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  Thursday 25 December




  We all make mistakes, all of the time. Mostly trivial stuff, like forgetting to return a phone call, or to put money in a parking meter, or to pick up milk at the supermarket.

  But sometimes – luckily very rarely – we make the big one.




  The kind of mistake that could cost us our life.




  The kind of mistake Rachael Ryan made.




  And she had a long time to reflect on it.




  If . . . she had been less drunk. If . . . it hadn’t been so sodding freezing cold. If . . . it hadn’t begun to rain. If . . . there hadn’t been a queue of a hundred equally

  drunk revellers at the taxi rank in Brighton’s East Street at 2 a.m. on Christmas Eve, or, rather, Christmas morning. If . . . her flat had not been within walking distance, unlike her

  equally drunk companions, Tracey and Jade, who lived far away, on the other side of the city.




  If . . . she had listened to Tracey and Jade telling her not to be so bloody stupid. That there were plenty of taxis. That it would only be a short wait.




  *


  His whole body stiffened with excitement. After two hours of watching, finally the woman he had been waiting for was turning into the street. She was on foot and alone.

  Perfect!




  She was wearing a miniskirt with a shawl around her shoulders and looked a little unsteady on her legs, from drink and probably from the height of the heels. She had nice legs. But what he was

  really looking at was her shoes. His kind of shoes. High-heeled with ankle straps. He liked ankle straps. As she came closer, approaching beneath the sodium glare of the street lights, he could

  see, through his binoculars, through the rear window, that they were shiny, as he had hoped.




  Very sexy shoes!




  She was his kind of woman!


  

    *




  God, was she glad she had decided to walk! What a queue! And every taxi that had gone past since was occupied. With a fresh, windy drizzle on her face, Rachael tottered along past

  the shops on St James’s Street, then turned right into Paston Place, where the wind became stronger, batting her long brown hair around her face. She headed down towards the seafront, then

  turned left into her street of Victorian terraced houses, where the wind and the rain played even more havoc with her hairdo. Not that she cared any more, not tonight. In the distance she heard the

  wail of a siren, an ambulance or a police car, she thought.




  She walked past a small car with misted windows. Through them she saw the silhouette of a couple snogging, and she felt a twinge of sadness and a sudden yearning for Liam, whom she had dumped

  almost six months ago now. The bastard had been unfaithful. OK, he had pleaded with her to forgive him, but she just knew he would stray again, and again – he was that sort. All the same, she

  missed him a lot at times, and she wondered where he was now. What he was doing tonight. Who he was with. He’d be with a girl for sure.




  Whereas she was on her own.




  She and Tracey and Jade. The Three Saddo Singles, they jokingly called themselves. But there was a truth that hurt behind the humour. After two and a half years in a relationship with

  the man she had really believed was the one she would marry, it was hard to be alone again. Particularly at Christmas, with all its memories.




  God, it had been a shitty year. In August, Princess Diana had died. Then her own life had fallen apart.




  She glanced at her watch. It was 2.35. Tugging her mobile phone from her bag, she rang Jade’s number. Jade said they were still waiting in the queue. Rachael told her she was almost home.

  She wished her a merry Christmas. Told her to wish Tracey a merry Christmas too, and said she’d see them New Year’s Eve.




  ‘Hope Santa’s good to you, Rach!’ Jade said. ‘And tell him not to forget the batteries if he brings you a vibrator!’




  She heard Tracey cackling in the background.




  ‘Sod off!’ she said with a grin.




  Then she slipped the phone back into her bag and stumbled on, nearly coming a purler as one high heel of her incredibly expensive Kurt Geigers, which she’d bought last week in a sale,

  caught between two paving stones. She toyed for a moment with the idea of taking them off, but she was almost home now. She tottered on.




  The walk and the rain had sobered her up a little, but she was still too drunk, and too coked up, not to think it was odd that at almost three on Christmas morning a man in a baseball cap a

  short distance in front of her was trying to lug a fridge out of a van.




  He had it half out and half in as she approached. She could see he was struggling under its apparent weight and suddenly he cried out in pain.




  Instinctively, because she was kind, she ran, stumbling, up to him.




  ‘My back! My disc! My disc has gone! Oh, Jesus!’




  ‘Can I help?’




  It was the last thing she remembered saying.




  She was hurled forward. Something wet slapped across her face. She smelt a sharp, acrid reek.




  Then she blacked out.
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  Wednesday 31 December




  Yac spoke into the metal thing on the tall brick wall. ‘Taxi!’ he said.




  Then the gates opened, swanky wrought-iron ones, painted black, with gold spikes along the top. He climbed back into his white and turquoise Peugeot estate and drove up a short, twisting drive.

  There were bushes on either side, but he did not know what kind they were. He hadn’t got to bushes in his learning yet. Only trees.




  Yac was forty-two. He wore a suit with a neatly pressed shirt and a carefully chosen tie. He liked to dress smart for work. He always shaved, combed his short dark hair forward to a slight peak

  and rolled deodorant under his armpits. He was aware that it was important not to smell bad. He always checked his fingernails and his toenails before leaving home. He always wound up his watch. He

  always checked his phone for messages. But he had only five numbers stored on the phone and only four people had his, so it wasn’t often that he received any.




  He glanced at the clock on the dashboard: 6.30 p.m. Good. Thirty minutes to go before he needed to have any tea. Plenty of time. His Thermos sat on the seat beside him.




  At the top the drive became circular, with a low wall in the middle enclosing a fountain that was lit up in green. Yac steered carefully around it, past a quadruple garage door and one wall of

  the huge house, coming to a halt by steps leading up to the front door. It was a big, important-looking door and it was closed.




  He began to fret. He didn’t like it when passengers weren’t already outside, because he never knew how long he would have to wait. And there were so many decisions.




  Whether to switch the engine off. And if he switched the engine off, should he switch the lights off? But before he switched the engine off he needed to do some checks. Fuel.

  Three-quarters of a tank. Oil. Pressure normal. Temperature. Temperature was good. So much to remember in this taxi. Including to switch the meter on if they did not come out in

  five minutes. But most important of all, his drink of tea, on the hour, every hour. He checked the Thermos was still there. It was.




  This wasn’t actually his taxi, it belonged to someone he knew. Yac was a journeyman driver. He drove the hours the guy who owned it did not want to drive. Mostly nights. Some

  nights longer than others. Tonight was New Year’s Eve. It was going to be a very long one and he had started early. But Yac didn’t mind. Night was good. Much the same as day to him, but

  darker.




  The front door of the house was opening. He stiffened and took a deep breath, as he had been taught by his therapist. He didn’t really like passengers getting into his taxi and invading

  his space – except ones with nice shoes. But he had to put up with them until he could deliver them to their destination, then get them out again and be free.




  They were coming out now. The man was tall and slim, his hair slicked back, wearing a tuxedo with a bow tie and holding his coat over his arm. She had a furry-looking jacket on, red hair all

  done nicely, flowing around her head. She looked beautiful, as if she might be a famous actress, like the ones he saw pictures of in the papers that people left in his taxi or on television of

  stars arriving at premieres.




  But he wasn’t really looking at her; he was looking at her shoes. Black suede, three ankle straps, high heels with glinting metal around the edges of the soles.




  ‘Good evening,’ the man said, opening the door of the taxi for the woman. ‘Metropole Hotel, please.’




  ‘Nice shoes,’ Yac said to the woman, by way of reply. ‘Jimmy Choo. Uh-huh?’




  She squealed in proud delight. ‘Yes, you’re right. They are!’




  He recognized her intoxicating scent too, but said nothing. Oscar de la Renta Intrusion, he thought to himself. He liked it.




  He started the engine and quickly ran through his mental checks. Meter on. Seat belts. Doors closed. Into gear. Handbrake off. He had not checked the tyres since dropping off the last

  fare, but he had done so half an hour ago, so they might still be all right. Check in mirror. As he did, he caught another glimpse of the woman’s face. Definitely beautiful. He would

  like to see her shoes again.




  ‘The main entrance,’ the man said.




  Yac did the calculation in his head as he steered back down the drive: 2.516 miles. He memorized distances. He knew most of them within this city because he had memorized the streets. It was

  4,428 yards to the Hilton Brighton Metropole, he recalculated; or 2.186 nautical miles, or 4.04897 kilometres, or 0.404847 of a Swedish mile. The fare would be approximately £9.20, subject to

  traffic.




  ‘Do you have high-flush or low-flush toilets in your house?’ he asked.




  After a few moments of silence while Yac pulled out into the road, the man glanced at the woman, raised his eyes and said, ‘Low flush. Why?’




