well, but I think that was just a phase.’ He blinked slowly, remembering the almost hypnotic noise. Remembering the case it had helped to blot out.


McEvoy looked disappointed. ‘Shame. He was starting to sound interesting there for a minute.’


‘Oh he’s . . . interesting.’


Holland believed that about Thorne, if he believed anything. If interesting meant unpredictable and stubborn. If it meant refusing to admit that you might be wrong. If interesting meant determined, and vengeful, and knowing the difference between right and wrong whatever the poxy rules said. And refusing to suffer fools. And possessing the kind of passion that would always make something happen. A passion that Dave Holland, whatever other people might want him to do and be, would have killed to have even the tiniest fucking bit of . . .


He thought about his father. A man who died a sergeant at sixty. Having done just enough.


McEvoy shrugged and her eyes dropped back to her screen. Back to the computerised catalogue of suffering and death from which the two of them were supposed, hopefully, to come up with some answers.


Holland had believed that relatively, London could not be that violent a city and that their search would not be overly time-consuming.


He had been wrong on both counts.


Looking for murders committed on the same day had sounded fairly straightforward, but Thorne was not a man who did things by half. Both time-frame and search criteria were broadening all the time. McEvoy and Holland had begun by looking for strangulations first and then widened things from there. They couldn’t rule out assaults as they might be the work of the same man who had now perhaps graduated to full-blown murder. Even discounting domestics and gang-related attacks, it was a big job. To check thoroughly, to go back far enough to find a pattern – if indeed there was one – was going to take time.


Holland looked up at the clock. Another twenty minutes and they could call it a night. He tried to picture Thorne in a stetson and cowboy boots but the image wouldn’t stick.


Thorne was too dangerous to be a figure of fun.


Johnny Cash made good music to read post-mortem reports by.


This, after all, was someone who once famously sang about shooting a man just to watch him die. Whether this was big talk or just a very bad case of boredom, he sang as if he knew a great deal about death. Thorne wondered, as he read the words Phil Hendricks had used to describe the manner of Carol Garner’s death, how much he really knew. Now, the man with a voice like the long, slow tumble towards hell was singing about flesh and blood needing flesh and blood. Thorne certainly didn’t require it, but the proof was there on his lap, right in front of him – the proof that sometimes, flesh and blood needed to destroy flesh and blood, too.


The body of the second victim, Ruth Murray, had been examined by another pathologist. Thorne had seen the initial report which confirmed strangulation as the cause of death and revealed that tissue had been removed from beneath the victim’s fingernails for DNA-testing. He wasn’t going to get too excited just yet. It sounded promising, but he would wait to see what Hendricks had to say once he’d carried out a second PM.


Thorne had once thought strangulation, as ways of dying went, to be a fairly soft option. It could surely not be as terrible as being repeatedly stabbed or bludgeoned. It was certainly not on a par with drowning, or suffocating or swallowing bleach.


He’d thought this, until he’d read his first PM report on a victim of manual strangulation. In many ways, the use of the bare hands to throttle – the flesh on flesh – made it the very worst type of killing. There was no weapon to separate killer from victim. In most cases the victim would lapse into unconsciousness quickly, but the damage inflicted could be massive, often leaving the victim as bloody and bruised as if they had been attacked with a hammer.


Carol Garner had died from asphyxia due to the compression of the carotid arteries, her body displaying virtually every classic trait consistent with violent strangulation.


The eyes were open, the eyeballs distended, the corneas and skin around the eyes showing signs of haemorrhage. The neck was a mass of bruises, some nearly an inch in diameter and there were bloody, half-moon-shaped indentations from the nails on the fingers and thumbs of the killer.


Thorne’s hands drifted towards his throat. He closed his eyes.


Was that chocolate bar his, Charlie? Did he give it you to keep you quiet? Or did he produce it himself, afterwards, and eat it slowly, watching her, while you were crying?


There was massive bruising and abrasion to the floor of the mouth, the epiglottis and the lining of the larynx. The tongue had been all but bitten clean through. The crocoid cartilage was crushed, the thyroid cartilage virtually unrecognisable and the hyoid bone was fractured. It was this internal damage which most clearly indicated the severity of the attack which led to Carol Garner’s death.


Did you see it happen, Charlie? Did he shut you out of the room, or did you stand and scream, and beat your tiny fists on his back and watch your mummy’s eyeballs bulging out of their sockets?


Thorne leaned down to pick up the coffee that he’d left on the floor by the sofa. It was stone cold. He looked at his watch. He’d been immersed in the details of death for well over an hour. Thorne was as disturbed as always by this . . . capacity he had.


He’d tried reading crime fiction once but it had not suited him at all. He could barely read any so-called thriller for more than a few minutes without starting to drift away, and yet a jargon-filled description of ruined flesh had him riveted. He was confident that there was nothing overly perverse in this. He could honestly say that he had never enjoyed watching an autopsy.


The truth was that an intimate knowledge of real killers and real victims made him a difficult reader to please.


Thorne had seen enough wild-eyed gunmen and bloodied blades, and soft-spoken, heavy-lidded perverts. He’d seen plenty of batterers and arsonists and smiling poisoners. He’d seen more than his fair share of damaged bodies: some dead, and others more damaged still, left behind to remember.


He’d seen holes in flesh and holes in lives.


Thorne picked up his coffee cup and was heading for the kitchen to make another when the doorbell rang.


Hendricks was standing on the doorstep wearing a floorlength black leather coat and watch cap. He was brandishing a blue-striped plastic bag that was threatening to break at any instant thanks to the vast quantity of cheap lager it contained. The accent hardly suited dramatic declamation, but he did his best. ‘Let us drink beer and talk of death.’


Thorne turned and headed back inside. Neither of them was big on ceremony. ‘It sounds like you’ve already started on the drinking bit . . .’


Hendricks slammed the outer door and followed Thorne inside. ‘I’ve been doing both, mate. I’ve been with Dr Duggan most of the day . . .’ He closed the inner door and moved into the living room.


‘He the one who did the first post-mortem on Ruth Murray?’


‘She. Emma Duggan. Very good, and very fanciable, if you like that kind of thing.’


Thorne shook his head and reached into the plastic bag that Hendricks was now cradling gently. ‘Formaldehyde does nothing for me, sorry.’


‘And I’ve spent the last few hours up to my elbows in Ruth Murray myself, so yes,’ Hendricks said, dumping the bag on the sofa, ‘I did have a couple on the way over.’


While Hendricks took off his coat, Thorne opened a beer and picked up the CD remote control. He switched Cash’s Solitary Man back to the beginning. The guitar kicked in on ‘I Won’t Back Down’.


Thorne took the chair and Hendricks the sofa. It was a familiar and comfortable arrangement that, bar a few awkward weeks the year before, had been repeated at least weekly since Thorne had first moved in nearly eighteen months ago. He’d rattled around in the big house in Highbury for three years after his divorce, before finally taking the plunge and buying the flat. He still hadn’t got used to the place. He did like the oatmeal IKEA sofa a lot better now it had a few beer stains, but though the place was at last starting to look worn, it had become no more welcoming.


The person responsible for most of the stains grunted, at home now and ready to talk about death.


‘So . . . ?’ Thorne was trying not to sound impatient.


‘So . . . interesting.’


The phone rang. Thorne sighed, pulled himself out of the chair and marched across to where the cordless phone stood, near the front door.


‘Thorne . . .’


‘Sir, it’s Holland . . .’


‘Nothing so far then?’ He could hear the confusion in the silence from the other end. ‘Don’t worry, Holland, I can always tell if you’re excited. Your voice goes up an octave.’


‘Sir . . .’


‘So, nothing at all? Maybe we need to widen things geographically as well . . .’


‘There were a couple that looked likely, but there were arrests on both of them and the only other ones, two assaults . . . and two women stabbed on the same day in July, didn’t pan out timingwise.’


‘Sure?’


‘Positive. McEvoy double-checked. Couldn’t have been the same killer who did both. Even if . . . you know, the times of death were a bit off . . . he’d have needed a helicopter to have done both of them.’


‘OK, knock it on the head . . . like you weren’t about to anyway. Tomorrow you might have more luck. I’m sure this wasn’t his first time. You’ll get something. Besides, you won’t have any distractions.’


‘Sorry?’


‘I’m taking DS McEvoy with me to Birmingham.’


It took Holland a few seconds to work out why Thorne might be going to Birmingham, and why he would want Sarah McEvoy to go with him. Once he had, he was grateful that he would be the one stuck in front of a computer all day.


Then, after he’d hung up, Holland started to wonder what Thorne had meant by ‘distractions’.


‘Tell me about interesting.’ Hendricks looked up at him and raised an eyebrow. Thorne went on. ‘Ruth Murray. “Interesting”, you said.’


Ruth Murray. 32. Married with, thankfully, no children. Hers actually the first body to be found, wedged in behind a large metal rubbish bin in a road behind King’s Cross station.


Hendricks had helped himself to the meagre contents of Thorne’s fridge while he’d been on the phone to Holland, and his reply was broken up as he attempted to swallow an enormous bite of a cheese sandwich. ‘I’m writing it up . . . first thing tomorrow . . .’


‘I won’t be here first thing tomorrow.’


‘I’ll have it on your desk by midday, all right . . . ?’


‘Just give me the highlights, Phil.’


Hendricks wiped his mouth, swung his legs off the sofa and turned to face Thorne. There were important things to be said. ‘OK, well first off, don’t get too excited about the skin under her fingernails.’


‘Because . . . ?’


‘Because most of it’s probably hers.’ He explained before Thorne had a chance to ask him to. ‘It’s quite common with strangulations. The victim often scratches their own neck in an attempt to remove the ligature . . . or in this case the killer’s hands.’ As Hendricks explained, his hands automatically went to his neck and Thorne watched them scrabbling at the flesh. ‘She had good nails . . . made a right mess of her neck. She might have scratched him as well though, so it’s worth looking at.’


‘Carol Garner didn’t have good nails?’


Hendricks shook his head. ‘Badly bitten . . .’Thorne wondered if she’d begun biting her nails after her husband had been killed. Looking at her baby son and seeing his father. Never dreaming that the boy would be an orphan before his fourth birthday.


‘But . . .’


‘What?’ Thorne leant forward, on the edge of his chair. Hendricks had been saving something up. Always the need to show off just a little.


‘We might . . . might, have another DNA source. Duggan missed something.’


‘But you said . . .’


‘She was good. Yeah, she is. Just not as good as me.’


Thorne could not keep the irritation out of his voice. ‘For fuck’s sake, Phil, can we cut the Quincy crap?’


‘All right . . . look, once it had been established that there hadn’t been a sexual assault, Duggan didn’t see any point in looking for bodily fluids. It was a fair enough presumption really, the body was fully clothed, same as Carol Garner. But I’d checked when I did the PM on her, so I looked anyway . . .’


Thorne held his breath. He could feel the excitement building in the same place it always did: at the base of his skull. A tingling, a buzzing, a low throb of excitement and revulsion in advance of the detail to come. He hated it when it was sexual. There was always a slightly higher chance of a result, but still, he hated it.


Hendricks was equally excited. ‘It was Luminol and UV that did it in the end. Tiny patches all over her face and on her arms. It took me ages to work out what it was; it was actually more about working out what it wasn’t . . .’


Thorne nodded. It was good news; if they caught him it almost certainly guaranteed a conviction, but it sickened him just the same. It was no consolation that the killer would probably have done it after Ruth Murray had been killed. If anything, it made it worse.


‘Forty-eight hours then?’


Hendricks held up a hand. ‘Yeah, hopefully. There’s really only a minuscule amount of the stuff and to be honest, I’m not even sure we can get anything. There may be some cellular material, but I’ve certainly never heard of it being done . . .’


Thorne stood up. ‘Hang on, Phil, I’m lost here . . . are we not talking about sperm?’


Hendricks shook his head. ‘Tears, mate. Dried tears.’


Thorne’s mouth actually fell open a little. Hendricks casually reached down for another can of beer. ‘Fucker wasn’t wanking while he was killing her, Tom, he was weeping.’





1983



Nicklin walked back towards the railway line, his right hand hanging awkwardly, cradling his clammy treasure. In his other hand was the last of a melting chocolate bar. He pushed what was left of it into his mouth, threw the wrapper onto the floor and turned around. He was twenty feet or so away, ready for his run-up, but Palmer had put the bat down.


Nicklin’s face reddened. He had a good mind to stroll back and start smacking Palmer over the head with it, but he stayed calm. ‘Come on Mart, pick the bat up. This is going to be brilliant.’


The bigger boy shook his head, squinting at Nicklin and raising a hand to shield his eyes from the sun. ‘I don’t want to.’


‘Why not?’


‘I just don’t want to.’ They stared at each other for a while. ‘Why can’t I bowl? You’re much better at batting than me . . .’


‘You can bowl next time.’


Palmer looked vaguely sick. ‘Are we going to do it again? But how . . . ?’


Nicklin laughed. ‘There’s loads of them round here. Now stop pissing around, Martin. Pick the bat up.’


Palmer said nothing, thinking about the two more weeks until they went back to school.


The rails began to hum; there was a train coming. They watched as it rumbled past, a knackered old engine pulling a couple of rusty hoppers. Within thirty seconds, the only sound was a distant sizzle and the chirrup of a grasshopper from somewhere close by.


Palmer looked up. He saw the blue and pink splotches of cornflowers and foxgloves against the green of the embankment on the other side of the tracks. He saw mare’s tails and periwinkles at Nicklin’s feet. He saw Nicklin just staring at him, with the look that made his palms sweat and his head ache and his bladder start to fill.


Still, he didn’t want to do this.


It always came down to something like this. Nicklin would find him and they’d spend half an hour or so down by the railway line, chucking stones at bottles or talking about football, until Nicklin smiled that smile and the games would change. Then they’d be dumping turds through letterboxes, or lobbing eggs at buses, or . . . this.


Palmer could hear a rustling in the long grass on the bank behind him. He wanted to turn around and see what it was, but he couldn’t stop looking at Nicklin. Suddenly, Nicklin looked really sad. On the verge of tears almost. Palmer shouted to him.


‘Look, it doesn’t really matter does it? We can do something else . . .’


Nicklin nodded, tightening his fist, squeezing what was held inside. ‘I know, course we can. I just thought . . . you were my mate that’s all. If you don’t want to be mates, just say, and I’ll go. Just say . . .’


Palmer felt light-headed. A trickle of sweat was running down his back. He couldn’t bear the thought of Nicklin feeling like this. Nicklin was his best mate. He would far rather he was angry with him than feel let down. He felt himself reaching down for the cricket bat, and was elated to look up and see Nicklin beaming at him.


‘That’s it, Martin. I knew you would. Ready?’


Palmer nodded slowly and Nicklin started running towards him, concentrating, his tongue poking between his teeth.


