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Prologue


Some moments carve themselves into the memory, the decisions you make shaping the scars they leave behind. That’s what Karl Suleman would later think when he remembered this part of it. Just before.


 


Karl shivered and hugged himself. Spring was about to give way to summer, but at seven in the evening the wind still carried a bite. The Crystal Palace dinosaur park was a place he knew well. Built in 1854, it was designed as an attraction for Victorian families to peruse, before taking in the Great Exhibition on the hill above. Dark outlines of vast granite creatures lined its pathways, the sway of the surrounding trees animating them just enough to earn the odd snatched glance from the commuters wandering home.


Karl had grown up in these parts, remembered his mum showing him the same stone beasts when he was a boy. Now he’d come full circle, he realised, as he saw the pretty young woman walking towards him with a broad smile. He’d taken her here when she was just a toddler. Now look at her, he thought. Even on a miserable night like this, she shone.


‘You made it on time?’ said Leah Suleman, making no effort to keep the surprise out of her voice.


‘Of course I did. I even left work early tonight. Besides – a tradition’s a tradition.’


‘Oh, is it? Last time we did this, I seem to remember I was waiting in the freezing cold for half an hour.’


His grin met hers.


‘Your old man promised you a Friday night curry, and a Friday night curry you shall have.’


That wasn’t strictly true. It was Leah’s mother Claire who’d come up with the idea. Karl was a workaholic, whose commitment to his job bordered on the obsessive. His wife kept a close eye to ensure that didn’t come at the expense of his paternal duties. Claire and Leah were thick as thieves, so she was quite happy to sit out their monthly night of father–daughter bonding.


At first he agreed to it through gritted teeth, not because he didn’t love his daughter, but because he hadn’t seen the need for it. It seemed a twee idea to him, unnecessary and time-consuming. One of those New Year’s resolutions that could safely be forgotten after a couple of weeks. What Claire never understood was that the more he put into his work, the more the whole family benefited. Father and daughter dutifully humoured her though – and then thoroughly enjoyed themselves. Now, to his own surprise, he found he actively looked forward to this precious time alone with Leah. And there was a grudging acceptance, too, that perhaps his wife knew him better than he gave her credit for.


‘Where are we going then – up into Crystal Palace to the Punjab Express, or down into Penge to the Bay of Bengal?’ said Leah.


He screwed up his face.


‘Didn’t like the lamb at the Express, last time. Too greasy.’


‘Fussy tart. Penge it is then,’ she said, shaking her head in mock despair. She took his arm, and they strolled and chatted for a few minutes as they wended their way past the huge stone lizards.


‘So tell me about this new boyfriend of yours,’ he said.


‘Oh Dad, give it a rest, he’s hardly . . .’


She stopped suddenly, her arm falling to her side. A hooded figure was standing in front of them. He was wearing a reflective mask which enveloped his whole face and was holding a large serrated knife. It was as if he’d appeared from nowhere. Later Karl would realise they’d been followed, their assailant tracking them in the tree-lined greenery which ran parallel to the path. His first instinct was to look around, see if there was anyone else nearby. A few witnesses and this little chancer might just run. But there was no one.


‘It’s alright, there’s no need to hurt anyone,’ said Leah. ‘If you want money, we’ll give it to you.’


Karl beat down his rising fury, the desire to pummel this piece of nothing with his own hands. Leah was right though. Better to surrender a few quid than risk something worse. It was the mathematics of sense.


‘I don’t want your money,’ said the masked figure. The voice was muffled but sounded unexpectedly youthful. That didn’t make him any less dangerous though. The younger they were, the less likely they were to listen to reason. Karl’s eyes alighted on the blade again and he thought about all the times he’d read about a stabbing in the paper, heard it mentioned on the radio. It was all background noise to him. Part of the everyday of living in London. Terribly sad, but not something he’d ever thought would touch him. It’s what kids off estates in gangs did. It didn’t happen to people like him.


‘Come on, mate, there’s no need for this.’


‘No need for it? How old is she?’ The figure jabbed the knife in Leah’s direction.


‘What’s that got to do with anything?’


‘I’m twenty-three,’ said Leah.


‘She’s my daughter. Please . . . just leave her alone.’


The masked man-child turned back to Karl.


‘So . . . would you do anything to protect her?’


‘Yes.’


‘Say it then. Say “I’d do anything to protect her”.’


‘Dad . . .’ said Leah, trying to intervene, but Karl held up a hand, his focus entirely on the figure in front of them.


‘I’d do anything to protect her,’ he repeated calmly. He was trying to find a way in, to take control of the situation, but it was difficult when you couldn’t make eye contact. The impassive mask was unnerving, as it was doubtless designed to be. All he was getting back was a fish-eyed reflection of his own strained features. Leah’s terrified face too, distorted like an image in a fairground mirror.


‘Then walk away. You said anything. So walk away.’ The figure pointed the knife at the pathway behind him.


‘Not a chance. What are you going to do to her?’


‘What do you think I’m going to do to her?’ He grabbed at his crotch unsubtly. Under that mask he was smiling – you couldn’t see the grin, but you could hear it. Karl stepped forwards and the knife was suddenly at his throat. ‘One more step . . .’ the figure whispered. Slowly he drew the blade across Karl’s skin, just enough to draw blood. Karl felt the serrated edge dig and pull at his flesh, and winced. He stood still. ‘If you don’t walk away, I will kill you. That’s a promise, mate. Either you die, or she stays. I won’t kill her though – you know, after I’m done. It’s your choice.’


