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      Prologue

    


    Kara woke in a rage. The noise that had disturbed her had stopped before she was fully conscious, but she knew what had made it. She slid her legs from under the duvet and got up stealthily, reaching for the heavy iron she kept beside her crumpled laundry.


    She paused for a moment to listen. There was silence, thick and menacing, but she knew they were there. Ever since she’d moved into the cottage they had been eating her food and biting neat round holes in her clothes. They left their hard black droppings to show where they’d been, and little puddles of urine too.


    Kara had never thought of herself as a violent woman, but the mice had really got to her. As soon as she’d understood what the puddles were, she had been determined to exterminate them, whatever it took.


    With the iron clutched in her fist, her ears straining for any sound that would betray their current feeding ground, she crept downstairs, only to stop five steps from the bottom, transfixed by the sight of her room as she had never seen it.


    All the brightness had been leached out of the colours by the full moon. In its uncanny blue-grey light the place looked drenched in peace. Kara’s fury died as she saw that she had achieved what she had wanted for so long: a haven from all the angst and anguish of the past.


    A board creaked and she remembered why she was skulking on the stairs. She tightened her fingers around the iron, gathered the skirt of her long white nightdress in her free hand so that she wouldn’t trip, and moved down another stair. Her bare feet were so cold that the carpetless treads felt painfully rough against her skin.


    A man’s shadow slid along the far white wall. She stopped dead, blood battering at the inside of her skull and thudding in her ears.


    The shape grew bigger, spreading like a stain up the wall to brush the low ceiling. Kara’s hands began to sweat, even though the cold had reached right through to her bones. She pressed her body against the wall. Her breathing was too loud, rasping through the stillness of the air. She knew it had betrayed her already.


    The shadow reached out towards her across the ceiling. She gasped. But she couldn’t move. There was a panic button by her bed; it could have been a hundred miles away.


    And then she saw him: thick-set, powerful and dressed in army camouflage with a black woollen mask over his head. His eyes glittered in the almond-shaped holes that had been roughly cut in the wool.


    She started to back up the stairs, almost falling as her knees buckled and her left foot caught in the deep flounce of her nightdress. Pain shot from her wrist to her shoulder as she grabbed the handrail to save herself from pitching down towards him.


    He came up after her. She saw his tongue move behind the black wool, pressing it out towards her. His breathing shortened and grew ragged. Excited.


    Her heart was flinging itself against her ribcage and each breath she took was painful. There was a bitter taste at the back of her tongue. The sight of metal glittering in his right hand shocked her into remembering her own weapon, and she swung the iron at him.


    He dodged with ease, catching the long flex and tugging until the plug burst out of her slippery fist. Then he laughed. He sounded very young, which made it worse.


    Kara turned and fled towards the panic button. His gloved hand closed around her ankle. She kicked backwards to free herself, but she couldn’t shift him. He began to pull. As her feet went from under her, her face hit the stairs. She could feel one of her teeth cutting into her lip as it was mashed against the rough wood.


    He yanked her body round, pulling it down as her head bumped, stair by stair, to the bottom. A sticky wetness under her thick hair told her that one of the repeating blows had broken the skin.


    As soon as she felt his grip lessen, she scrambled to her feet. Whatever he was going to do to her, she wanted to be standing, facing him when it happened. She opened her mouth to ask what he wanted – as if she didn’t know – and felt the thick, horrible taste of wool against her tongue as he thrust a gag into her mouth.


    His breath smelt of beer and vinegar, and his hand was tight as a wrench around the back of her neck as he stuffed the woollen mass deeper into her mouth. As she retched and tried to fight, he shoved once more and then grabbed her wrists to hold them high above her head.


    At last her mind started to work. Driving her knee upwards, she tried to force it between his legs. But he dodged again, using one of his booted feet to scoop her other leg from under her.


    He plumped down on top of her, winding her with one heavy knee in her stomach and forcing the back of her tongue up against the gag. She couldn’t breathe. He dropped the knife and she began to hope. But his right hand closed round her throat.


    Fighting for air, bucking and rolling between his legs, she tried to get him off her.


    As his hand squeezed tighter and tighter, her terror was shot through with the memory of an obligation she couldn’t ignore.


    Oh, Darlie, she thought. Darlie, I’m so sorry.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    Fifteen-year-old Darlie Walker looked like every bully’s victim as she stood, white-faced and trembling, in the corridor outside court number six.


    Her solicitor and the latest of her many social workers stood like buttresses on either side of her. Her barrister, Trish Maguire, still breathless from an ungainly run between chambers and the robing room, saw how hard they were working to keep her upright.


    Trish could have done with a few more minutes to get herself under control, but Darlie had recognised her instantly and was already waving. When Trish didn’t respond, Darlie beckoned repeatedly with increasingly feverish gestures.


    After a moment or two more to ensure that her breathing was as steady as she could make it, Trish moved across the lobby with a magisterial slowness that had nothing to do with her own harassed state of mind. It had been a bad morning and it looked as though it was going to get worse. She had slept through her alarm and emerged from an unusually clinging sleep an hour and half late, only to discover that she had her period a whole week early. Clumsy as ever on the first day, she put her thumb through her last pair of decent black tights, feeling sharp threads snagging her skin as the ladder shot up her leg.


