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For Michael James Evans


Esgyn ar adenydd cân


(Rise on the wings of song)




Prologue


Jess the springer spaniel’s whole body wagged in excitement as she dived in and out of the debris washed up with the floodwater on the bank of the River Lea. Philip Greenaway was glad he’d worn his Wellingtons for his walk in the Lee Valley Park. The mud was thicker than he’d thought it would be; the river had burst its banks and black silt spewed up over the grassy verge.


‘That’s it,’ he muttered to himself, as the first signs of a new deluge of rain landed in heavy drops on his mac and bounced off the fast-flowing river. ‘We’re done, Jess,’ he called out in the dog’s direction, shouting above the noise of the roaring water. She popped out to look at him and then turned back and stepped further onto the platform of debris, burying her head into the water so that three quarters of her body was no longer visible.


Philip was anxious now; he knew the dog was resting her weight on the carpet of broken twigs and floating debris at the edge of the river bank.


‘Jess!’ he called, more insistent this time, approaching the water’s edge. His feet sank through the skin of vegetation and lodged in the mud beneath. Steadying himself, he lifted one foot free, found firmer ground, then moved the other, and gingerly edged sideways towards the dog. She was just feet away when the river surged and filled his boots with icy water, tipping him backwards and seating him in the freezing water up to his waist, and he felt his body start sliding with the current. He grabbed at the branches of a fallen tree, whilst making a desperate attempt to get hold of Jess’s collar. Just managing to hook his finger beneath it, he pulled her back towards him as he lifted his feet and tried to propel himself backwards to the bank. And it was then that he saw the arm, waving as it dipped and rose in the racing water, and, as the weeds parted in the dog’s wake, a woman’s head surfaced from the debris, her white eyes looking skyward, her neck cut open, head thrown back, and the weeds catching around her face.




Chapter 1


Monday 9 October 2017


Detective Chief Inspector Dan Carter stood on the bank of the churned-up River Lea as the water sped past below him.


‘Thanks, Mr Greenaway, sorry to keep you.’ Philip Greenaway was wrapped in a foil blanket, standing forlornly and staring out at the river, watching the team of search officers scouring the opposite bank. The day had never really got light; more rain was on its way in the October storms that were bringing the first snow of the winter to the UK.


‘Are you a regular walker here?’


‘Yes, most days, but I wouldn’t have seen her if Jess hadn’t disturbed all the floating stuff at the edge of the river. The woman was tucked in beneath a fallen tree.’


His dog was on a lead now; she sat impatiently waiting for her master to stop talking and resume walking.


Carter was looking upstream. ‘I’m just working out where she could have gone in? This place is just a maze of lakes and waterways, isn’t it? Do you know it well?’ Carter already knew a fair bit about Greenaway from the police check. He knew he was a retired civil servant whose wife had died five years before and he had never had so much as a speeding ticket.


‘Yes, I’m a volunteer here in the summer. She has to have gone in in the hundred feet of river above here, as beyond that there is the navigation channel, and she can’t have got through that.’


‘And is this place open twenty-four/seven?’


‘Not now in the winter months, the car park closes at seven-thirty.’


‘Thank you, that’s really helpful. Are you okay? You will get a call from Victim Support, so don’t hesitate to ask for counselling – we all need a bit of that now and again.’ Carter smiled.


‘Thank you, I’m okay, just cold and wet. But at least I’m not dead and dumped in the river, hey?’


Carter waited whilst his partner, Detective Sergeant Ebony Willis, walked back down the bank towards him.


‘Mr Greenaway,’ she said, as she drew close, ‘can I just ask, is that car park, up there on the right, the closest one? It’s called Meadowsweet.’


‘Yes, it is, I usually park there.’ Greenaway was staring into the river, in shock. ‘We’ve had a few drownings over the years. The water is very cold and people come up here on a hot day and think it’s a good idea to take a dip. But she didn’t look like one of those to me; she was . . .’ He paused as his recollections took him back to the face in the water. ‘She was injured, her neck . . . and her arm . . . it was almost as if she was waving at me, it was really odd.’ He looked from one detective to the other. Willis stared back but her eyes were watching the officers on the bank opposite as they edged closer to the water and prodded the debris with sticks. One of them looked up at her and shook his head.