The smile in the voice now sounded like a leer.


‘Dad . . . go,’ said Leah. Karl turned to her, his legs feeling numb.


‘Not a chance.’


‘Go. This way, we both walk away.’


She sounded oddly calm, but he could hear the slight pleading underneath it. The mathematics of sense again. Their eyes met, a horrific understanding beginning to form.


‘I can’t.’


‘Just go!’ She screamed it at him this time.


He turned to face his tormentor.


‘Why are you doing this?’


‘Time for talking’s over. Give me your phone. We don’t want you calling the feds, do we?’ Karl reached into his pocket and threw his phone on to the ground. ‘Now fuck off.’


Karl looked over at Leah. Her eyes were imploring him to go, making it even harder. He turned around and took a step. Then another. And then he stopped.


‘I can’t. I’m sorry.’


He felt the cold steel of the knife again, this time digging in to the back of his neck.


‘One push . . . that’s all it would take,’ whispered that voice again. Karl’s legs moved, almost as if he wasn’t in control of them. A ginger step forwards, then another. He broke into a jog, then began to sprint – laughter echoing behind him.


He ran around the corner, trying to focus his thoughts. The stone dinosaurs were ghoulish in the dark, as if their sculpted eyes were mocking him. He was looking for people now, but the park was deserted. He tried not to think about what was going on behind him, tried not to imagine that knife at Leah’s throat and what might be happening. He ran even faster. There were large Victorian houses in the street adjacent to the park, families settling down for their evening meals. The main drag of the high street was perhaps only five minutes away. He didn’t have five minutes.


He saw an old woman with a pug on a lead, her face widening with fear as she saw him running towards her. He could hardly breathe, barely get the words out.


‘Please, I need to borrow your phone. It’s an emergency. My daughter . . . she’s in trouble.’


The woman looked startled, almost unable to respond for a second.


‘I . . . don’t have one. My son does . . . he doesn’t live too far away, if that helps?’


Karl was about to answer when he heard a scream cut through the air, high-pitched and piercing. He knew instantly it was a scream of pain, not fear. He turned on his heels, running back the way he’d come, his heart pumping, the vomit rising in his throat.


And then he saw her, lying crumpled in a heap face down, dark liquid pooling around her. He knew before he got there it was too late. But before the grief and shock even hit him there was just one thought: that when his daughter had needed him the most, he’d been running in the opposite direction.










Chapter 1


Alex Finn looked around the wine bar gloomily and wondered if it wasn’t too late to turn back. He was hoping this would be quick and painless. If he could keep it to under an hour, it’d be a result. Caroline Hunter, universally known as Cally, was an old friend of his late wife. It was around a year now since Karin had died from a brain tumour. There were some reminders of their life together that helped with his grief and others that didn’t. Cally was definitely the latter.


She reminded him a little of the Lucy character from the old Charlie Brown comic strips: bossy, opinionated and something of a conversational bully. He’d always felt a certain empathy for her rather drippy husband Eric who used to escort her, barely saying boo to a goose. They’d sent him a card with condolences after Karin’s death, and he’d assumed they’d quietly fade away after that. He’d thus been rather mystified when Cally texted out of the blue, asking to meet.


The bar in Clapham was the sort of place Finn went out of his way to avoid, and it struck him how odd it felt to be meeting Cally without Karin beside him. Usually, as Cally was oh-so-wittily dissecting his personality, his wife would catch his eye; a knowing look between them which dissolved his irritation, forced him to stifle a smile instead.


He couldn’t pretend he was even close to being over Karin’s death. The experts say there are five stages to bereavement: denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance. By his estimation he’d moved through the first three and was now stuck rather depressingly in depression – something he tried not to think too hard about. In short, there was awareness – a realisation she was gone – but no acceptance yet. Not by a long chalk.


His job, as a detective inspector with a major investigations team at the Metropolitan Police, gave him ample distraction. Whether that was positive or not was debatable. Diversion was good; not giving yourself enough space to move on wasn’t. He knew that, but preferred not to dwell on it. Instead, the multiple investigations he’d taken on helped him make sense of the post-Karin world.


The one certainty in his life was that, unlike certain professions, his work wouldn’t ever dry up. The official statistics claimed violent crime was on the wane. The amount of overtime he and his team were doing suggested otherwise, and Finn wasn’t complaining. Work gave him routine, routine gave him structure, structure provided distraction. And distraction numbed the pain.


He looked around the wine bar with little enthusiasm. Soft jazz played in the background, mingling with the low hubbub of courting couples. It was a world he felt no connection to. He longed to be at home, with a cup of coffee and his paperwork spread out in front of him.


‘I hope you haven’t been waiting long?’


He recognised the cultured voice immediately, and turned to see a tall woman in her early forties with dark blonde hair smiling at him.


