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Dorothy Koomson


Dorothy Koomson is the award-winning author of fifteen novels including twelve Sunday Times bestsellers.


Her third novel, My Best Friend's Girl, was chosen for the Richard & Judy Book Club Summer Reads of 2006, and reached number two on the Sunday Times bestseller list. Two of her books, The Ice Cream Girls and The Rose Petal Beach, were shortlisted for the British Book Awards. And in 2013 a TV adaptation loosely based on The Ice Cream Girls was shown on ITV1.


Dorothy has lived and worked in London, Leeds and Sydney but is currently a full-time Brighton resident. She calls herself a method writer and for Tell Me Your Secret, she took up making pottery and spending even more time on the beach.




Praise for Tell Me Your Secret


‘I raced through this compelling thriller about families, secrets and, above all, survival. Congratulations on a real page-turner Dorothy Koomson’ Catherine Isaac


‘Kept me pinned to my sofa and turning the pages. A totally addictive, can’t put down, rollercoaster ride of a story’ Araminta Hall


‘I LOVED Tell Me Your Secret. Such a gripping and pacy thriller with a clever, twisty plot. I cared about the two main characters and I couldn’t put it down. The ending was brilliantly shocking’ Claire Douglas


‘Tell Me Your Secret is a stunningly tense, completely compelling thriller that had me gripped from the first page. A taut, twisting drama peopled with living, breathing characters you believe in and a story that has you rushing to turn the pages. This book will mess with your head, steal your breath and scare you senseless. I loved it!’ Miranda Dickinson


‘Tell Me Your Secret is a compelling page turner. It’s thrilling. Honest and raw. Also, Dorothy can write a fire sex scene’ Black Girls Book Club


Praise for Dorothy Koomson


‘Immediately gripping and relentlessly intense [. . .] a darkly inventive and thought-provoking thriller’ Heat


‘An instantly involving psychological thriller’ Daily Telegraph


‘If you only do one thing this weekend, read this book. . . utterly brilliant’ Sun


‘Full of heart and sympathy’ Daily Mail


‘A touching and engaging story’ Good Housekeeping


‘Gripping and compelling’ Closer


‘Another moving and thought-provoking read’ Cosmopolitan


‘An excellent roller-coaster ride of a book, which keeps you guessing until the very end’ Bella


‘Gripping stuff’ S Magazine


‘Incredibly moving and intelligently written’ Woman


‘Another page-turning, addictive read’ Black Hair Magazine


‘Koomson just gets better and better’ Woman & Home


‘Full of mystery and intrigue, it's a book that will grip you from the very start’ Take A Break


‘Koomson’s characters are perfectly formed yet flawed, showing acute insight into the human psyche. Thanks to their depth and intricately woven, ever changing relationships, the novel simmers with tension and an undercurrent of darkness’ Daily Express


‘A fast-paced, gritty and exhilarating read’ OK! Hot Stars


‘A touching tale of love and loss’ Best


‘Fast moving and compelling’ Sunday Mirror


‘A riveting read from start to finish’ Woman


‘Koomson is a fine writer whose prose is compulsive’ Sunday Express


‘An unforgettable, beautifully crafted testimony to an unbreakable love that lasts a lifetime and beyond’ Daily Record


‘Gritty and realistic, it mixes crime, drama and romance’ Candis


‘A psychological thriller where the suspense and fear comes from the protagonist rather than events that surround her’ The Lady







Dorothy Koomson, ‘Queen of the big reveal’, is back with a gripping page-turner full of twists and turns.


Pieta has a secret.


Ten years ago, Pieta was kidnapped by a man calling himself The Blindfolder who said he wouldn't kill her if she kept her eyes closed for 48 hours. She never told anyone what happened to her, vowing to move on with her life. But when The Blindfolder starts hunting down his past victims, Pieta realises she may finally be forced to tell her deepest secret to stay alive . . .


Jody has a secret.


Fifteen years ago, policewoman Jody made a terrible mistake that resulted in a serial killer known as The Blindfolder escaping justice. When Jody discovers journalist Pieta survived an attack by him, she realises she may finally have found a way to catch him. But that would mean endangering at least two innocent people . . .


They kept quiet to protect themselves.


Will telling all save or sacrifice each other?
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Prologue


‘If you want to survive this weekend . . . there is only one thing you must do – keep your eyes closed . . . For forty-eight hours you must not open your eyes. If you do open your eyes, I will end you.


‘No matter what you feel or hear, you must not open your eyes, not even for the briefest of seconds . . . If you do as I ask, I will release you and you can go back to your ordinary little life . . . It’s really that simple. Do you understand?


‘I’m going to take off this blindfold in a few moments, but before I do, nod if you understand . . . Come on, just a little nod to show you know what I’m talking about. A nod . . . That’s it, that’s right. Thank you. Now our weekend together can begin.’




Part 1







Pieta


Monday, 10 June


Keys, bag, coffee cup, tape recorder, notebook.


Pens. Mustn’t forget the pens. I open my bag and peer inside. All present and correct.


Right, time to go.


Inhaler, car keys, memory stick, painkillers.


I open my bag for the third time. Definitely all there. I can go.


Purse? Security pass? Spare pair of armwarmers?


Gosh, I’m being slow today. I open my bag, again, and check everything is in there. Great. All there. Now it’s time to go. Properly go.


At the front door, I turn to the woman and boy who have been standing in the corridor, waiting for me to leave. I grab my laptop in one hand and my reusable coffee cup and car keys with the other.


‘Thanks so much for coming over early, Sazz,’ I say to the childminder. ‘I really couldn’t have made this breakfast meeting without you.’


‘No problem, Pi-R,’ she says with a smile. She’s known me many years and has shortened my name (Pieta Rawlings) like this pretty much since day one. She wraps a protective arm around my son and affectionately draws him to her. ‘Me and the Kobster, we’ll have a great time getting ready.’


No one else – not even his beloved grandparents – would get away with calling my boy that. Kobi is very serious about his name – except when it comes to Sazz (real name Sarah Sazzleoj). Sazz can pretty much do anything she likes without consequences. Me? I’m regularly treated to a combination of ‘the look’ and a tone of voice that scorches every letter as it leaves his mouth for the smallest of indiscretions.