Carter nodded his agreement with a concerned smile. ‘Thank you again for your help. We have your details and you have our number in case you need to get in touch. I’m sure you’ll be relieved to hear you can get off home now.’


‘Not with this one.’ He looked down at his dog and smiled. ‘She still needs a walk.’ He handed back the foil blanket and went off up the pathway, away from the scene, being dragged along by the dog.


‘No chance of divers going anywhere near the water today,’ Carter said, ‘way too dangerous.’ He was older than Willis by ten years, a few months from turning forty, half-Italian, the son of a London cabbie. His nose had been broken many times when he was a budding East End boxer but it had ended up looking almost straight, if a little flatter than it started out, minus its cartilage. His hair was greying in dramatic style with silver buzz-cut sides and thick black hair left long on top.


Willis nodded her agreement before turning and indicating the way she had come. ‘The car park is not monitored; there’s no CCTV. It would be pretty easy to access the park after hours. I’ve been looking at possible sites where she went in.’ She and Carter had worked together for the last six years, since Willis joined Major Investigation Team 17, based in Archway. MIT 17 was one of four teams responsible for murders and major incidents north of the Thames. ‘You want to take a look?’


‘Yeah, we’ll take a walk up there in a minute. I want to take a look at her again before she’s taken to the morgue. The park will be anxious for us to reopen this section ASAP.’


They walked up the bank towards the forensic tent on the grass verge above the path. Willis was taller by an inch than Carter, with caramel-coloured skin from her mixed-race parentage. Broad-shouldered and athletic-looking, she always wore the same combination of shirt and black trousers for work; out of work, the black trousers became blue jeans and the shirt became a T-shirt of any kind that looked clean. Carter liked his clothes flamboyant; he liked his designer labels. Carter and Willis had grown up very differently: Carter had been part of a big loving family and Willis had spent a lot of her childhood in children’s homes, and for her, they were the good times. But they both understood the one thing that really mattered to them – they had each other’s backs.


Inside the white and blue forensic tent, the photographer was just finishing; he came out as they went in. The woman from the river was lying on a plastic sheet, on her back, the signs of decomposition in the curling back of her lips and the bloating of her abdomen that had forced her rise to the surface. Her skin was lifting glove-like from her arms where her jacket had torn. She was fully clothed in a denim mini skirt and vest top under a burgundy satin bomber jacket. The skin was mottled grey, the flesh blistered and cratered on her exposed legs. Her black hair was still half-tangled inside a pink scrunch band on top of her head and her head was nearly detached from the body; the vertebrae on one side of her neck, the edge of the jaw bone and the corner of the collarbone were all visible.


Willis pulled on some gloves and knelt on the plastic sheet, before carefully lifting and turning the woman’s head to the left side. The spine protruded now, pale grey, the flesh eroded, worn away by the pounding water.


‘Stab wounds to the neck area.’


Carter let her get on with it; this was her thing. Some people merely recorded the things they saw, as they put their toe in the water, checked the temperature and decided just to watch from the sidelines, but Willis dived straight in. She’d been through such a lot in her life that she could take a great deal of pain from others, and she could empathise on another level than him.


‘All on her right side. There’s extensive damage from the river, the debris has exaggerated the wound – opened it up.’ She looked down over the body. ‘As for the other injuries,’ Willis examined the wounds on the victim’s arm, ‘it’s hard to tell whether the lacerations on her were made before she died. When she’s cleaned up for the post-mortem, things should be clearer.’


‘How long had she been in the water?’ asked Carter.


‘A month, no more, maybe less. I put her age at mid to late thirties.’ Willis opened the woman’s mouth. ‘Methadone, heroin user, wrecked teeth.’


Carter was getting ready to leave the tent, which was making him feel claustrophobic. He knew Willis loved stepping inside a forensic tent, the white glow, the captured nearness to the deceased, the first smell of their body, the things they brought with them from their last minutes of life. One time she told Carter that being inside the forensic tent made her feel like she was a child, hiding under the sheets, that it was her safe place. The irony wasn’t lost on either of them.