Cally Hunter certainly cut a distinctive figure, her fashion style very much rooted in French New Wave. She wore a simple buttoned-down blouse with a black jacket, black denim trousers and black shoes. The Gallic look wasn’t accidental – she ran a small French restaurant in Islington which somehow managed to survive and thrive despite the harsh economic climate. She was looking at him with a curiosity he’d come to recognise in recent months. He’d seen that expression on a lot of faces and was well versed in it. People, it seemed, never lost their interest in where you were at with your bereavement.


‘No, not at all. I only got here about ten minutes ago,’ he replied. She took a seat opposite him and he pushed one of the two glasses of Burgundy on the table over towards her.


‘I hope it’s okay . . .’ He’d been assured by the waiter it would impress even the most knowledgeable pallet, and was pleased to see an appreciative look as she took a sip.


‘More than okay. Very nice indeed. I’m assuming you must have taken the waiter’s recommendation?’ There was just enough of a sarcastic undertone to get his hackles up. The fact she was absolutely right was completely irrelevant.


‘Of course.’


She smiled at him again, warmer this time.


‘So, how are you doing, Alex?’


‘Getting along. I miss Karin, of course. Every day – goes without saying.’


The gruffness of his response gave him away, as did his instinctive glance down. She was scrutinising him carefully, he noticed, but there followed another kind smile.


‘Me too. You get plenty of fair-weather friends in life. Karin wasn’t one.’ He nodded and there was an awkward silence. He wasn’t quite sure if she’d called him out of a sincere desire to see him, or whether there was something else to it. He couldn’t think what it might be, but there was a mild flickering of curiosity.


‘How are you, anyway?’ he asked.


‘Busy. But in my line of work you learn to be grateful for that.’ She took another sip of her wine and ran her tongue over her top lip for a moment. ‘Look, I won’t waste your time; you’re probably wondering why I suggested this.’


‘We haven’t seen each other since Karin’s wake. I assumed—’


‘Oh come on, Alex . . .’ she said, immediately interrupting. ‘We’ve never really hit it off, have we? I wind you up.’


Finn didn’t know what to say. No argument there. ‘I’ll tell you a secret though,’ she added. ‘I’ve always rather enjoyed getting under your skin.’


‘I’ll tell you a secret – I know.’


They both chuckled and it helped break the ice.


‘I do respect you though. Karin was so proud of you. I just found you . . .’


‘. . . a humourless stick-in-the-mud?’ he said, allowing just the slightest hint of a wry smile.


‘Well, since you put it that way, yes. Anyway, I received a letter yesterday. This is going to sound crazy, but it was from Karin.’ Finn tensed, his steel-grey eyes suddenly lasering into her. ‘It turns out it was in her will. There was an instruction for her solicitor to send it exactly eleven months after her cremation.’


His gaze seemed to intensify until he broke it off and looked away sharply. There was a long silence as he took in what she was saying. The room suddenly seemed short of air.


‘Alex?’


He looked back at her slowly, smiling as pleasantly as he could manage.


‘I’m okay. She never did like round numbers. Six months or a year would have been too obvious. I should have guessed she’d pull something like this,’ he said. The words were affectionate but inside he felt like a fist was holding his heart and slowly squeezing it.


‘Don’t you want to know what it said?’ For an instant it was almost as if he didn’t.


‘Oh, go on then,’ he said, trying and failing to make his words sound light.


There was a tilt of her head, an appreciation of how big a moment this was for him.


‘She was worried about you. That you’d retreat into yourself after her death. She said she’d talked with you about that, but was convinced you’d ignore her.’


Finn tried to mask his reaction. He didn’t quite know what he was feeling yet, whether this was a welcome or unwelcome development. But he felt overwhelmed. At work he thought he did a decent job of keeping his emotions disguised from his colleagues. But right now he was aware Cally was reading him like a children’s book written in particularly large capitals.


‘I’m guessing she sent you to check up on me?’ he said finally.


‘Sort of . . .’


She let it hang, inviting the follow-up.


‘Can I see this letter?’ he said with a sudden burst of irritation. If Karin wanted to communicate with him, then he wanted to hear the words directly from her, not her surrogate.


Cally laughed unexpectedly. Loud and throaty.


‘Actually, no. She said you’d ask and instructed me to refuse – said you’d know exactly what it was about, and to remember Berlin.’


Berlin was the place Karin had chosen in the months before her death to have a conversation with him. It was where she’d shared her concerns about what would happen once she was gone. There was no danger of him forgetting – that conversation was burnt on his brain.


‘So, is she right?’ asked Cally.


‘I suppose. I’m very busy with work though. It’s hard to know whether I’m “retreating into myself”, as Karin puts it, or whether I’ve just got a lot on my plate. Did she give instructions on what you’re supposed to do about this?’


‘No. She did not. Which is rather unhelpful,’ said Cally with some degree of deadpan. ‘Look, I know we’ve never been close. Maybe that’s why she chose me. She knew I wouldn’t give you an easy ride.’


Finn exhaled, and ran a hand over his scalp. This felt huge. He knew it wasn’t, not in the grand scheme of things. But it was still a shock, and as a rule he wasn’t a man who liked surprises. Even ones like this.


Cally was studying him again. She meant well, but he hated the scrutiny. Only one person got to look at him like that. Or at least, used to.


‘So what do you want to do?’ he said, throwing the ball back to her.


‘I think we have to listen to Karin, don’t you?’


Finn shrugged impotently. ‘And what does that mean?’