The frog spread its arms and legs out as soon as Nicklin let it go and for a second it looked as if it was flying. Nicklin began to cheer as soon as he opened his hand.


‘Now Mart . . . now.’


Palmer shut his eyes and swung the bat.


It was a wet sound. Dull and sloppy. A small vibration up his arm.


Nicklin watched the whole thing, wide-eyed and yelling. His eyes never moved from the glorious blur of blood and green guts that flew gracefully into the nettles on the other side of the railway line.


He spun round, his black eyes bright in expectation of the sick, shit-a-brick look on Palmer’s pale spotty face. The expression that he always saw afterwards. He froze and narrowed his eyes, focusing on something else: something behind Palmer and above him.


Palmer dropped the bat and turned away without looking at the stain on the blade to climb back up the bank. He stopped dead in his tracks. Next to the hole in the chain-link fence, the tall grass past her knees, stood a girl with long blonde hair. She looked the same age as him, perhaps a little older. Palmer had never seen anyone as beautiful in his whole life. The girl put two fingers into her mouth and whistled.


Then she started to clap, grinning her pretty little head off.





THREE



Both Thorne and McEvoy felt distinctly uneasy as they walked across the concourse at Euston station. Neither admitted this to the other and both later wished that they had. Both, as they bought magazines and papers, grabbed last-minute teas or cold drinks, imagined the eyes of a killer on them.


He had watched Carol Garner in this same place, and followed her. Perhaps he’d been standing where they now stood when he first saw her. Reading a newspaper or listening to a walkman, or gazing through the window of a shop at socks and ties. Thorne looked at the faces of the people around him and wondered if Carol Garner had looked into the eyes of the man who would later murder her. Perhaps she’d smiled at him or asked him the time, or given him a cigarette . . .


They walked towards the platform, past their own tattered posters requesting help and information from the public. There were similar posters at King’s Cross and these had given them their only real lead thus far – a partial description. A forty-oneyear-old prostitute named Margie Knight had come forward and told them about seeing a woman who she thought might have been Ruth Murray, talking to a man on York Way, a road running along the side of the station. She’d remembered because for a minute or two she’d thought it was a new girl muscling in on her patch.


It had been dark of course, but there was some light from the shop-fronts on the other side of the road. ‘An ordinary kind of face really. He was a big bloke though, I can tell you that. Leaning over her, talking to her about something. He was tall. Not fat, you know, just big . . .’ She’d claimed that the look she’d had was not good enough to make it worth her trying to do an e-fit. Helping the police was not something Margie felt particularly comfortable with.


Thorne stared at the poster. Carol Garner’s death distilled into a single grainy photograph and a phone number. They’d shown a picture from the Railtrack CCTV footage on the local news and though there had been plenty of sightings, nobody had picked up on anyone who might have been following her.


They couldn’t be one hundred per cent sure of course, that anyone had been following her. The station thing might yet prove to have been pure coincidence. The killer could have picked her up on the underground or on the walk home from Balham tube station.


Somehow though, Thorne was pretty sure that this was where he’d first seen Carol Garner. Chosen her.


He’d sat through that CCTV footage a hundred times, scanning the faces of the people around her, as she and her son walked blithely towards the escalator. Men with briefcases, striding along and braying into mobile phones. Men with rucksacks, sauntering. Some meeting people or hurrying home, or hanging around for one of a hundred different reasons. Some who looked dangerous, and others who looked all but invisible. If you looked at them long enough you could see anything.


Except what you needed to see.


In the end, his eyes always drifted back to Carol and Charlie, hand in hand and deep in conversation. Charlie was laughing, clutching tightly to his book, the hood of his anorak up.


Thorne always found something horribly poignant about these CCTV pictures; these utilitarian clips of people in public places. The figures seemed real enough, close enough, that you could reach out and help them, prevent what you knew was about to happen. The fact that you couldn’t, the fact that this recent past would inevitably become a terrible future, served only to increase the sense of sheer helplessness. The fuzzy, jumpy quality of the film touched him in a way that no album of treasured photos or home-video ever could. The jerky footage of Jamie Bulger being led away through that shopping centre to his death; or ten-year-old Damilola Taylor, skipping along a concrete walkway, minutes away from bleeding to death in a piss-spattered stairwell on a Peckham estate; or even a Princess – and Thorne was no great fan – smiling and pushing open the back door of a Paris hotel.


These pictures clutched at his guts, and squeezed, every single time.


The images of the dead, just before death.


Now, Carol and Charlie Garner strolling across a busy station concourse; relaxed and happy in a way that could only ever be captured on film when the subject was unaware they were being filmed at all.


Unaware that they were being watched. By a camera, or by a killer.


What should have been a ninety-minute train journey took closer to two hours, and nobody seemed hugely surprised. Thorne and McEvoy flicked through papers and chatted, and generally put the world to rights. The small talk was easy and enjoyable. It passed the time, and besides, each of them knew instinctively that they would not feel much like chatting on the return journey.


They were still an hour from Birmingham, and McEvoy was on her way back from the solitary smoking carriage for the fourth or fifth time. She caught sight of Thorne, his head buried in the paper, as she weaved her way down the carriage and it struck her how, from a distance, he looked like somebody you would try and avoid sitting next to. Up close of course, once you’d been around him a while, there was a warmth in the eyes; something that drew you in, in spite of yourself. But at first glance, he was, to say the very least . . . intimidating.


As she sat back down and picked up her magazine, Thorne glanced up and gave her the look of the reformed smoker – jealous as hell, but trying to be disapproving. She wondered what their fellow travellers made of the pair of them. They were both dressed reasonably smartly: she in a blue wool coat and skirt, and Thorne in his ubiquitous black leather jacket. She was carrying a briefcase, but she seriously doubted that anyone would mistake them for business types. Not Thorne anyway. Her minder perhaps. Dodgy-looking elder brother, or even her dad, at a real push . . .


‘What’s so funny?’


She looked up. Still smiling. Maybe even her slightly older bit of rough. ‘Nothing. Just an article in this magazine . . .’


Robert and Mary Enright, Carol Garner’s parents, lived a few miles south of Birmingham city centre, in Kings Heath, a ten-minute cab ride from New Street station. Theirs was a purpose-built, two-bedroom house on a modern estate, a short walk from shops and buses. The sort of place that a couple in their early sixties might move to. A quiet place where people like them could relax and enjoy retirement, with little to worry about, now that their children were settled.


Settled perhaps, but never safe.


Mary Enright, whose world had so recently turned upside down, greeted them warmly and showed them into a small and unbearably hot living room. She was a short, contained woman. She produced tea almost instantly.


‘Robert won’t be long. He’s taken Charlie over to the park. There’s a nice playground, you know, a roundabout and some swings, it’s very popular actually. To tell you the truth, I think Robert gets more out of it than Charlie does at the moment. He needs to get out of the house, you know, breathe a bit. Things have been a bit tense to be honest . . .’


McEvoy sipped her tea and nodded, full of understanding, or the appearance of it. Thorne looked around the stifling room, happy to let his sergeant keep the conversation going. Both just waiting to see the boy. Both dreading it.


The few child’s books and toys, arranged neatly next to the sofa, seemed horribly out of place among the ornaments, antimacassars and gardening books. The house smelt of beeswax and liniment. It wasn’t a place where a child was at home yet.


Thorne noticed that there were already a few Christmas cards on the bookshelf in the corner. Greetings from those who didn’t know. He wondered whether the Enrights would celebrate anyway, for their grandson’s sake. Grief often came down to going through the motions.


And often, so did investigating the cause of it.


Charlie Garner had already been interviewed. As per procedure this had been done by specially trained officers under strictly controlled conditions. The interviews had taken place at a house in Birmingham owned and maintained jointly by local social services and West Midlands police. It was a simple modern house much like any other, except for the fully equipped medical examination suite and state-of-the-art recording facilities.


Charlie had been given toys to play with, and officers from the Child Protection Team had chatted to him while the entire process was monitored from an adjoining room. Thorne had watched recordings of all the interviews. Charlie had been a little shy at first, but once his trust had been won he’d become lively and talkative, about everything save what had happened to his mother . . .


Thorne wasn’t sure he could get anything out of the boy. He didn’t know if there was anything to get. He was certain that he had to try.


He was just summoning up the courage to ask if they might turn the radiator down a notch or two, when he heard the key in the front door. He and McEvoy stood up in unison and so quickly that Mary Enright looked quite alarmed for a moment.


Robert Enright shook hands and said, ‘pleased to meet you’, but his watery blue eyes told a different story. In stark contrast to his wife, he was very tall and had clearly once been fit, but where she was spry and alert, he seemed merely to drift, hollowed out and vague.


Death hit people differently. She was getting by. He had all but given up.


He slumped on to the sofa while his wife scuttled off to make more tea. ‘Charlie’s gone up to his room I think. He’ll be down in a minute.’ His voice was deep and gentle, the heavy Brummie accent lending a weariness to it that it almost certainly didn’t need.


Thorne nodded. He had heard the thump thump of the boy’s feet charging upstairs as soon as the front door had shut.


‘Good time in the park?’


The old man shrugged. Stupid question. Fuck off out of my house, away from me and my family. ‘It’s starting to get cold . . .’


Mary bustled in, handed her husband his tea and attempted to kill the time until Charlie arrived with aimless chatter. She talked to Thorne and McEvoy about their journey up and how difficult their work must be, and how her friend had a son who was a sergeant in Leicester, and how she knew all about the pressures of the job.


Thorne thought: it doesn’t get any more difficult than this.


The old man leaned forward suddenly and fixed Thorne with a hard look. ‘What are you going to ask him?’ Serious, unblinking . . .


Thorne turned to McEvoy, sensing that this would be better coming from her. This, indeed, was why he’d wanted her along. She picked up her cue. ‘We don’t necessarily need to ask him anything. We just want to get an idea of what he remembers really. Has he talked about what happened at all?’


‘No.’ Quickly.


‘Nothing at all? I mean he might have said something that just sounded like a joke, you know, or a—’


‘I said no.’ Louder now, unashamedly aggressive.


McEvoy’s eyes flicked to Mary, asking for help if she knew how to give it. She picked up her husband’s hand and placed it on her knee. She took her hand away and held it up for Thorne and McEvoy’s inspection. ‘Bob worked in the Jewellery Quarter for forty years. He made this wedding ring in 1965. Made Carol’s as well, four years ago. Sort of came out of retirement for it, didn’t you?’ She laughed and patted her husband’s hand but he said nothing. ‘See, we didn’t have Carol until late.’


Thorne looked at McEvoy. He knew what she was thinking and he knew that she was wrong. These were not ramblings. These were fragments of a shattered picture that Mary Enright was holding up to the light in desperation, in the hope that Thorne and McEvoy might understand the whole. Might grasp the enormity of it. Now, she just shook her head and said it simply. ‘Bob’s taken everything very badly you see. Worse than me, really, or differently at any rate. It’s often the way, I think, when something happens and there’s two of you. One just muddles along, you know, gets on with things, while the other . . .’


Thorne could see them then. The old woman sitting in the corner of an overheated lounge, making jigsaws with her grandson or writing shopping lists, while her husband stands stooped in a back bedroom, shouting, his body racked with sobs.


He stared at Robert Enright until the old man met his eye, then he spoke. ‘I want to find the man who did this thing to you. To your daughter and to you. Charlie saw him. We’re here to let him tell us anything he feels like telling us. That’s all.’


They all stiffened then, at the footfalls on the stairs. Thorne thought he saw Carol Garner’s father nod, a second before the door flew open and her son ran into the room.


The boy froze on seeing the strangers, and lowered his eyes. He began to inch across to the sofa from where Mary reached out a hand and pulled him to her. He was perhaps a little small for his age, with longish mousy hair and brown eyes. He was wearing denim dungarees over a red long-sleeved top and his hands were covered in what looked like blue felt-tip pen.


‘Some friends of ours have come to see you,’ Mary said, her voice not much above a whisper. ‘This is . . . ?’ She looked across at McEvoy and Thorne, the question in her eyes.


‘Sarah,’ McEvoy volunteered, leaning forward with a smile. She glanced at Thorne. ‘And Tom.’


Charlie looked up, appraising them. He rubbed his grandmother’s hand across his cheek for a second or two, before dropping it and racing across to where his toys lay on the floor. He picked up a yellow plastic toolbox and emptied the contents on to the carpet.


McEvoy was flying by the seat of her pants. This was not the same as counselling a rape victim or trying to calm a battered wife. She’d noticed the hushed, almost reverential tone that Mary Enright had used when speaking to the boy and felt instinctively that this was wrong. At least, it was wrong if they wanted to get any information out of him. She knew that she had to gain his trust.


‘Are you looking forward to Christmas, Charlie?’ The boy picked up a thick, red plastic bolt and began pushing it through a hole in a tiny workbench. ‘I’m sure Father Christmas will bring you lots of nice things if you’re a good boy.’ He pushed the bolt further in, his face a picture of concentration. McEvoy moved from her chair and knelt down, a few feet away. ‘It looks like you’re a good boy to me.’ She picked up the plastic screwdriver and examined it, as Charlie furtively examined her. She tried hard to keep any hint of seriousness out of her voice. ‘What would be very good is if you could tell me and Tom a little bit about when your mummy got hurt . . .’ She glanced up at the Enrights. Mary’s eyes were already filling with tears. Her husband sat motionless, his eyes on the floor.


Charlie Garner said nothing.


‘What you could do, if you wanted, is tell your Nan about it. Do you want to do that?’


He didn’t . . .


McEvoy felt herself sweating and it was only partially due to the temperature. She was beginning to feel out of her depth. She started to say something but stopped. She could only watch helplessly as the boy stood up suddenly, marched past her and plonked himself down at Thorne’s feet.


Thorne gazed down at Charlie and shrugged. ‘Hello . . .’ Charlie produced a small squeaky hammer and began vigorously banging on Thorne’s shoe. It might have been nerves or it might have been because the moment was, in spite of everything, genuinely comical, but Thorne began to laugh. Then Charlie laughed too.


‘I hammer your shoe . . .’


‘Ow . . . ow . . . ouch!’ Thorne winced in mock agony, and as the boy began to laugh even louder, he sensed that the moment might be right. ‘Do you remember the man who was there when your mummy got hurt?’


The laughter didn’t exactly stop dead, but the answer to Thorne’s question was obvious. Charlie was still hammering on the shoe but it was purely reflexive. The intermittent squeak of the toy hammer was now the only sound in the room. Mary and Robert Enright sat stock still on the sofa, and Sarah McEvoy was all but holding her breath, afraid that the slightest movement could spoil everything.


Thorne spoke slowly and seriously. He was not following a different tack to McEvoy for any particular reason. There was no strategy involved. Instinct just told him to ask the child the question, simply and honestly. ‘Can you tell me what the man who hurt your mummy looked like?’