    Giving up all thought of breakfast, she dressed as fast as she could and burst out of the flat at a run. For once there were plenty of free taxis in Blackfriars Bridge Road, but she ignored them because the traffic was stuck in a resentful, heavily panting snake that reached well back beyond the Stamford Street turn. Even walking, she could have outstripped the lot. As it was, she ran most of the way across the bridge and up New Bridge Street to the nearest branch of Boots.


    Rushing out of chambers fifteen minutes later with her files, wig and gown, she was caught by Dave, the senior clerk. Maddeningly he tried to talk her into accepting a piffling little brief for some man who was claiming unfair dismissal against his local-authority employers. As Trish snapped out a reminder that she never took employment cases, Dave’s cadaverous face took on the familiar smirk that meant he’d guessed why she was so dishevelled and bad tempered.


    Seeing Darlie’s white face and shaking arms, Trish got a grip on her temper. It wasn’t the client’s fault that Dave had got up her nose – or that she herself felt thick-headed and in dire need of caffeine. With luck Darlie wouldn’t notice and would see only a barrister: robed, wigged, calm and competent.


    Thin and dark as she was, Trish was well aware that legal dress suited her, and that even the absurdity of the yellowing-grey horsehair wig perched on her own dark-brown spikes could not make her look as silly as some of the English roses of both sexes. She smiled. ‘Good morning, Darlie. I’m sorry I wasn’t here earlier.’ The girl’s snatched shallow breaths began to slow as soon as Trish spoke in her steadiest, friendliest voice. ‘The traffic was terrible and I had to run. But I’m here now. How are you feeling this morning?’ Given Darlie’s appearance, the question was pretty much redundant, but it was the one Trish always used to greet her younger clients.


    ‘Where’s Kara?’ Darlie asked urgently. ‘She promised she’d be here early to be with me. But she’s not. I can’t see her anywhere. I’d never of said I’d come if she wasn’t going to be here.’


    ‘She’ll come.’ Trish patted Darlie’s thin shoulder, feeling a lot older than thirty-two. She could only just have been Darlie’s mother, but she felt like her great-grandmother. ‘She’d never let you down, and she knows how important the case is. As I say, the traffic’s terrible. I expect she’s just round the corner, sitting in the jam. She won’t be long now.’


    ‘She was coming on the train. Into Waterloo. That’s what she said. It’s the quickest way from Kingsford. She promised.’ Darlie’s full lips wobbled and her pale-green eyes filled. She sniffed as a large drop appeared at the end of her nose, wiped it on her hand and then rubbed that on her short skirt.


    ‘She’ll be here, Darlie. She cares about you very much, and she knows how important the case is. She’s been working really hard on it for weeks and weeks now. You don’t need to worry. Honestly.’


    Trish was still smiling steadily, looking right into Darlie’s damp, restless eyes, trying to will confidence into her. She was never going to be the ideal witness, but if she lost what little bottle she had left she would either start stammering as she presented her carefully practised evidence, which would make her look shifty, or else resort to outrageous – and obvious – lies.


    Her eyes focused on something behind Trish’s left shoulder and widened. She started hyperventilating again. Her freckled skin turned an ugly red under the makeup and the tears overflowed. A trail of diluted mascara melted the thin layer of foundation on her face.


    Trish glanced over her shoulder and saw a squat, black-browed man dressed in a pale-grey suit. As she caught his eye, he looked up at the ceiling, his coarse skin flushing vividly. ‘He can’t do anything to you here,’ Trish said, putting a comforting hand on Darlie’s brittle wrist. ‘Now, soon we’re going to have to go into court. Can you remember everything I said about the procedure and how I’m going to deal with the case?’


    ‘Yes. At least I think so. But what if Kara doesn’t come? I won’t be able –’


    ‘She’ll come. I know she will. And you’ll be fine.’


    Trish hoped she was right. It would be an ordeal for any girl of Darlie’s age to stand in the witness box and accuse a man of forty-five, a man who had once been the most powerful person in her entire world, of physically and emotionally abusing her. For a girl who had been in care, fostered and then moved from one home to another, for as long as she could remember, it was going to be almost unbearable. And the defence were pretty certain to give her a tough time.


    Like so many of the children Trish encountered in her work, Darlie had a terrible record. Her temper was legendary in the social services department, and she had had several police cautions. She was also well known for the fantastic stories she invented to explain away the evidence of her various misdemeanours, and for her habit of flinging herself against walls and floors at the slightest hint of opposition. The defence would undoubtedly claim, as John Bract himself had always said, that the bruises seen by independent witnesses on Darlie’s body had been self-inflicted.


    Trish was going to need Kara, who was was one of the few people who had always believed in Darlie. In fact it was largely Kara’s evidence that had made it possible to bring the case in the first place. Where the hell was she?


    Eventually an usher appeared to summon them all into court. By then there was nothing for it but to admit that one of her chief witnesses had not arrived and ask for an adjournment. Trish walked into court with as much flamboyant confidence as she could muster. The Nurofen she had taken was softening her various aches, and adrenaline was beginning to sharpen her wits as it nearly always did when the time came to get to her feet and address the court.


    ‘M’lord,’ she began slowly, her mind racing to work out the best way of persuading the judge to postpone the case until Kara could be found to give her crucial corroborative and character evidence.