  ‘How many toilets do you have in your house? I bet you’ve got a lot, right? Uh-huh?’




  ‘We have enough,’ the man said.




  ‘I can tell you where there’s a good example of a high-flush toilet – it’s in Worthing. I could take you there to see it if you’re interested.’ Hope rose in

  Yac’s voice. ‘It’s a really good example. In the public toilets, near the pier.’




  ‘No, thank you. They’re not my thing.’




  The couple in the back fell silent.




  Yac drove on. He could see their faces in the glow of the street lights, in his mirror.




  ‘With your low-flush toilets, I bet you have some push-button ones,’ he said.




  ‘We do,’ the man said. ‘Yes.’ Then he put his mobile phone to his ear and answered a call.




  Yac watched him in the mirror before catching the woman’s eyes. ‘You’re a size five, aren’t you? In shoes.’




  ‘Yes! How did you know?’




  ‘I can tell. I can always tell. Uh-huh.’




  ‘That’s very clever!’ she said.




  Yac fell silent. He was probably talking too much. The guy who owned the taxi told him there had been complaints about him talking too much. The guy said people didn’t always like to talk.

  Yac did not want to lose his job. So he kept quiet. He thought about the woman’s shoes as he headed down to the Brighton seafront and turned left. Instantly the wind buffeted the taxi. The

  traffic was heavy and it was slow going. But he was right about the fare.




  As he pulled up outside the entrance to the Metropole Hotel, the meter showed £9.20.




  The man gave him £10 and told him to keep the change.




  Yac watched them walk into the hotel. Watched the woman’s hair blowing in the wind. Watched the Jimmy Choo shoes disappearing through the revolving door. Nice shoes. He felt excited.




  Excited about the night ahead.




  There would be so many more shoes. Special shoes for a very special night.
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  Wednesday 31 December




  Detective Superintendent Roy Grace stared out of his office window into the dark void of the night, at the lights of the ASDA superstore car park across the road and the

  distant lights of the city of Brighton and Hove beyond, and heard the howl of the gusting wind. He felt the cold draught that came though the thin pane on his cheek.




  New Year’s Eve. He checked his watch: 6.15. Time to go. Time to quit his hopeless attempt at clearing his desk and head home.




  It was the same every New Year’s Eve, he reflected. He always promised himself that he would tidy up, deal with all his paperwork and start the next year with a clean slate. And he always

  failed. He would be coming back in tomorrow to yet another hopeless mess. Even bigger than last year’s. Which had been even bigger than the one the year before.




  All the Crown Prosecution files of the cases he had investigated during this past year were stacked on the floor. Next to them were small, precarious tower blocks of blue cardboard boxes and

  green plastic crates crammed with unresolved cases – as cold cases were now starting to be called. But he preferred the old title.




  Although his work was predominantly concerned with current murders and other major crimes, Roy Grace cared about his cold cases very much, to the point that he felt a personal connection with

  each victim. But he had been unable to dedicate much time to these files, because it had been a strangely busy year. First, a young man had been buried alive in a coffin on his stag night. Then a

  vile snuff-movie ring had been busted. This had been followed by a complex case of a homicidal identity thief, before he’d successfully potted a double-killer who had faked his disappearance.

  But he’d had precious little acknowledgement for getting these results from his departing boss, Assistant Chief Constable Alison Vosper.




  Perhaps next year would be better. Certainly it was filled with promise. A new ACC, Peter Rigg, was starting on Monday – five days’ time. Also starting on Monday, which would greatly

  relieve his workload, was a brand-new Cold Case Team comprising three former senior detectives under his command.




  But most important of all, his beloved Cleo was due to give birth to their child in June. And some time before then, at a date still to be sorted out, they would be getting married, so long as

  the one obstacle standing in their way could be removed.




  His wife, Sandy.




  She had disappeared nine and a half years ago, on his thirtieth birthday, and, despite all his efforts, no word had been heard from her since. He did not know whether she had been abducted or

  murdered, or had run off with a lover, or had had an accident, or had simply, elaborately, faked her disappearance.




  For the past nine years, until his relationship with Cleo Morey had begun, Roy had spent almost all of his free time in a fruitless quest to discover what had happened to Sandy. Now he was

  finally putting her into the past. He had engaged a solicitor to have her declared legally dead. He hoped the process could be fast-tracked so they would be able to get married before the baby was

  born. Even if Sandy did turn up out of the blue, he would not be interested in resuming a life with her, he had decided. He had moved on in his own mind – or so he believed.




  He shovelled several piles of documents around on his desk. By stacking one heap on top of another, it made the desk look tidier, even if the workload remained the same.




  Strange how life changed, he thought. Sandy used to hate New Year’s Eve. It was such an artifice, she used to tell him. They always spent it with another couple, a police colleague, Dick

  Pope, and his wife, Leslie. Always in some fancy restaurant. Then afterwards Sandy would invariably analyse the entire evening and pull it apart.




  With Sandy, he had come to view the advent of New Year’s Eve with decreasing enthusiasm. But now, with Cleo, he was looking forward to it hugely. They were going to spend it at home, alone

  together, and feast on some of their favourite foods. Bliss! The only downer was that he was the duty Senior Investigating Officer for this week, which meant he was on twenty-four-hour call –

  which meant he could not drink. Although he had decided he would allow himself a few sips of a glass of champagne at midnight.




  He could hardly wait to get home. He was so in love with Cleo that there were frequent moments in every day when he was overcome by a deep yearning to see her, hold her, touch her, hear her

  voice, see her smile. He had that feeling now, and wanted nothing more than to leave and head for her house, which had now, to all intents and purposes, become his home.




  Just one thing stopped him.




  All those damned blue boxes and green crates on the floor. He needed to have everything in order for the Cold Case Team on Monday, the first official working day of the New Year. Which meant

  several hours of work still ahead of him.




  So instead he sent Cleo a text with a row of kisses.




  For a time, this past year, he had managed to delegate all these cold cases to a colleague. But that hadn’t worked out and now he had inherited them all back. Five unsolved major crimes

  out of a total number of twenty-five to be reinvestigated. Where the hell did he begin?




  The words of Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland came into his head suddenly: ‘Begin at the beginning and go on till you come to the end: then

  stop.’




  So he began at the beginning. Just five minutes, he thought, then he would quit for the year and head home to Cleo. As if echoing his thoughts, his phone pinged with an incoming text. It was an

  even longer row of kisses.




  Smiling, he opened the first file and looked at the activity report. Every six months the DNA labs they used would run checks on the DNA from their cold-case victims. You just never knew. And

  there had been several offenders who must have long thought they had got away with their crimes but who had successfully been brought to trial and were now in prison because of advances in DNA

  extraction and matching techniques.




  The second file was a case that always touched Roy Grace deeply. Young Tommy Lytle. Twenty-seven years ago, at the age of eleven, Tommy had set out from school on a February afternoon to walk

  home. The one lead in the case was a Morris Minor van, spotted near the scene of the boy’s murder, which was later searched. From the files, it was obvious that the Senior Investigating

  Officer at the time was convinced the owner of the van was the offender, but they were unable to find that crucial forensic evidence that would have linked the boy to the van. The man, a weirdo

  loner with a history of sexual offences, was released – but, Grace knew, still very much alive.




  He turned to the next file: Operation Houdini.




  Shoe Man.




  Names of operations were thrown up randomly by the CID computer system. Occasionally they were apt. This one was. Like a great escapologist, this particular offender had so far avoided the

  police net.




  The Shoe Man had raped – or attempted to rape – at least five women in the Brighton area over a short period of time back in 1997, and in all likelihood had raped and killed a sixth

  victim whose body had never been found. And it could have been a lot more – many women are too embarrassed or traumatized to report an attack. Then suddenly the attacks appeared to have

  stopped. No DNA evidence had been recovered from any of the victims who had come forward at the time. But techniques for obtaining it were less effective then.




  All they had to go on was the offender’s MO. Almost every criminal had a specific modus operandi. A way of doing things. His or her particular ‘signature’. And the Shoe Man had

  a very distinct one: he took his victim’s panties and one of her shoes. But only if they were classy shoes.




  Grace hated rapists. He knew that everyone who became a victim of crime was left traumatized in some way. But most victims of burglaries and street crimes could eventually put it behind them and

  move on. Victims of sexual abuse or sexual assault, particularly child victims and rape victims, could never ever truly do that. Their lives were changed forever. They would spend the rest of their

  days living with the knowledge, struggling to cope, to hold down their revulsion, their anger and their fear.