A squeak, as the hammer hit the shoe. And another. Then the tiny shoulders gave a recognisable shrug. Thorne had seen the same gesture in a hundred stroppy teenagers. Scared, but fronting it out.


Maybe I know something, but you get nothing easily.


‘Was he older than me do you think?’ Charlie glanced up, but only for a second before returning to his hammering. ‘Was his hair the same colour as yours or was it darker? What do you think?’ There was no discernible reaction. Thorne knew that he was losing the boy.


Hearing a sniff, Thorne looked up and could see that the old man on the sofa was quietly weeping, his big shoulders rising and falling as he pressed a handkerchief to his face. Thorne looked at the boy and winked conspiratorially, ‘Was he taller than your Grandad? I bet you can remember that.’


Charlie stopped hammering. Without looking up he shook his head slowly and emphatically. Thorne flicked his eyes to McEvoy. She raised her eyebrows back at him. They were thinking the same thing. If that ‘no’ was as definite as it looked, it certainly didn’t tally with Margie Knight’s description. Thorne wondered who was the more credible witness. The nosy working girl or the three-year-old?


Eye witnesses had screwed him up before. So, probably neither . . .


Whatever, as far as Charlie was concerned, it looked as though the shake of the head was all they were going to get. The hammering was growing increasingly enthusiastic.


‘You’re good at hammering, Charlie,’ Thorne said.


Mary Enright spoke up from the sofa, she too sensing that the questions were over. ‘It’s Bob The Builder. He’s mad on it. It’s what he calls you sometimes, isn’t it, Bob?’ She turned to her husband, smiling. Robert Enright said nothing.


McEvoy stood up, rubbing away the stiffness in the back of her legs from where she’d been kneeling. ‘Yeah, my nephew’s always going on about it. He’s driving his mum and dad bonkers, singing the theme tune.’


Mary stood up and began tidying things away, while Charlie carried on, the hammer now replaced by a bright orange screwdriver. ‘I don’t mind that,’ Mary said. ‘It’s just on so early. Half past six in the morning, on one of those cable channels.’


McEvoy breathed in sharply and nodded sympathetically. Thorne looked down and brushed his fingers against the boy’s shoulder. ‘Hey, think about your poor old nan will you Charlie? Half past six? You should still be fast asleep . . .’


And Charlie Garner looked up at him then, his eyes wide and keen, the bright orange screwdriver clutched tightly in his small fist.


‘My mummy’s asleep.’


In spite of all the horrors to come, the bodies both fresh and long dead, this would be the image, simple and stark, that would be there long after this case was finished, whenever Thorne closed his eyes.


The face of a child.




It’s been over a week now, Karen, and it’s still on the television. I’ve stopped watching now, in case something comes on and catches me unawares when I’m unprepared for it. I knew that it would be on the news, you know, when they found her, but I thought it would die down . . . I thought it would stop, after a day or two. There always seems to be people dying in one way or another, so I didn’t think that it would be news for very long.


They’ve got some sort of witness they said. Whoever it was must have seen me because they know how tall I am. I know I should be worried, Karen, but I’m not. Part of me wishes they’d seen me up close. Seen my face.


A police officer on the television said it was brutal. ‘This brutal killing.’ He said I was brutal and I really tried so hard not to be. You believe that don’t you, Karen? I didn’t hit her or anything. I tried to make it quick and painless. I don’t really expect them to say anything else though. Why should they? They don’t know me . . .


The other one, the one in south London, I can barely bring myself to think about that. It was horrible. Yes, that was brutal.


The scratches are fading, but a couple of people at work noticed and it gave them something else to use against me. Not as if they needed any more ammunition. It was all nudges and giggles and, ‘I bet she was a right goer’ or, ‘did she make a lot of noise?’. You know, variations on that theme. I just smiled and blushed, same as I always do.


Oh my God, Karen, if they only knew.


Sometimes I think that perhaps I should just tell them everything. That way it would all be over, because someone would go to the police and I could just sit and wait for them to come and get me. Plus, it might at least make some of them think about me a bit differently. Find someone else to belittle. It would wipe a few smiles off a few faces wouldn’t it? It would make them stop. Yes, I’d like them to step back and start to sweat a little.


I’d like them to be scared of me.


But I’m the one that’s scared, Karen, you know that. It’s the way it’s always been hasn’t it? That’s why I can’t ever tell them. Why I can’t ever share this with anyone except you.


Why I’m praying, praying, praying that Ruth will be the last one.








1984



They caught Bardsley just outside the school gates. He had a few mates with him but they took one look at Nicklin, at his face, and melted away into the background. Some of them were fifth-formers at least a year older than he was, and it excited him to watch them scuttle away like the spineless wankers he knew they were.


The two of them were on Bardsley in a second. Palmer stood in front of him, solid, red-faced and shaking. Nicklin grabbed the strap of his sports bag and together they dragged him towards the bushes.


The park ran right alongside the main entrance to the school. A lot of the boys cut across it on the way to school and back, and the sixth-formers would hang around with their opposite numbers from the neighbouring girls’ school. It wasn’t a nice park; a tatty bowling green, an attempt at an aviary and a floating population of surly kids – smoking, groping or eating chips.


Palmer and Nicklin pushed Bardsley towards the bushes that bordered the bird cages. He grabbed on to the wire of the nearest cage. It housed a moulting mynah bird which, in spite of the best efforts of every kid in school, resolutely refused to swear, producing nothing but an ear-splitting wolf-whistle every few minutes. Bardsley began to kick out wildly. Palmer clung on to the collar of his blazer, which was already starting to tear, and shuffled his legs back, out of the range of the boy’s flailing Doc Martens. Nicklin stepped in closer and, oblivious to the pain in his shin as he was repeatedly booted, punched Bardsley hard in the face. Bardsley’s hands moved from the wire to his face as blood began to gush from his nose. Smiling, Nicklin pushed him on to his knees, rammed a knee into his neck and pressed him down into the dirt.


After a nod from Nicklin, Palmer dropped on to Bardsley’s chest and sat there for a few moments, breathing heavily, his face the colour of a Bramley apple.


Bardsley took his hand away from his face and glared up at the younger boy. There was blood on his teeth. ‘You’re fucking dead, Palmer.’


Palmer’s face grew even redder as his big hands reached forward to grab greasy handfuls of Bardsley’s dirty blond hair. ‘What did you say about Karen?’


‘Who the fuck’s Karen?’


Nicklin was standing behind Bardsley’s head, his back against a tree, his hands in his pockets, his foot pressed against the scalp of the boy on the ground. He pushed his tongue in behind his bottom teeth, opened his mouth and slowly let a thick, globular string of spit drop down on to the bloody face below. Bardsley flinched and squeezed his eyes tight shut. When he opened them again he was staring up at the pistol in Nicklin’s hand.


Palmer and Bardsley moaned at almost the same time. Bardsley in terror at the sight of the pistol, and Palmer in disgust as the groin of the boy beneath him quickly began to grow damp.


‘Shit . . . he’s pissed himself!’ Palmer jumped up and pointed down at the dark, spreading stain on Bardsley’s grey trousers.


Nicklin giggled. ‘Well turn him over then.’ Palmer shook his head. Nicklin stopped giggling as the mynah bird let out a shrill whistle from the cage behind him. ‘Fucking turn him over . . .’


Palmer stepped forward nervously. Bardsley glowered at him as he tried with some difficulty to scramble to his feet, one hand wiping away blood and spit and dirt, the other covering his groin. His voice was thick with rage and the effort of holding back tears, ‘Dead . . . fucking dead . . .’ But the fight had gone out of him and Palmer was easily able to yank him over on to his belly.


Nicklin moved round and knelt down next to Palmer at Bardsley’s feet. ‘Pull his pants down.’


Bardsley began trying to drag himself away until Nicklin leaned forward and pressed the pistol into his neck. Bardsley froze and dropped back into the dirt.


‘Right, grab that side . . .’ Nicklin took hold of Bardsley’s waistband and began to pull. He looked at Palmer, who, after a second or two, did the same, and moments later, Bardsley’s trousers and pants were around his ankles.


‘He’s got fucking blue pants on . . .’


‘Stu, that’s enough, isn’t it?’


‘Pissed his pants like a girl. I can smell shit as well . . .’


‘Stuart . . .’


Nicklin handed Palmer the pistol. ‘Stick this up his arse.’


At these words Bardsley was predictably energised, and his buttocks pumped rapidly up and down in his frantic attempts to get away. Palmer took a step back, staring at the ground, but Nicklin leaned in close to Bardsley, laughing. ‘Go on Bardsley, you bummer, shag it. Shag the ground you fucking perv . . . only thing you’ll ever get to shag, you spastic . . .’


Palmer turned the pistol over and over in his hand. Nicklin looked up at him, smiling, making certain that Palmer was reassured by the smile before letting it slowly dissolve. Looking serious. Concerned. Shaking his head.


‘He said he was going to do stuff to Karen, Martin.’


Bardsley tried for the last time to tell them that he didn’t have a fucking clue who Karen was, but the words were lost as he dissolved into sobs.


Nicklin lowered his voice and spoke slowly. Things he didn’t want to tell his friend; things he had to tell him. ‘Dirty stuff, Mart. He called her names.’ Palmer wrapped his fat fist around the butt of the pistol and dropped down slowly, his knees heavy on the back of Bardsley’s calves. ‘Said you’d done things to her . . . touched her tits.’ Palmer pushed the barrel into the soft, pale flesh of Bardsley’s buttocks and held it there. Bardsley whimpered.


Nicklin whispered. ‘Go on Martin . . .’


Palmer looked down at Bardsley’s soft, spotty backside, afraid to so much as glance at the boy next to him. Afraid of his friend’s excitement. He could see the twin rolls of sweaty, girlish fat on his chest shudder as his heart thumped beneath them. He could taste the perspiration that was running into his mouth. He knew that he should throw the pistol away and get to his feet and run through the park, without looking back, down past the bowling green and up and across the playground, not stopping until he was home . . .


Nicklin put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed, and as the mynah bird screeched raucously behind him, Palmer pulled the trigger.


Bardsley screamed as the jet of compressed air fired the tiny lead pellet deep into his flesh.





FOUR



The train journey back to London had been half an hour quicker than the outward leg, but had seemed infinitely longer. For the first twenty minutes or so, Thorne and McEvoy had tried to make conversation, then given up. He picked up the newspaper he’d already read and she made for the smoking carriage.


Thorne had closed his eyes and tried, without any success at all, to go to sleep.


McEvoy hadn’t bothered coming back.


It was after six by the time Thorne finally got back to Hendon. Becke House was in the Peel Centre, a vast compound that also housed the Metropolitan Police Training College. Hundreds of fresh-faced recruits buzzing about, learning how to put handcuffs on, learning procedure. Learning nothing.


A BBC film crew had been around for the past few months making a documentary on the new intake. Thorne had spoken to the director one day in the canteen, suggested that he might like to catch up with his subjects again in a year or two; see how those ruddy-cheeked recruits had matured into the job. The director had been hugely, stupidly enthusiastic. Thorne had walked away thinking: that’ll be one show they’ll need to put out after the watershed . . .


Thorne headed for the office. He decided he wanted to put in another couple of hours. It would be a good idea to save the drive back to Kentish Town until the rush hour had died down a little. That was the excuse he gave himself anyway.


Holland was the only member of the team there, still hunched over a computer screen. In spite of the day he’d had, Thorne didn’t envy him. He’d been forced to attend two courses and was still a computer illiterate. The only things he could access with any speed were the Tottenham Hotspur FC supporters’ newsgroup and the technical support line.


‘Where’s the DCI?’


Holland looked up from his computer, rubbing his eyes. ‘Meeting with the Detective Super.’


‘Jesus Christ.’ Thorne shook his head. ‘We’ve only just started.’


‘Where’s McEvoy?’


‘Probably soaking in a long hot bath by now . . .’ Holland nodded. Thorne noticed how tired he was looking. ‘Go home, Dave. Start again in the morning.’


‘Yeah, I’d better, before I get RSI. My mouse finger’s fucked.’ He stopped laughing when he pictured Sophie’s expression as he walked through the door. ‘I’ll just finish what I’m doing . . .’


One week into it, and neither of them wanting to go home. Both afraid of looks on faces.


Thorne pushed open the door to the office he shared with Brigstocke, and waited for a second or two before turning on the light. The room looked a damn sight better in the dark. Who the hell could be expected to work efficiently in an airless grey box like this, or the even smaller one next door that Holland and McEvoy worked out of? Worn grey carpet, dirty yellow walls and a pair of battle-scarred brown desks, like two rectangles of driftwood floating down a shitty river. No amount of potted plants or family photos, or knick-knacks on monitors could stop this room sucking the energy out of him, blunting him.


There were moments in this office, when Thorne almost forgot what he did for a living.


He flicked on the light and saw a post-mortem report sitting on his desk.


When he almost forgot . . .


Sarah McEvoy consoled herself with a glass of wine, another cigarette and the thought that crying was easy.


She couldn’t think of the boy in Birmingham as anything other than a potential witness and she knew that perhaps she should. She knew that there were feelings missing. Not maternal ones necessarily, or even feminine. Just human. She felt angry at what had happened to the boy’s mother all right. Anger was always instant and powerful. It made her feel light-headed. Anger was enjoyable, but sympathy never came as easily.


It wasn’t fair. She felt that her behaviour was being judged. Maybe right now, Thorne was telling somebody else, Holland probably, how . . . hard she was. There was no middle ground as a woman. She was used to it, but it still pissed her off. Frigid, or a slag. Girly, or one of the boys. Hard, or emotionally unstable. Actually, hard-faced was a favourite with female colleagues. Usually followed by bitch or cow.


She was sure that Tom Thorne wouldn’t be crying about anything.


As it was, there had been quite a few times lately when she’d woken up and been pretty sure that she had been crying. She could never be positive of course, however puffy she looked, or fucked up she felt. She certainly wasn’t going to ask whoever she might have woken up next to for the details. Conversation of any sort, by that point, would be kept to a bare minimum in an effort to get rid of them as fast as possible.


She knew what those at work who guessed at her domestic arrangements would make of them. For this reason she did her best to ensure that it stayed as guesswork only. She wasn’t frigid, so there was only one other option wasn’t there? It was a small jump for a small brain from ‘sexually active’ to ‘sexually active with superior officers’. There were still those who suspected that any woman rising through the ranks did so on her back.


Right. Lying on her back and staring at that glass ceiling . . .


It was nobody’s business and it was her choice. A regular boyfriend was nice in theory and a bonus at parties, but in her experience it rarely meant regular sex, and she needed that. She needed to feel wanted, and if that occasionally meant used then that was fine, because it cut both ways.