‘That I think we’re going to have to do this again. Meet up – you and I. Because that’s what she wants . . . wanted. For you to have someone to talk to – someone she trusted. Whether you like it or not. I think that’s what she was after.’


Despite the words there was a kindness in her eyes.


‘That . . . is very Karin,’ he said.


Finn’s phone buzzed on the table. He held up a hand in apology and took the call.


‘Sorry to bother you, boss.’ He recognised the slight Scandinavian lilt of DC Mathilde Paulsen. ‘A woman’s been murdered in Crystal Palace Park. I’m just on my way over. Do you need a lift or do you want to meet me there?’


Finn looked over at Cally, whose eyes hadn’t left him.


‘I’ll take a lift if you’re offering.’


He smiled politely at Cally.


‘Coward,’ said Karin.


 


Mattie Paulsen watched from her car as Finn said his goodbyes to the rather striking blonde he’d just escorted out of the wine bar. His body language was stiff and awkward – no surprise there. She supposed it could have been a date, but instinct told her otherwise. Whatever it was, it was an interesting development, though it went without saying that interviewing a serial killer would be easier than extracting information from Finn.


The state of the DI’s personal life was the subject of much conjecture at Cedar House. The strong suspicion was that he didn’t have one. Most days he seemed to be in before anyone else, and no one knew when he left, because no one was there to see.


Paulsen, no stranger herself to brusque introversion, had noticed a change in recent weeks. Finn’s usual cool detachment had crossed a line into overt snappiness, and most uncharacteristically – for him, anyway – some small slips. Misremembering the odd name, repeating the same instructions, getting the times of routine meetings mixed up. Others were noticing too, but things hadn’t quite reached the stage where it was being discussed openly. Perhaps because they collectively knew what was at the heart of it.


Paulsen saw him glance over nervously at her as he awkwardly embraced the blonde. The tall woman left, heading off towards the tube station, and Finn began to stride over. In his mid-forties, he was an imposing figure from a distance, but up close the high cheekbones and horn-rimmed glasses suggested a more scholarly personality. He’d quickly re-adopted his best poker face but Paulsen knew him well enough to see he was unsettled. What was harder to read was whether that was because of the blonde woman, or because he’d been observed.


They’d been working together for almost a year. She’d joined Cedar House the day after Karin Finn’s cremation. The two of them had got over a difficult start to build a strong working relationship. They weren’t friends as such, and certainly didn’t socialise away from the job. She was in her mid-twenties and their worlds were completely different – if you asked him about Drake, he’d probably assume you were talking about Sir Francis. Nevertheless, there was an undeniable connection between them. She often struggled to define it. It just was what it was. Aside from her partner Nancy, she considered him one of the few people she genuinely trusted. Though that didn’t stop him from being as moody and irritable with her as he was with everyone else.


He got in the car, strapped himself in and glowered at her, well aware of what she was thinking.


‘She looked nice,’ said Paulsen lightly.


‘An old friend of Karin’s. We were just having a catch-up.’


The second sentence carried something slightly defensive and she knew better than to push it. She started the engine and moved off.


‘So bring me up to speed – what’s happened in Crystal Palace?’


‘Sounds like a mugging gone wrong. A young woman out with her father – Leah and Karl Suleman. They got jumped by some bloke in a mask. Multiple stab wounds apparently – she was dead before the paramedics got there.’


‘And the father?’


‘Wasn’t hurt – or at least there aren’t any physical injuries.’


‘So what happened? Did the daughter try and take this guy on?’


Paulsen shrugged. ‘The only witness was the father and he’s not making much sense according to DS Ojo – he’s still in shock.’


Finn digested the information and Paulsen saw him glance across curiously at her. In a jacket and jeans, she’d changed since he’d last seen her in the incident room earlier that day. Tall, mixed race, with a distinctive jet-black bob of hair, her work attire was usually impeccably formal.


‘So has this interrupted your evening too?’


She nodded.


‘My brother was coming round for dinner. Nancy’s furious – she spent half the afternoon cooking.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Don’t be. It’s a bit of a relief, if I’m honest. Don’t ask.’


He didn’t. He frowned instead and stared with some intensity out of the window. Whether that was because of the woman he’d just been with or because he was refocusing on the task in hand, Paulsen couldn’t tell, but they drove the rest of the way in silence.










Chapter 2


It was the perfect place to kill someone. Finn and Paulsen parked on a nearby street and walked up through the park in near darkness, Paulsen using her phone as a torch. There was no street lighting, no CCTV, no flats or houses directly overlooking. You could just about make out the silhouettes of the huge stone dinosaurs in the murk, circled off by a vast oval boating lake. If they’d arrived another ten minutes later, the Sulemans would have found the place closed. Instead of short cutting through the park, they’d have walked up one of the adjacent streets and be enjoying a chicken balti somewhere in the warm now.


It wasn’t hard to spot the crime scene. Leah Suleman’s body was hidden behind a forensic tent, with temporary floodlighting in place to allow the crime scene investigators to do their work. From a distance, against the backdrop of the stone monsters, it looked like some sort of film set. Finn and Paulsen followed the dirt track around the perimeter of the lake, and headed towards the lighting array. The area was cordoned off and protected, slightly unnecessarily, by a solitary police constable as blue-gowned SOCOs went about their business.