  It was a harsh fact that most people were raped by someone they knew. Rapes by total strangers were exceedingly rare, but they did happen. And it was not uncommon for these so-called

  ‘stranger rapists’ to take a souvenir – a trophy. Like the Shoe Man had.




  Grace turned some of the pages of the thick file, glancing through comparisons with other rapes around the country. In particular, there was one case further north, from the same time period,

  that bore striking similarities. But that suspect had been eliminated, as evidence had established that it definitely could not have been the same person.




  So, Shoe Man, Grace wondered, are you still alive? If so, where are you now?
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  Wednesday 31 December




  Nicola Taylor was wondering when this night of hell would end, little knowing that the hell had not yet even begun.




  ‘Hell is other people’, Jean-Paul Sartre once wrote, and she was with him on that. And right now hell was the drunken man with the wonky bow tie on her right who was crushing every

  bone in her hand, and the even drunker man on her left, in a green tuxedo jacket, whose sweaty hand felt as slimy as pre-packed bacon.




  And all the other 350 noisy, drunken people around her.




  Both men were jerking her arms up and down, damned nearly pulling them out of their sockets as the band in the Metropole Hotel function room struck up ‘Auld Lang Syne’ on the stroke

  of midnight. The man on her right had a plastic Groucho Marx moustache clipped to the inside of his nostrils and the one on her left, whose slimy hand had spent much of the evening trying to work

  its way up her thigh, kept blowing a whistle that sounded like a duck farting.




  She so totally did not want to be here. So wished to hell she had stuck to her guns and stayed home, in her comfort zone, with a bottle of wine and the television – the way she had most

  evenings this past year, since her husband had dumped her in favour of his twenty-four-year-old secretary.




  But oh no, her friends Olivia and Becky and Deanne had all insisted there was no way they were going to allow her to get away with spending New Year’s Eve moping at home on her

  own. Nigel was not coming back, they assured her. The slapper was pregnant. Forget him, kiddo. There were plenty more fish in the sea. Time to get a life.




  This was getting a life?




  Both her arms were jerked up in the air at the same time. Then she was dragged forward in a huge surge, her feet almost falling out of her insanely expensive Marc Jacobs heels. Moments later she

  found herself being dragged, tripping, backwards.




  Should auld acquaintance be forgot . . . the band played.




  Yes, they bloody well should. And current ones too!




  Except she could not forget. Not all those midnights on New Year’s Eve when she had stared into Nigel’s eyes and told him she loved him, and he’d told her he loved her as well.

  Her heart was heavy, too damned heavy. She wasn’t ready for this. Not now, not yet.




  The song finally ended and Mr Pre-packed Bacon now spat his whistle out, gripped both her cheeks and planted a slobbery, lingering kiss on her lips. ‘Happy New Year!’ he burbled.




  Then balloons fell from the ceiling. Paper streamers rained down on her. Jolly smiling faces surrounded her. She was hugged, kissed, fondled from every direction she turned. It went on and on

  and on.




  Nobody would notice, she thought, if she escaped now.




  She struggled across the room, weaving through the sea of people, and slipped out into the corridor. She felt a cold draught of air and smelt sweet cigarette smoke. God, how she could do with a

  fag right now!




  She headed along the corridor, which was almost deserted, turned right and walked along into the hotel foyer, then crossed over to the lifts. She pressed the button and, when the door opened,

  stepped in and pressed the button for the fifth floor.




  Hopefully, they’d all be too drunk to notice her absence. Maybe she should have drunk more too and then she’d have been in a better party mood. She was feeling stone cold sober and

  could easily have driven home, but she’d paid for a room for the night and her stuff was in there. Perhaps she’d call up some champagne from room service, watch a movie and get quietly

  smashed on her own.




  As she stepped out of the lift, she pulled her plastic room key-card out of her silver lamé Chanel evening bag – a copy she’d bought in Dubai on a trip there with Nigel two

  years ago – and made her way along the corridor.




  She noticed a slender blonde woman – in her forties, she guessed – a short distance ahead. She was wearing a full-length, high-necked evening dress with long sleeves and appeared to

  be struggling to open her door. As she drew level with her, the woman, who was extremely drunk, turned to her and slurred, ‘I can’t get this sodding thing in. Do you know how they

  work?’ She held out her key-card.




  ‘I think you have to slip it in and then out quite quickly,’ Nicola said.




  ‘I’ve tried that.’




  ‘Let me try for you.’




  Nicola, helpfully, took the card and slipped it into the slot. As she pulled it out, she saw a green light and heard a click.




  Almost instantaneously, she felt something damp pressed across her face. There was a sweet smell in her nostrils and her eyes felt as if they were burning. She felt a crashing blow on the back

  of her neck. Felt herself stumbling forward. Then the carpet slammed into her face.
















  1997
















  5




  Thursday 25 December




  Rachael Ryan heard the snap of the man’s belt buckle in the darkness. A clank. The rustle of clothes. The sound of his breathing – rapid, feral. She had a blinding

  pain in her head.




  ‘Please don’t hurt me,’ she begged. ‘Please don’t.’




  The van was rocking in the frequent gusts of wind outside and occasionally a vehicle passed, bright white light strobing through the interior from its headlamps, as terror strobed through her.

  It was in those moments that she could see him most clearly. The black mask tight over his head, with tiny slits for his eyes, nostrils and mouth. The baggy jeans and the tracksuit top. The small,

  curved knife that he gripped in his left, gloved hand, the knife he said he would blind her with if she shouted out or tried to get away.




  A musty odour, like old sacks, rose from whatever thin bedding she was lying on. It mingled with the faint smell of old plastic upholstery and the sharper reek of leaking diesel oil.




  She saw his trousers come down. Stared at his white underpants, his lean, smooth legs. He pushed his pants down. Saw his small penis, thin and stumpy like the head of a snake. Saw him rummage in

  his pocket with his right hand and pull something out which glinted. A square foil packet. He sliced it open with his knife, breathing even harder and squeezed something out. A condom.




  Her brain was racing with wild thoughts. A condom? Was he being considerate? If he was considerate enough to use a condom, would he really use his knife on her?




  ‘We’re going to get the rubber on,’ he panted. ‘They can get DNA now. They can get you from DNA. I’m not leaving you a present for the police. Make me

  hard.’




  She shuddered with revulsion as the head of the snake moved closer to her lips and saw his face suddenly lit up brightly again as another car passed. There were people outside. She heard voices

  in the street. Laughter. If she could just make a noise – bang on the side of the van, scream – someone would come, someone would stop him.




  She wondered for a moment whether she should just try to arouse him, to make him come, then maybe he would let her go and he would disappear. But she felt too much revulsion, too much anger

  – and too much doubt.




  Now she could hear his breathing getting even deeper. Hear him grunting. See that he was touching himself. He was just a pervert, just a weirdo fucking pervert and this was not going to happen

  to her!




  And suddenly, fuelled by the courage from the alcohol inside her, she grabbed his sweaty, hairless scrotum and crushed his balls in both hands as hard as she could. Then, as he recoiled, gasping

  in pain, she tore the hood off his head and jammed her fingers into his eyes, both eyes, trying to gouge them out with her nails, screaming as loudly as she could.




  Except, in her terror, as if she were trying to scream in a nightmare, only a faint croak came out instead.




  Then she felt a crashing blow on the side of her head.




  ‘You bitch!’




  He smashed his fist into her again. The mask of pain and fury that was his face, all blurred, was inches from her own. She felt the fist again, then again.




  Everything swam around her.




  And suddenly she felt her panties being pulled off, and then he was entering her. She tried to move back, to push away, but he had her pinned.




  This is not me. This is not my body.




  She felt totally detached from herself. For an instant she wondered if this was a nightmare from which she could not wake. Lights flashed inside her skull. Then fused.
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  Thursday 1 January




  Today was New Year’s Day. And the tide was in!




  Yac liked it best when the tide was in. He knew the tide was in because he could feel his home moving, rising, gently rocking. Home was a Humber keel coaler called Tom Newbound, painted

  blue and white. He did not know why the boat had been given that name, but it was owned by a woman called Jo, who was a district nurse, and her husband, Howard, who was a carpenter. Yac had driven

  them home one night in his taxi and they had been kind to him. Subsequently they’d become his best friends. He adored the boat, loved to hang about on it and to help Joe with painting, or

  varnishing, or generally cleaning her up.




  Then one day they told him they were going to live in Goa in India for a while, they did not know how long. Yac was upset at losing his friends and his visits to the boat. But they told him they

  wanted someone to look after their houseboat, and their cat, for them.