All the time she was checking to see what was on TV and thinking about what she might eat, she knew perfectly well that she’d end up going out. She’d been thinking about it all the way back on the train. Staring at her own reflection in the blackness of the carriage window, smoking cigarettes down to the filter and wishing the hours away. She might even walk there. It was only fifteen minutes away. Following the path of the railway line all the way from Wembley Park to Harlesden.


She’d need to get changed first though. The people she was going to see, like those on the train earlier, almost certainly had no idea what she did for a living, but she didn’t want to take any chances.


In the single pool of light from a desktop lamp, Thorne sat, trying to keep his mind on death, but distracted constantly by an image that was full of life. Much as he tried to concentrate on Ruth Murray’s post-mortem report, he couldn’t stop the animated features of Charlie Garner from intruding: staring up at him from beneath the gurney, or peeking around the mortuary door.


He had finally worked out what it was that had disturbed him so much when Charlie had looked up at him in that sitting room only a few hours before. He’d seen it instantly, but it took a while before he understood exactly what it was he’d been looking at when he stared into that child’s eyes. There, in that face, in those shining brown saucers beneath long lashes, Thorne had seen doubt.


My mummy’s asleep . . .


The smile had been broad and beautiful, but in those eyes had been the tiniest flicker of something like uncertainty. The smile hopeful, but the eyes betraying a knowledge Charlie Garner didn’t even know he had. Who could blame him? Now, that child could never be really certain about anything ever again. It was too harsh a lesson and learned too early.


And each time Thorne saw that face, the flicker of doubt grew stronger . . .


When the phone on the desk rang, Thorne started a little, and on glancing at the page in front of him, realised he’d been staring at the phrase blood-spotted conjunctivae for the past half an hour.


‘DI Thorne . . .’


‘It’s Phil. Have you read it?’


‘It’s right in front of me. I’ve . . . had loads of stuff to wade through.’


‘How was Birmingham?’


Thorne exhaled and leaned back in his chair. He should have gone home much earlier. Even with a smooth run back to Kentish Town, it would be ten o’clock by the time he got in. Another couple of hours to wind down meant getting to sleep late and waking up pissed off. Hendricks, by contrast, sounded relaxed. Thorne could picture him, legs up on a piece of sixties’ black-leather furniture, some skinhead in the kitchen making them both dinner.


‘That bad?’ Hendricks asked.


‘Sorry?’


‘Birmingham. Doesn’t matter, tell me tomorrow. Listen, bit of good news. Catch the bastard, we’ll put him away. There was plenty of Ruth Murray’s own tissue under her fingernails, but loads of his as well. Profile should come through some time tomorrow.’


It was very good news. Now he would at least drive home in a good mood. ‘No need to test those teardrops you were so excited about then?’


Hendricks snorted. ‘Nah, tell you the truth it were a fuck of a long shot. We might have had a chance if he’d worn contact lenses.’


Thorne was intrigued. ‘This sounds good . . .’


‘Obvious really. A foreign body in the eye would cause a certain amount of irritation so the tear fluid would probably have contained more cellular material. See? Even better if he’d cried out of his nose actually . . .’


‘I don’t want to know . . .’


‘It’s all academic now anyway.’


‘No chance of a Nobel prize just yet then?’


‘One day, mate.’


Thorne folded up the post-mortem report and started putting papers into his briefcase. ‘Never mind, it told us something about him anyway . . .’There was no response. Thorne heard someone talking to Hendricks. He heard his friend’s muffled voice answering, then heard the hand being taken off the mouthpiece.


‘Sorry Tom, dinner’s nearly ready.’ Hendricks’s voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Got myself a cracker here, mate. Nice arse, and handy in the kitchen. Sorry, what were you on about?’


‘The tears. I’m not sure exactly what they tell us about him, mind you.’


‘Well, we know he was in a better mood than when he killed Carol Garner.’


Thorne stood up and closed his case. He might make it home by quarter to, with a following wind. ‘Right . . .’


‘No, I mean it. Go through the report, it’s obvious. He must have calmed down or something. Maybe whatever the fucker was on had worn off. It’s a very different attack. The hyroid is intact, there’s only minimal damage to the cartilage . . .’


Then Thorne could feel the tingle. The small current running up the nape of his neck. Making him catch his breath. Almost sexy . . .


Something that had been nagging at him was coming into focus, revealing itself. He sat down again, opened the case and pulled out the post-mortem report. ‘Take me through this slowly can you, Phil?’


Opening the report now, tearing pages as he turns them too quickly, speed-reading, his breath getting shorter by the second as Hendricks turns their murder case into something altogether more disturbing.


‘OK . . . externally, both bodies were much the same, Murray and Garner, but internally it’s a different story. Ruth Murray died from a slower, more sustained pressure on the artery. Call it a slow, hard squeezing. Carol Garner was nothing like that. She had bruises on the back of her skull where he smacked her head on the floor as he was throttling her. That was . . . frenzied. With Ruth Murray it was different. Maybe he’d got the anger out of his system. Maybe that’s his pattern. You tell me mate . . .’


Then, Thorne knew. No, not his pattern . . .


The tears. A big man’s tears on a body, outdoors. A body less damaged, wept upon. Elsewhere, a child in a house, nuzzling what was once the sweet-smelling neck of his mother, now bruised, and bloody, and broken inside. The wrapper from a chocolate bar, discarded . . .


Was he taller than your Grandad?


And Charlie Garner slowly, defiantly, shaking his head.


‘Phil, can I call you back . . . ?’


Tired as he was, Holland had still not left. Thorne’s expression, as he burst into the office next door, was enough to wake him up in a second.


‘The stabbings . . . tell me about the stabbings.’ Thorne’s voice low, measured, but with a scream of something – excitement maybe, or horror – lurking just beneath the surface.


‘Sir . . . ?’


Moving across the cramped office, talking quickly. ‘Two women, both stabbed on the same day. July, I think you said.’ Thorne nodded towards the computer, trying to stay calm. ‘Call them up.’


Holland spun the chair round and began to type, trying to recall the details. ‘One in Finchley, I think. The other one . . . much further south if I remember . . .’ The relevant documents appeared on his screen and Holland studied them for a second or two. ‘Forest Hill, that’s right . . .’ He scrolled slowly through the document, shaking his head. ‘No . . . no . . . it’s not possible. He couldn’t have done them both.’


Thorne nodded and glanced out of the window. His eye was taken by the sparks flying up from beneath a tube train passing below on its way south from Colindale; lolling heads in the brightly lit carriages, snaking away from him as the track curved round and out of sight.


‘He didn’t.’


Holland stared at him, waiting. Thorne stood stock still and spoke slowly, but Holland could see his fists clenching and unclenching at his sides. ‘The knives used might have been similar, might not, I don’t know . . . not sure it matters. The pattern and depth of the wounds though . . . in all probability the number of wounds, on each of the victims, will be at odds with each other. The . . . character of the two attacks will be completely different.’


Holland turned back to his screen and typed again, calling up SOC and pathology reports as Thorne continued. ‘One of the women will have died from multiple stab wounds. Vicious . . . indiscriminate . . . savage. The other, probably one single wound, to the heart, I would guess, or . . .’


Holland spun round again. The look on his face told Thorne all he needed to know . . .


Brigstocke answered his mobile on the first ring.


‘Russell Brigstocke . . .’ The voice low, betraying annoyance.


‘It’s Tom . . .’


‘DI Thorne . . .’ Spoken for somebody else’s benefit.


The meeting with Detective Superintendent Jesmond had probably turned into dinner. So much the easier.


‘We’re onto something. Tell Jesmond. Call it a breakthrough, he’ll like that.’ He turned to share the moment with Holland but the DC was studying the documents on his screen intently. Trying to make sense of it all. ‘Tell him it’s one hell of a good news-bad news routine . . .’


‘I’m listening,’ Brigstocke said.


‘I don’t think we’re looking for one man.’


Thorne expected a pause, and he got one. Then: ‘Are you saying that these murders might not actually be connected?’


‘No I’m not. They are connected, I’m certain of that.’ Thorne knew the look that Brigstocke would be wearing. Contained excitement, like trying to hold a shit inside. He wondered what Jesmond, no doubt holding a large glass of red wine and studying his DCI’s strange expression, would be making of it.


Brigstocke was starting to sound a little impatient. ‘So, what is it? A new lead on the killer?’


Thorne kept it nice and simple. ‘Killers, Russell. Plural. There’s two of them.’





1985



It was a moment he would always remember. Karen sitting on the bank, pushing a strand of blonde hair behind her ear, and Stuart smiling, mouth full of chocolate as always, his dark eyes focusing on something in the distance, searching for it, seeking out the source of their next adventure.


And him, looking from one to the other, nervous but happy, the sun in his eyes and a small cloud of gnats swirling in front of his face . . .


It was a moment that took him back to a day two summers earlier. That day with the cricket bat. The day when he saw Karen for the first time. That was when he and Stuart were at the same school of course. Before the business with the air pistol . . .


The two of them weren’t really supposed to see each other after the Bardsley incident. Following the expulsion, efforts had been made to keep them apart, and for a while Palmer had been happy enough to go along with that. After all, the police had told their parents that it would be better for everybody if they were not allowed to be together. There had been talk of ‘influence’ and of ‘geeing up’. He missed the excitement though, he missed the unpredictability, and he was delighted when Stuart, once they’d started hanging around together again, told him that he’d missed it too. Plus, he always felt better about being around Karen, if Stuart was close by.


Karen was older than he was, closer to Stuart’s age, but Stuart couldn’t make her laugh the way he could. He’d always been the one that got her giggling, ever since that day when she’d crawled through the hole in the fence and seen the business with the frog. There were times, when he saw the two of them whispering, or smoking, or watched them walking ahead of him along by the railway line, that he would start to feel like he shouldn’t be there. Then Karen would stop and smile that smile at him and ask him to pull some stupid face, or put on a silly voice or something and he would soon have her in fits. Sometimes he thought that perhaps she was teasing him a little, but he didn’t really mind. He could see how important he was to her, and to Stuart. He could see the three of them together, friends for good, the long grass of the railway embankment becoming the carefully tended lawn of a college quadrangle and the back garden of one of the big houses that each of them owned . . . and finally, the rambling parkland of that Heath in London his mum had taken him to once, where the three of them would sit together on a park bench, with dogs, and perhaps children.


Palmer knew, as much as he knew anything at barely fourteen, that he was in love.


Karen stood up and looked around for a few seconds before half-running, half-tumbling down the bank. She pretended that she was going to crash into Nicklin, and he pretended to be frightened. At the last minute, she jumped and Nicklin staggered back as he caught her, shouting and laughing, one hand holding tight to her arse.


Palmer laughed too and, swatting the swarm of gnats aside, followed them as they each lit a cigarette and began walking slowly towards the small group of blackened, broken-down railway buildings in the distance.


Once inside the main building – a disused equipment shed – they did the usual quick sweep, searching for signs of habitation. Tramps slept here sometimes. The place still smelt of stale piss and strong lager. They’d found the remains of a fire a few times before now, and empty tins and syringes, and once, a used condom which Nicklin had picked up and chased Karen around with for a while. Today the place seemed even more deserted than usual. The usual fixtures and fittings. A mountain of fag ends, some old newspapers, a soggy, mouldering roll of carpet that had once been a dosser’s bed.


Huge bluebottles flew around their heads as Palmer threw stones at the remaining slivers of glass in the rotting window frames. Nicklin stubbed out his fag and looked around for something, anything, to spark him off, and Karen wandered around singing the latest Duran Duran single, her light, high voice echoing off the grimy Artex walls.


‘Let’s go. Fuck-all in here.’ Nicklin aimed a kick at an empty bottle. It skittered across the concrete floor and into the far wall where it smashed.


Palmer cheered. ‘We could start a fire or something . . .’


‘Let’s all have a dump,’ Karen said, ignoring him and leering at Nicklin. She began to laugh and Palmer turned away, blushing. He hated it when she talked like that. She would squat down in the long grass sometimes and he couldn’t bear it.


‘Boring,’ Nicklin said. ‘Fucking eggs for lunch anyway. Couldn’t squeeze one out even if I wanted to.’ He lit another cigarette from a packet of ten Silk Cut. Karen took a loose one from the top pocket of her denim jacket and moved over to join him. She took the cigarette from Nicklin’s mouth and used it to light her own.


When Palmer turned round, Karen and Nicklin had gone. For a moment he was frightened, but then he heard them just outside, murmuring. He looked out through the broken window towards the embankment opposite. There was a housing estate at the top, where Stuart lived, and he’d seen people emptying their bins down there, using the grassy, green bank as a rubbish tip. Shitting in it, every bit as much as Karen or Nicklin did.


He still loved the place though. He knew where there was a foxes’ earth hidden in the roots of a large oak tree. He’d once found a baby jay at the foot of the very same tree, bright blue and puffed-up, miaowing like a cat, calling for its mother. He knew where to find massive blackberries and which species of butterfly were attracted by the buddleia that flourished all over the place, and he knew where he could find slow worms and grass snakes nesting beneath rusting sheets of corrugated iron . . .


He was startled by a footstep next to him, the sound of broken glass being ground into concrete. He turned quickly to see Nicklin at his shoulder, smiling like he’d finally found something.


‘Karen wants to do it with you.’ His tone, matter of fact. Palmer said nothing. Nicklin took a drag on his cigarette, waited, shrugged. ‘I’ll tell her you’re not up for it then, shall I?’


‘Everything?’ Palmer’s voice, helium-high, his breathing ragged.


‘That’s what she said. She’s had it with loads of blokes, done all sorts, it’s not a big deal really. Probably suck you off as well . . .’ He ran a hand across his head. His normally thick black hair had been cut suedehead-short for the summer.


‘What does she want me to do?’


‘Just fuck her, mate.’ Then a snort and a laugh. Nicklin’s voice high too, his movements jerky. Excited . . .


Palmer turned to look at him, his palm already pressing against the front of his trousers. ‘No . . . I want to. I just mean, does she want me to go outside or will she . . . ? Come on, Stu . . . what?’ Trying to force a smile. Mates together. Not scared.


‘Just get it out. She’s probably got her pants off already. I’ll go and get her.’ Nicklin flicked his cigarette into the corner and strolled outside.


After a few seconds, Palmer could hear him round the side of the building, whispering to Karen. He strained to hear the noise of clothing being removed, listened for the sounds that he always imagined he would hear before sex – a moan in the throat, a catch in the breath. The only breathing he could hear was his own; rapid, desperate, unsexy, as he loosened his belt and reached for his zip. He turned away from the doorway and stared at the wall, trying to calm down. Trying not to think of the things she was going to do to him. Someone had scrawled a cock on the dusty grey breezeblocks. He looked down at his own, far less impressive member and began to rub at the red marks around his belly where his waistband had pinched.


He heard movement in the doorway behind him. Her voice was almost enough to end it before it had even begun.


‘Ready then, Martin?’