I have to put down all the things in my hands to reach for my son. I wrap my arms around him, pull him close, kiss his head. I linger over our goodbyes, I always do. It’ll only be a few hours till we see each other again, but I get so few of these moments with him in life, I want to enjoy and savour every second of every one.


‘Have a good day. I love you,’ I say. ‘Eat your breakfast. Behave for Sazz.’ I let go before he pushes me off and begin to gather my stuff up again. ‘And enjoy yourself tonight with Miles and Austin.’


‘It’s Sam and Oscar, actually,’ my son informs me.


‘What?’ I pause. ‘It’s Miles and Austin tonight. That’s what you told me. That’s what I wrote down, that’s what’s been arranged.’


My son shakes his head. ‘Nope. Sam and Oscar.’


‘But that means . . .’ I plonk down my coffee cup, dump my keys, open up my light-red, suedette bag and start to fish around for my mobile. ‘I’ll have to message Karen to double-check she’s let the school know that Sazz has to pick up Oscar and Sam. And then I’ll have to text Allie to make sure she knows that it’s not tonight . . . and I put rice for dinner beca—’


Sazz steps forward, picks up my coffee cup and keys, the latter jangling as she moves them across the gap between us. She forces them into my hands, then jams in my laptop bag, too. ‘I’ll sort it Pi-R. All of it. I’ll call both sets of parents, let the school know, then pick them up and bring them home. No worries whatsoever.’


She’s hustling me out of the door, trying to get rid of me because I’m stopping their fun. I’m never quite sure what they get up to when I’m not there, but they regularly make me feel like I am excess to requirements.


‘OK, if you can’t get hold of Allie, then call Mike,’ I say. ‘Baycroft, they’re Baycroft.’


‘Allie, then Mike, got it,’ she says, still manoeuvring me towards the door.


‘And it’s Karen and Julian Newby for—’


‘I know, I know,’ she says with that big grin of hers. Her smile – open and friendly – was one of the first things I noticed about her. The second thing was that, out of all the nannies and childminders I’d interviewed (eight of them) she was the only one who asked to see the baby. ‘I’ve dealt with them all before. I’ll sort it.’


‘Bye, Mum,’ Kobi calls approvingly when Sazz reaches around me and opens the door.


‘See you, Pi-R.’


‘Oh, just one more thing—’ I say.


‘You have the best of days, OK?’ she says. ‘I’ll be rooting for you.’


Involuntarily, I step backwards onto the path outside my house.


‘Bye,’ Kobi calls before the door is shut in my face.


‘It’s always lovely to know you’re superfluous to your life,’ I reply to my black front door. ‘Always.’




Jody


Monday, 10 June


I’m not sure about other detectives, other officers, but this never ever feels real to me.


Not straight away, I mean.


Not until I actually see the person, and then it’s brought into sharp relief, a big dose of reality forced into my face. But until then, when I am approaching a crime scene, when there are area cars and blue-and-white tape and uniforms, high-vis jackets and tents and people dressed in white overclothes, it all looks like something off the telly.


My heart feels like it is in my throat right now, but if you look close enough, you’ll be able to see it hammering away in the middle of my chest, as though it’s trying to escape. Because I know this is going to be number six. I desperately don’t want her to be, I want her to be someone different, someone who isn’t dead because of me.


I’ve been dropped off at a place called Preston Park in Brighton. When I’d asked for a PC to drive me there because I didn’t really know Brighton beyond the seafront and the flat I’m staying in, I’d been expecting the same type of park as the one near where I live in London. Nice and green, trees, paths and benches, a slight incline here and there, but essentially you can see the other side wherever you stand. If a body had been found in that park, you’d have no trouble finding out where you needed to be. ‘Which part of Preston Park?’ the driver asked as we strapped ourselves in.


‘No idea. The parkiest bit?’ I replied.


‘It’s quite a big park, Inspector,’ he stated.


‘To be honest, it’s seven thirty in the morning. I came in early to set up my incident room, I wasn’t really expecting to be called out, I haven’t got my bearings or anything. Can you take me there and we’ll have to look for where the incident is.’ That wasn’t totally true. I had been expecting to be called out but at the same time, I had been hoping I was wrong about the pattern that had been playing out for the last seven months. I’d been rather successfully pretending to myself that I was wrong about what would happen on this particular day because it was the sixth Monday.


The officer who was driving me had kept his face neutral as he nodded in agreement. When we arrived at the park and I realised what he meant about it being ‘quite big’, I was impressed that he had managed to hide his irritation so well. To be fair, though, it didn’t take that long to find the incident. He’d asked if I wanted him to wait for me, but I’d said no. I didn’t know how long I would be there and I didn’t want to keep him hanging around.


As I approach the garland of blue-and-white police tape that links the trees and protects the area from prying eyes, I realise I’m holding my breath because this has an added dimension.


It’s not a simple case of the horror of finding a dead body, the confirmation that people can do terrible things to other people, this is a reminder, like I said to you before, that another woman is dead because of me; that this is all my fault.


Surprisingly, there are no media vans or cars, no reporters desperate for a story but I’m not sure if this has been called in yet. I know the last three – found in Queen’s Park, Hollingbury Park and Hangleton Park – were reported as suspicious deaths, which kind of gave the impression that they had been deaths as the result of misadventure (i.e. drugs or drink or both). Very little information had been given out because very little had been known. It was only when I linked them with the ones in London that I was allowed to come to Brighton to assess the bodies, and was allowed to call them the work of a serial killer. More than three means the work of a serial, after all.


The press down here haven’t caught on, yet.


‘What have we got?’ I ask the PC who stands guarding this outer part of the cordoned-off area.


She tips her head back slightly to look at me because her too-big helmet sits below her eyebrows. I should probably pull her up on that – remind her of the importance of looking neat, especially when you’re out here where the public can see you. In the grand scheme of things, it isn’t important, though.


‘Ma’am?’ she replies. What she means is, Who are you?


I flash my warrant card and say, ‘I’m down from London on secondment.’ Kind of. ‘I received a call asking me to attend this scene.’


‘Ma’am.’


‘What have we got?’ I repeat when it’s obvious she’s not intending to say anything else.