The wind blew through the trees and Finn shivered. He could hear what sounded like geese squawking down by the waterside. Doubtless it possessed its charms by day, but south London’s miniature take on Jurassic Park felt like a cold and lonely place to die. As he got closer he could see DS Jackie Ojo sitting on a bench with an expensively dressed middle-aged man, who he guessed was Karl Suleman. Finn wondered how long he’d been here, waiting for the emergency services to arrive. Alone in the dark with his daughter’s dead body, and only the dinosaurs for company.


‘The killer could have got out anywhere, this place is huge,’ muttered Paulsen, looking around, hugging herself as the wind gusted again. She was right. Even in broad daylight the park offered plenty of exits. At night, the killer wouldn’t have even needed to run. He could be watching them right now just yards away and they wouldn’t have a clue. Chances were though he’d long since disappeared. Finn focused his mind. Every crime scene possessed its own unique challenges and this one was no different.


‘There’s four sides to this park and it’s a big area, so we need to be thorough. Whoever did this may well have been splashed in blood – so let’s get the CCTV from the surrounding streets, and get uniform doing as wide a spread as possible of door-to-doors. Someone might have seen something. If we can identify which exit he took, that’ll give us a starting point. Hopefully he’s left some sort of footprint in the mud as well, and we can get an idea which way he went. The railway station’s just up the hill too – once we’ve got a proper description off the father, we can cross-check it with their cameras.’


Paulsen nodded and scurried away. Finn turned his attention to Karl Suleman, still sitting on the bench talking with Ojo. Jackie looked tired, another one whose evening must have been turned on its head – her mother, he guessed, press-ganged at short notice into babysitting her seven-year-old boy.


Ojo saw Finn watching, murmured something to Suleman, then rose and walked over to join him. He guided her to the floodlit area, which aside from giving off some welcome warmth, was also out of Karl’s earshot.


‘How is he?’ said Finn.


‘Not making a lot sense, to be honest, guv. He’s refusing to leave until the body’s been removed.’


‘That might be a while. Do we know a bit more about what happened yet?’


‘He says a kid in a mask ambushed them, threatened them with a knife. Then it gets a bit weird. He claims the boy wanted his phone, but then says it wasn’t a robbery. He also says he threatened to sexually assault the girl.’


‘Any sign of that?’


‘Doesn’t look like it – we’ll have to wait until the PM for confirmation obviously – but her clothes don’t appear to have been removed or tampered with.’


‘Didn’t he see?’ asked Finn, not quite understanding.


‘That’s what I mean about weird – he’s gabbling a bit. Says he was trying to find help when the murder actually happened.’


‘He left them? Left his daughter?’ Finn tried to keep his voice down, but couldn’t help shooting a look at the man sat on the bench.


‘Sounds like it. It’s not entirely clear. We need to get him into an interview room and take a statement ASAP. He’s the only witness and as you can see, there are no cameras around here.’


She was right, thought Finn. Traumatic events often played strange tricks on the memory. By the following morning, Suleman’s brain might well be blotting out some of the critical details. It also appeared some sort of dialogue took place with the killer before the murder. What was said to make Karl leave? He’d encountered situations where parents ended up getting hurt trying to protect their children, but this was unusual. Fear and panic could often produce unpredictable behaviours though. Maybe he’d assumed there’d be a few more people around to help. Or maybe he’d run in terror, thinking his daughter would follow – or maybe the killer was someone he knew. Experience taught Finn not to judge, whatever it might look like.


‘What do we know about them?’


‘He runs an advertising agency near King’s Cross. His daughter – Leah – was twenty-three and worked as a fundraiser for a local charity. He was taking her out for dinner.’


‘Any other relatives?’


‘Yes – the mother . . .’ Ojo referred to her pocketbook, ‘Claire Suleman, was having a night out with some friends apparently. She’s been informed and is on her way over.’


‘Any sign of the murder weapon?’


It was an optimistic question given the darkness, but it wasn’t uncommon in situations that escalated unexpectedly for a weapon to be discarded in panic.


‘No, but we might have more luck in the morning obviously.’


Finn peered across the large oval boating lake. It seemed vast at night, moonlight rippling across it with a white-silver glow.


‘He might have chucked it in there – I want the underwater search unit here early.’


Ojo nodded.


‘Something else you should know, guv: he stabbed her multiple times, then cut her throat. Karl heard her scream, so we know it was in that sequence.’


Finn frowned – they both knew that was unusual. Robberies that went wrong tended to produce a single, lethal stab wound; the perpetrator keener on escaping than making a meal of things. This kind of frenzied attack suggested either a psycho or someone on something.


‘Let’s see if there’ve been any addicts hanging around the park recently. Have some uniforms ask around tomorrow morning – the local dog-walkers and joggers might remember something.’


‘That reminds me – there was one witness. An old lady walking her dog. Karl says he tried to borrow her phone, but she wasn’t carrying one. We’ve got a description, and we’re trying to locate her. There’s a chance she might have seen the killer on his way out.’


Paulsen emerged from the gloom and re-joined them.


‘The park ranger says the gates were locked on time, nobody saw anything unusual. Have we got a proper description of the suspect yet, sarge?’


Again Ojo referred to her pocketbook.