His hand had moved to his cock without him even realising it. He was moaning softly and stroking himself even as he was turning round to look at her, smiling . . .


Karen and Nicklin stood in the doorway, their mouths open, clutching on to one another, waiting for the best moment to let the laughter out. Karen was the first to crack, but the laugh died almost as soon as it came out of her mouth and she looked quickly away. Nicklin began to howl, slapping his sides as Palmer had seen people do in films. Nicklin saw the look on his victim’s face and spat out his scorn in between the laughs. ‘Fuck, Palmer, it was a joke. I was joking . . .’


Karen glanced back. ‘Jesus . . .’


Nicklin pointed at Palmer’s crotch with a groan of disgust and Palmer’s fist tightened instinctively around his soft, shrivelled penis.


Karen leaned against the doorframe. ‘Jesus, Martin . . .’


‘You’ve upset her now,’ Nicklin said. Karen began to cry softly and the amusement vanished from Nicklin’s voice in an instant. ‘You really have upset her, you stupid bastard. Because you don’t know a fucking joke when you hear one, you pervert . . .’


There was nothing left to do then but run, as he should have done that day in the park, and the summer before that, and a dozen or more times in between.


He ran without stopping to dress himself, clutching his trousers to his waist, bolting through the doorway, between the boy with the short black hair who was tugging with his teeth at the wrapper of a chocolate bar, and the girl in the blue dress who was sobbing.


He ran away towards the grassy, green embankment.


He ran, his head down, towards the housing estate. Wiping the tears away as he charged through the long couch grass and clattered across a rusting sheet of corrugated iron.


He ran far away from the nest of snakes.





FIVE



‘How are they working together?’


It was the first question Brigstocke had asked him the previous night on the phone, and it was the first question he put to them now as a group. They were gathered in the bigger of the two offices. Brigstocke, Thorne, Holland and McEvoy. The core of an investigation that had been sizeable before and overnight had become the biggest that London had seen in a long time.


Thorne’s answer now was the same as it had been a few hours earlier. He had no idea, but he hoped that together, they might come up with something, anything, that might point the hundreds of officers and civilians working on the case in the right direction. The hundreds working in the industry of killing . . .


‘It seems likely that they kill alternate victims.’ Brigstocke looked as though he hadn’t had a lot of sleep the night before. Thorne hadn’t had a great deal himself, but he hadn’t had Jesmond giving him grief at the same time. Thorne looked at his DCI and saw, as if he needed another one, an object lesson in the benefits of avoiding promotion. He didn’t need a lecture from a desk jockey like Jesmond. He knew full well that those wondrous, imaginary places where the buck stopped and where credit, if any, would be due, were a long way apart.


Brigstocke leaned forward, his fingers interlocked in front of him on the desk, his voice a little hoarse but crackling with urgency all the same. ‘The evidence suggests that they are different types, psychologically as well as physically, but we need to know how they . . . interact. Do they attack their victims together and simply carry out the actual killing individually? Maybe one kills while the other keeps a lookout . . .’


‘I don’t think that’s likely.’ Holland was the first to speak up. Thorne was as impressed as always at the confidence, at how far he’d come in a year.


Brigstocke nodded. ‘Go on, Holland . . .’


‘Margie Knight’s statement made no mention of a second man . . . of anybody else at all in the immediate vicinity as far as I can remember, and nothing that Charlie Garner has said would indicate that there was more than one man.’


‘Have another word with Margie Knight,’ Brigstocke said. His eyes met Thorne’s.


‘I’ll give the Enrights a ring.’ Thorne was already hoping that he would not need to speak to them again in person. At least not until he had good news. ‘Holland’s right though, sir, the boy’s said nothing at any time about two men . . .’


One was bad enough wasn’t it, Charlie?


‘I think we’re forgetting about the time element here.’ McEvoy sounded as tired as Brigstocke. Thorne looked across at her and thought that she didn’t look a whole lot better. ‘They could have killed Carol Garner and Ruth Murray together, or at least both have been present when she was killed, but the stabbings in July almost overlap timewise and they were miles apart. Each of them has got to be working on their own.’


‘I agree,’ Thorne said. It was about as much as he was sure of.


‘OK, so the chances are that, even though they kill on the same day, they kill separately, but we have to presume that they plan these murders carefully. For Christ’s sake, they must get together to work everything out, discuss dates . . .’


Thorne shook his head. ‘I don’t think we can presume anything.’


It was possible that the men they were after might never even have met. Thorne had read about a pair of killers in the United States who did their butchering separately but who got their kicks out of communicating with each other. They discussed the selection of potential victims by phone and over the internet. They egged each other on and then compared notes after the event. They shared the experience but never actually clapped eyes on one another. Thorne shivered as he recalled reading that one of the murderous pair had used his last breath to send best wishes to his partner in crime, seconds before they’d administered the lethal injection. If it was true, at least financially, that when the USA sneezed, the UK caught a cold, might it not also be the case when it came to one of the biggest growth industries of all?


McEvoy took out a cigarette and lit it. ‘You said that the killers were probably different psychologically. What about bringing a profiler in?’


Brigstocke nodded first towards the cigarette and then the window. McEvoy sighed, stood up and strode across to the window while Brigstocke answered her question. ‘I’ve already been on to the National Crime Faculty . . .’ McEvoy opened the window and winced. Third floor, December, it was a little bit more than fresh air.


‘Jesus . . .’ Holland turned and grimaced at McEvoy. She took another drag, mouthed ‘sorry’ at him and blew the smoke out of the window.


Brigstocke continued. ‘Both the profilers on the current recommended list are busy on other cases . . .’


Shivering, Thorne reached for the leather jacket he had slung across the back of his chair. ‘Which kills you quicker, passive smoking or pneumonia? This is ridiculous . . .’


McEvoy took a last drag, flicked the butt out into the wind and closed the window. ‘Bunch of girls,’ she scoffed, moving back to the desk. As soon as she’d sat down again, she locked eyes with Brigstocke and carried on as if nothing had happened. ‘Both the profilers, you said. Are you telling me that there are only two of them in the whole country? Two?’


‘Two that are actually recommended, yes.’


‘That is fucking ridiculous.’ Brigstocke shrugged. McEvoy shook her head in disbelief. ‘Oh come on . . . profilers aren’t like psychics, you know. It’s a recognised science. Sir?’


She looked at Thorne for support. She’d picked the wrong man. ‘I don’t think now’s the time to discuss the pros and cons of profiling, Sarah. Whatever any of us think, there isn’t one available anyway.’


‘Couldn’t we find our own?’


Holland grinned at her. ‘I’ll grab the Yellow Pages shall I?’


Brigstocke brought the discussion to a close. ‘Listen, if we find somebody ourselves, if we use someone who’s not on the NCF list and we fuck it up, we’ll all be ironing uniforms again the next day. Nobody wants that kind of bad publicity.’


Thorne looked up from the notepad in front of him. He’d been doodling.


Three pairs of eyes. Two drawn in thick black strokes, the eyes big, heavy-lidded, cold. One pair finer, the dark eyes smaller, long-lashed . . .


‘Talking of publicity,’ he said, ‘what kind do the Powers That Be think we do need?’ Thorne could guess, but the mischiefmaker in him wanted to hear the DCI say it. Such decisions of course were not for the likes of him. He just had to worry about catching the people that generated the publicity in the first place.


Brigstocke answered in a voice that Thorne thought was no longer wholly his own. He’d mislaid it somewhere between the squadroom and the Detective Superintendent’s office. One on one with Thorne, there was no problem, he would say what he thought, but with lower ranks present, Brigstocke’s tone was unreadable. ‘I spoke to Jesmond first thing and a press conference is being organised for this afternoon. I gather that he will be telling the press about this latest development.’


There was no such greyness in Holland’s response. ‘That’s stupid. Surely we should be keeping this out of the press. Knowing that there are two of them is the only advantage we’ve got . . .’


A small part of Thorne was relieved that Holland could still be so naive. ‘There you go again, Holland, thinking like a policeman. Detective Superintendent Jesmond, on the other hand . . .’ – Brigstocke smiled at this, in spite of himself – ‘has his job to consider and he’s realised, quite cleverly, that to the great British public, two separate murderers sounds fractionally scarier than one pair of them . . .’


Even as he spoke, Thorne could feel an old, instinctive dread beginning to settle over him. He was certain that the two men they were after would prove to be a whole lot scarier than any number of run-of-the-mill, bog-standard murderers.


When the meeting was over, Thorne, Brigstocke, McEvoy and Holland left the room in silence, each in their own ways coming to terms with the importance, the urgency of the job ahead. If there were plenty of unanswered or unanswerable questions, one thing was horribly evident. They needed to catch these men quickly before there were more bodies for Phil Hendricks to deal with.


Because he would be dealing with them two at a time.


Jane Lovell, a thirty-nine-year-old divorcee, had bled to death on a warm July evening on a patch of wasteland in Wood Green, N22, in the London Borough of Haringey. That was why, five months later, on a bitterly cold Monday afternoon, a long weekend of collating, of organising, of sod all behind him, Tom Thorne was at the headquarters of the Serious Crime Group (East). The teams based here policed ten boroughs’ worth of killing, Haringey included.


Thorne, freezing in a smoke-filled room in Edmonton, sitting opposite one of the most arrogant little gobshites he’d had the misfortune to encounter in a long time.


‘Are you saying we should have seen a link? Christ knows why. Buggered if I can see a link between your two . . . what are the names?’


‘Carol Garner and Ruth Murray. Sir.’


DCI Derek Lickwood nodded and spat out the smoke from his latest cigarette. ‘Right. Yeah, well, it all seems a bit far-fetched to me, but that’s your business.’ He wore an expensively cut blue suit and leaned back on his grimy plastic chair as if it were a wellupholstered leather recliner. His hair was black and swept back from a face that was almost, but not quite, handsome. Both chin and nose were a little big, as was his Adam’s apple, which bobbed furiously up and down as he spoke. He addressed his comments, curiously, to a point six inches above Thorne’s head.


‘When it starts becoming my business though, I get a bit nervous,’ Lickwood said. ‘I’m not mad keen on people who are supposed to be colleagues, strolling in here and intimating that maybe my team, and by implication, me, could have done a better job of something. That upsets me.’


Thorne, even after a cursory glance at the file on Jane Lovell, had realised that it would have been hard to have made a worse job of it. Everything that needed to have been done, had been, but no more. It was by the book and not from the heart. Two days after Jane Lovell had been stabbed to death, the case was as cold as she was.


Thorne could see that Lickwood’s reaction was all pose. A typically spiky and defensive response from an officer who feared that his shortcomings were going to be exposed. Thorne knew that he wanted, very badly, to punch Lickwood in his smug mouth, and he knew that he would have made a very tidy job of it. He also knew that, if he was going to get anywhere at all, a little diplomacy was called for.


Call it diplomacy. Basically it was just bullshit.


‘As far as Jane Lovell and Katie Choi, the victim in Forest Hill, go, sir, there was probably no link at all, other than . . .’


‘Right.’ Lickwood leaned forward and jabbed at the file on the desk in front of Thorne. ‘We looked at the Katie Choi murder, of course we did, but she was butchered. Jane Lovell was killed by one single stab wound, clean. The Choi girl was virtually unrecognisable. He’d almost cut her head off. Why should anybody think they were connected?’


Thorne nodded. Connections. When ‘sick’ connected with ‘warped’ they gave the job to him.


‘Ostensibly they aren’t . . . weren’t.’ Thorne was picking his words carefully. ‘The only link is the one we’re now seeing retrospectively – the fact that they were killed by two people who, in all probability, are at least known to each other . . .’


Lickwood, eyes wide, parroting. ‘In all probability.’


‘There aren’t so many murders in London that we can put it down to coincidence. Two women stabbed to death on the same evening. Four months later, two women strangled to death, both of whom had passed through main-line stations just before they were killed. I think the killers are narrowing their parameters as they go. Increasing the number of specifics . . .’


Lickwood looked at the spot above Thorne’s head. ‘Sorry, I’m not with you.’ Thorne could guess what he was thinking. Smartarse.


‘If it’s some sort of game, it’s as if they’re trying to make it harder for themselves.’ Thorne couldn’t help smiling at Lickwood’s nod. The tiny gesture, given to signal his understanding and agreement, indicated perfectly just how obtuse he really was. At that moment, Thorne would have been happy with just one quick right-hander. Break the fucker’s nose. A small slap even . . .


‘Where d’you want to start then?’ Lickwood said, lighting up again.


Thorne had, in fact, started already. McEvoy and Holland were busy re-questioning all the key witnesses, notably Michael Murrell, who worked in the cinema at Wood Green shopping centre, which Jane Lovell had visited just before she was killed. Murrell had given a description of a man he’d seen hanging around outside the cinema who looked as if he’d been waiting for someone. After tracing most of the people in the cinema that night, this man could not be accounted for. An e-fit had been created, which was of course on file, but Thorne wanted to see what difference five months had made to Michael Murrell’s memory. He also wanted to see what DCI Derek Lickwood had to say about one statement in particular.


‘Tell me about Lyn Gibson.’


Lickwood blew smoke out of his nose in a dramatic gesture of exasperation. He clearly enjoyed using his cigarette as a prop, but he was hammy as hell. ‘Mad as a cut snake if you ask me. I think she enjoyed the drama of it all, you know, maybe she had a thing for coppers. She was round here every ten minutes, hassling us, demanding to know what we were doing.’


‘She was Jane Lovell’s friend . . .’


‘So she said . . .’


‘She thought that Jane was being pestered by someone at work?’


‘Pestered one minute, doing the pestering the next. Gibson couldn’t make her fucking mind up, which made it obvious to me that she didn’t really know much about anything. Basically, she thought that there was some bloke Jane worked with who we should be looking at, but she had no idea who he was. Jane never mentioned his name apparently, which was one more reason not to take it particularly seriously . . .’


‘Did you not even check it out? Talk to the people she worked with?’


‘It’s in the file.’


Thorne knew full well what was in the file. He’d spent most of Saturday and Sunday ploughing through the reports on Jane Lovell and Katie Choi. Patterns of dried blood on wasteland. Stab wounds running into the hundreds. Another weekend of light reading.


He waited Lickwood out.


‘Without a name it was a waste of time. It’s not a small company. We asked around, got a feel of the place, looked at a couple of people, but short of asking if anybody there was harassing a woman who’d just been found murdered, there was bugger all we could do.’


Thorne was finding it hard to maintain even a pretence of respect for the man’s rank. ‘What about company politics? There’s always rumours. Couldn’t you find the office gossip?’


Lickwood leaned back in his chair again, striking a pose, only inches from tumbling arse over tit. ‘Well, that was the problem, mate. We’d already found her, hadn’t we? Dead as mutton, a hundred yards off the Wood Green High Road. As far as we could tell, Jane Lovell was the office gossip . . .’