It’s likely she won’t know, which is why she isn’t speaking, but I want to give myself a moment before I find out if this one is one of them. If this one is body number six. She will be, they wouldn’t have called me if she wasn’t, but I can hope, can’t I?


‘Dog walker found her,’ the officer says, realising that I want something, no matter how inane. ‘Up near the centre.’


Never get a dog, my friend Sharon used to say. You’ll either get murdered while walking it or find a dead body. It’s quite disturbing how right she was. (I often wonder if that’s why she named her dog Lucky.)


‘I don’t know much else,’ she admits. She doesn’t know much, I’d bet, because she is incurious. She won’t have asked, she won’t have looked, she will have been told to stand here and so she is going to stand here and do nothing beyond that. She’s the perfect PC for this job, really, because no one – press or member of the public – will be able to pry, bribe or trick any information out of her. Hopefully the other officers stationed at different points will keep a better eye on who is watching us, who is taking a keen interest in what is going on, who is – potentially – the killer sticking around to watch his handiwork be uncovered.


I take another look around at the park, its shapes and nuances, its colours and its shades coming slowly alive, into fuller focus, as the light arrives with the continued rise of the sun. What a place to meet your end, I think. What a place to have this happen to you.


‘Thank you,’ I say to the PC, as I negotiate my way under the tape.


I hate this. I hate the ‘off the telly’ feeling, but the ‘about to be real’ moment really gets to me, churns me up like a plough through soil. It never gets easier, it only ever gets worse. Statistics tell me that someday, it’ll be someone I know. Possibly someone I love. Someone I can’t bear to be without.


I’ve been in Brighton three days. It’s unusual for someone who doesn’t know the terrain to be assigned as Senior Investigating Officer (SIO) on multiple murders, but after I’d linked the London and Brighton murders, after I campaigned hard at every level to not allow them to dismiss this as simply ‘drug related’, after I persuaded and cajoled, showing all the evidence I’d amassed on my own, I think they gave me the assignment just to get rid of me. I could not let this go. Could not let anyone else take charge of this. Not when I had been there at the very beginning.


I shake my head to stop that line of thought. I’m here now, I’m doing this. I will make things right.


The path has obviously been cleared from the outer cordon through to the tent where the body is. In other words, the ground had been searched for evidence before the small metal footplates had been laid down for us all to step on to get to the murder site.


‘What have we got?’ I ask the plain-clothes officer who is approaching me via the footplates with the speed of someone who is desperate to cut off an intruder into their realm, and certainly before I make it into the inner cordoned-off area.


‘And you are?’ he asks.


‘Detective Inspector Jody Foster,’ I say.


He double-takes either at my name or my position, or maybe both. ‘Jody Foster?’ he asks, questioning the name over the position.


‘She spells her name differently and you need to get over it, really quickly,’ I say. I pull out my warrant card and his back stiffens, his demeanour formalises. ‘What have we got?’


My eyes focus on his face – jowly, sagging, sallow. He’s done his time, but he isn’t ready to wind things down yet. He is small, wiry, his hair white and black at the same time. I’m studying him because I do not want to look over at the people in white overalls, I do not want this to be real. If I focus on this man, maybe I can delay the inevitability of what is coming just that bit longer, so that when we reach the time when I have to look, maybe, just maybe, I’ll be able to cope.


‘Black woman. Mid-to-late thirties. They’re guessing strangulation right now, but no one’s hanging their career on that because the bruising hasn’t appeared yet. Not sure if she’s been sexually assaulted. Looking likely.’


‘Any unusual marks?’ I ask as casually as I can.


He nods. ‘I’ll say.’


My heartbeat quickens. It still might not be. It could be some other sicko. ‘What is it?’ I ask.


‘It’ll be easier if I show you,’ he replies.


Easier for who? Not for me, certainly.


We cross the distance to the white forensics tent and I pull on the white overclothes, tuck my hair inside the hood, and then snap the face mask into place. Once I am suitably attired, we walk towards the inner cordon with him in front. I have to force myself to keep eyes forward, to not show any weakness or fear, to not give in to the little white creature of terror that sits hunched on my shoulder, dribbling its ‘this is all your fault’ poison into my ear.


Will this one have been deliberately placed, like the others, laid face down, displayed so we’ll instantly know? So I’ll instantly know. It does feel personal. It feels like all of this is being done to get at me, to remind me how fallible I am.


The sergeant crouches down, and I watch his rubber-covered fingers reach for the edge of the sheet, slip it back over the shape of her body. He does this more respectfully than I’ve seen others in his position do.


Definitely placed; absolutely displayed.


And there it is. That mark, that brand.


Breathe, Jody. Breathe.


Pretend, Jody. Pretend.


You are a police officer. An inspector. You are hardened and wise, experienced and knowing. You do this day in, day out, you’ve seen so many bodies, so many permutations of people being dead that it doesn’t touch the sides. It’s the crime that bothers you, the audacity of those who think they can get away with it.


Come on, Jody, I cajole myself. This shouldn’t bother you. You shouldn’t be standing here, hoping she was unconscious when it happened. No, when it was done to her. You shouldn’t be allowing yourself to slip into the vortex by imagining the hell of the pain she went through first time around and then the terror she went through again right before the end.


I stare at the woman, knowing she should be full of life.


She should be walking, running around, reclining on a sofa scrolling through her phone, running a bath, washing up, cleaning her toilet, or not tidying up her living room. She should be doing a million other inconsequential and more vitally important things than lying here.


Stop it, Jody. Stop this! I tell myself fiercely. You can’t be a SIO if you’re going to do this, be like this. Focus, concentrate, be a police officer and take down the particulars of this scene.


Around this woman’s head is a blindfold. Silk, expensive, stretched over her eyes and tied with a single knot at the back of her head.


Her body is doughy, like she didn’t work out but kept herself slim. Her back is bare and the skin is a soft, chestnut brown that is blemish-free and clear down to where it disappears under the sheet. Her back. It was a perfect, untouched canvas. Until the weekend that changed her life. Until his calling card was cruelly pressed into her back.


I want to tear my eyes away. I want to stop imagining the agony, the fear, the horror. But I can’t. Won’t. This is part of the job. This is part of the process of stepping out of the surreal into the reality. This is my life.


And this is him.


What I am looking at right now is him.


The Blindfolder. This is all him.