    Why hasn’t she come? Trish asked herself, as she spoke so carefully to the judge. Has something happened? Or is it the sodding trains again? But why hasn’t she phoned?


    Trish showed no anxiety as she finished her speech, hoping she had kept the tricky line between arrogance and creeping humility. She sat back to listen to her opponent explaining just why the whole case should be dismissed.


    There had never been any satisfactory evidence, he claimed, and now that one of the principal witnesses had thought better of coming to court at all, there was very little point in his lordship wasting any more time. The proceedings should be dismissed forthwith and without any further waste of costs. He sounded righteously indignant.


    To Trish’s relief, and considerable surprise, the judge came down in her favour and granted an adjournment. The court rose, he departed, and she forced herself to wait long enough for one more attempt to reassure Darlie.


    Her eyes looked bruised and she seemed unable to hear anything Trish said to her. It was as though, having been betrayed by yet another adult she had trusted, she wasn’t prepared to believe anyone ever again, or even listen to them.


    Trish could hardly blame her. She knew what Darlie’s life had been and how much Kara’s faith in her had meant. She also knew that Kara would never have stayed away from court voluntarily, but Darlie was much too wound up to accept that.


    Later, as Trish hurried back to the Temple, she was frowning so ferociously that various acquaintances crossed the road to avoid her. She didn’t notice.


    Dave called out something as she swished past the open door to the clerks’ room on her way to listen to her voice-mail. The words did not register, but his presence did. She looked over her shoulder to say; ‘Has Kara Huggate left any message for me?’


    ‘No, but –’


    ‘Not now,’ said Trish, her coat hissing against the walls as she ran down the long corridor to her small, dusty, book-lined room. There she stopped, staring at the two people sitting beside her desk, warming their feet at her tiny electric fire.


    They were about her own age, or perhaps a little younger. Their clothes were too scruffy for them to be barristers, or even solicitors, and yet they didn’t look quite like clients either, or their social workers. They got to their feet.


    ‘Ms Patricia Maguire?’ said the woman, who had tousled, mouse-coloured hair and an unmemorable, very English kind of face. Her intonation alone was enough to tell Trish she was a police officer.


    ‘Yes.’ Wariness made Trish’s lively voice colder than usual.


    ‘I’m DC Sally Evans. This is DC David Watkins. We’re from Kingsford CID. We’d like to ask you some questions about your case this morning.’


    ‘Yes?’ Trish could feel the frown increasing her headache. She deliberately relaxed her eyebrows. Taking her gown out of the red brocade bag, she shook it and hung up both on the back of the door.


    ‘You were expecting a witness, Ms Kara Huggate. Isn’t that right?’


    Trish turned back to watch them. The mixture of tension and sympathy in their expressions made her feel queasy. ‘What’s happened to her?’ she said, when she could speak.


    ‘Why d’you ask that?’ DC Evans said, her voice quick with suspicion.


    ‘Because she didn’t turn up at court. I expected to find a message from her, but there’s been nothing. Instead you’re here, asking questions. That adds up to something pretty bad. What is it?’


    ‘There’s been a serious assault,’ said DC Watkins reluctantly.


    Trish wasn’t sure whether it was the idea of giving up any information that worried him or the possibility that he might upset her. The queasiness turned to gut-twisting fear. ‘How serious? Is she in hospital? In the nick? Is she dead? Come on…’ Trish read that answer in their faces, too, but she could not believe it. ‘She’s not dead, is she?’


    ‘Yes.’


    Trish swung her chair round so that she didn’t have to look at them. Her mind kept throwing up memories of Kara: sitting frowning over some written evidence, running her hands through her thick, dark-blonde hair; looking up to laugh at a tension-busting joke with the amusement lightening her broad, serious face into something much livelier and more attractive than usual; sipping the extra-strong coffee they both used to see them through long evenings of work; enduring a ferocious set of arguments with steady grace; and talking, with unshed tears making her big grey eyes glisten, about the difficulty of living with Jed Thomplon and the impossible loneliness of being without him.


    ‘It would help, Ms Maguire,’ said Watkins from behind her, ‘if you could give us some idea of the evidence she was going to give in court today.’


    Trish blew her nose and swung her chair back to face them. She gave a crisp, professional description of the morning’s case then added, ‘Presumably you’re trying to find out whether the defendant could have had anything to do with Kara’s death?’


    Watkins nodded.


    ‘I can’t believe it. Darlie’s allegations were serious, but not that serious.’


    Neither officer looked convinced.


    ‘Look, as it happened, John Bract had a pretty good defence.’


    They still looked obstinately incredulous.


    ‘In any case, why would he do something to Kara so close to the trial? He’s not stupid – he’d have realised he’d be bound to be a suspect.’


    ‘Surely, doing work like yours, you’ve come across the concept of intimidation of witnesses,’ said DC Evans, looking surprised by such ignorance.


    ‘Murder would be a pretty exaggerated form of intimidation,’ Trish said mildly. There didn’t seem much point in challenging the woman, who probably meant well enough.


    ‘Perhaps it just got out of hand. Perhaps whoever did it was sent to frighten her but got carried away and went too far,’ she said, with an earnestness that reinforced Trish’s judgement of her brains. But that didn’t matter in the face of what she’d said.


    ‘“Carried away”? Are you telling me it was a sexual assault?’


    ‘That’s right.’