‘Only a sketchy one. Medium height, average build, he was wearing a dark jacket, blue jeans, wore some sort of reflective mask. The only distinctive thing was the voice apparently – said he sounded young. From the description of it, I’m fairly sure the murder weapon was a zombie knife.’


Finn nodded in resignation. It would have been an agonising death – the blades were long and serrated, designed to damage organs internally as they were pulled out.


He paused to take stock. There was precious little to work with here. A seemingly motiveless murder in an isolated location by a well-disguised killer. They were literally stumbling in the dark.


Karl turned to look at them, as if sensing their uncertainty, and Finn decided it was time to engage. As they approached he began to see the man’s face in detail for the first time, the trauma written across it.


‘Mr Suleman, I’m so sorry for your loss. I’m Detective Inspector Finn, this is DC Paulsen. I know this is very difficult, but would you feel able to come back to the station and give us a statement tonight?’


He seemed to think about it for a moment, but Finn knew that look. When people were in shock, words always took a few extra seconds to penetrate.


‘Sure.’ He nodded over at Leah. ‘How long is she going to be here?’ He spoke briskly, visibly trying to hold himself together.


‘Karl!’


The voice cut through before Finn could answer and they all turned. A smartly dressed middle-aged woman with short brown hair was walking towards them. Finn recognised DC Sami Dattani’s hunched figure next to her. The woman saw the forensic tent illuminated on the footpath, saw the wine-coloured ground surrounding it and put her hand to her mouth. She tried to go over, but Dattani gently restrained her.


‘I’m sorry, I need you to stay outside the cordon,’ said Dattani.


‘That’s my daughter . . .’ She tried to wriggle free, but Dattani held her.


‘Please, Mrs Suleman. It’s critical the crime scene isn’t contaminated.’


‘Claire . . .’ said her husband. As she saw him she shook free from Dattani’s grip, sank to her knees and howled. The sound echoed around the park. Karl ran over, standing helplessly above her, not knowing what to say or do. His wife was sobbing now, huge uncontrollable gasps of pain. His head dropped into silent juddering tears of his own, the dam finally releasing. He slowly knelt in front of his wife and tried to put his arms around her.


Paulsen caught Finn’s eye, and he shrugged. He’d seen all too many people at the very worst moments of their lives. He knew these seconds were precious, would hold a lifetime’s memory for both of them. It wasn’t yours to stamp yourself over; you had to let things play out.


‘What happened?’ said Claire through the tears. For a moment Karl could barely speak.


‘I don’t know. It was all so quick. I should have been there.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘This is my fault.’


Karl tried to find the words, but couldn’t. He put his hand over his mouth suddenly, and quickly brought himself to his feet again. He stumbled towards a nearby bush and began to retch. His wife turned to look at the sight beneath the lighting again, and howled for a second time.


‘There’s something odd about this,’ whispered Paulsen. She and Finn were standing alone now, watching the Sulemans, while Ojo briefed Dattani by the cordon.


‘Go on . . .’ Finn replied.


‘If I’d been walking through this park with Nancy, and some little psycho jumped out with a knife, there’s nothing – and I mean nothing – which makes me leave her alone with him.’


‘Don’t judge him. Not until we know exactly what happened.’


‘I’m not judging him. It’s a fact. Imagine if it was your daughter.’


Finn pursed his lips. He didn’t have children; he and Karin had never got around to it. She’d wanted him to have them though, made him promise her before she died that he would one day. He’d certainly been told enough that you didn’t really know what it meant to be truly selfless until you were a parent. To his very ordered mind, it was simply a dispassionate fact; he didn’t have children, so couldn’t put himself in Karl Suleman’s shoes. Instead, he tried to imagine what he would have done if it’d been Karin there.


‘There’s no way I’d have left her,’ he said.


‘My dad wouldn’t have left me either. Wouldn’t leave me now, and he’s seventy-four. There’s nobody I know who’d do that. So why did he?’


They watched the Sulemans for a moment. Claire, kneeling in the mud, unravelling; her husband, a silhouette coughing and spluttering in the nearby vegetation. They needed to get this moving – to get her away from here, to get him back to Cedar House. Karl finally stood, wiping his chin. And that’s when Finn saw it. The look in his eye. The look that would one day kill the man. The guilt.










Chapter 3


‘He was just a kid. If I saw him in the street during the day, I probably wouldn’t give him a second look.’


They were now back in the relative warmth of one of the interview rooms at Cedar House. Sami Dattani was with Claire Suleman, having persuaded her to let him drive her home while her husband gave his statement. Karl was still palpably in shock, turning down offers of hot food or drink. Every now and then he’d start shaking and the words would dry up and they’d wait as he’d gathered himself again.


‘Just start at the beginning,’ said Finn, ‘so we’ve got it all on the record. What time did you meet your daughter this evening?’


‘I caught the 18.36 from Victoria, so I guess just after seven.’


‘You work in central London – what about Leah?’


He shook his head.


‘No, she works in Crystal Palace, so it was just a short walk for her.’


‘Did anyone else know you were meeting?’ asked Paulsen.


‘My wife obviously, a couple of people at work I mentioned it to. I can’t speak for Leah – she might have posted something on Facebook. She’s all over her social media . . .’ His face started to crumple again, but he just about managed to rein it in.