Pieta


Monday, 10 June


Well, that was a bit of a disaster.


That could be me catastrophising – making something huge out of something not so huge – but it’s put a dent in my morning, which will impact what time I can leave work. And that is a bit of a disaster as far as I’m concerned.


Lillian, my boss and the editor of BN Sussex, the weekly news and lifestyle magazine and part of the Brighton newspaper group I work for, has (probably unintentionally) stitched me up this morning.


I’d got Sazz over early so I could drive the twenty minutes out to Stanmer Park for the breakfast launch of a new beauty product that was going to revolutionise skin care and put Brighton on the map (I thought Brighton was already on the map but clearly, according to the press release, I was wrong).


I’d approached the stately home and noticed the lack of cars, the paucity of people milling around, and the absence of attendants with clipboards. The launch, as it turned out, had been cancelled at the end of last week and Lillian, who controlled all launches with the iron grip of a woman whose whole existence seemed to be one long stream of Fear of Missing Out, had neglected to tell me. I wasn’t sure if she’d genuinely forgotten or had seized on another opportunity to bawl me out on a Monday morning.


It’d taken twenty minutes – twenty – to find someone who knew vaguely what planet we were living on and what day it was, to find someone else who could find out whether the launch was going to be later than billed or had been cancelled. The person who sent the press release and invite obviously didn’t bother to answer their phone and there was no answer at the offices of the beauty company.


At one point, I’d stood in the plush café area of Stanmer Park House, and wondered if some elaborate joke was being played on me.


And now, the post-punchline punchline, is being stuck in traffic around Preston Park as I try to get back to work.


I stare powerlessly at the line of cars waiting to get around the park; they stretch out in front of me like multi-coloured beads on a necklace.


Preston Park is shaped like a segment of pie, with a little corner eaten out of the widest bit at the top. Earlier, when I’d driven past, there’d been something going on near that nibbled bit by Surrenden Avenue – I’d seen blue flashing lights, flickering like Christmas tree lights, and I thought . . . maybe a mugging? Car jacking? Actually, I hadn’t even really thought that. I’d seen the lights, noted them, and driven on, keen to get to where I was meant to be.


Now it’s impacting traffic, pushing all of us to a standstill, I’m paying more attention. Even from where I am, not quite at that bit of the pie, I can see the police cars are still there, but there are a few more of them now. Vans, too. There are more people as well – some in high-vis jackets, others in white jumpsuits, most of them congregated just out of sight. Police tape, which I didn’t notice before, is wound around trees near the area, and flutters like bunting in the breeze.


This isn’t a small crime, something that will barely make it on to the pages of our newspaper or will fill out a few lines on our website. This is something serious. Something big.


Every single one of my journalistic nerves has been stroked to attention. This is what I loved when I lived and worked in London. I used to thrive on getting the first hints of a story, would be gagging to be in the early scramble to gather as much information as possible; to be RIGHT THERE as the tale unfolded and I got to know the people involved and had the chance to relay their story.


That was also what made me a rubbish journalist in the end. I was always far more interested in the people behind the crime than the actual crime. I always focused on what the crime did to the victim’s lives and the lives of those around them, instead of trying to explain how the crime was going to damage, shape or influence society. ‘Society’ being the lives of the readers, of course. Eventually, after one too many stories where I explained the victim’s personal devastation, I was ‘promoted’ – to the editing department. In other words, I was taken away from the news and put somewhere I could inject the human element into the harder-edged stories, but wouldn’t sully anything important with talk of emotions.


I watch another couple of people, I assume plain-clothes police officers, head towards the line of tape, lift it to go under and then move towards the area that is just out of sight.


Murder. It’ll be a murder, of course. A body found in Preston Park. Probably alone, definitely ended. My stomach falls away.


That could have been me. The thought bolts across my mind before I can stop it. That could have been me being looked at, wondered about, examined for clues. That almost was me: a dead body left in a park, alone, ended.


I hit the button on my car stereo to take it off mute and bring the music, summon the noise – something that will take my mind away from there.


The discordant, siren-like notes and the heavy beat of ‘Opps’ rise up from the speakers and instantly fill the car. Don’t go there, I warn myself as the music starts to throb through me. Just don’t go there.


I watch the police move around their cordoned-off area, observe members of the public pausing to see if they can get a glimpse of what is going on. Some have mobile phones up, others stand and stare. Everything is slowing down, winding down into slow motion. Slow-motion world, slow-motion life, slow-motion slide back into the past.


I am still here.


I am still here.


I am still here.


I am still here.


I remind myself of that all the time.


I am still here.


My fingers grope for the stereo knob and I turn it up, try to connect with the beat, try to hook myself into the present. These thoughts about what could have been, they lurk around my head, wanting to be thought through; desperate to be explored. And I need to stop it.


A person in a white jumpsuit moves back away from the site. He carries a camera, and he pauses at the top of the slight rise, lifts the camera to his face and starts to take pictures.


That was almost me.


I wrench the volume as high as I can get it. It’s too loud, pounding at the nerves in my ears, smacking the cells in my brain, but fighting off the flashes of my memory, too.


That was almost me.


That was almost me.


That was almost me.




Jody


Monday, 10 June


Have you ever done anything really bad?


You, yes, you, reading this. I’m talking to you because there is no one else I can share stuff with. I’m not using you, I simply need someone to listen who won’t go and blab and probably won’t judge me as harshly as people in my real life.


Have you ever done anything really bad?


Not mean, or snarky, or even unpleasant, I mean, really heinous? The type of thing that you could technically be locked up for? I have.


Like most people, when I did it, I didn’t actually realise how terrible it was. It was an act born of frustration and irritation and . . . oh, I don’t know, of not wanting to be the responsible one for once in my life. And then . . . argh. I didn’t know. I simply didn’t know. I didn’t realise I was going to end up here.


I’m standing in front of a large board of smiling faces. All of them have had their lives extinguished because of me. Because of this terrible, actually evil thing I did. I’m not trying to keep you in the dark, it’s just really very difficult to talk about it. To even think about it.


This investigation has been given a room right at the back of Central Brighton Police Station. We’ve only got a room and not that many bodies because of budget cuts and because it started in London and the victims have, so far, it seems, been from London and brought down here after they were killed, so nobody’s really sure when I’ll be heading back there. Not any time soon, since this morning.