‘We’ll probably be able to lift a print from the couple of remaining fingers,’ said Willis, raising the hand. From the elbow down, where the sleeve of the jacket ended, the skin on the arms had lifted and was ready to come away on its own. ‘She has needle marks,’ continued Willis. ‘I would say, looking at the state of her body, that she has been living this life for many years. There are tattoos,’ she continued, as she turned the arms outwards.


Carter nodded as he stared at the face. There was something bugging him; did he know her? Was it one of the hundreds of women he’d come across in his twenty years as a copper?


‘On her left wrist, I think it says ignite the fire, and there is a chain on her right wrist, both in red ink,’ she said as she leaned across the body.


He squatted down beside Willis. ‘She’s familiar to me.’


Willis unzipped the woman’s jacket pocket and looked inside. ‘Two condoms, bank card with the name of Millie Stephens. Ring a bell?’ She looked at Carter and waited as he took out his phone and looked up some information.


He read from the screen. ‘Jimmy Douglas? Remember him?’ he asked.


‘The man who went on trial for the murder of schoolgirl Heather Phillips in 2000?’


‘That’s the one – they never found the body but they found her DNA in his van. He had a band of loyal followers the press dubbed his disciples. Each of them was tattooed with a red chain to bind them and with his motto – ignite the fire. There were seven of them altogether. Millie here was one.’




Chapter 2


Saturday 20 May 2000


Jimmy Douglas sat on the floor of his lounge, and swigged back his bottle of beer as his girlfriend Nicola came in from the garden, floating in in an Indian-print maxi skirt and cropped T-shirt with a Smiley logo.


‘The sun’s at the back now,’ she said as she went through to the kitchen. ‘It’s reached the patio.’ They lived in a bungalow at the edge of a farm. It was the first building on the lane to Hawthorn Farm, just outside Chesham. They’d been there for eighteen months.


Douglas drank his beer and watched her move around the place; she was nervous and excited. It was Saturday and Douglas always took the weekends off. He was away working most of the week, selling his equine products. He had built up a good network across the country and, when he wasn’t doing that, he had a sideline going in drugs: ecstasy and weed mainly. He knew all the farmhands and pick-up points where he could buy it for a good price and sell it for more. Nicola sold a good deal of it from the bungalow when they held parties. Raves were banned now, but they could still hold a ticket-only bash on the eight-and-a-half acres that came with the bungalow. They knew how to keep it discreet and Douglas never kept large amounts at the bungalow.


She came in with another beer, lifted her skirt and straddled Douglas as he sat on the floor. He held on to her voluptuous bottom and slid her further up onto his lap. He untucked her T-shirt and pulled it up over her breasts; she wasn’t wearing a bra. She laughed as he examined her.


‘Has the farmer been over?’


‘Of course.’


Nicola raised her bottle to her lips and looked sideways at Douglas, grinning, the beer dribbling down her chin. She laughed as Douglas leaned forwards to lick her face.


‘Is he in love with you?’


‘Truscott? No way, he’s got his beady little eye on the young ones at the stables. He comes down here to get some relief when it all gets too much for him.’


Douglas laughed and their hips rocked together as he sat back and studied her. She wasn’t the prettiest of women, as her face always looked a little pissed off, her mouth wide and downturned, her nose a little too long and too big, but her eyes were a pretty brown and her neck was long and white, like a swan’s. Douglas loved the way his hand could encircle her whole neck, the way his thumb could press on one side of her trachea and he could watch her almost pass out. He loved the way she was ruled by her senses. Douglas knew he had both the brains and the looks to choose a partner who suited him intellectually but no one would understand his love of pain as she did.


‘Tell me, who is in the yard?’ asked Douglas. ‘Are they up for a night of it?’