‘So you met in the dinosaur park, then what happened?’


‘We decided to walk down to a restaurant in Penge.’ He shook his head. ‘I can’t even remember what we were talking about in those two minutes. Then this guy just appeared out of nowhere. He must have been waiting in the bushes.’


‘What did he look like? Was he tall or short, for example?’


‘Average height, I suppose. Maybe five foot seven or eight? As I said before, he was wearing a mask so I couldn’t see his face.’


‘Tell us more about the mask – what exactly did it look like?’ said Paulsen.


His eyes narrowed at the memory.


‘It was weird. Kind of chrome-like. Some sort of reflective material. And he had a hood up too.’ He shook his head, palpably shivering at the memory. ‘It was like talking to a fucking alien.’


‘What about his hands? Could you see if he was black or white?’


Karl frowned as he tried to remember the brief flash of skin he’d seen on the wrist holding the knife.


‘I don’t know – I couldn’t be sure.’


‘What about his clothing?’


‘He was wearing a dark blue metallic jacket . . . and jeans, I think.’


He said the words slowly, as if disbelieving his own memory.


‘Expensive trainers, tatty jeans? Anything distinctive at all you can remember?’


He concentrated, then shook his head.


‘Can you estimate what age he might have been?’


‘A teenager, I’d say.’


‘Early, late teens?’


‘Sorry, could be either. It was impossible to tell under that mask.’


He reached out in front of him and took a sip of water from a paper cup, gulping it down loudly. His face looked hollow, white as the walls around them.


‘What about the knife he was carrying, can you describe it?’


‘It was huge, serrated. Oh God . . .’


He put his hand up to his mouth as he remembered the feel of it tugging on his skin. It was impossible not to imagine that blade cutting deep into Leah’s flesh. The shark-fin steel tearing through her organs as it came back out. He dropped his head and began to sob silently. Finn gave him a moment.


‘We can come back to the knife later. I don’t want to make this any more difficult for you than it already is.’


Karl looked back up and swallowed.


‘It’s alright . . . I want to do this.’


Finn nodded.


‘Tell me about the conversation – what did he say to you?’


‘That’s just it – he didn’t seem to want anything. He told me either he’d stab me, or . . .’


He stopped again, caught in another memory. ‘Or he’d rape Leah.’


The words hung there as their meaning sank in.


‘He made you choose?’ said Finn slowly.


‘Yes. Leah wanted me to go. She said at least that way we’d both live. It seemed to make sense in the moment.’


‘You trusted this guy’s word?’ said Paulsen, her tone even and neutral.


‘I didn’t have time to think. It all happened in seconds. One minute we’re walking along, the next . . .’


He tailed off and shook his head again. Paulsen’s eyes were blazing. Finn couldn’t tell whether it was fury at a man who’d deserted his daughter, or rage at the individual who’d put them in this position. There was an awkward pause which inadvertently felt judgemental. In truth Finn was still processing the awfulness of the choice this man had been presented with. Suddenly the expression on his face was not so much haunted as damned, the imploring tone in his voice taking on a whole new dimension.


‘I went to get help. That’s the only reason I left her. It was a gamble – I thought if I could find someone I could stop it. I should have gone back up to the station – there were people there. I don’t know why I didn’t, I wasn’t thinking straight. I should never have gone. What sort of father leaves their child?’


Karl flinched, almost in physical pain. The reason he hadn’t been there when his daughter died was now so much clearer to Finn. A snap decision, an equation he’d got horribly and terribly wrong. His hand rose up to his mouth again and clamped itself there. It was hard to tell if he was about to retch again, or whether it was to simply stop the incriminating flow of words. Once more they patiently waited, until the hand slowly released.


‘What happened next?’ said Paulsen.


‘He told me he wanted my phone to stop me calling the police. At that point, I realised it wasn’t about robbing us – he wanted Leah. There’s a pub down at the bottom of the park – it’s usually packed on a Friday night. I thought if I could get there, you know?’ Again that pleading look in his eye, thought Finn, but it wasn’t the two detectives he was trying to convince. ‘What could I do? I’m forty-six years old. This kid was holding a knife . . .’ He automatically put his hand to his throat, and Finn noticed for the first time the small dot of dried blood there. Suleman saw him staring at it. ‘He warned me – put the knife to my throat. Like I say, I just wanted to get help. Do you understand? Do you see why I went, why I wasn’t there?’


He was going to feel this for every single second of every single day of the rest of his life, that much was clear. They weren’t quite fast enough in answering him.


‘Of course,’ said Paulsen. He looked down in shame.


‘So you ran, and that’s when you saw the woman with the dog?’ said Finn quickly.


‘Yeah. I asked her if she had a phone, but she wasn’t carrying one. I was talking to her when I heard Leah scream. I turned and went back. The rest you know.’


‘We’re trying to locate that woman, based on the description you gave us earlier. She might have seen the killer too. She’s probably a regular in the park, so we’re hopeful,’ said Paulsen. Suleman didn’t really seem to be taking it in.


‘If I’d have stayed, he’d have stabbed me and done what he was going to do to Leah anyway.’


Possibly, thought Finn, but didn’t say it.


‘And you’re sure at no time did he ask for money or anything else?’ he said instead.