There are desks in here, telephones, computers, and at the end, a small glass-walled office for me. I’ve been SIO on murder investigations before, but never officially on a serial killer. And never on my own. There have always been people overseeing me. This is all a little irregular and I’m sure the usual Brighton CID/MIT (Murder Investigation Team) will have their noses put slightly out of joint. Officially, they are in charge of this investigation, unofficially, I am because of my connection to the London cases.


I’d wanted to get into the office earlier, to get the place properly straight, to pin up the pictures of the women we would be talking about, before everyone arrived. Unfortunately, the latest face for the board had changed that. Her photo will be magicked up from somewhere soon and tacked next to the others.


I stare at the photos of the other five again.


The five of them have been killed over the last seven months. One every sixth Monday.


They all look so real, so vital, so alive. It ignites a dull ache inside to see them. Seeing victims like this always does.


How can you not exist any more ? I ask them as I stare at their photos.


Each of them has a smile, one that says she was part of the world. That she had a place, that she fit and that there is a shape missing from the world now that she is not there. Harlow Gravett: cute, bantu knots, liked to watch television and read books. She wrote real letters and drank tea made in one of the many teapots she collected. Shania Devenish: cropped, straightened hair, liked to dance. She loved clubbing and started her own dance troupe for the non-waif-like women she knew. Freya Occhino: cheek-length twists, was into cars. She was fixing up a classic Mini, replacing its worn parts piece by piece. She liked shoes, and owned so many they had their own wardrobe. Gisele Monte-Brown: long, long dreadlocks, loved the earth. She grew her own vegetables in her allotment, and herbs in her window boxes, she visited her family almost every weekend. Bess Straker: pretty, short, halo-like Afro, didn’t do much. She went to work, she saw friends, she liked the odd cigarette and drink, but she did nothing remarkable.


I stare at their photos, their smiles, their eyes, their uniqueness that has been deliberately snuffed out. They weren’t just killed in one go, either – from what I knew of what The Blindfolder did, these were the ones who’d survived their first encounter with him; who’d managed to do what he’d demanded of them and had got out of there alive. And after the devastation, after what he did, they rebuilt their lives. They managed to get themselves as close to whole as they could get. They got their smiles back, their lives back, their themness back . . . and then this happened.


I shouldn’t look too long. Every time my eyes linger on them as they were, and my mind pauses on their stories, I well up, my heart starts to skydive through space, my hands tremble and quake, as I slide into becoming too involved.


I blink away the emotion that is clouding my mind. The irony, of course, is that most people think I don’t care. I’ve heard the whispers, listened to me being described as a bit of a cold fish, an unemotional puppet; more barren than the Serengeti. And here I am, practically weeping for the cut-short lives of some women I didn’t really know.


Get a grip, Jody, I tell myself harshly. Get a grip on yourself. Falling apart, crying, showing any type of emotion to the rest of the relief won’t help these women. It won’t help to save all those others out there, either.


I hear the muted, thick flumph of the door opening. And so it begins, I think as I blink faster, harder, trying to get rid of any residual vestige of my silliness.


I’m doing it for them: the vibrant women who are pictured up there on the boards, not the bodies found face down, with blindfolds tied around their faces and their backs bare to highlight their markings. I’m doing it for the women they were before, the people with the smiles, the outwardly happy eyes, who grinned at a camera, never dreaming of what could go wrong.


And I’m doing it for the others who are out there and need to be found and protected before the sixth Monday rolls around.


I’m doing it for her, too, the one I let down. The one who I should have tried so much harder to rescue.




Pieta


Monday, 10 June


The lift doors swish open on the tenth floor and I step out onto the floor of BN Sussex, the lifestyle magazine I work for, and I have to take a deep breath before I contemplate heading for the double glass doors into our office.


This building, in the redeveloped area behind Brighton train station, is swish and shiny; glass and steel and architectural excellence combined. It houses, on its top four floors, the biggest local newspaper network on the south coast. There’ve been rumblings, though, over the last couple of years, as profits have fallen and people have been getting their news from the internet, that we’re going to have to move from this building. Probably to somewhere in the back of beyond where rents are cheaper.


BN Sussex (an ‘interesting’ pun that plays on saying Be iN Sussex as well as playing on the BN that prefixes Brighton postcodes) is a weekly magazine that comes inside The New Sussex Times. We are always, according to Lillian, under threat of closure. We don’t pull in enough ad revenue, she tells us, we don’t have enough of the major stories that will put us back on the media map in a significant way, we don’t coast along enough (we do sometimes get the big stories) to be invisible to those in charge. At the Monday morning editorial meeting, we are all reminded how close to folding we are, how close to being ‘out there’ in the wilderness that is journalism with publications going under all around us as more and more people rely on social media and the web to keep up to date.


I’ll have missed the Monday meeting now, which is not good for anyone. I take another deep breath, press my security card against the white security panel, wait for the beep and push open the doors.


The meeting is always held at this end of the office, nearest to the exit and, as I expected, it’s over so everyone is on their feet, chairs in front of them, ready to wheel them back to their desks.


Lillian looks pointedly at the clock and then back at me with her perfectly shaped right eyebrow hoiked up into an arch of disdain. ‘Nice of you to join us, Pi-eta,’ Lillian says. (She often says my name wrong, not ‘Peter’ like the boy’s name, when she’s especially annoyed.)


‘I had the launch for the new Sea Me, Sea You Beauties cosmetics line?’ I reply. ‘Over in Stanmer Park, remember?’


‘That was cancelled last week,’ Lillian snaps. ‘They emailed and said someone had been called away suddenly so they were going to reschedule . . .’ Lillian’s voice peters out as she realises that she didn’t pass on the message. And, not only that, she’s obliquely admitted she didn’t pass on the message – in front of others. In this situation, there’s only one thing she can do – make it my fault.


‘You should have called to let me know where you were going,’ she says. ‘I would have reminded you then it was cancelled.’


I smile at Lillian, raise my sustainable bamboo ‘Mama Needs Coffee’ cup to my mouth, slot my lips over the little oval hole in the lid and take a sip in lieu of a deep, irritated breath. Kobi’s school fees, I think as I take another unwanted but necessary sip of coffee. Eating. Electricity. Living in the warm. Running water. Clothes. I think of these things and I sip my coffee.