    Oh, Kara, Trish thought, closing her eyes for a second. Oh, poor, poor Kara. ‘What exactly did he do to her?’


    ‘Take it from me, Ms Maguire,’ said Watkins, ‘you don’t want to know.’


    He showed none of the relish Trish had occasionally seen in officers dealing with assaults against women.


    ‘Did you know her well?’ DC Evans asked, watching her with sympathy. Trish shrugged and nodded. ‘Then perhaps you can help us with something else.’


    ‘If I can I will. Of course I will.’


    ‘Great. So do you know Dr Jed Thomplon at all?’ Evans was flipping through her notebook, looking for something.


    ‘No, I’ve never met him. All I know about him is that he’s a GP in Middlesex and that he and Kara lived together until about six… no, nine months ago.’


    ‘Why’d they break up?’


    ‘Because she got the job with Kingsford Social Services and he refused to move there with her.’


    The expressions on their faces suggested that this was news to them.


    ‘Why?’ It was Sally Evans who had asked the question, not Watkins, who appeared to think Jed’s refusal perfectly acceptable.


    Trish remembered the day when Kara had begun to tell her about the quarrel. She’d been pretty sure that if it had been Jed who had been offered such a huge step up in his career, she would have been expected to follow meekly in his wake. ‘But then,’ Kara had said, with all the humour that had shone through her preoccupations, even when she was at her most miserable, ‘he probably thinks that a wake is a suitable place for an adoring woman. And in Jed’s life most women have been remarkably adoring. That was half the trouble.’


    ‘Why’d she agree to take the job, then?’ asked Constable Watkins, apparently reading something in his own notebook.


    ‘Refuse the challenge of reorganising Kingsford Social Services after the scandal and all those resignations?’ said Trish, amazed that anyone from Kingsford could ask. ‘How could she? It was a big promotion for her. Look, have you got any more questions for me? If not, I’ve a lot on today.’


    ‘Yes,’ said Evans firmly. ‘We have been told by Kara’s mother that Jed Thomplon resented the parting and that he was “angry and controlling”. Would that fit with what you know of him?’


    Aha, thought Trish. So it was Kara’s ‘bloody mother’who told them about Jed. She took a moment to think, then said reluctantly, ‘I suppose so, but…


    ‘If you don’t know him, why’re you trying to defend him?’ demanded Watkins.


    Trish raised her eyebrows at the first hint of hostility. She had been on the wrong end of police questioning before and did not want to go through anything like it again.


    ‘I’m not,’ she said, pacifically enough. ‘Look, anyone faced with the break-up of a relationship is likely to be angry. That doesn’t mean that months later he’s going to murder the woman who left him. If Jed Thomplon were ever going to get violent, he’d have done it months ago, when Kara first said she was leaving him.’


    Something was nagging at Trish’s memory, something she’d read. One of the officers was talking to her, but she was concentrating so hard on retrieving the facts that she heard very little. Then she remembered. ‘Wasn’t there a string of sexual assaults in your area a few years ago? I’m sure I read about the Kingsford Rapist in the papers. Two years ago, or three; isn’t that right?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘Are there any similarities in the MO?’


    ‘I haven’t been told,’ Watkins said, looking as though he’d licked an unripe lemon. Trish almost smiled as she understood the reasons for his hostility. How he must have resented chasing up red herrings in London when the real action was in Kingsford!


    She got rid of them at last and tried to settle down to work. Before she’d got very far, the phone rang. She picked it up and gave her name.


    ‘You wouldn’t listen this morning,’ said Dave, at his most peevish, ‘but I have to give an answer to this solicitor from Kingsford in south-west London who wants you to represent his client, Mr Blair Collons, at an employment tribunal. Unfair dismissal. I heard what you said this morning and I know you don’t do employment law, but for some unfathomable reason of their own…’


    Trish felt faint amusement as she recognised one of the favourite phrases of the most senior silk in chambers, for whom Dave had always had a quite sickeningly exaggerated respect.


    ‘… they want to brief you and no one else. Will you do it?’


    ‘No,’ she said, noticing the coincidence and dismissing it. After all, a lot of people lived in Kingsford. There needn’t be any connection between Blair Whatsisname and Kara. ‘It’s not my field. I wouldn’t be able to do a good enough job for the client.’


    ‘I know, and in the normal way I’d never ask you to take the case, but they’re adamant they want you. It’s a simple enough business. You could do it standing on your head.’


    ‘Then why can’t the solicitor do it himself? Hasn’t he got any bottle?’


    ‘I’ve no idea. Neither he nor any of his partners has come to us before, but they’re well thought of. I asked around. That’s why I’d like to give them what they want. No bad thing to take a brief from them, you know. Could lead to a lot more interesting work in the future.’


    ‘Look, Dave, there’s no point mugging up the subject for one piffling little tribunal. Can’t you get someone else to do it? Eric would be perfect. Let him cut his teeth on it.’


    ‘They want you.’


    ‘Sorry, Dave. Nothing doing. I’ve got far too much on already.’ Trish put down the phone, glad that she had achieved a big enough reputation to be sure of getting plenty of work in the future, whatever Dave thought of her rebellion.


    She found she couldn’t concentrate so she started to excavate the paper ramparts of her desk, a nice, mindless task that had to be done some time. Filing, chucking, and putting as few things as possible in her pending tray, she came across the morning’s post. It included an envelope marked ‘personal’, addressed to her in Kara’s writing.