‘Millie is, there’s a few of them for definite; I said we will have a barbecue this evening. I said they can bring friends.’ Nicola held her beer bottle to her lips, paused before drinking and rolled her eyes skyward. She was jittery, Douglas could feel it. The thrill of the corruption and conquest made her wet. But what he thought was really clever about Nicola was that she could wrap it all up in a cloak of nurturing maternal concern. Jimmy could charm their pants off, but Nicola could offer to wash them, both with the same aim. Douglas had a couple of girls in mind at the moment, but one was an ongoing project.


He’d watched Heather Phillips since the day they first came to look around the bungalow on Hawthorn Farm with the prospect of renting it, on a late afternoon in autumn. They had pulled over to allow a school minibus to park and unload its passengers. A lone girl had got off, not turning to say goodbye, just muttering her thanks under her breath as the door closed behind her. She glanced up at the waiting car and her eyes met Douglas’s. Douglas watched her and he saw such beauty in her sadness; she was on the cusp of adulthood, she was a flower waiting to open its petals, waiting to be introduced to the world – his world.


Nicola was sitting in the passenger seat, beside him. They’d been together for six months then, still testing one another out, but already they had gone further than Douglas ever dreamt he would. He had found a partner who understood him, who shared his fantasies, who could take them to the next level. She had looked at him and smiled. They knew they wanted the bungalow at Hawthorn Farm even before they saw it and Nicola knew how to seal a deal.


‘Did you say the place comes furnished?’ Douglas had asked. The farmer, Truscott, eyed them suspiciously and looked in danger of deciding they weren’t suitable tenants.


‘The beds can stay but I have others coming to look at the place. It’s going to be twelve hundred a month plus bills. Have you got the money? You doing well for Champion?’ Champion was the name of the premium horse feed supplement company that Douglas worked for.


‘I’m their number-one salesman, Mr Truscott. I make sure I work hard. I can pay the rent, don’t worry. Plus, I can help out on the farm when you need; I can turn my hand to most things. My family owned a farm in Ireland,’ he lied. ‘We had a stud farm.’


Douglas had been brought up by his gran after his mother left him. His gran couldn’t cope with him, his behaviour wasn’t right for such a young boy and she couldn’t handle his darkness. At the age of seven, he lured a five-year-old boy into the woods and tortured him to death. The authorities said it was just a children’s game gone wrong.


‘Why did you do it, Jimmy?’ his gran asked him.


‘Just to see what it felt like.’


‘And her?’ Truscott asked.


Nicola had gone before them into one of the bedrooms and had climbed onto the bed, pretending to test it out. She lay back, her skirt rode up and Truscott watched, goggle-eyed.


‘This place has a great feel to it, I can see me fitting right in,’ said Nicola. ‘I’ll have plenty to do, growing my own herbs, making jam. Maybe I can help in your house, Mr Truscott? I can lend a hand too sometimes?’ Nicola was bra-less under her T-shirt.


Douglas smiled. ‘It will be nice to know she has someone to look out for her just a few minutes’ walk away when I’m not here.’


Nicola winked and smiled at Truscott.


‘I apologise, Mr Truscott, my girlfriend is a bit of a flirt.’


‘No need,’ he laughed, over-eager. ‘She’s a lovely girl.’


Nicola rested on her elbows and smiled at him as she parted her legs a fraction more. Truscott nervously looked at Douglas. Douglas smiled back encouragingly.


‘Would you like to kiss my girlfriend, Mr Truscott?’


‘I wouldn’t dream of it, I mean, she’s a lovely girl, but she’s spoken for.’


‘Go ahead. I’d like you to.’


Nicola slid to the edge of the bed and beckoned him forwards.


‘Come and kneel here and kiss me properly,’ she said.


Truscott approached cautiously and knelt in front of her. She opened her legs and he stared at her black satin knickers and his breath rasped as he reached his callused farmer’s hands to stroke the soft wet satin. He made an odd sound in his throat, like a whimper, as he hooked his finger beneath the crotch and pulled it to one side. Nicola had stopped smiling; her breath was short and passionate and her heels were raised, her legs starting to have the faintest tremble as she rested back on her forearms and watched his watery blue eyes stare up at her gratefully.