Because I have silenced myself, Lillian sweeps her gaze around at the others who are still standing there in the meeting area. What are you hanging around for? she asks silently. Don’t you have work to do?


The other members of staff scuttle away, wheeling their chairs and carrying their pens, pads and their flatplans of the magazine with them.


‘My office, now,’ Lillian says to me.


‘Do you want me to come as well?’ Tiffany asks. She’s the senior features writer and columnist to my position as deputy editor.


‘No, I need to talk to Pieta alone.’


In her glass-walled office, Lillian sits behind her desk, kicks off her spaghetti-thin heels and leans back in her chair. I sit on the edge of the seat of the left-hand chair on the other side of the desk. She doesn’t speak for long seconds, instead she looks down her nose at me, appraising me, it seems, with her green-hazel eyes. It feels like she is trying to peel back the layers of who I appear to be in an attempt to find out who I truly am. Five years we’ve worked together and she has only recently started doing this. And it almost always precedes her saying one of two things. Either it’s: ‘We need a win, Pieta’ coupled with a templing of her hands; or it’s: ‘What on Earth are you wearing?’ Which is today’s opening gambit.


I resist the – very strong – temptation to say ‘clothes’ and instead look down at myself. I’ve still got my red jacket on, and peeping out from its sleeves are the edges of my rainbow-striped armwarmers, the holes of which are hooked over my thumbs to keep them in place. I’ve also gone for a white top, navy-blue denim skirt and rainbow-striped leggings. I’m quite tame today.


‘What do you mean?’ I ask her.


‘You look like you’re auditioning to be on children’s television! Do you really expect anyone to take you seriously dressed like that?’


I say nothing because Lillian will never comprehend how colour helps me get through the day. I may seem ridiculous, I may not dress my age, but without colour, everything would be a struggle. When I brought colour into my life in a significant way, everything became better. She won’t understand that. And anyway, if I stay silent long enough, she will get to the point, eventually.


Predictably, she temples her hands and I notice her nails are manicured a dusky pink that matches her lipstick, just before she says: ‘We need a win, Pieta. You need a big win, Pieta.’


I relax then. Now she’s said it, I edge myself back in the seat and almost collapse against the back.


‘I don’t mind telling you that things are looking bleak for you at the moment,’ she adds.


There are shelves lining the walls behind Lillian’s desk, and these are the shelves where physical evidence of previous ‘wins’, past glories, are displayed. Gold statuettes, glass trophies, framed certificates. All of them denoting excellence and achievement, more than half of them displaying my name as the winner of said award, be it for beauty writing, political comment, or lifestyle insight. I am an award-winning journalist whose trophies reside in her editor’s office because they are, as she says, the result of a team effort. ‘Wins’ always are. Losses, yeah, well they’re all mine to carry alone.


Deborah used to be Lillian’s deputy editor. And she used to be the person being treated like this. As the newspaper’s, and therefore BN Sussex’s, fortunes took a dive, Deborah’s life got worse and worse. She couldn’t do anything right; everything she commissioned, wrote and edited was ripped apart at an almost microscopic level to find something wrong with it. Every. Single. Thing. We all saw, we all cringed, we some of us even tried to intervene. But when Deborah left, we all knew it could be any of us next. The art director, Jacob, didn’t hang around to find out if he’d be next in the firing line: he decided to pursue his life-long dream of becoming a coffee shop owner and handed in his notice on Deborah’s last day.


Lillian did well for almost nine months. The loss of two such senior people seemed to shock her back to her normal self. But then she decided someone in her office was to blame for the general state of the magazine industry. And that person turned out to be me, the idiot who’d accepted promotion to deputy editor.


‘Do you want me to resign?’ I ask Lillian.


Yes, I have a son, bills, responsibilities but this dance has got to its death throes now. We’ve been circling each other for months, doing this dance where she becomes more and more intolerable. I need to kick-start this conversation and get it over with.


‘What are you talking about?’ she replies with utter disgust on her face and in her tone.


‘You’ve been treating me as if I’m not good enough for months now, Lillian. I haven’t had a “win” as you keep reminding me, but I wrote most of the stories in the last three issues. You said yourself at last Monday’s editorial meeting that advertising around those stories went up significantly in those last six weeks, but you still act as if I’m not good enough, I’m not cutting it and I need to buck up my ideas. It’s fine, I get it, you want rid of me. I’m costing you money, you can’t really see the gains – despite me doing the best I can—’


‘You are being ridiculous,’ she says. Gaslighting. She is great at that. Gaslighting, rewriting history. ‘Stop being ridiculous.’ She sits forward in her seat. ‘A big news story is about to break,’ she continues as though I haven’t broached the unspoken standoff we’ve been having. ‘It’s a local woman – well, local as in she’s from Sussex, and she is willing to sell her story to whichever publication will give her the best deal.’


‘Won’t BN Sussex be up against the nationals?’


‘She’s from Sussex, so we have the home-field advantage. And she doesn’t want to talk to the papers, she wants to talk to a news magazine so they can do a bigger story on her. So, yes, she will also be meeting journalists from the national newspaper mags, but, like I just said, home-field advantage.’


‘She seems to have an unusual amount of say and control in this,’ I reply. ‘Doesn’t that mean she has a huge story that we can’t afford to pay the kind of cash the nationals will have?’


‘For goodness’ sake, Pieta, how many times do I have to say “home-field advantage”? She has set her fee at a level that everyone can afford. She says it’s not about the money, it’s more about the story getting out there as soon as possible and protecting other women from what she went through.’


‘Right. So who was she having an affair with?’ I ask. This woman may not be charging the Earth for her story, but it will cost us thousands in solicitor fees getting it checked and checked and rechecked to remove any legally contentious material.


‘No one,’ Lillian states.


And anyway . . . ‘Are you asking me to pitch for this?’


‘Yes.’


‘Really? Are you sure you want me?’ I say. ‘Wouldn’t you prefer Tiffany to do it? You said it yourself that she’s got a wonderful fresh new voice and she really speaks to the readers with her writing style. Wouldn’t Tiffany be better for this story?’