    Trish sat looking at it, wiping her fingers on her black skirt. A strong scent of garlic and tomato wafted out when she eventually ripped open the envelope. Kara must have written the letter in her kitchen while something was cooking beside her. That brought her back into Trish’s mind more vividly than anything else could have done. She’d never been to Kara’s house, but once, after they’d been working late on Darlie’s case, they’d gone back to Trish’s flat with the solicitor for a working supper and Kara had volunteered to cook.


    Unlike Trish, she’d been a brilliant, instinctive cook, and she’d moved around the strange kitchen, peeling and chopping, melting, stirring, caramelising, and amalgamating scent, taste and texture into one perfect dish. So at ease had she been that she hadn’t needed to concentrate on what she was doing and had talked as passionately as Trish about the need for children to be protected against the awful damage that could be done to them by vicious or simply hopeless adults.


    Trish bit her lip and tried not to think of the horror of what had happened to Kara herself. The letter might help.


    

      Dear Trish, I hope you’re not going to be too cross with me, but I’ve given your name and phone number (chambers not home, of course) to a slightly pathetic chap – well, more than pathetic, actually – who’s been sacked from the council here and is taking them to a tribunal. I’d have kept the news until we meet tomorrow except that I’m not sure we’ll be able to talk privately for long enough and I don’t want you faced with him without an explanation – as you’ll understand when you do meet him. He’s called Blair Collons and he’s an altogether sad case, and a bit difficult to like, but I think he’s been very shabbily treated, even though I can’t manage to believe in all the wild conspiracies he sees around him. Although I suppose he could well be a case of ‘just because you’re paranoid it doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you’. Anyway, he needs a lot of help in general and just now a barrister to represent him at his employment tribunal. I know it’s not your sort of work, but he needs someone kind as well as clever, if only to prove to him that not everyone in the world is out to get him. Somehow I feel sure that if you chose you’d be able to help him, even if you can’t get him his job back. And he needs help, Trish. He seems to have no one in the world and must be very lonely. I suspect that’s half the problem in fact. If you could manage to squeeze the time, I’d be terribly grateful. And you’d earn yourself a lot of plenary indulgences for that great court up in the sky. If you see what I mean. Well, anyway, you will when you’ve met him, I’m afraid. By the way, I’m sorry to have moaned so much about my love life that day. In fact it’s been looking up recently. I’ve met someone. I’m not naïve enough to believe that this is happy-ever-after time, but it is wonderful at the moment. I haven’t told you before because I wasn’t sure it was real, but now I think it could be. There are complications, practical difficulties, if you see what I mean, but he’s worth putting up with them. Well worth it. I’d love you to meet him in due course. I have a feeling that you’d like him and vice versa.


      Love, Kara


    


    

      P.S. Good luck tomorrow. I’ll do my best for poor Darlie, and I won’t forget any of your advice about behaviour in the witness box!


      ‘Oh, shit,’ said Trish.


    


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    The incident room at Kingsford was cold but nose-stuffingly airless. It smelt of stale smoke, coffee and bacon sandwiches. Four of the twenty phones were ringing and both dedicated fax machines were slowly cranking out sheets of paper as officers came and went, jeering, throwing mock blows, laughing at each other’s jokes and scoring whatever points they could. None of them looked at the photographs of Kara Huggate’s mutilated body that were pinned to the large cork board, or at the one of her in life, smiling gravely straight at the camera.


    Chief Inspector William Femur, drafted in from the local Area Major Investigation Pool with a sergeant and two constables of his own, was waiting for them to settle down. The first half-hour in any local nick was always crucial. You had to establish your authority by the end of that time or you were done for. He was still surprised by the childish resentment his arrival could arouse in local officers, but he’d learned to deal with most of the stalling tactics they dreamed up.


    Femur was in his early fifties. He’d done thirty years and could have retired on a full pension, but he wasn’t going until they pushed him out. It wasn’t so much that he loved the job itself – although he did get a kick from building an unshakeable case against the sort of toe rag who beat up old ladies or raped and murdered social workers. No, he wanted to stay because he was good at what he did and someone had to do it. Besides, what else would he have done with so much time now that the kids had grown up and gone?


    His hair was more grey than dark-brown, these days, but he was still fit: running and weight-training saw to that. To be fair, so did the gardening his wife nagged him to do at weekends. He certainly didn’t look forward to spending more time on that, disliking her obsession with straight edges and her determination to poison everything that crawled Or flew or grew where she thought it shouldn’t.


    As in so many things, Femur’s taste in gardens was quite different from his wife’s. He’d have preferred something more like a meadow, with a few real trees, full sized, here and there, instead of neat little pointed conifers in pristine beds cut into the edges of a lawn as flat and unrelieved as a snooker table. His grass would be longer and paler, with straw-like bits mixed in with it and seed heads, too. There would be flowers dotted about wherever they happened to grow, big daisy-like things and bluebells and something pink – or poppies, maybe. They’d be scented but not as overpoweringly as the paper-white narcissi Sue grew in bowls in the lounge, which made the room smell of sick all winter long. There’d be butterflies in his meadow and perhaps a river at the bottom, where he might dangle a line to catch a passing trout.