‘No – he just told me give him my phone and leave.’


‘At this stage – and we haven’t confirmed this forensically yet – there doesn’t seem to be any sign of sexual assault.’


There was a long pause as he digested this, a tiny flicker of relief somewhere in the torment.


‘Why didn’t he take her bag then? It had her credit cards in, some cash. And my phone – her phone – why didn’t he take those?’


‘They’re savvy these days – they know phones can be traced, so some of these kids prefer not to touch them,’ said Finn. ‘Look, I hate to ask you this, but we need to consider every possibility. Is there anyone who might have wanted to hurt either you or Leah?’


‘No. Of course not. Everyone adored her. I know I would say that, but it’s true. As for me – I’m a businessman. I’ve probably made enemies, but not to this extent. And they’d hurt me financially, not by stabbing my daughter. And none of them are teenagers, for God’s sake.’


‘Did she have a boyfriend?’


‘No, not really. She split with someone a few months back – but that was his choice, he’d got a job in Glasgow. She’d been dating someone new recently. Some data analyst, I think. Very early stages though.’


‘Do you have his details?’


‘No, of course not.’


‘No problem, we’ll be looking through her phone anyway. But if there’s anything else that comes to mind later . . .’


Suleman nodded.


‘I’d never have deserted her. I was trying to find help. You have to believe that.’


Again, his tone held the same mixture of shame and pleading, but this time he didn’t wait for their reaction, and this time the tears weren’t silent as he broke down again.


 


‘It sounds like out and out sadism without a motive,’ said DCI John Skegman, as he tried to make sense of the story he was being told. He’d been on his way out of the building when word came through of the incident in Crystal Palace. A small wiry man, he often projected a slightly shifty demeanour to those who didn’t know him. Finn knew better though. The darting eyes, and what could be perceived as a slightly condescending attitude, belied a dispassionate mind and a thick skin. By and large it was a supportive relationship, with only the occasional moments of mutual stubbornness causing friction between them.


The detritus of a half-eaten pizza crust was sitting in a square green box on his usually immaculate desk. Yet another Friday night that’d been torpedoed, thought Finn.


‘Sometimes people just find themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time. The kid was probably off his tits or there was something about these two he took against,’ he said.


‘I’m not so sure this was an addict,’ said Paulsen. ‘But sadistic is the right word for that choice – there was something unnecessarily cruel about it; making this guy leave, then killing his daughter anyway. It was cold-blooded, not hot-blooded.’


Finn nodded, agreeing with her logic, the words jogging a memory at the back of his mind. It’d been nagging at him since they’d left the interview room. And now he remembered why – another man with haunted eyes, also tortured by a choice made in haste. The last time Finn had seen Martin Walker he’d been in a hospital bed, wrapped in bandages. Walker was a retired firefighter who’d crossed paths with a particularly dangerous underworld figure. He had eventually committed suicide, leaving a note behind saying he’d been given no alternative. He claimed if he hadn’t, his wife would have been killed instead. But seemingly unlike this new case, Walker had been targeted for a reason – he’d stolen money from the wrong man. It was unlikely there was any connection between that tragedy and this one, though it had gained a lot of press coverage at the time. It was chilling to think it might have inspired someone.


‘What do we know about the victim?’ said Skegman.


There was nothing extraordinary about Leah Suleman. She’d been a charity fundraiser who lived locally. A quick check of her social media had showed nothing other than the usual ups and downs of a twenty-something Londoner. She seemed to have plenty of friends, liked to travel, and clearly enjoyed an amusing animal video judging by her tweets. Finn shook his head.


‘Nothing out of the ordinary.’


‘And the father?’


‘Looks quite well heeled – expensive clothes, runs an ad agency in town. That’s as much as we know so far.’


‘Alright, let uniform and forensics do their work. Hopefully it’ll give you a bit more to work with in the morning. Who’s looking after this overnight?’


‘DS Collier, and Sami Dattani’s with the mother at the family home in Dulwich. I’ve asked Nishat Adams to drive Karl home.’


Skegman nodded, and absent-mindedly closed the lid of the cardboard box containing the remains of his dinner. Paulsen looked at them both.


‘Are we done for now?’ she said.


Finn nodded.


‘Get going, Mattie, and thanks for tonight. I’m sorry it messed up your evening.’


She gave a tired shake of the head and left. Finn waited for the door to shut behind her, then turned back to Skegman.


‘Just a thought, but what about making her one of the Sulemans’ FLOs?’


Skegman’s eyes narrowed and Finn could guess what he was thinking. Family liaison officers were usually deployed in pairs as a matter of policy. Dattani and Adams were both experienced in the role and natural fits. Paulsen was neither.


‘Really?’


‘She’s done the training.’


It was an idea that had been sitting in the back of Finn’s mind for a while now. He’d seen enough over the past twelve months to know she was both empathetic and sensitive, despite her outward moodiness. She’d hate it, of course, but that didn’t bother him.


‘What’s your thinking?’ said Skegman.


Finn had been here many times before and knew exactly how to play this. Done properly, with a little prodding, the DCI would later think the idea had been his from the start.


‘I think it might help improve her all-round skillset. We both know she’s got promise – but you don’t realise potential without getting proper hands-on experience. Sami can help her and I think it’s a good opportunity to try her out.’
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