Dave Holland rarely went to the cinema. He and Sophie were much fonder of a night in with a rented video, and if he sometimes wondered whether or not he was missing out on something, one look at the seedy, sticky-carpeted interior of the Odeon, Wood Green told him he was better off with Blockbuster.


Michael Murrell was a tall, unnaturally skinny black man in his late thirties, who coughed to announce his presence, brushed non-existent lint from the sleeve of his blazer, and announced curtly that he could give Holland five minutes of his time at the most. It took a lot less than that for Holland to realise that this man’s job as Front of House Manager was pretty much all he had going for him. What he lacked in warmth he made up for in efficiency and an unparalleled knowledge of popcorn sales. He could doubtless have told him how many buckets of salty or sweet had been sold in the last calendar month, and whether men or women were the biggest consumers of cheese-covered nachos. Though not exactly charmed, Holland was relieved. Whatever the cause of this strange devotion to work, he guessed it made Mr Murrell a reliable witness. He still had, or at least claimed to have, a vivid memory of the man he’d seen hanging about outside the cinema five months earlier.


‘Pearl Harbour with Ben Affleck and Kate Beckinsale. The programme started at eight twenty, the main feature at eight thirty-five and the audience began leaving at twenty past ten. I’ve got a good memory, Detective Constable, I can still see his face.’ Murrell spoke matter-of-factly, staring at Holland from behind thick, oversize glasses. ‘You see, what sticks in my mind is that he didn’t look shifty or suspicious . . . as much as scared.’


Sarah McEvoy could smoke for England, but Lyn Gibson made her look like a lightweight. She worked for a small PR firm in Putney, in a building with a strict No Smoking policy. They’d been standing in the car park, freezing their arses off for twenty minutes and already there were cigarette butts scattered around their feet.


Lyn Gibson’s were easy to spot. The ones with the bright red lipstick. Four of them.


The fact that her mouth was otherwise occupied was only one reason why she wasn’t saying much to begin with about her friend’s death. It was obviously still difficult to talk about in any depth. McEvoy knew better than to push. Five months was a long time in Serious Crime. A lot of bodies. To the friends and relatives of the dead, five months was a moment.


‘Jane wasn’t a saint, you know, but there was never any malice in her.’ When Lyn did speak, she spoke slowly, in a series of disconnected statements, as if seeking some reassurance in this catalogue of things that were true, this solid analysis of her dead friend’s character.


‘She was always laughing. With me at any rate. I know she had a good old cry on her own sometimes though . . .’


It was only when McEvoy mentioned Jane Lovell’s job that Lyn Gibson became animated. Then, she spoke passionately about a man that her friend had said was bothering her. Jane had admitted that she’d flirted with him, maybe even led him on a little, but it was only teasing. She’d never really been interested.


‘Something about him worried her though. She could never really say what it was and when I tried to find out more she shut up, like it was something spooky. I never even knew the bloke’s name. But you should try and find him. I know that wanker Lickwood thought I was some kind of nutter, but I knew Jane. You know . . . ?’


McEvoy was impressed. The woman was angry, but as far as McEvoy could tell, she had no axe to grind. There was a burst of throaty laughter as Lyn Gibson put another cigarette in her mouth, but as she lit it, McEvoy could see the flame reflected in the tears that were gathering, ready to drop.


‘I told her to come and stay at mine, you know. Stupid cow was too fond of her own bed.’ She laughed again, and the laugh became a cough. She took a deep drag and pressed the heel of her hand to an eye. ‘I’ll tell you the really stupid thing. The film we went to see that night. It was shit. It was a shit film . . .’


It was amazing how much a simple thing like the Christmas lights in Kentish Town could raise Thorne’s spirits. They were a long way removed from the gaudy display of Oxford Street or Brent Cross, just simple strings of white bulbs stretching from one side of the main road to the other, but he found them bizarrely uplifting after two hours in the company of Derek Lickwood.


Thorne liked Christmas. He didn’t get as excited as he had when he’d been a kid, but then who did? As an only child, it had always been special. Now, he could afford to be cynical when the decorations started appearing in shops sometime just after Easter, and marvel at how much money was spent, but he always hoped for a white Christmas, and a kids’ choir singing In The Bleak Midwinter still made him teary.


This brief, early flowering of seasonal cheer was more than a little pissed upon when Thorne arrived home and opened his post to discover that his one and, thus far, only Christmas card was from the Bengal Lancer, thanking him for another year of custom. Now seemed like as good a time as any to thank them for their card-cum-calendar, by ringing to order a home delivery.


Moving to get the phone from the table by the front door, Thorne noticed the light blinking on the answering machine. He pressed play and then, a few seconds later, hit the Stop button as soon as he heard his father’s voice. Thorne knew that the message itself would almost certainly be unimportant; just the latest in a long line of thinly veiled hints about his failure to ring.


Thorne took the hint and picked up the phone.


Since the death of his mother two and a half years earlier, the relationship between Tom and Jim Thorne had settled into one defined by the father’s absurd, almost pathological fondness for pointless quizzes and stupid jokes, and the son’s grim acceptance of blame for the fact that the distance between them was far more than the twenty-five miles from North London to St Albans.


Forced laughter and instant guilt.


It was usually the joke that came first. ‘Tom, what is ET short for?’


‘Go on, Dad . . .’


‘Because he’s only got little legs.’


Then the guilt, which tonight took the form of the annual amble round the houses to decide where Thorne’s father was going to spend Christmas. He’d spent the last two with Thorne in London, and the couple before that, when there’d been three of them. The days when there had been four of them to exchange socks and perfume, eat dry turkey, argue over the Queen’s speech and then fall asleep in front of The Great Escape, seemed like a long way away. The days before strokes and hospital visits and a grief that changed people for ever.


The days before affairs.


Now, there was just the father and the son, and it was as if the old man needed to be wooed, like a girl. He had a sister in Brighton, whose name would go unmentioned all year and would then be mysteriously dropped into the conversation around the same time that the first Christmassy Woolworths adverts appeared on television. Thorne knew his dad’s ‘I know you’re busy, let’s not bother’ routine by heart. Like Santa, it came once a year and Thorne had started off believing it. Yes, he might go to Eileen’s . . . maybe it would be easier for everybody . . . he didn’t want to put anybody to any trouble . . . he promised to tell him as soon as he knew what he was doing . . .


Thorne was well aware that the old sod knew exactly what he was doing.


By the time two cans of Sainsbury’s premium Belgian lager had washed down a plateful of Kentish Town’s finest Kashmiri food, Thorne had stopped being pissed off with his father. It was time to catch up with McEvoy and Holland.


Holland told Thorne that he’d gone through Margie Knight’s description with Michael Murrell, and even though they were similar, Murrell maintained that the man he’d seen had been wearing glasses. ‘Right, let’s get Knight and Murrell together,’ Thorne said, ‘Come up with something definitive.’


McEvoy confirmed that Lyn Gibson’s story needed checking out. Something had gone on with somebody at Jane Lovell’s office and it was worth looking into. After all, might not at least one of the killers have started close to home? Started with somebody he knew? Thorne had been thinking exactly the same thing and despite what Lickwood had said about it being a waste of time, he’d already decided to see what he could find out. He’d have done it anyway, whatever DS McEvoy had thought of Lyn Gibson, just to annoy Derek Lickwood. If he couldn’t punch him, he could at least piss him off.


As he spoke to McEvoy, Thorne gathered up the takeaway cartons off the floor. Elvis, his cat, squirmed around his ankles, yowling. He’d inherited her, stupid name and all, a year earlier in unpleasant circumstances, during the hunt for the ‘Sleepyhead’ killer. Elvis was a nervous moggy, but it never seemed to affect her appetite.


Thorne carried the rubbish through to the kitchen. He couldn’t say that he actually liked his flat very much, but it was at least tidy, most of the time.


He scraped the dried remains of his dinner into the bin, thinking that it would be nice to hear a woman say how tidy his flat was.


Sarah McEvoy told Thorne that she’d see him tomorrow and switched off her phone. She smiled across at Dave Holland who, not two minutes before, had said and done exactly the same things.


The bell rang for last orders. Holland looked first at his watch and then at McEvoy. She nodded and reached for a cigarette as he picked up their empty glasses and began pushing his way through the crowd towards the bar.


Thorne sat thinking about the day, no crowds keeping him from drink.


It had been a day when sirens had wailed. When he’d been aware of the all too familiar noise, more so than usual; every few minutes, moving towards or away from him. The Doppler effect of one barely registering, before another took its place. Perhaps there’d been some horrible incident. A train crash. A fire in a tube station. Or perhaps it was just another day in a city Thorne loved and hated in pretty much equal measure.


Police cars, ambulances, screaming their way around the streets of the capital.


The sound of London.


Thorne stared at the television screen. He was thoroughly unengaged by the brash and jumpy images. Half past midnight, and the programme seemed to consist of a partially dressed woman shouting at complete strangers in the street. Thorne didn’t connect with it on any level. He saw only a face that was vaguely familiar. A tired-looking, grey face, dimly glimpsed, floating behind the dusty screen, in the occasional, blessed moments of dark stillness.


Outside, it was cold enough for snow.


Inside, Thorne sat staring at his own reflection. Wondering what Charlie Garner wanted for Christmas.
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Even later on, when winter came, he knew that he would prefer to be outdoors. On the street. There were bound to be a couple of days, he knew that, a couple of those really bad days when the cold made your balls ache, when he would need to get into a hostel for the night. He’d heard a couple of the really old ones, the stupid old fuckers, the drunks, talking about nights when your trousers would freeze stiff and stick to your legs, and you’d have to piss in your pants just to thaw them out. Then, maybe, he might go back to the shelter, back for the hot soup and Jesus bit. Otherwise though, unless the snow was at least a foot thick, he’d be sleeping outdoors. I mean that was why they called it ‘rough’ for fuck’s sake.


And he’d always been able to put up with plenty of pain.


This place was genuinely unique. A maze of walkways and underpasses and tunnels. A small city of concrete rat-runs for the human rats. It was only really at night that Cardboard City sprang fully formed to life. In order to appreciate the faces properly – the mad eyes, the running sores, the matted beards – you needed to see them lit by the glow from a fire burning in an oil drum. By day, the skateboarders had the run of the place, but when darkness fell they would pick up their boards and drift away, home for dinner, and then the vermin would come out. The vermin like him.


He’d only arrived here recently. At first he’d been content with a doss-house and had usually made enough each day for a night in the Endell Street Spike in Covent Garden, but he didn’t believe in doing things by halves. Outdoors was best, and besides, it tickled him to live here, down below the South Bank, with the Royal Festival Hall and the National Theatre right above his head, in a city built from boxes and fuelled by strong lager and despair.


Begging would do for the moment. There was plenty of time to work out an angle, but for the time being, a couple of quid a day was doing him handsomely. Enough to buy a paper, and a can of something, and always the chocolate to give him energy.


He firmly believed in never doing anything unless you were going to give it absolutely your best shot. He was a very good beggar. He’d picked it up very quickly. He didn’t just stand there looking like a puppy who’s pissed himself, holding out his hand like some Ethiopian. He made an effort. Yes, he was brighter than most of the others, and him being only sixteen didn’t hurt, but it wasn’t rocket science was it? It was all about making the punter think that they had no other choice. Not by being aggressive, no; that was stupid and a waste of energy. It just needed to be real, and looking like you had a sense of humour didn’t hurt. If I can afford to laugh about this, mate, you can afford to put your hand in your pocket, and if all you’ve got in there is a pound coin then you might as well toss it my way. Gawd bless you guv’nor . . .


These yuppie cunts could afford it anyway.


Leaving had been the best thing, he was certain of that now. Six months ago, chucking a few things in a bag, nicking the money he’d need to tide him over from his mum’s purse. He’d not been a hundred per cent sure then, but he knew he didn’t really belong there.


Had to go.


He still thought about Palmer and about Karen. Thought about them far more often than he thought about his mum. He dreamed about his dad, once, but tried not to think about him.


It was stupid really. He didn’t exactly miss them, he missed the things he could do when they were there, and the feelings he got from doing those things. Palmer and Karen were just like his air pistol or his knives or his cricket bat. They were things he used.


It was a warm night. He lay back, his head on his bag, and stared up through the ramps and stairwells at the thing that flashed and moved on top of the Hayward Gallery. Somebody told him that the colours changed with the wind. Art, by all accounts. Wank, more like . . .


The moon was full above Waterloo Bridge. He could see figures moving slowly across, staring left and right, marvelling at the view up and down the river. Stupid tossers. The best view of London wasn’t from up there. London was happening down where he was, among the dopers and the dogshit. It was a city that came alive the lower you went, and he was starting to fit right in.


Martin and Karen . . .


He pictured them, in that blackened shed by the railway line, or in the park or the shopping centre, or traipsing through darkening underpasses, following him, looking. Martin, his huge hands flapping in panic, needing to be soothed, needing to be coaxed. Karen, laughing at him, at his awkwardness and anxiety.


Nicklin drifted off to sleep and dreamed about fucking them both.





SIX



Baynham & Smout was a large accountancy firm whose glassfronted premises on Shaftesbury Avenue nestled next to those of film companies and publishers, a stone’s throw from Chinatown and Soho. If, having spent a hard morning number-crunching, an accountant wanted a bowl of hot and sour soup and a handjob at lunchtime, this was a fantastic place to work.


Thorne sat on a vast black leather sofa admiring the understated but classy artwork on the expansive white walls. He glanced at Holland on the chair opposite, leafing through the style magazine he’d picked up from the glass-topped coffee table in front of him. He wondered how much more it had cost to kit out this lobby than it had cost to furnish his entire flat. Probably more than it had cost to buy his flat . . .


He caught the eye of one of the two gorgeous young receptionists sitting at adjacent, walnut desks on the other side of the lobby. She smiled. ‘Won’t be much longer.’ As the words echoed off the marble and glass, her colleague looked up and smiled as well.


Thorne nodded. One of them would only have been there for five months . . .


He closed his eyes and saw an image from one of the photos in his ever expanding gallery. She was lying on her side, her right arm trapped beneath her, and her left thrown high above her head, like a schoolgirl eager to get a teacher’s attention. One high-heeled shoe was missing; it lay a few feet away, in a patch of nettles, and the dew glistened on her thin summer skirt. She was yellowy white, like the bone of some giant dog, gnawed and then forgotten. Her clothes hung on her like scraps of flesh, her hair like pale strands of gristle. The single patch of colour – the blood that had poured from the wound in her chest and dried overnight to the shade of old meat.


Thorne looked over at the two girls busy at their computer screens when they weren’t answering the constantly trilling phones. He wondered which of them had replaced Jane Lovell.


‘Sean Bracher . . . sorry.’