    It was a pleasant fantasy, and thinking about it always made him breathe easier. He’d never have it. Still, it had done its work again and he was ready to get heavy with his new mob.


    They looked a particularly unprepossessing bunch, these Kingsford officers, and Femur found himself thinking that it wasn’t surprising they hadn’t managed to catch their rapist. Then he suppressed the thought. It would do no good whatsoever if they picked up a blast of hostility from him. Firmness was crucial – humour, too – but no hostility. It would come across as weakness and, if they sensed that, they’d be on him like a pack of hunting dogs and he’d never get a result. That would be a win for them, a win they’d probably like even better than catching the killer.


    ‘Right,’ he said loudly, but not too loudly. Only one or two stopped talking.


    Femur just stood there, his buttocks resting on the edge of the white melamine-topped table behind him, waiting, expecting them to settle down. After a while it worked and they began to pay attention. It probably took only a few seconds; it felt like minutes.


    ‘Right,’ he said again, when all but two were quiet and at least half were looking directly at him. There was one at the back who seemed a bit more co-operative than the rest, a young dark bloke with a lively eye and a hint of intelligence in his twisted smile. Good teeth, too, not that they had any bearing on his brains. Femur made a mental note to give him something interesting to do.


    ‘We all know why we’re here,’ he went on. ‘Forty-one-year-old social worker Kara Huggate, living alone at number three Laburnam Cottages, Church Lane, Kingsford, has been sexually assaulted and murdered. The killer’s MO has some similarities with that of the Kingsford Rapist – he’s been careful to leave no semen, for one thing, which means he’s well aware of the risks of DNA testing – so we’ll have to look back at the old investigation to see where that leads us.’


    ‘Nowhere fast, if you ask me.’


    Femur couldn’t see who’d interrupted. ‘On the assumption,’ he went on crisply, ‘that we can do better this time.’


    That didn’t go down well but it was fair comment, and it wiped the grins off several smug faces.


    ‘Right. Like I say, there are similarities, but there are differences too this time. We’ll have a clearer idea of how many and how serious they are when we’ve got all the SOCO and lab evidence in, but there’s one obvious difference already and that’s the look of the victim.’


    Femur pointed over his shoulder at the row of glossy ten-by-eight colour prints. He’d seen plenty worse in his time, but that didn’t make these any easier to look at, or any less important. Even the thought of them made him sick and angry; so angry that he’d do whatever it took to nail the bastard who’d rammed a chisel up Kara Huggate for his own pleasure and then throttled her.


    However hopeless or obstructive the Kingsford officers might be, Femur would use whatever skills they had between them to get a result.


    ‘As you can see from the photographs of the earlier victims – that is, the five who lived and the one who died – they were all small women; in their late teens or early twenties, with pointy little faces and feathery dark hair.’


    Femur saw one of the Kingsford officers sniggering with a mate as they mouthed the word ‘feathery’and waggled limp wrists at each other. He ignored them. If that was the worst they could find to do to irritate him, he’d be on velvet for the whole investigation.


    ‘Kara Huggate was bigger, older, blonde and notably square-chinned. Where the earlier victims were physically fragile, she was powerful. She could hardly have been more different. Why?’


    ‘Could’ve been a different man wot dun it, sir,’ suggested one of the local officers, with a yokel’s earnestness.


    It was so convincing a picture of stupidity that, if Femur hadn’t been well aware that it took a certain amount of intelligence to get into CID, he might have taken the comment at face value and set about reminding them that he’d just raised the possibility himself. A few of the other locals sniggered.


    ‘Or something could’ve happened to the Kingsford Rapist during the intervening period to make him select a new type of victim,’ Femur went on. ‘He’s been inactive now for three years …


    ‘As far as we know,’ said the thin, dark chap from the back row. Femur suddenly remembered his name: Stephen Owler.


    ‘He could’ve moved away from the area and been knocking off older women up in the north or somewhere and grown out of feathery girls, sir.’


    ‘Good point, Owler. Get on to the central reporting desk at the Yard and find out what they’ve got on unidentified rapists operating anywhere in the country.’


    ‘Or he could’ve been done for something else and spent the time banged up somewhere,’ suggested Brian Jones, the younger of the two AMIP constables Femur had brought with him.


    ‘Quite possible, Bri. And, if so, there might’ve been a probation officer who bugged him or a woman from the Board of Visitors, prison governor or what-have-you, who’s given him a new blueprint for the ideal victim. See what you can dig up about any local men who’ve recently been released, will you?’


    ‘Sure, Guv.’


    ‘Right. Another possibility is that something happened to the Kingsford Rapist after his last known outing, when, as you will remember, he first killed.’ Femur glanced behind him at the photographs and saw the head-and-shoulders shot of the nineteen-year-old who had died. He pointed to her to make them concentrate. ‘Maybe the knowledge that he’d murdered someone shocked him into stopping for a while. Or maybe something in his life changed and gave him some kind of legitimate satisfaction that meant he didn’t need to terrorise young women to make himself feel powerful.’


    ‘Like what, Guv?’ Jones sounded puzzled. Femur didn’t think he was putting it on for the benefit of the local mob.


    ‘I don’t know, Bri. We’ll have to go to the shrinks for that. But I think it’s possible there was something, something that was reversed when he encountered Kara Huggate.’