  Yac had been here for two years now. Just before Christmas he’d had a phone call from them, telling him they were going to stay for another year at least.




  Which meant he could stay here for another year at least, which made him very happy. And he had a prize from last night, a new pair of shoes, which also made him very happy . . .




  Red leather shoes. Beautifully curved with six straps and a buckle and six-inch stilettos.




  They lay on the floor beside his bunk. He had learned nautical terms. It was a bed, really, but on a ship it was called a bunk. Just like the way the toilet wasn’t called a

  toilet, but the heads.




  He could navigate from here to any port in the UK – he had memorized all the Admiralty charts. Except the boat had no engine. One day he would like to have a boat of his own, with an

  engine, and then he would sail to all those places that he had stored inside his head. Uh-huh.




  Bosun nuzzled his hand, which was hanging over the side of his bunk. Bosun, the big, slinky ginger tom, was the boss here. The true master of this boat. Yac knew that the cat regarded him as its

  servant. Yac didn’t mind. The cat had never thrown up in his taxi, like some people had.




  The smell of expensive new shoe leather filled Yac’s nostrils. Oh yes. Paradise! To wake up with a new pair of shoes.




  On a rising tide!




  That was the best thing of all about living on the water. You never heard footsteps. Yac had tried to live in the city, but it had not worked for him. He could not stand the tantalizing sound of

  all those shoes clacking all around him when he was trying to sleep. There were no shoes here, out on the moorings on the River Adur at Shoreham Beach. Just the slap of water, or the silence of the

  mudflats. The cry of gulls. Sometimes the cry of the eight-month-old baby on the boat next door.




  One day, hopefully, the infant would fall into the mud and drown.




  But for now, Yac looked forward to the day ahead. To getting out of bed. To examining his new shoes. Then to cataloguing them. Then perhaps to looking through his collection, which he stored in

  the secret places he had found and made his own on the boat. It was where he kept, among other things, his collection of electrical wiring diagrams. Then he would go into his little office up in

  the bow and spend time on his laptop computer, online.




  What better way could there be to start a New Year?




  But first he had to remember to feed the cat.




  But before doing that he had to brush his teeth.




  And before that he had to use the heads.




  Then he would have to run through all the checks on the boat, ticking them off from the list the owners had given him. First on the list was to check his fishing lines. Then he had to check for

  leaks. Leaks were not good. Then he needed to check the mooring ropes. It was a long list and working through it made him feel good. It was good to be needed.




  He was needed by Mr Raj Dibdoon, who owned the taxi.




  He was needed by the nurse and the carpenter, who owned his home.




  He was needed by the cat.




  And this morning he had a new pair of shoes!




  This was a good start to a New Year.




  Uh-huh.
















  7




  Thursday 1 January




  Carlo Diomei was tired. And when he was tired he felt low, as he did right now. He did not like these long, damp English winters. He missed the crisp, dry cold of his native

  Courmayeur, high up in the Italian Alps. He missed the winter snow and the summer sunshine. He missed putting on his skis on his days off and spending a few precious hours alone, away from the

  holidaying crowds on the busy pistes, making his own silent tracks down parts of the mountains that only he and a few local guides knew.




  He had just one more year of his contract to run and then, he hoped, he would return to the mountains and, with luck, to a job managing a hotel there, back among his friends.




  But for now the money was good here and the experience in this famous hotel would give him a great step up his career ladder. But, shit, what a lousy start to the New Year this was!




  Normally as Duty Manager of the Brighton Metropole Hotel he worked a day shift, which enabled him to spend his precious evenings at home in his rented sea-view apartment with his wife and

  children, a two-year-old son and a four-year-old daughter. But the Night Manager had picked yesterday, New Year’s Eve of all nights, to go down with flu. So he’d had to come back and

  take over, with just a two-hour break in which to dash home, put his kids to bed, toast his wife a Happy New Year with mineral water, instead of the champagne night at home they had planned, and

  hurry back to work to supervise all the New Year celebrations the hotel had been hosting.




  He’d now been on duty for eighteen hours straight and was exhausted. In half an hour he would hand over to his deputy and would finally go home, and celebrate by smoking a badly needed

  cigarette, then falling into bed and getting some even more badly needed sleep.




  The phone rang in his tiny, narrow office on the other side of the wall to the front desk.




  ‘Carlo,’ he answered.




  It was Daniela de Rosa, the Housekeeping Manager, another Italian, from Milano. A room maid was concerned about room 547. It was 12.30, half an hour past check-out time, and there was a Do

  Not Disturb sign still hanging on the room door. There had been no response when she knocked repeatedly, nor when she phoned the room.




  He yawned. Probably someone sleeping off a night of overindulgence. Lucky them. He tapped his keyboard to check on the room’s occupant. The name was Mrs Marsha Morris. He dialled the room

  number himself and listened to it ringing, without answer. He called Daniela de Rosa back.




  ‘OK,’ he said wearily, ‘I am coming up.’




  Five minutes later, he stepped out of the lift on the fifth floor and walked along the corridor, to where the Housekeeping Manager was standing, and knocked hard on the door. There was no

  response. He knocked again. Waited. Then, using his pass key, he opened the door slowly and stepped in.




  ‘Hello!’ he said quietly.




  The heavy curtains were still drawn, but in the semi-darkness he could make out the shape of someone lying on the wide bed.




  ‘Hello!’ he said again. ‘Good morning!’




  He detected the faintest movement on the bed. ‘Hello!’ he said again. ‘Good morning, Mrs Morris. Hello! Happy New Year!’




  There was no response. Just a little more movement.




  He felt on the wall for the light switches and pressed one. Several lights came on at once. They revealed a slender, naked woman with large breasts, long red hair and a dense triangle of brown

  pubic hair, spread-eagled on the bed. Her arms and legs were outstretched in a crucifix position and held in place with white cords. The reason there was no response from her was instantly clear as

  he stepped closer, feeling a growing spike of unease in his gullet. Part of a face towel protruded either side of duct tape pulled tight across her mouth.




  ‘Oh, my God!’ the Housekeeping Manager cried out.




  Carlo Diomei hurried over to the bed, his tired brain trying to make sense of what he was looking at and not entirely succeeding. Was this some strange sex game? Was her husband, or boyfriend or

  whoever, lurking in the bathroom? The woman’s eyes looked at him in desperation.




  He ran to the bathroom and flung open the door, but it was empty. He’d seen some strange things going on in hotel rooms and had to deal with some weird shit in his time, but for a moment,

  for the first time in his career to date, he was uncertain what he should do next. Had they interrupted some kinky sex game? Or was something else going on?




  The woman looked at him with small, frightened eyes. He felt embarrassed looking down at her nakedness. Overcoming it, he tried to remove the duct tape, but as he gave the first tentative pull

  the woman’s head thrashed violently. Clearly it was hurting her. But he had to get it off, he was certain. Had to speak to her. So he pulled it away from her skin as gently as he could, until

  he was able to pluck the towel out of her mouth.




  Instantly the woman began burbling and sobbing incoherently.
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  Thursday 1 January




  It had been a long time, Roy Grace reflected, since he had felt this good on a New Year’s Day. For as far back as he could remember, except for the times when he had been

  on duty, the New Year always began with a blinding headache and the same overwhelming sensation of doom that accompanied his hangovers.




  He had drunk even more heavily on those first New Year’s Eves since Sandy’s disappearance, when their close friends Dick and Leslie Pope would not hear of him being on his own and

  insisted he join in their celebrations. And, almost as if it was a legacy from Sandy, he had started to intensely dislike the festivity too.




  But now, this particular New Year’s Eve had been totally different. Last night’s had been the most sober – and the most enjoyable – he could remember in his entire

  life.




  For a start, Cleo passionately loved the whole idea of celebrating the New Year. Which made it all the more ironic that she was pregnant and therefore could not really drink very much. But he

  hadn’t minded; he was just happy to be with her, celebrating not just the coming year, but their future together.




  And, quietly, he celebrated the fact that his irascible boss, Alison Vosper, would no longer be there to dampen his spirits on an almost daily basis. He looked forward to his first meeting with

  his new boss, Assistant Chief Constable Peter Rigg, on Monday.




  All he had managed to glean about the man so far was that he was a stickler for detail, liked to be hands-on involved and had a short fuse with fools.




  To his relief, it had been a quiet morning in the CID HQ at Sussex House, so he’d spent the time steadily working through his paperwork and making brisk progress, while keeping a regular

  eye on the serials – the log of all reported incidents in the city of Brighton and Hove – on the computer.