In response, my boss’s eyes bore into me like a drill pushing its determined way through concrete. Lillian doesn’t like being reminded of the time she came to the pub and told all of us how wonderful Tiffany was and how inadequate the rest of us were. You could learn a thing or two from her, a drunk Lillian had told me. She is so talented, the future of journalism, you just churn out stories.


I return her gaze unabashed. It’s not often I can look people in the eye, I often avoid eye contact as much as I can, but not today, not at this point. She can’t have it both ways – either Tiffany is the second coming of journalism or I am good at my job.


‘We both know that Tiffany is not up to this,’ Lillian says quietly. ‘She wouldn’t even know where to begin with the interview, let alone with writing it up.’


‘But I thought—’


‘I know you don’t just edit her work before it comes to me, I know you completely rewrite it,’ Lillian hisses. ‘We both know that Tiffany is not experienced enough for this.’


That cost her, admitting that. And that admission makes me sit up straighter in my seat. It wasn’t a resounding ‘you’re amazing’ but it wasn’t ‘get the girl half your age to teach you your job, you amateur’, which is as close as Lillian gets to compliments these days.


‘I’ll come to the budget in a minute, but when you go in there, go in hard. Chuck as much value added as you can get. Offer her a serial if you think that will appeal to her. Let her know teaser pieces will appear in The New Sussex Times in the week leading up to publication, and they’ll probably be picked up by the nationals, all the while keeping her exclusive with us. Look, suggest that if the story goes down well, you’re willing to work with her on writing a book about her experiences.’


‘Am I willing to do that?’


‘We need this story, Pieta. If she could write it herself she would, so if she thinks she’ll get someone to ghostwrite her life story and make money from a book, she might go for us over the nationals.’


‘Right.’


‘But we’ll have to box clever. She’ll be talking to lots of journalists, so even if we sign an exclusivity contract, we can’t stop them talking about the story. You’ll have to work fast. I’ve found the right photographer, who I said would go along to meet her with you. He seems to know what I’m looking for and so if she turns out to be large or ugly, he’ll be able to tell me how we can improve on her looks.’


‘I didn’t hear you say that, Lillian,’ I reply. In all my years of journalism, nothing has really changed. We still want the most hideous stories from the prettiest people – anyone else has to be camouflaged.


‘I want this story, Pieta,’ my boss says, ignoring me. ‘I really want this story.’


‘Yeah, I’m getting that,’ I say. ‘What is her story?’


Lillian actually shudders in response. ‘It’s horrible. Really nasty and scary. But the basics she’s told anyone so far is that a few months ago, she was smoking outside a club when someone kidnapped her. She was taken somewhere and kept prisoner for two days – a weekend, it seems. That isn’t even the worst part. She says that the man who kept her said that she wasn’t allowed to open her eyes for the whole weekend. No matter what he did to her, she had to keep her eyes closed. And if she did open her eyes, he would kill her.’


Lillian is a blur. Before my eyes the image of her has disintegrated into fuzz, everything around me is opaque, the light merging with colours and shadows, the edges blunting themselves until everything is out of focus.


‘She’s convinced he’s done it before, and had killed others. So basically, she’s the living victim of a serial killer. I’m pretty sure the police are actively hunting him if she wants to tell all. And we have the chance to be right in the middle of it. That’s why I want her story, Pieta.’


I have to keep my eyes open.


I can’t let my eyes relax for even a second to blink.


I must not shut my eyes.


My eyes are open but he is here – creeping into the unexpected places.


I feel the cold, sharp point of the knife tracing a pattern over my skin, I have the weight of silk being removed from my face, I have the smell of him crawling up my nose, I have the echo of his voice thrumming through my nerves.


‘If you want to survive this weekend, there is only one thing you must do – keep your eyes closed . . . If you do open your eyes, I will end you.’




Jody


Monday, 10 June


‘For those of you who don’t know, my name is Detective Inspector Jody Foster.’ I wait for the titters, the amused looks, the frowns from those who think I’m taking the mick.


‘As I say to everyone who hears my name, you’re going to have to get over it. She had it first and mine’s spelt with a y.’


There are twenty people in this room, some of them from regular CID, others who will be working with me just on this. I managed to get five people, full-time, a miracle by anyone’s reckoning.


I have to get every single person in this room onside – and quickly. They don’t know me, they don’t know what I can do, who I am, or why I’m here. They only know that I’m in charge of this side investigation that everyone should be working on and that I’m not one of them. I’m a Londoner and I may well have Londoner airs and graces.


‘Assistant Chief Constable Floyd couldn’t be here to address you all as he was called away at the last minute.’ I am stating his name and rank quite clearly so they know that I’m not just someone who’s decided it might be a bit of a laugh to play at running a serial killer investigation. I’m here because I know what I’m doing, and I know this man, The Blindfolder, better than anyone. ‘If ACC Floyd was here, he would be telling you that I’m on secondment from London to oversee the running of this side investigation. That’s not because Detective Chief Inspector Nugent and the other people in CID aren’t capable or don’t know what is going on, it’s that I know this case better than anyone. I’ve been working on it for nearly thirteen years.’


That gets their attention, throws up frowns, sparks whispers amongst themselves. As far as they’re aware, this has only been going on for seven months. Not years.


I move towards the clear board displaying the women’s pictures. She’s in the middle, simply because she was the middle one to be found, but it’s good for me. Good for this bit.


‘This is going to be a different type of investigation,’ I state as I come to a standstill in front of the board. A lot of the information on it has been compiled by the CID people running this investigation. Late last night and this morning, I’ve added more. Things that I knew that they didn’t, stuff we found out in the London operation, stuff I found out from when I first started looking into all of this. ‘I’m going to be a part of all of it. I know it’s really irritating when someone new comes in and thinks they know it all, won’t leave you be to do your job, keeps asking annoying questions that they should know the answer to, but like the thing with my name, you’re going to have to get over it.’


I reach up and tug down her picture. The smiling one. Not the other one. The other one can stay where it is.


‘This investigation is personal.’ I hold up her photo. She has her head to one side, and her eyes are sparkling as she grins out at us. ‘This is Harlow Gravett. Take a really good look at her picture. I . . . I . . .’ No! No! My voice is failing, cracking up, betraying me. ‘This is personal,’ I manage. Do not do this to me, I order myself. If you want them to go above and beyond on this investigation, it has to be because they respect me, they understand where I’m coming from, not because they think I’m going to cry every two seconds. ‘Thirteen years ago, Harlow Gravett walked into a police station and told a young PC her story. It was such a fantastical story about being kidnapped for a weekend and not being allowed to open her eyes for forty-eight hours, that very few people believed her.