    ‘Maybe she sussed him, sir,’ suggested Owler. He was frowning. ‘She’d only recently moved to Kingsford, hadn’t she? And she was a social worker, so she’d had the right sort of experience. Maybe she’d met him somewhere and realised who he was.’


    There was an audible whisper of ‘Teacher’s pet’from the middle of the room. Femur ignored it and nodded at Owler to encourage him.


    ‘Or maybe when they met she said something that spooked him.’ Owler was beginning to look excited. ‘Yes, Guv, couldn’t it be that? He’s been going straight since the first killing and thinks he’s got away with it. Then he runs into Huggate somewhere around Kingsford, at work maybe or just socialising, and they talk. She says something casual about rape or women or murder that tickles him up and makes him think she knows what he’s done, so he decides to get rid of her. Couldn’t it be as simple as that?’


    ‘I’d have said that’s as likely as anything else at this stage,’ Femur said, pleased that his snap judgement of Owler looked like being correct. He glanced around the room, bringing in all the others, who hadn’t yet spoken. ‘But don’t forget, any of you, it’s more than possible that this case has nothing to do with the Kingsford Rapist. The similarities could be coincidence, or we could have a deliberate copycat on our hands.’


    There was a sudden coldness in the room, as though someone in the crowd disagreed powerfully. Femur was surprised. He couldn’t see anything on any of the faces to account for it.


    ‘That means we’ve got to follow all feasible lines of inquiry before the trail gets cold. Right?’


    There were a few desultory murmurs of agreement.


    ‘Right. So, what else have we got, Tony?’ Bill Femur looked towards his AMIP sergeant, trying not to show too much affection – that was as sure a way as any to piss off the locals – and nodded encouragement.


    ‘OK, Guv. Well, Sergeant Jenkins has been talking to the victim’s next of kin – that’s her mother. He’s got details of a couple of people who could’ve wanted her out of the way. Jenkins?’


    Femur watched a big bloke, rugger-player by the look of him, with a great thatch of reddish hair, get to his feet and prop himself up against the wall as though he was far too tired to stand up by himself.


    ‘First there’s the manager of a Middlesex children’s home, sir. He was up in court this morning, where Huggate was due to give evidence against him. We think he could’ve paid someone to warn her off and it went too far. Or he could’ve had a go himself, and made sure she’d never do him any harm. Two constables, Evans and Watkins, are up in town interviewing the relevant people now.’


    Tony Blacker pushed one hand through his smooth brown hair and tugged at his left earlobe as he watched Femur’s impatient face.


    ‘Then there’s Dr Gerard Thomplon, known as Jed,’ Jenkins went on, apparently unaware of any of it. ‘He’s a GP from the same area as the children’s home. He and Huggate lived together for five years and split up a few months back. Her mother says it was a nasty break-up and he’s an angry sort of bloke.’


    ‘Yeah,’ said Blacker. ‘And the danger time for women who’ve escaped a violent relationship is now thought to be up to eighteen months, so that would fit. Or he could’ve been trying to get her back and lost his temper when she refused again. Someone’ll have to interview him soon, Guv.’


    ‘Right, Tony. You’d better take that one on.’ Femur grinned around the room, inviting a laugh, and then looked back at his sergeant. ‘You’ve always been good with men who’ve a beef against uppity women.’


    ‘Yeah, I can slag off any feminist over a pint,’ agreed Blacker, well aware of what Femur was trying to do and happy enough to play along. They’d been a double-act for long enough to know when they had to resort to blokery to get people on side. The atmosphere in the incident room warmed up enough to justify what they were doing, although one or two of the younger women looked pissed-off. That was a pity but only to be expected.


    ‘And then, of course,’ Blacker went on, in his usual voice, ‘there’re her clients, maybe an addict who hadn’t had his methadone and thought she should’ve helped him, a schizophrenic who’d decided he could do without chlorpromazine and then got paranoid about her, an angry parent of some young scrote, lifer out on licence … Could have been any of the above.’


    ‘Or none,’ said a joker in the second row.


    ‘Right,’ said Femur, ignoring him. ‘Thanks, Jenkins, Tony. Now, Kara Huggate had neighbours. Someone must have seen or heard something, even though the gardens in Church Lane are bigger than your average semi and might’ve given the villain some protection. I want exhaustive door-to-door in Church Lane itself and in the next two streets either side. I want her phone bills and answering-machine tapes. I want any letters found in the cottage. I want a list of all her clients and their whereabouts last night. Right.’


    He looked at the officers’names listed on his clipboard and started to hand out the tasks.


    ‘Owler!’ he called, when he’d got to the end.


    ‘Sir?’


    ‘When you’ve finished with the CRD at the Yard, I want you to get hold of the old Kingsford Rapist files and cross-check the SOCO evidence, and the pathologists’and all the other lab reports with everything that comes through on Huggate. I want to know of every item that matches and all the discrepancies, too. All of them. Got that?’


    ‘Yes, sir.’


    ‘Right. Now, Jenkins, what was she doing yesterday? Who did she see?’


    ‘Not sure yet, sir. We haven’t had time to get a list from her office.’


    ‘I’ve got her diaries here, Guv.’ Blacker’s voice was as soothing as warm black treacle, and it had a bite in it, too: just like black treacle. ‘This year’s and last.’