Thorne looked up to see a sharp suit, a proffered hand and a mouth with far too many teeth in it. Holland was already on his feet and Thorne stood up to join him. He picked up his battered leather jacket and moved to follow Bracher to his office, but Baynham & Smout’s Assistant Director of Personnel was going to do his talking to the police right there in the lobby. He flopped into one of the chairs, tossed his mobile phone on to the coffee table and called across to the reception desk. ‘Jo, a pot of coffee would be good . . .’


Bracher was in his mid-thirties, with rapidly thinning hair, which Thorne guessed he was not at all happy about. Clearly an Essex boy made good, he could probably turn on an acquired sophistication when it was needed. With Thorne and Holland, he’d obviously decided that matey was the way to play it: estuary vowels, laughter, innuendo. One of the boys.


The coffee arrived quickly, and Bracher said his piece. ‘I can only really tell you what I told your colleague back in the summer. We’re a big company and I tend to pick up on most things that are going on, but there’s no way I can be on top of what the people here are up to in their own time. Having said that, there was no-one Jane had a problem with as far as I’m aware. I’m here for people to tell me stuff like that and Jane and I were good mates, you know, so, I think she’d have said something.’


Holland placed his coffee cup back on the table. ‘I get the impression that Jane was pretty much the life and soul round here. That she liked to enjoy herself.’


There was a resounding raspberry noise as Bracher shifted on the leather chair. ‘I think that’s why what happened hit everybody here so hard. It can get a bit dull around here if you’re not careful, and since everything went so bloody PC, some people can get a bit touchy if people try to . . . liven things up.’


Thorne glanced across as a motorcycle courier came through the revolving doors, took off his helmet and strolled towards the reception desk.


‘Liven things up?’ Holland said.


Bracher leaned forward, elbows on knees, fingers intertwined. He had a serious point to make. ‘Seventy-five per cent, at least, seventy-five per cent of people meet their husbands, wives, or long-term partners at work. That’s a fact. But if you so much as ask a woman out these days, you’ve got to be careful, you know? You used to be able to have some fun, men and women could wind each other up a bit, but now it’s all got a bit po-faced. Nobody really talks to anybody else now, except for five minutes when they’re making a coffee or whatever. “Water-cooler time” I think they call it in America. Anyway, Jane didn’t give a toss about any of that. She just enjoyed a laugh, and if people didn’t like it, then sod ’em, you know?’


Thorne watched as the courier pulled a package from the bag over his shoulder and handed it to one of the girls at the desk. She laughed at something he said . . .


‘Was there anybody who didn’t like it?’ Holland asked in such a way as to imply that not liking it, whatever it was, would have been utterly stupid.


‘Well, there’s always a couple of arseholes anywhere, isn’t there? I bet you’ve got a few on the force, haven’t you?’ Holland smiled, but only with his mouth. ‘Yeah, there was the odd one, you know, couldn’t see the joke, but we’d just take the piss. You’ve got to have a sense of humour, haven’t you? I mean, we’re all fair game at the end of the day . . .’


Thorne tuned Bracher out. The courier and the girls on reception were still flirting. Jane Lovell might have been killed by a complete stranger, and she might have been killed by someone she knew well. A third option was that her murderer was someone with whom she was casually acquainted – someone she saw regularly without ever really knowing. A courier, a shop assistant, someone she met at the tube station every morning.


Call it a couple of thousand suspects . . .


‘Jane was always up for it, you know? Up for the crack.’ Bracher was still eulogising. ‘As far as I know, she got on with almost everybody.’


Thorne spoke directly to him for the first time, his sarcasm undisguised. ‘And, as far as you know, Mr Bracher, did she ever get off with anybody?’


Bracher reddened. He picked up a teaspoon and tapped it against the side of the table for a few seconds. ‘Look, I’m here to make sure that people can work together. Who they’re sleeping with is really none of my business.’


‘Even if it’s someone in the same office? I find that hard to believe.’


Bracher’s mobile rang and he grabbed for it gratefully. As he murmured into it, he raised his eyebrows at Thorne, an apology for the tiresome interruption. Thorne looked at Holland. Time to go.


Bracher shrugged and stood up. ‘I’m sorry, but unless there’s anything else . . .’


As they all shook hands, gathering up jackets and overcoats, the thought crossed Thorne’s mind that Bracher had primed a colleague to ring him after ten minutes, giving him an excuse to get away. As he and Holland pushed their way out through the revolving door, a second thought entered his mind. A question. Had he developed finely honed, razor-sharp instincts, or was he just a cynical bastard?


‘What do you make of him, then?’ Holland asked. They were walking along Shaftesbury Avenue, towards the Cambridge Circus NCP on Gerrard Street, where Thorne’s F-reg Mondeo was busy lowering the tone. It was bright but freezing. Scarves and sunglasses weather . . .


‘I think he was sleeping with Jane Lovell, or had been at some point.’


Holland nodded. ‘Worth looking at d’you think?’


Thorne pulled a face. He was a cynical bastard, but those instincts he did have told him that Bracher, though an arrogant, unpleasant sod, was probably no more than that. He wondered how many more of them he was going to have to deal with before this case was finished.


Back at Becke House, Thorne walked past McEvoy who was on the phone in the Major Incident Room. She waved at him, indicating that she needed to talk. He nodded and carried on through to his own office.


He sat down at his desk, flicked the desktop calendar forward to Tue, Dec 11, and stared for a minute at the psychedelic screensaver that Holland had installed for him. The vivid colours swam and morphed and bled into one another, and he gazed at them until they began to blur and hurt his eyes. They were there, so he’d been told, to stop the computer screen burning out. Thorne wondered if they made something that could do the same for policemen.


He stood up and marched briskly out of the office into the Incident Room, not looking at anybody, not speaking, grabbing a chair and taking it with him.


He wasn’t burnt out yet . . .


If he disliked his office, his feelings for the Incident Room were closer to pure hatred. There was so much more of it. A room of sharp corners and dead air. A long, dirty window, the light diffused through an off-white vertical blind, one blade permanently broken and crumpled onto the windowsill, where it lay among the corpses of a hundred long-dead bluebottles. A dozen or more desks. Sharp corners waiting to catch a thigh or tear the back of a hand. There was one in particular that caught Thorne several times a week, no matter how hard he tried to avoid it. The room was a feng shui nightmare. Not that he had any truck whatsoever with that kind of rubbish. The only rearrangement of furniture and personal belongings that he had any belief in, involved burglars and fences.


He dragged the chair across the room behind him, steering well clear of the lethal desktop. He planted himself at the far end, in front of the wall, and stared.


Jane Lovell. Katie Choi. Ruth Murray. Carol Garner. Photocopies of photos on a tatty, cork pinboard.


And file names on a computer, sticky labels on jars in a mortuary . . .


Arrows and swooping lines marked in thick, black felt-tip pen on a wipe-clean chart. Lines that linked grainy prints of the four victims to lists of dates, times and locations. Beneath these was another batch of names in a row of wonky columns. Margie Knight. Michael Murrell. Lyn Gibson.


Charlie Garner . . .


Witnesses. Friends. Family. Figures at the periphery of the case diagram. Thorne stared at the chart. A few nights before, he had sat and thought about the hundreds, the thousands of those whose livelihood depended on killing. Now, he thought about the more unwilling participants. Those who had not chosen to play any part in the process – a process that ended with their names scribbled on a wipe-clean board.


Those hundreds of lives touched by a single death.


Jane Lovell. Katie Choi. Ruth Murray. Carol Garner. Four single deaths. Two twisted killers. Thorne stared at the names and pictures on the wall in front of him and felt it slipping away. The case was going cold. They were losing it.


Thorne turned at a commotion behind him and saw Brigstocke marching across the office in his direction. A step or two behind the DCI was a man Thorne recognised from the press conference a few days earlier. He couldn’t remember the name . . .


‘Tom, this is Steve Norman, our new Senior Press Officer.’


Norman, that was it. Soberly suited and suitably respectful as he’d welcomed the ladies and gentlemen of the media into the briefing room at Scotland Yard, and smoothed the way for Trevor Jesmond with a few easy jokes. Nothing that might compromise the seriousness of the investigation of course, or distract the attention of the cameras from their intended target. Clearly he was someone who could tailor his demeanour to any occasion.


Thorne stood. Norman stepped smartly forward and reached for his hand. He was a smallish man, sinewy and energised. His black hair was gelled and swept back, and his dark eyes held Thorne’s as their hands met.


‘Pleased to meet you, Tom.’


There were perhaps forty people in the room – detectives, uniforms and civilian auxiliaries. The hubbub, the noise of phones ringing and printers whirring, was not inconsiderable. Thorne, for reasons he couldn’t explain, felt forty pairs of eyes upon him and imagined that the entire place had fallen silent.


Brigstocke gestured towards the other side of the room. ‘Let’s go into the office shall we. You can’t hear yourself think in here . . .’


Thorne led the way. Brigstocke and Norman walked a few paces behind, and despite his best efforts, Thorne could hear nothing of their murmured conversation. As he glanced back over his shoulder, he caught his thigh on the sharp corner of the deadly desktop.


‘Fuck!’


The stab of pain was intense. He kicked the leg of the desk. The eyes of the woman behind it widened in alarm, her arms spreading to prevent a tottering tower of paperwork from collapsing.


When Thorne reached the door to his office, still rubbing the top of his thigh, Holland, who was on a coffee run, caught his eye. The DC’s raised eyebrows asked the question. Thorne’s tiny shrug gave the answer. Your guess is as good as mine, mate . . .


Once inside, Thorne poured himself into a chair and was a little disconcerted to see that Brigstocke was still standing and Norman was leaning casually against a desk. They were both looking down at him.


‘It’s clear that the media are not giving up on this until we’ve got a result . . .’ Brigstocke said. It was the voice he usually reserved for superior officers. ‘So it’s important that we keep Steve up to speed with everything.’ Thorne was hugely relieved that Brigstocke hadn’t gone as far as mentioning the fabled hymnsheet that they were all supposed to be singing from.


Norman flashed the smile that Thorne had seen him use to such good effect when he’d introduced Jesmond at the press conference. ‘Russell’s already filled me in. I just wanted to introduce myself properly, and apologise in advance, because at some point I will become a pain in the arse.’


Thorne, who didn’t doubt it for a second, did his best to summon up something like a smile in return. ‘I’m sure I’ll cope.’


Norman nodded, pushed himself away from the edge of the desk, strolled across to the window. ‘If a media type says “off the record”, my advice usually would be to shut the fuck up very bloody quickly, but off the record, Tom . . .’ Brigstocke laughed. Thorne sort of joined in. ‘Anything I should know about?’


‘Impossible to say,’ Thorne said. ‘I don’t know how many things you don’t know.’ Norman didn’t turn from the window so Thorne couldn’t judge his reaction, but Brigstocke’s was clear enough. Thorne knew that he’d better play along. ‘We’ll make sure you’re the first to know if anything significant breaks. We’re chasing up a few leads . . .’


Norman turned from the window and looked straight at Thorne. ‘Listen, I don’t really expect to be the first person to know anything, but it’s always a good idea to use the press. If you don’t, give them a chance and they’ll have you . . .’Thorne didn’t bother even trying to think of a smart-arse answer, because he knew Norman was right. He’d seen too many good policemen eaten up. If the appetite was to be satisfied, he needed to tolerate people like Norman.


‘Right now, they’re getting a bit impatient,’ Norman said. ‘We’ve made a major breakthrough, no question about it, but we need to follow it up.’


‘We should never have made it public. The fact that the killers are working together . . .’


Norman dropped the matey tone as if it was a turd. ‘That was not down to me, Inspector, as you well know. My job was, and is, to implement the decisions taken at a far higher level than this, as far as they affect the Met’s relations with the media.’ He looked across at Brigstocke, cocked his head.


Was that clear enough?


Brigstocke took a few steps towards Thorne, put his hands on the back of the chair.


‘Anything from the meeting with Bracher?’


Thorne was uncomfortable discussing the case as it was actually unfolding with Norman in the room, but he understood that Brigstocke was angling for something, anything, that he might be able to throw to the press office.


‘Not really.’ He turned to look at Norman. ‘But we should be able to let you have a definitive e-fit of the man we think killed Jane Lovell and Ruth Murray very soon.’


Norman seemed inordinately pleased. ‘Great . . . that’s great. Excellent. I’m going to get us maximum exposure. Every front page in the country, every major news and current affairs show . . .’


There was a knock and Sarah McEvoy stuck her head round the door. ‘Sir I . . . oh sorry, I’ll come back . . .’


Norman threw up his hands. ‘I’m about done here, Russell . . .’ He started walking towards the half-opened door.


Brigstocke beckoned McEvoy in. ‘It’s OK, Sarah.’ McEvoy stepped into the room and stood aside as Norman walked past her. Thorne could see him sizing her up, checking her body over, before he turned at the doorway.


‘Obviously a DNA match would have been fabulous, but just having a print is the next best thing. If you get him, when you get him, they’ll convict him. Media relations can help you get him, Tom.’


Brigstocke nodded, looked at Thorne. ‘I’ll see you out, Steve . . .’


Norman said something to McEvoy, and Brigstocke said something to both of them as he and Norman took their time leaving the office. Thorne stayed in his seat and watched them go, his mind wandering. He span his chair round and gazed out of the window. A glorious view of the industrial estate on the other side of the A5. Stores with names like Carpet Kingdom and Shoe World and Dictatorship of Leather. Vast, American-style warehouses. Everything becoming more American.


Including the killings.


Thorne watched the little square cars passing the big square superstores. From the windows on the other side of the building, he could gaze down at the college parade ground, occasionally see recruits being put through their paces.


Either way, the view was depressing.


‘Looked interesting . . .’


Thorne spun round. McEvoy was perched on the edge of his desk, waiting to be told everything. He couldn’t be arsed with telling her much more than was blatantly obvious from his expression. ‘Not really.’


McEvoy wasn’t going to be fobbed off. ‘Seemed like a slippery customer.’ Thorne said nothing. She had one last crack at him. ‘I was especially impressed by the subtle way he managed to give my tits the once over.’


Thorne laughed. ‘It wasn’t that subtle . . .’


‘Trust me, it’s relative. Is he going to be a problem?’


‘I don’t think so, as long as we let Mr Norman think he’s keeping the massed hordes of the press at bay. Right now, I’ve promised him this e-fit as soon as. We need to get Murrell and Knight in here . . .’ McEvoy edged herself off the desk. Thorne saw her eyes flick away from him for a second. Bad news. ‘What?’


‘That was actually what I needed to see you about.’ McEvoy tried to sound matter of fact. ‘We can’t find Margie Knight.’


‘Can’t find her?’ Thorne was shouting. He knew that heads would be turning outside the office door.


‘Look, she must have freaked out after she talked to us. Maybe she’s gone on holiday . . .’


Thorne stood up, stomped across the small office. ‘For fuck’s sake, Sarah. We should have brought her in here straight away, got an e-fit then.’