‘She eventually gave a statement but declined a physical examination. She came to us even though she’d been warned by the man who hurt her that if she went to the police she would be murdered. On the fourth of February this year, Harlow Gravett was murdered and her body was dumped in an Islington Park in London.’ I show her picture again. ‘I was the PC who she told her story to. I was the one who told her that now she’d told everything to the police she would be OK, that nothing else would happen to her. I was the one who, it turns out, lied to her. This is very, very personal. Harlow, like the other women, trusted us to keep her safe. She trusted me to keep her safe and alive. I failed. I can’t bring her back to life, but I can do my best to help you lot find him. Cos I know you can do that.’


That’s better. I’ve hit that point, I can hear it in my voice that I’m in charge. It’s clicked into reality, it’s stopped feeling like I’m on the telly and none of this is real, I’ve landed at that moment where I can finally start being the person I pretend to be most of the time so I don’t get found out.


‘The files on this man and what he does are easily available, so I will only be telling you about this investigation and giving you a brief history of the case so far.’


I clear my throat. ‘This man has killed five other women in the last seven months. He seems to be looking for his past victims. Since 12th November 2018, he has killed one every sixth Monday, and left their body in a park. Why parks? No one knows yet. Why every sixth Monday? No one knows that either.


‘Originally, he was kidnapping women from the street. Usually nightclubs or late-night drinking bars, sometimes just from the street in dodgy areas where druggies and prostitutes hang out. Sometimes from areas which are quite busy and are considered “nice” and “safe”. He was holding them for forty-eight hours and ordering them not to open their eyes otherwise they’d be killed. During that time he assaults and tortures them. He doesn’t appear to be doing that this time around.


‘Harlow was one of the few live victims we have on record who was still willing to talk about it years later.


‘In 2007, a woman called Carrie Baxter walked into Lewisham Police Station to report that someone calling himself The Blindfolder had kidnapped her and held her for a weekend. Problem was, Carrie Baxter had a history of petty crimes to her name. She was examined and they found, apart from his last act of torture, there was no forensic evidence on her at all. I doubt anyone believed her and certainly no one gave her the impression they would properly investigate it or encouraged her to keep in touch. Ioana Halliday walked into Tottenham Court Road Police Station in early 2008 and told them a story that no one believed. Ioana was a known prostitute and drug user, again she was examined and apart from the way she had been scarred, no evidence was found. Again someone took her statement, but didn’t chase it up nor try to link it to any previous crimes. If they had done, they would have matched her story to two other reports, and this man who calls himself The Blindfolder would probably have been identified as a serial all the way back when. In 2009 a prostitute called Tonya Runnde told a police officer in Ealing a fantastical story about being held for a weekend but, again, there were no DNA or forensic clues of any kind found on her.


‘And again, this report wasn’t taken seriously. Basically, we – the police – messed up on this case. We allowed the sketchy pasts of the victims, the places they were likely to be hanging out, to cloud how we policed this case. We’re not going to let that happen this time. We are going to run down every lead, read statements again, treat every victim equally. It doesn’t matter what they look like, what it says on their records, what they may have done in the past, we are going to treat every one of them as though they matter. Because they do.


‘And the clock is literally ticking on this. We have a lot to do and we need to get a breakthrough before Monday 22nd July in six weeks.’


The soft fump of the door at the back of the room opening causes me to pause. The civilian receptionist who was sitting at the front desk earlier sticks her head around the door. She looks like someone who is used to smiling, but doesn’t dare do it too much at work in case it’s not appreciated. She nods her head and raises her eyebrows at me, a non-verbal way of telling me my visitor has arrived. I nod my understanding and gratitude.


‘As I said, this is going to be a different type of investigation. To that end, I haven’t got a second in command as such. Detective Sergeant Noi is officially going to be filling that role, but he will have other CID cases to work on and won’t be here full time. One of you who is here full time will probably get that role as things progress. Having said that, when I’m not here, DS Noi will be just down the corridor so everything is to be officially filtered through him. He’s up to speed on the case and he’ll talk you through it when he arrives back from the current crime scene.’


An unsettled murmur goes up in the room. I’m surprised they don’t know this.


‘I assumed you knew. For those who didn’t, another woman was found this morning. Same MO, same victim profile: blindfolded and then left in a park lying on her front. Preston Park it was. I had to come back to introduce myself to you all, but this is the sixth past victim of The Blindfolder who has been found on the sixth Monday. If I had a giant clock, I would set the timer for forty-two days’ time so we never forget another woman is being lined up to be murdered. And that is assuming he sticks to his pattern and doesn’t move things forward now he seems to have a taste for killing. You’ll have to excuse me now, I have another problem I need to deal with.’


‘What sort of problem?’ a woman sitting near the front asks. Contempt. All I get from her is contempt. She doesn’t like the idea that I’m going to be meddling in her stuff and wants me to know from the off how irritating it is to have someone do that. Clearly she’s decided to ignore my advice about getting over it.


‘They’re dead, not much of a problem apart from the obvious,’ she adds.


The way she says ‘dead’ spikes me at the centre of my being. They were once alive. They are people, we shouldn’t ever forget that. I do not like this woman, I decide. She has no respect for me, she has no interest in the victims, she is, basically, someone who is going to cause problems if I let her.


This is one of those situations where what I say, how I respond, will inform the way they think of me from now on. My reply will be the basis for the way they filter information to me, how they speak to me, draw me into their circle, shun me.


‘What’s your name?’ I ask her.


‘Karin Logan. Detective Constable.’


‘And you do?’


‘Mainly Disclosure,’ she says. ‘You know, I compile all the material we gather along the way that goes to defence as part of disclosure for trial,’ she adds helpfully. She was trying to patronise me by explaining what she does but it’s actually helpful because it shows that it’s not just about me meddling, it’s about her being ambitious and being pissed off that I am an inspector when she is a constable; I’ve got the job she clearly thinks she should have by now.
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