  As expected, there had been a few incidents in the bars, pubs and clubs, mostly fights and a few handbag thefts. He noted a couple of minor road traffic collisions, a domestic – a

  couple fighting – a complaint about noise from a party, a lost dog, a stolen moped and a naked man reported running down Western Road. But now a serious entry had appeared. It was a reported

  rape, at Brighton’s smart Metropole Hotel, which had popped on to the screen a few minutes ago, at 12.55 p.m.




  There were four principal categories of rape: stranger, acquaintance, date and partner. At this moment there was no mention on the serial of which this might be. New

  Year’s Eve was the kind of time when some men got blind drunk and forced themselves on their dates or partners, and in all likelihood this incident would be in one of those categories.

  Serious enough, but not something likely to involve Major Crime.




  Twenty minutes later he was about to head across the road to the ASDA supermarket, which doubled as the CID HQ canteen, to buy himself a sandwich for lunch, when his internal phone rang.




  It was David Alcorn, a detective inspector he knew and liked a lot. Alcorn was based at the city’s busy main police station in John Street, where Grace himself had spent much of his early

  career as a detective, before moving to the CID HQ at Sussex House.




  ‘Happy New Year, Roy,’ Alcorn said in his usual blunt, sardonic voice. From the tone of his voice, happy had just fallen off a cliff.




  ‘You too, David. Did you have a good night?’




  ‘Yeah. Well, it was all right. Had to keep off the booze a bit to be here for seven this morning. You?’




  ‘Quiet, but nice – thanks.’




  ‘Thought I’d better give you a heads-up, Roy. Looks like we might have a stranger rape at the Metropole.’




  He filled him in on the sketchy details. A Uniform Response Team had attended the hotel and called in CID. A Sexual Offences Liaison Officer or SOLO was now on her way over to accompany the

  victim to the recently opened specialist rape unit, the Sexual Assault Referral Centre or SARC, in Crawley, a post-war town located in the geographical centre of Sussex.




  Grace jotted down the details, such as Alcorn could give him, on a notepad. ‘Thanks, David,’ he said. ‘Keep me updated on this. Let me know if you need any help from my

  team.’




  There was a slight pause and he sensed the hesitation in the DI’s voice. ‘Roy, there’s something that could make this a bit politically sensitive.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘The victim had been at a do last night at the Metropole. I’m informed that a number of police brass were at a table at this same function.’




  ‘Any names?’




  ‘The Chief Constable and his wife, for starters.’




  Shit, Grace thought, but did not say.




  ‘Who else?’




  ‘The Deputy CC. And one assistant chief constable. You get my drift?’




  Grace got his drift.




  ‘Maybe I should send someone from Major Crime up to accompany the SOLO. What do you think? As a formality.’




  ‘I think that would be a good plan.’




  Grace quickly ran through his options. In particular he was concerned about his new boss. If ACC Peter Rigg was truly a stickler for detail, then he damned well had to start off on the right

  footing – and to cover himself as best he could.




  ‘OK. Thanks, David. I’ll send someone up there right away. In the meantime, can you get me a list of all attendees of that event?’




  ‘That’s already in hand.’




  ‘And all the guests staying there, plus all the staff – I would imagine there might have been extra staff drafted in for last night.’




  ‘I’m on to all of that.’ Alcorn sounded just slightly miffed, as if Grace was doubting his abilities.




  ‘Of course. Sorry.’




  Immediately after he ended the call, he rang DC Emma-Jane Boutwood, one of the few members of his team who was in today. She was also one of the detectives he had tasked with working through the

  mountains of bureaucracy required by the Crown Prosecution Service for Operation Neptune, a large and harrowing human-trafficking investigation he had been running in the weeks before

  Christmas.




  It took her only a few moments to reach him from her desk in the large, open-plan Detectives’ Room just beyond his door. He noticed she was limping a little as she came into his office

  – still not fully recovered from the horrific injuries she had sustained in a pursuit last summer, when she had been crushed against a wall by a van. Despite multiple fractures and losing her

  spleen, she had insisted on cutting short her advised convalescence period to get back to work as quickly as possible.




  ‘Hi, E-J,’ he said. ‘Have a seat.’




  Grace had just begun to run through the sketchy details David Alcorn had given him and to explain the delicate political situation when his internal phone suddenly rang again.




  ‘Roy Grace,’ he answered, raising a finger to E-J to ask her to wait.




  ‘Detective Superintendent Grace,’ said a chirpy, friendly voice with a posh, public-school accent. ‘How do you do? This is Peter Rigg here.’




  Shit, Grace thought again.




  ‘Sir,’ he replied. ‘Very nice to – er – um – hear from you. I thought you weren’t actually starting until Monday, sir.’




  ‘Do you have a problem with that?’




  Oh boy, Roy Grace thought, his heart sinking. The New Year was barely twelve hours old and they had their first serious crime. And the new ACC hadn’t even officially started and he’d

  managed to piss him off already.




  He was conscious of E-J’s eyes on him, and her ears scooping this all up.




  ‘No, sir, absolutely not. This is actually fortuitous timing. It would seem we have our first critical incident of the year. It’s too early to tell at this moment, but it has

  potential for a lot of unwelcome media coverage.’




  Grace then signalled to E-J that he needed privacy and she left the room, closing the door.




  For the next couple of minutes he ran through what was happening. Fortunately, the new Assistant Chief Constable continued in a friendly vein.




  When Grace had finished, Rigg said, ‘You’re going up there yourself, I take it?’




  Roy hesitated. With the highly specialized and skilled team at Crawley, there was no actual need for him to be there at this stage, and his time would be far better employed here in the office,

  dealing with paperwork and keeping up to speed on the incident via the phone. But he decided that was not what the new ACC wanted to hear.




  ‘Yes, sir. I’m on my way shortly,’ he replied.




  ‘Good. Keep me informed.’




  Grace assured him he would.




  As he hung up, thinking hard, his door opened and the morose face and shaven dome of Detective Sergeant Glenn Branson appeared. His eyes, against his black skin, looked tired and dulled. They

  reminded Grace of the eyes of fish that had been dead too long, the kind Cleo had told him he should avoid on a fishmonger’s slab.




  ‘Yo, old-timer,’ Branson said. ‘Reckon this year’s going to be any less shitty than last?’




  ‘Nope!’ Grace said. ‘The years never get less shitty. All we can do is try to learn to cope with that fact.’




  ‘Well, you’re a sack-load of goodwill this morning,’ Branson said, slumping his huge frame down into the chair E-J had just vacated.




  Even his brown suit, garish tie and cream shirt looked tired and rumpled, as if they’d also been on a slab too long, which worried Grace about his friend. Glenn Branson was normally always

  sharply dressed, but in recent months his marriage breakup had sent him on a downward spiral.




  ‘Wasn’t the best year for me last year, was it? Halfway through I got shot and three-quarters of the way through my wife threw me out.’




  ‘Look on the bright side. You didn’t die and you got to trash my collection of vinyls.’




  ‘Thanks a bunch.’




  ‘Want to take a drive with me?’ Grace asked.




  Branson shrugged. ‘A drive? Yeah, sure. Where?’




  Grace was interrupted by his radio phone ringing. It was David Alcorn calling again to give him an update.




  ‘Something that might be significant, Roy. Apparently some of the victim’s clothes are missing. Sounds like the offender might have taken them. In particular her shoes.’ He

  hesitated a moment. ‘I seem to remember there was someone doing that a few years back, wasn’t there?’




  ‘Yes, but he took just one shoe and the underwear,’ Grace replied, his voice quiet all of a sudden. ‘What else has been taken?’




  ‘We haven’t got much out of her. I understand she’s in total shock.’




  No surprise there, he thought grimly. His eyes went down to one of the blue boxes on the floor – the one containing the cold-case file on the Shoe Man. He pondered for a moment.




  That was twelve years ago. Hopefully it was just a coincidence.




  But even as he thought that a wintry gust rippled through his veins.
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  Thursday 25 December




  They were moving. Driving somewhere. Rachael Ryan could hear the steady, dull boom of the exhaust and she was breathing in lungfuls of its fumes. She could hear the sound of

  the tyres sluicing on the wet road. Could feel every bump jarring her through the sacking on which she lay trussed up, arms behind her back, unable to move or speak. All she could see was the top

  of the back of his baseball cap in the driver’s cab up front and his ears sticking out.




  She was frozen with cold, with terror. Her mouth and throat were parched and her head ached terribly from when he had hit her. Her whole body hurt. She felt nauseous with disgust – dirty,

  filthy. She desperately wanted a shower, hot water, soap, shampoo. Wanted to wash herself inside and out.