‘She’s a prostitute. She has a natural dislike for the police because most of the time we’re trying to arrest her or stop her making a living. You reckon we should have dragged her across London, tied her to a chair?’


McEvoy was reacting aggressively to the anger born out of Thorne’s frustration, but he knew that she was right. Cooperation had to be just that. Memory was an untrustworthy thing at the best of times. Never a reliable ally. The last thing it needed was to be forced.


‘Couldn’t we just go with Murrell’s description for now?’ McEvoy asked. ‘Maybe give the press a couple of options. With and without glasses . . .’


‘No.’ Thorne knew only too well how much of a difference a description could make. He’d made costly mistakes before. Inaccuracies, inconsistencies, were unavoidable, but keeping them to a minimum could save lives. It was that horribly simple.


‘Murrell’s description is five months old. Margie Knight had a good look at this fucker two weeks ago.’ He walked back towards his desk, stopping opposite McEvoy, making it very clear. ‘I want to see the face she’s carrying around in her head. We’ll put it together with Murrell’s and then we’ll see what he looks like.’ She nodded. He moved across to his chair and sat down. ‘So, what are we doing?’


‘I’ve called in a few favours at Vice and every uniform in the area is carrying a description. We’ll find her.’


Thorne looked at her. Her face was often difficult to read, but at that moment it told him that whether McEvoy found Margie Knight or not, she’d tear every dodgy sauna, massage parlour and tin-pot knocking shop in the city apart trying. He leaned back in his chair and tried to sound as if he was still a little pissed off.


‘Go on then . . .’


The doubts swept over him with the draught from the door that McEvoy slammed behind her. For a minute or two with McEvoy, when the anger had taken hold, he’d sounded almost decisive. It had almost been as if he actually had an idea what he was doing. Two weeks since Ruth Murray and Carol Garner had died and they were going backwards fast. Scrabbling about for leads from two murders committed five months before that.


Thorne knew that he was going to spend the rest of the day working by numbers and fighting away two horrible thoughts. The first was that probably, no, almost certainly, the only thing that would help the case move forwards now, that could provide a springboard that might lift the investigation on to another level, was another pair of bodies.


The second was not so much a thought as a feeling; like a virus or an infection lurking within him, waiting to burst into life, clammy and clinging, and immune to treatment.


A feeling that they wouldn’t have to wait too long.




The police came to the office today, Karen. Two of them, hunting in pairs. Like the men they’re after . . .


They were just sniffing around really. It wasn’t at all dramatic. There was no smashing down of doors or snipers on the rooftops opposite. It’s difficult to know just how much they’ve worked out. I’ve been racking my brains ever since they left but it gives me a headache just thinking about it. They wouldn’t have come if they hadn’t made a connection between Jane and the other one, you know . . . Ruth, the one behind the railway station. They must know about that. But how much do they know about the others? About his? I can’t work it out at all . . .


All the time they were here, I knew that I could have ended it with a word. It would have been so easy to fall on the floor in front of them and confess. This is complete fantasy, I know. If I hadn’t been terrified of the police, I would never have begun this in the first place, would I? So, I’m left, as usual, confessing to you, Karen. I must tell you that your face, the face I see in my mind’s eye as I’m confessing, is full of understanding, and warmth. Full of love.


My work’s really starting to suffer now and people have noticed. I got a warning the other day. I don’t think they’d ever sack me or anything but if I want to carry on moving up in the company, you know, the intimation was that I’d better buck my ideas up. How can I concentrate on anything, Karen? How can I think about anything, with what’s in my head? I’m amazed that I can still breathe. I’m astonished, all the time, that I can eat, and walk and dress myself.


All I can see are open mouths and red eyes and spit on teeth.


All I can hear are grunts and gulps and the sound of blood bubbling out of holes.


All I can feel is dead flesh against my fingers.


This is not even the worst, Karen. There is something much, much worse. All this, the sensory memories of these acts, might fade I suppose, given time, but time is something I am not being given.


Two weeks, no more, only two weeks since I pushed that girl into the shadows and put my clumsy, great hands on her. It’s only been two weeks, Karen. Fourteen days, that’s all. Hardly time to catch my breath and already there is a new set of . . . instructions.


Soon, I’ve got to do it again.








1989



He knew, even before he’d come, that this would be the last time.


He’d glanced down at the head of the man on his knees in front of him and seen the bald patch and the grease and the bits of scurf in his hair, and decided. This was probably as good a time as any to call it a day. He’d put enough money away in the last three years. Now, he could move on.


He’d only spent a short time begging, and even then he’d done it properly. He’d gone about things professionally. It was the same with this. He wasn’t doing it to finance a smack habit like most of the other boys in the same line of work. His earnings were not wasted on drink or gambling. He used what he needed for the very minimum of food and shelter, and salted the rest away.


He’d made a lot of money in dirty hotel rooms and executive motor cars. He worked harder and more often than any of the others. He’d always been able to take a lot of pain and his disgust threshold was no lower. It had been easy. Half a dozen a day, ten on some days and all paying in cash. Seven days a week, rain or shine. His customers knew that they could always go to him.


He was like a 7-Eleven.


He had more than enough now, and he’d spent time getting to know the people who could help with the paperwork. Now it was time for all that effort to pay dividends. What he was planning to do made sense of course. He needed to do it to be on the safe side, to make sure they couldn’t find him, but he also liked the idea because he was bored. He’d been the same person for far too long. After nineteen years, he fancied a change.


It was time to reinvent himself.


He pulled his cock out of the old man’s mouth and started to moan theatrically. The old man gasped and opened his mouth. He had a yellow tongue and sharp incisors and his nice clean work shirt was plastered to his neck with sweat.


He came, and for once it was more than the pitiful spasm and spurt he manufactured for punters on demand. Suddenly, the moan from deep in his throat was long and loud and deeply felt.


He came . . .


Spunking away everything that was left of Stuart Nicklin. Out and away. Ridding himself of himself . . .


The sensation continued long after the ejaculation was finished. He was still moaning as he began to rain blows down on the head of the old man on the floor. He punched and he spat and he kicked, the effort causing sweat to run down between his naked shoulder-blades. He closed his eyes as he continued to lash out, and imagined himself re-made, a long way from where he was, and from who he was. It was comforting. It was everything he had ever dreamed about. He saw himself surrounded by people that liked and trusted him. He saw himself in a position of responsibility. He saw himself paid to control other people’s lives.


The old man had stopped screaming.


He opened his eyes and looked down at the pathetic figure in a nylon shirt, curled up at his feet, spitting out blood and yellow teeth. He gave him one more kick for good measure and began to gather up his clothes.


He still had some way to go of course, before his vision became a reality. The paperwork was fairly straightforward, but there was training to do. It would not be handed to him on a plate, he would need to work for it. And he would work hard because he wanted it more than anything.


He pulled on his shirt and slammed the door of the dingy flat behind him. He jogged down the stairs and emerged, grinning, into the sunshine. Taking the first steps towards a brand new life.


Considering everything that had happened, it was ironic that there was only one job that he’d ever really wanted to do.





SEVEN



Thorne woke from a dream filled with fountains of blood. He could barely make himself heard over the roaring of the arterial gush, as he shouted at the man with the scalpel. He fought to stop the blood falling onto the face of the young woman in the hospital bed, but she lay there unable to turn her head away, the dark red spots slowly obliterating the pink of her face, like the spatter from a paint roller.


He sat up and waited for the dream to evaporate, which it did, quickly, leaving only the memory, which was far, far worse.


The phone was ringing. Thorne glanced at the clock as he leaned over to grab it. Friday night had only just become Saturday morning. He’d barely been asleep for an hour.


‘Tom Thorne . . .’


‘It’s Russell. Wide awake? Or d’you want to grab a coffee and call me back?’


Brigstocke’s tone cleared Thorne’s head in an instant. ‘I’m fine, go ahead.’


‘Our friend in the hotel trade is back.’


Thorne had always known that he would be, eventually. He guessed there would be bodies. He guessed right.


‘A middle-aged couple in the Olympia Grand, been dead since early yesterday evening by the look of it . . .’ Brigstocke paused, cleared his throat. For Thorne it was always a relief to hear colleagues hesitate to speak about violent death. A relief and a surprise. ‘He tortured them, Tom. There are marks . . .’


‘Who’s picking this up, Russell?’


Another pause, for an altogether different reason. ‘I was hoping you would.’


Thorne sat up, swung his legs out of bed. ‘I don’t think I like where this is going, sir.’


‘Don’t go off on one, Tom. There’s nothing sinister happening, but this was our case and I just don’t want strangers on it. Team Two are already down there but I’d like you to get across, see what you make of it. Hendricks is on his way. Go and give them a hand.’


‘What about the Garner case?’ He knew it then. He’d named it. Four women dead, but for Thorne it was the Garner case. All the murders distilled into one, the one which for a small child had taken away so much more than just his mother. The case would always be about that child, as the case a year ago had been about a woman in a hospital bed, unable to move.


The woman he’d been dreaming about.


‘It’s been nearly three weeks, Tom . . .’


‘Seventeen days.’


‘Look, I agreed to let you spend time looking for Margie Knight, to hold back on releasing the e-fit, but we’re getting nowhere.’


‘Sir . . .’


‘I’ve backed every decision you’ve made on this . . .’


‘Because they’ve been the right decisions . . .’


‘Jesmond’s getting fucking jittery, all right? Now, I’m not talking about winding it down, so don’t panic, but progress somewhere would go down a storm right now.’


Thorne was off the bed, catching glimpses of himself in the wardrobe mirror as he stomped around the room. He didn’t look at all happy. He knew that Brigstocke was right of course, but his hackles were up all the same. ‘Does he think we’re sitting on our arses?’


‘The hotel killings will be all over the paper in the morning.’


‘What? How . . . ?’


‘The bodies were found by a housemaid who went to turn down the beds. She called the papers before she called us.’


‘Jesus. Norman must be up in arms . . .’


‘He isn’t the only one. The couple were Dutch, from Amsterdam. Tourists, Tom.’


Thorne grunted sarcastically. ‘Oh, I see . . .’


‘I don’t care what you think you can fucking see, Inspector.’ The change in Brigstocke’s tone was sudden, and shocking. Thorne felt a twinge of guilt. The DCI was clearly under some pressure. ‘We could have a decent break here, so while we’re waiting for the same thing to happen on the other case, I want you to see what you can do, all right? So get down there and have a look.’


Ronald Van Der Vlugt had spent a fairly unremarkable fifty-eight years on the planet, until the night he answered the door to a stranger in a top London hotel. Now, he lay naked in the bath, an inch of bloody water slopping around his lifeless body, trussed up like a defrosting turkey.


‘What about the cuts, Phil?’


Hendricks was kneeling by the side of the bath, measuring wounds, and muttering into a small dictaphone. He grunted, and scratched his head through his distinctive yellow showercap. ‘Stanley knife, looks like. Something very sharp and very straight. Dozens of them, all over the poor bastard. Face, torso, genitals. Same in there.’ He gestured towards the bedroom where Mrs Van Der Vlugt lay stretched out on the bed, staring up at the ceiling, her body as sliced and chipped and stiff as a chopping board.


‘No chance he did it post-mortem is there?’ Thorne asked. The dead would stay dead, of course, but the living did no harm in searching for a crumb of comfort to offer the relatives. Thorne glanced down at the cuts on the mottled belly, the floating faeces, the brain matter caked across the overflow. He had no idea whether the Van Der Vlugts had children, or grandchildren . . .


Hendricks shook his head. ‘Too much blood, mate. He cut ’em up for a while, then smashed the back of their heads in. End of story.’ Hendricks switched his dictaphone back on and returned to work. Thorne turned and wandered into the bedroom, exchanging nods with a couple of the SOCOs who crawled and crept slowly around the room, pressing tape into carpet, dusting surfaces, collecting fibres and hairs; working in a silence broken only by the click of knee joints, the snap of evidence bags and the rustle of white plastic bodysuits.


Thorne stood at the foot of the bed and looked at Sonja Van Der Vlugt. She was younger than her husband, he guessed. Early fifties with a roundish face. Silver hair cut into a stylish bob, a well-kept figure. And torture marks.


Thorne had no evidence to support him, none whatsoever, but he knew without any shadow of a doubt that the man responsible had made each watch as he took a knife to the other; the muffled screams behind improvised gags and the straining against bonds exciting him as much as the feeling of the blade nicking the skin, the blood running.


The small safe in the bottom of the wardrobe had been opened; there might have been jewellery taken, watches and cash perhaps, but this wasn’t about theft.


Not any more.


Walking across the lobby towards the manager’s office, Thorne was struck by how much it reminded him of the one at Baynham & Smout. The killer must have been impressed by the marble and the leather. Impressed and excited by the expense. If he was going to steal, he’d want to steal from people that could afford the finer things in life.


Thorne knocked on the manager’s office door, wondering if the killer was motivated by envy. Dismissing the thought. No, not about theft . . .


DI Colin Maxwell of Team 2 at SCG (West) had a wide, thin mouth which turned upwards at each end, giving the impression of a permanent smile, rather like a dolphin. His workmates would have laughed at this anyway, but the fact that he was almost always miserable made it even funnier.


‘Tom.’ They shook hands. Maxwell turned to the short, plump man standing against the desk. ‘Mr Felgate, this is Detective Inspector Thorne.’ Felgate stood up and Thorne stepped across to shake his hand. It was only then that he noticed the woman sitting in a chair near the door. ‘And this is Mary Rendle, who found the bodies.’


At the mention of her name, the woman raised her head and stared at Thorne. She was in her forties, with short black hair and a scar across her chin. It was Thorne who looked away first.


‘How much longer do you think it will be until the bodies are removed?’ Felgate’s question sounded matter of fact, as if bodies turned up in his hotel on a daily basis.


‘We’re working as fast as we can, sir,’ Maxwell said.


‘So . . .’ Thorne waited until Felgate was looking straight at him. ‘The Van Der Vlugts had ordered room service. Exactly what time was that?’


Felgate opened his mouth and looked at Maxwell. Thorne tried not to sound overly impatient. ‘Sir?’


‘I’ve already gone over all this with Mr Felgate,’ Maxwell said. ‘I’ll fill you in later.’


For someone who, theoretically at least, had been sent to help, Thorne was not feeling particularly welcome.


It was a feeling he knew pretty well.


Thorne turned to look at Mary Rendle. ‘Tell me about finding the body.’ He caught her glance towards Maxwell and took a step closer to her. ‘And I’m sure you’ve already gone over this with DI Maxwell.’ Another step. ‘Go over it with me.’


‘I went to turn down the bed at about seven o’clock.’ She had a smoker’s voice, parts of the top range missing. ‘There was no reply, so I used the pass key.’ Her eyes flashed. ‘It’s perfectly normal.’


‘Nobody’s saying it isn’t.’
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