    ‘Right. Somebody’s got brains, then. Let’s have a shufti.’


    Jenkins looked bootfaced, as though he’d been personally bollocked.


    Femur hid his contempt as he riffled through the current diary, trying to get some fix on the kind of woman Kara Huggate had been and how she’d arranged her life. January and February were filled with appointments, mostly work-related from the look of them, but the pages were also decorated with little drawings, doodles usually, and also reminders to pay specific bills and buy more washing powder and milk. It looked as if she’d reached that stage in midlife when women begin to mistrust their memory, or perhaps she had so much to think about that trivialities like shopping lists and bills could not be allowed to take up any mental space. Femur sympathised. At last he turned to yesterday’s page and sighed.


    ‘So. Who’s this “S”, then?’ Femur looked up at the local officers who were still hanging around not getting on with the jobs he’d given them. ‘Anyone any idea? Jenkins? Owler?’


    He’d get all their names straight in the end, but those two were already stuck in his short-term memory so he’d concentrate on them for the moment.


    When no one said anything, Femur tried again: ‘She’s got him listed for what looks like yesterday evening. Who is he? Why –’


    ‘Why should it be a he?’ asked one of the women. The sulkiness of her voice made it quite clear to Femur that she, at least, knew why he was so impatient with them all. He’d better get her name soon.


    ‘Good point. But not the most important. No one any idea of the identity of this character?’ Femur asked again, thinking, dozy buggers. Why didn’t they check out S the minute the body was discovered instead of waiting for us? If they’ve already talked to the victim’s mother about her life and possible enemies, and sent two officers chasing off after the ex-boyfriend and some man she was supposed to be giving evidence against in court, why the hell haven’t they bothered to find out who she was due to meet just before she died? He shook his head. If he hadn’t known better, he’d have thought there was some kind of deliberate obstruction going on. But long experience told him that it was much more likely to be cock-up than conspiracy.


    ‘No one’s got any idea yet, Guv,’ said Blacker, earning himself a few useful brownie points from the locals, who were drifting away to start doing what they’d been told. ‘But we’ll get on to it.’


    Femur had picked up last year’s diary and was leafing back to Kara’s first months in Kingsford, looking for other mentions of S. ‘She’s had a fair lot of meetings with him, usually on Tuesdays or Wednesdays. Never weekends. No times are ever mentioned, only the initial. But it’s always at the foot of the page, which suggests it’s an evening date. Right, Tony. Give it number-one priority. Even if he didn’t kill her, he’ll be able to give us a better fix on the time she was last seen alive.’


    ‘It must be a boyfriend, don’t you think, Guv? Or maybe a client.’ The sergeant was picking his ear again as he always did when he was worried.


    Femur was surprised he’d started so soon, it was a habit that didn’t usually appear until much later in an investigation. Perhaps he, too, was more than usually sickened by what had been done to Kara Huggate. ‘Boyfriend sounds more likely to me,’ Femur said. ‘She’s been drawing hearts and flowers round the initial here. And here, too.’


    ‘Looks like she was sitting by the phone doodling as they talked, doesn’t it?’ said a jaunty voice from behind them. ‘My sister does that when she’s first in love. Little hearts when she’s feeling soft and romantic, then houses, like that one there, when she starts working out how to get the poor bugger to talk engagement rings and wedding bells. She’s never succeeded yet. I’d say Huggate was in love and thinking about how to get the bloke to commit.’


    Femur and Blacker exchanged glances. It was a valid point, but the young constable hadn’t been invited to make it, and in any case he should’ve been out of the room doing what he’d been told.


    ‘Owler?’ said Bill Femur, making himself sound surprised. ‘You still here? Why aren’t you phoning Scotland Yard?’


    ‘On my way, sir. Sorry, sir.’


    When he’d gone, Blacker said, ‘If this S is a new boyfriend, that could fit with Owler’s other idea, couldn’t it?’


    ‘That Huggate could have met the Kingsford Rapist socially and spooked him? Yes, it could. Either way we’ll have to find out. In the meantime, Bri?’


    ‘Yes, Guv?’ said the AMIP constable.


    ‘Get on to the lab and tell them to hurry up with Kara’s address book. She must’ve had one. Get it as soon as you can and check out everyone with the letter S in the first or surname, wherever they are. OK?’


    ‘Sure.’


    ‘What about me, Guv?’ asked Caroline Lyalt, the second of the AMIP constables. She was twenty-six and had already passed her sergeant’s exam but hadn’t yet got the promotion she deserved. If this case went the right way, it might do the trick, and that was another reason for Femur to pull out all the stops. Not that he needed another reason.


    He had a lot of time for Caroline. In fact, he often thought that if she’d been his daughter he’d’ve been bloody proud of her: serious but always ready to see a joke, sensitive but never neurotic, attractive but not bothered about it, and a hard-worker. He didn’t give a toss that she had a woman lover. In some ways, it made it easier for him, spending as much time with her as he did, but he knew Tony found it tough. Still, they were all old enough to work round that.


    ‘Right, Caroline, I want you to make a start interviewing the five earlier victims who survived and the family of the one who died. I know they were all questioned three years ago, but there may be something that was missed then which might help us this time.’ He smiled. ‘If there was, you’ll get it, even if no one else could. Pick one of the locals to take with you and I’ll excuse her the house-to-house.’
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