  She felt the van going around a corner. She could see daylight. Grey daylight. Christmas morning. She should be in her flat, opening the stocking her mother had posted to her. Every year of her

  childhood and still now, at twenty-two, she had a Christmas stocking.




  She began crying. She could hear the clunk-clop of windscreen wipers. Suddenly, Elton John’s ‘Candle in the Wind’ began playing loudly and crackly on the radio. She could see

  the man’s head swaying to the music.




  Elton John had sung that song at Princess Diana’s funeral, with new lyrics. Rachael remembered that day so vividly. She had been one of the hundreds of thousands of mourners outside

  Westminster Abbey, listening to that song, watching the funeral on one of the huge television screens. She had camped the night on the pavement, and the day before had spent a big part of her

  week’s wages from her job on the help desk in the customer relations department of American Express in Brighton on a bouquet of flowers that she had placed, alongside the thousands of others,

  in front of Kensington Palace.




  She had idolized the Princess. Something had died inside her the day Diana died.




  Now a new nightmare had begun.




  The van braked sharply to a halt and she slid forward a few inches. She tried again to move her hands and her legs, which were agonizingly cramped. But she could move nothing.




  It was Christmas morning and her parents were expecting her for a glass of champagne and then Christmas lunch – followed by the Queen’s speech. A tradition, every year, like the

  stocking.




  She tried again to speak, to plead with the man, but her mouth was taped shut. She needed to pee and had already once, some time ago, soiled herself. She could not do that again. There was a

  ringing sound. Her mobile phone; she recognized the Nokia ringtone. The man turned his head for an instant, then looked to the front again. The van moved forward. Through her blurry eyes and the

  smeared windscreen she saw a green traffic light pass by. Then she saw buildings on her left that she recognized. Gamley’s, the toyshop. They were on Church Road, Hove. Heading west.




  Her phone stopped. A short while later she heard a beep-beep, signalling a message.




  From whom?




  Tracey and Jade?




  Or her parents calling to wish her Happy Christmas? Her mother anxious to know if she liked her stocking?




  How long before they started to worry about her?




  Oh, Christ! Who the hell is this man?




  She rolled over to her left as the van made a sharp right turn. Then a left turn. Then another turn. And stopped.




  The song stopped. A cheery male voice began talking about where the wonderful Elton John was spending his Christmas.




  The man got out, leaving the engine running. The fumes and her fear were making her more and more nauseous. She was desperate for water.




  Suddenly he came back into the van. They moved forward, into increasing darkness. Then the engine was switched off and there was a moment of complete silence as the radio went off too. The man

  disappeared.




  There was a metallic clang as the driver’s door shut.




  Then another metallic clang, cutting out all light.




  She lay still, whimpering in fear, in total darkness.
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  Friday 26 December




  Suited and booted and proudly wearing the smart red paisley tie that Sandy had given him yesterday for Christmas, Roy passed on his left the blue door marked

  Superintendent and on his right the one marked Chief Superintendent. Roy often wondered whether he’d ever get to make Chief Superintendent.




  The whole building felt deserted this Boxing Day morning, apart from a few members of the Operation Houdini team in the Incident Room on the top floor. They were still working around

  the clock to try to catch the serial rapist known as the Shoe Man.




  As he waited for the kettle to boil, he thought for a moment about the Chief Superintendent’s cap. With its band of silver to distinguish it from the lesser ranks, it was, no question,

  very covetable. But he wondered if he was smart enough to rise to such a rank – and doubted it.




  One thing Roy Grace had learned about Sandy, in their years of marriage, was that she had at times a perfectionist view of how she wanted her particular world to be – and a very short fuse

  if any aspect failed her expectations. On a number of occasions, her sudden flare of temper at an inept waiter or shop assistant had left him feeling acutely embarrassed. But that spirit in her was

  part of what had attracted him to her in the first place. She had all the support and enthusiasm in the world for success, however big or small, but he just had to remember that, for Sandy, failure

  was never an option.




  Which explained, in part, her deep resentment, and occasional outbursts of anger, that, after years of trying almost every fertility treatment possible, she was still unable to conceive the baby

  they both so desperately wanted.




  Humming the words of Eric Clapton’s ‘Change the World’ – which for some reason had popped into his head – Roy Grace carried his mug of coffee down to his desk in

  the deserted open-plan Detectives’ Room on the second floor of Brighton’s John Street police station, with its rows of partitioned desks, its manky blue carpet, its crammed pigeonholes

  and its view to the east of the white walls and gleaming blue windows of the American Express headquarters. Then he logged on to the clunky, slow computer system to check the overnight serials.

  While he waited for it to load, he took a sip of coffee and fancied a cigarette, silently cursing the ban on smoking in police offices which had recently been introduced.




  An attempt had been made, as it was every year, to bring some Christmas cheer into the place. There were paper-chains hanging from the ceiling. Bits of tinsel draped along the tops of the

  partitions. Christmas cards on several desks.




  Sandy was deeply unimpressed that this was the second Christmas in three years that he had found himself on duty. And, as she quite rightly pointed out, it was a lousy week to be working. Even

  most of the local villains, off their trolleys with drink or off their faces with drugs, were in their homes or their lairs.




  Christmas was the peak period for sudden deaths and for suicides. It might be a happy few days for those with friends and families, but it was a desperate, wretched time for the lonely,

  particularly the elderly lonely ones who didn’t even have enough money to heat their homes properly. But it was a quiet period for serious crimes – the kind that could get an ambitious

  young detective sergeant like himself noticed by his peers and give him the chance to show his abilities.




  That was about to change.




  Very unusually, the phones had been quiet. Normally they rang all around the room constantly.




  As the first serials appeared, his internal phone suddenly rang.




  ‘CID,’ he answered.




  It was a Force Control Room operator, from the centre which handled and graded all enquiries.




  ‘Hi, Roy. Happy Christmas.’




  ‘You too, Doreen,’ he said.




  ‘Got a possible misper,’ she said. ‘Rachael Ryan, twenty-two, left her friends on Christmas Eve at the cab rank on East Street to walk home. She did not show up for Christmas

  lunch at her parents and did not answer her home phone or mobile. Her parents visited her flat in Eastern Terrace, Kemp Town, at 3 p.m. yesterday and there was no response. They’ve informed

  us this is out of character and they are concerned.’




  Grace took down the addresses of Rachael Ryan and her parents and told her he would investigate.




  The current police policy was to allow several days for a missing person to turn up before assigning any resources, unless they were a minor, an elderly adult or someone identified as being

  vulnerable. But with today promising to be quiet, he decided he’d rather be out doing something than sitting here on his backside.




  The twenty-nine-year-old Detective Sergeant got up and walked along a few rows of desks to one of his colleagues who was in today, DS Norman Potting. Some fifteen years his senior, Potting was

  an old sweat, a career detective sergeant who had never been promoted, partly because of his politically incorrect attitude, partly because of his chaotic domestic life, and partly because, like

  many police officers, including Grace’s late father, Potting preferred frontline work rather than taking on the bureaucratic responsibilities that came with promotion. Grace was one of the

  few here who actually liked the man and enjoyed listening to his ‘war stories’ – as police tales of past incidents were known – because he felt he could learn something from

  them; and besides, he felt a little sorry for the guy.




  The Detective Sergeant was intently pecking at his keyboard with his right index finger. ‘Bloody new technology,’ he grumbled in his thick Devon burr as Grace’s shadow fell

  over him. A reek of tobacco smoke rose from the man. ‘I’ve had two lessons, still can’t make sodding head nor tail of this. What’s wrong with the old system we all

  know?’




  ‘It’s called progress,’ Grace said.




  ‘Hrrr. Progress like allowing all sorts into the force?’




  Ignoring this, Grace replied, ‘There’s a reported misper that I’m not very happy about. You busy? Or got time to come with me to make some enquiries?’




  Potting hauled himself to his feet. ‘Anything to break the mahogany, as my old auntie would say,’ he replied. ‘Have a good Christmas, Roy?’




  ‘Short and sweet. All six hours of it that I spent at home, that is.’




  ‘At least you have a home,’ Potting said morosely.




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘I’m living in a bedsit. Threw me out, didn’t she? Not much fun, wishing your kids a merry Christmas from a payphone in the corridor. Eating an ASDA Christmas Dinner for One in

  front of the telly.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Grace replied. He genuinely was.




  ‘Know why women are like hurricanes, Roy?’




  Grace shook his head.




  ‘Because when they arrive they’re wet and wild. When they leave they take your house and car.’




  Grace humoured him with a thin, wintry smile.




  ‘It’s all right for you – you’re happily married. Good luck to you. But just watch out,’ Potting went on. ‘Watch out for when they turn. Trust me, this is my

  second bloody disaster. Should have learned my lesson first time around. Women think coppers are dead sexy until they marry ’em. Then they realize we’re not what they thought.

  You’re lucky if yours is different.’




  Grace nodded but said nothing. Potting’s words were uncomfortably close to the truth. He had never been interested in opera of any kind. But recently Sandy had dragged him to an amateur

  operatic society performance of The Pirates of Penzance. She had nudged him continually during the song ‘A Policeman’s Lot is not a Happy One’.




  Afterwards she had asked him, teasing, if he thought those words were wrong.




  He’d replied that yes, they were wrong. He was very happy with his lot.




  Later, in bed, she’d whispered to him that perhaps the lyrics needed to be changed. That they should have sung, ‘A policeman’s wife’s lot is not a happy

  one.’
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  Thursday 1 January




  Several of the houses in the residential street outside the hospital had Christmas lights in the windows and wreaths on the front door. They’d be coming down soon for

  another year, Grace thought a little sadly, slowing as they approached the entrance to the squat slab of stained concrete and garishly curtained windows of Crawley Hospital. He liked the magical

  spell that the Christmas break cast on the world, even when he had to work through it.




  The building had no doubt looked a lot more impressive under the sunny blue sky of the architect’s original impression than it did on a wet January morning. Grace thought that the

  architect had probably failed to take into account the blinds blocking half of its windows, the dozens of cars parked higgledy-piggledy outside, the plethora of signs and the weather stains on the

  walls.




  Glenn Branson normally liked to terrify him by showing off his driving skills, but today he had allowed his colleague to drive here, freeing him to concentrate on giving Roy the full download on

  his lousy Christmas week. Glenn’s marriage, which had hit new lows in the weeks building up to Christmas, had deteriorated even further on Christmas Day itself.




  Already livid that his wife, Ari, had changed the locks on their house, his temper had boiled over on Christmas morning when he’d arrived laden with gifts for his two young children and

  she’d refused to let him in. A massively powerful former nightclub bouncer, Glenn kicked open the front door, to find, as he suspected, her new lover ensconced in his house, playing

  with his children, in front of his Christmas tree, for God’s sake!




  She had dialled the nines and he had narrowly escaped being arrested by the Response Team patrol car that had turned up from East Brighton Division – which would have put paid to his

  career.




  ‘So what would you have done?’ Glenn said.




  ‘Probably the same. But that doesn’t make it OK.’




  ‘Yeah.’ He was quiet for a moment, then said, ‘You’re right. But when I saw that dickhead personal trainer playing the X-Box with my kids, I could have fucking

  ripped his head off and played basketball with it.’




  ‘You’re going to have to keep a lid on it somehow, matey. I don’t want you screwing your career up over this.’




  Branson just stared through the windscreen at the rain outside. Then he said bleakly, ‘What does it matter? Nothing matters any more.’




  Roy Grace loved this guy, this big, well-meaning, kind-hearted man-mountain. He’d first encountered him some years back, when Glenn was a freshly promoted detective constable. He had

  recognized in him so many aspects of himself – drive, ambition. And Glenn had that key element it took to make a good policeman – high emotional intelligence. Since then, Grace had

  mentored him. But now, with his disintegrating marriage and his failing control of his temper, Glenn was dangerously close to losing the plot.




  He was also dangerously close to damaging their deep friendship. For the past few months Branson had been his lodger, at his home just off the Hove seafront. Grace did not mind about that, as he

  was now effectively living with Cleo in her town house in the North Laine district of central Brighton. But he did mind Branson’s meddling with his precious record collection and the constant

  criticism of his taste in music.




  Such as now.




  In the absence of having his own car – his beloved Alfa Romeo, which had been destroyed in a chase some months earlier and was still the subject of an insurance wrangle – Grace was

  reduced to using pool cars, which were all small Fords or Hyundai Getzs. He had just mastered an iPod gadget that Cleo had given him for Christmas which played his music through any car’s

  radio system and had been showing off to Branson on the way here.




  ‘Who’s this?’ Branson asked, in a sudden change of focus as the music changed.




  ‘Laura Marling.’




  He listened for a moment. ‘She’s so derivative.’




  ‘Of whom?’




  Branson shrugged.




  ‘I like her,’ Grace said defiantly.




  They listened in silence for a few moments, until he spotted an empty slot and steered into it. ‘You’re soft in the head for women vocalists,’ Branson said. ‘That’s

  your problem.’




  ‘I do actually like her. OK?’




  ‘You’re sad.’




  ‘Cleo likes her too,’ he retorted. ‘She gave me this for Christmas. Want me to tell her you think she’s sad?’




  Branson raised his huge, smooth hands. ‘Whoahhhh!’




  ‘Yeah. Whoahhhh!’




  ‘Respect!’ Branson said. But his voice was almost quiet and humourless.




  All three spaces reserved for the police were taken, but as today was a public holiday there were plenty of empty spots all around. Grace pulled into one, switched off the ignition and they

  climbed out of the car. Then they hurried through the rain around the side of the hospital.




  ‘Did you and Ari ever argue over music?’




  ‘Why?’ Branson asked.




  ‘Just wondering.’




  Most visitors to this complex of buildings would not even have noticed the small white sign with blue lettering saying SATURN CENTRE, pointing along a nondescript pathway

  bordered by the hospital wall on one side and bushes on the other. It looked as if it might be the route to the dustbins.




  In fact it housed Sussex’s first Sexual Assault Referral Centre. A dedicated unit, recently opened by the Chief Constable, like others around England it showed a marked change in the way

  rape victims were treated. Grace could remember a time, not so long ago, when traumatized rape victims had to walk through a police station and frequently be interviewed by cynical male officers.

  All that had now changed and this centre was the latest development.




  Here the victims, who were in a deeply vulnerable state, would be seen by trained same-sex officers and psychologists – professionals who would do their very best to comfort them and put

  them at their ease, while at the same time having to go through the brutal task of establishing the truth.




  One of the hardest things facing Sexual Offences Liaison Officers was the fact that the victims actually had to be treated as crime scenes themselves, their clothes and their bodies potentially

  containing vital trace evidence. Time, as in all investigations, was crucial. Many rape victims took days, weeks or even years before they went to the police, and many never reported their attacks

  ever, not wanting to relive their most tormented experience.




    *


  Branson and Grace hurried past a black wheelie bin, then a row of traffic cones incongruously stacked there, and reached the door. Grace pressed the bell and moments later the door

  was opened. They were ushered in, and out of the elements, by a woman staff member he knew, but whose name he had momentarily forgotten.




  ‘Happy New Year, Roy!’ she said.




  ‘You too!’




  He saw her looking at Glenn and desperately racked his brains for her name. Then it came to him!




  ‘Glenn, this is Brenda Keys – Brenda, this is DS Glenn Branson, one of my colleagues in the Major Crime Branch.’




  ‘Nice to meet you, Detective Sergeant,’ she said.




  Brenda Keys was a trained interviewer who had processed victims in Brighton and other parts of the county before this facility was established. A kind, intelligent-looking woman with short brown

  hair and large glasses, she was always dressed quietly and conservatively, as she was today, in her black slacks and a grey V-neck over a blouse.




  You could tell you were inside one of the modern generation of interview suites with your eyes shut, Grace thought. They all smelt of new carpets and fresh paint and had a deadened, soundproofed

  atmosphere.




  This one was a labyrinth of rooms behind closed pine doors, with a central reception area carpeted in beige. The cream-painted walls were hung with framed, brightly coloured and artily

  photographed prints of familiar Sussex scenes – beach huts on the Hove promenade, the Jack and Jill windmills at Clayton, Brighton Pier. It all felt well intentioned, but as if someone had

  tried just a bit too hard to distance the victims who came here from the horrors they had experienced.




  They signed themselves in and Brenda Keys brought them up to speed. As she did so, a door opened along the corridor and a heavily built female uniformed constable with spikes of short black hair

  rising from her head, as if she had stuck her fingers into an electrical socket, ambled towards them with a genial smile




  ‘Constable Rowland, sir,’ she said. ‘Detective Superintendent Grace?’




  ‘Yes – and this is DS Branson.’




  ‘They’re in Interview One – only just started. The SOLO, DC Westmore, is talking to the victim and DS Robertson’s observing. Would you like to go into the observation

  room?’




  ‘Is there room for us both?’




  ‘I’ll put another chair in. Can I get you anything to drink?




  ‘I’d murder a coffee,’ Grace said. ‘Muddy, no sugar.’




  Branson asked for a Diet Coke.




  They followed the constable down the corridor, past doors marked Medical Examination Room, Meeting Room, then Interview Room.




  A short distance along she opened another door with no sign on it and they went in. The observation room was a small space, with a narrow white worktop on which sat a row of computers. A

  flat-screen monitor was fixed to the wall, displaying the CCTV feed from the adjoining interview room. The Detective Sergeant who had first attended at the Metropole Hotel, a boyish-looking man in

  his late twenties with a shaven fuzz of fair hair, was seated at the desk, an open notebook in front of him and a bottle of water with the cap removed. He was wearing an ill-fitting grey suit and a

  purple tie with a massive knot, and he had the clammy pallor of a man fighting a massive hangover.




  Grace introduced himself and Glenn, then they sat down, Grace on a hard secretarial swivel chair which the Constable had wheeled in.




  The screen gave a static view of a small, windowless room furnished with a blue settee, a blue armchair and a small round table on which sat a large box of Kleenex. It was carpeted in a

  cheerless dark grey and the walls were painted a cold off-white. A second camera and a microphone were mounted high up.




  The victim, a frightened-looking woman in her thirties, in a white towelling dressing gown with the letters MH monogrammed on the chest, sat, hunched up like a ball on the sofa, arms wrapped

  around her midriff. She was thin, with an attractive but pale face, and streaked mascara. Her long red hair was in a messy tangle.




  Across the table from her sat DC Claire Westmore, the Sexual Offences Liaison Officer. She was mirroring the victim, sitting with the same posture, arms wrapped around her midriff too.




  The police had learned, over the years, the most effective ways to obtain information from victims and witnesses during interviews. The first principle concerned dress code. Never wear anything

  that might distract the subject, such as stripes or vivid colours. DC Westmore was dressed appropriately, in a plain blue open-neck shirt beneath a navy V-neck jumper, black trousers and plain

  black shoes. Her shoulder-length fair hair was swept back from her face and cinched with a band. A simple silver choker was the only jewellery she was wearing.




  The second principle was to put the victim or witness in the dominant position, to relax them, which was why the interviewee – Nicola Taylor – was on the sofa, while the DC was on

  the single chair.




  Mirroring was a classic interview technique. If you mirrored everything that the subject did, sometimes it would put them at ease to such an extent that they began to mirror the interviewer.

  When that happened, the interviewer then had control and the victim would acquiesce, relating to the interviewer – and, in interview parlance, start to cough.




  Grace jotted down occasional notes as Westmore, in her gentle Scouse accent, slowly and skilfully attempted to coax a response from the traumatized, silent woman. A high percentage of rape

  victims suffer immediate posttraumatic stress disorder, their agitated state limiting the time they are able to concentrate and focus. Westmore was intelligently making the best of this by

  following the guidelines to go to the most recent event first and then work backwards.




  Over his years as a detective Grace had learned, from numerous interviewing courses he had attended, something that he was fond of telling team members: there is no such thing as a bad witness

  – only a bad interviewer.




  But this DC seemed to know exactly what she was doing.




  ‘I know this must be very difficult for you to talk about, Nicola,’ she said. ‘But it would help me to understand what’s happened and really help in trying to find out

  who has done this to you. You don’t have to tell me today if you don’t want to.’




  The woman stared ahead in silence, wringing her hands together, shaking.




  Grace felt desperately sorry for her.




  The SOLO began wringing her hands too. After some moments, she asked, ‘You were at a New Year’s Eve dinner at the Metropole with some friends, I understand?’




  Silence.




  Tears were rolling down the woman’s cheeks.




  ‘Is there anything at all you can tell me today?’




  She shook her head suddenly.




  ‘OK. That’s not a problem,’ Claire Westmore said. She sat in silence for a short while, then she asked, ‘At this dinner, did you have very much to drink?’




  The woman shook her head.




  ‘So you weren’t drunk?’




  ‘Why do you think I was drunk?’ she snapped back suddenly.




  The SOLO smiled. ‘It’s one of those evenings when we all let our guard down a little. I don’t drink very much. But New Year’s Eve I tend to get wrecked! It’s the

  one time of year!’




  Nicola Taylor looked down at her hands. ‘Is that what you think?’ she said quietly. ‘That I was wrecked?’




  ‘I’m here to help you. I’m not making any assumptions, Nicola.’




  ‘I was stone cold sober,’ she said bitterly.




  ‘OK.’




  Grace was pleased to see the woman reacting. That was a positive sign.




  ‘I’m not judging you, Nicola. I’d just like to know what happened. I honestly do understand how difficult it is to speak about what you have been through and I want to help you

  in any way I can. I can only do that if I understand exactly what’s happened to you.’




  A long silence.




  Branson drank some of his Coke. Grace sipped his coffee.




  ‘We can end this chat whenever you want, Nicola. If you would rather we leave it until tomorrow, that’s fine. Or the next day. Whatever you feel is best. I just want to help you.

  That’s all I care about.’




  Another long silence.




  Then Nicola Taylor suddenly blurted out the word, ‘Shoes!’




  ‘Shoes?’




  She fell silent again.




  ‘Do you like shoes, Nicola?’ the SOLO probed. When there was no response she said chattily, ‘Shoes are my big weakness. I was in New York before Christmas with my husband. I

  nearly bought some Fendi boots – they cost eight hundred and fifty dollars!’




  ‘Mine were Marc Jacobs,’ Nicola Taylor said, almost whispering.




  ‘Marc Jacobs? I love his shoes!’ she replied. ‘Were they taken with your clothes?’




  Another long silence.




  Then the woman said, ‘He made me do things with them.’




  ‘What kind of things? Try – try to tell me.’




  Nicola Taylor started to cry again. Then, in between her sobs, she began talking in graphic detail, but slowly, with long periods of silence in between, as she tried to compose herself, and

  sometimes just plain let go, waves of nausea making her retch.




  As they listened in the observation room, Glenn Branson turned to his colleague and winced.




  Grace acknowledged him, feeling very uncomfortable. But as he listened now, he was thinking hard. Thinking back to that cold-case file on his office floor, which he had read through only very

  recently. Thinking back to 1997. Recalling dates. A pattern. An MO. Thinking about statements given by victims back then, some of which he had re-read not long ago.




  That same wintry gust he had felt earlier was rippling through his veins again.
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  Friday 26 December




  ‘Thermometer says tonight!’ Sandy said, with that twinkle in her brilliant blue eyes that got to Roy Grace every time.




  They were sitting in front of the television. Chevy Chase’s Christmas Vacation had become a kind of ritual, a movie they traditionally watched every Boxing Day night. The sheer

  stupidity of the disasters normally made Roy laugh out aloud. But tonight he was silent.




  ‘Hello?’ Sandy said. ‘Hello, Detective Sergeant! Anyone home?’




  He nodded, crushing out his cigarette in the ashtray. ‘I’m sorry.’




  ‘You’re not thinking about work, are you, my darling? Not tonight. We didn’t have a proper Christmas, so let’s at least enjoy what’s left of Boxing Day. Let’s

  make something special out of it.’




  ‘I know,’ Roy said. ‘It’s just—’




  ‘It’s always, It’s just . . .’ she said.




  ‘I’m sorry. I had to deal with a family who didn’t have a Christmas or a Boxing Day celebration, OK? Their daughter left her friends early on Christmas morning and never

  arrived home. Her parents are frantic. I – I have to do what I can for them. For her.’




  ‘So? She’s probably busy shagging some bloke she met in a club.’




  ‘No. Not her pattern.’




  ‘Oh, sod it, Detective Sergeant Grace! You told me yourself about the number of people who get reported missing by loved ones every year. Around two hundred and thirty thousand in the UK

  alone, you said, and most of them turn up within thirty days!’




  ‘And eleven thousand, five hundred don’t.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘I have a feeling about this one.’




  ‘Copper’s nose?’




  ‘Uh-huh.’




  Sandy stroked his nose. ‘I love yours, Copper!’ She kissed it. ‘We have to make love tonight. I checked my temperature and it seems like I might be ovulating.’




  Roy Grace grinned and stared into her eyes. When colleagues, off duty, got wrecked in the bar upstairs at Brighton nick or out in pubs, and talk turned, as it always did among men, to football

  – something in which he had little interest – or to birds, the girls got divided fifty-fifty into those that blokes fancied because of their tits and those that blokes fancied because

  of their legs. But Roy Grace could honestly say that the first thing he had fancied about Sandy was her mesmerizing blue eyes.
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