Truscott didn’t dare move, he looked so frightened that the dream would end, his cock bulging in his trousers. Nicola arched her back as she held on to his head and didn’t let go. She wrapped her thighs around his head and held him vice-like and he pushed deeper with his mouth. As she orgasmed she released him and pushed him backwards so that he fell on the floor. Douglas stepped forwards to stop Truscott as he tried to scramble onto the bed and onto Nicola with his trousers catching around his knees. Douglas was smiling as he held up his hands and said, ‘Enough for now,’ whilst Nicola lay back laughing. Truscott sat back and began to chuckle.


‘When do you want to move in?’ he had asked.


Now Douglas toyed with the idea of unzipping his flies but he knew the time to make sure they’d have company tonight was fast slipping away.


‘Maybe you should get over there,’ he said, ‘tell them we’re going to go for it tonight.’ He closed his eyes, tipping his head back to rest on the edge of the chair behind him. He felt the cold of the beer bottle against his chest. Life was good.


‘Is Heather in the yard today?’ he asked, taking a drink of cold beer.


‘Yes, she’s been running after the little kids on their ponies all day.’


‘You could offer to give her a bath,’ Douglas smiled.


‘I could, and you could lick her dry.’


‘And take both of you at once, one on my cock, one on my mouth?’


‘Softly, softly, gentle with baby.’ Nicola leaned forwards and whispered in a child’s voice into Douglas’s face.


He grabbed her throat and then relaxed, smiling, laughing as he slipped his hand to nestle between her warm thighs. ‘Patience will be rewarded.’ She smiled.




Chapter 3


Millie Stephens’ body had been removed from the bank of the River Lea and was now laid out on a stainless steel dissecting table in the mortuary of the Whittington Hospital in Archway. It was just a five-minute walk from Fletcher House, the building where Carter and Willis worked, a place that held four of the capital’s Major Investigation Teams. Dr Jo Harding was in charge of the pathology department. She was in her mid-fifties, ultra-slim, blonde-haired, and with a touch of Scandinavian class about her in her cheekbones and her fine, make-up-free features. She was tireless in her approach to professionalism in her work, but she didn’t take it home with her though. When the hours were done she liked to party hard and was well-known in the police department that she worked with for having a voracious sexual appetite that was no respecter of marital status. But recently, she’d found love with another woman, an artist from Dartmoor, and she was more contented than she’d ever been.


She was reading through the GP’s notes on Millie and looked up through her visor as she watched the detectives approach, suited up for helping with the post-mortem. Willis was going to be the one helping physically, if needed; Carter would be there to observe. They would stay for the bulk of it, but not all. There were many hours of painstaking work ahead, tissue analysis and sample collection, and they had their own workload to contend with.


Mark, the diener, worked alongside Dr Harding and did a lot of the hands-on work. It was his job to wash, weigh, document and do most of the cutting open of the corpses. It was also his job to sew them back up and get them looking presentable for their families. He had already prepared Millie’s body and removed her clothes, to send to the laboratory. He had washed her hair and sifted the wash water before sending it for analysis. She lay naked in the quiet of the dissecting room. Her body was close to being emaciated. Her bones were hardly covered by flesh and her ribs were arched high.


‘Good morning, DCI Carter, DS Willis,’ Harding said. Mark nodded and smiled their way. ‘You have brought me an interesting cadaver this morning,’ she continued with a wry smile. ‘There is some history to Millie Stephens?’


‘We try to keep your work interesting.’ Carter smiled.


‘Pity she ended up here, but pretty inevitable considering where she came from,’ Harding replied.


Mark handed the diagram of Millie’s body, with all her injuries noted on it, across to Harding. ‘The injuries caused by a weapon and pre-mortem are highlighted,’ he said. Carter came to stand next to Harding and look at the diagram. Willis glanced at it and then went around to the other side where Mark was taking measurements from a wound on Millie’s leg.


‘We have the GP’s notes here for Millie,’ said Harding. ‘She is thirty-three. She’s a registered heroin user. There are several injection sites that look to have ulcerated.’ She looked up as she said that, and Mark confirmed it with a nod, as he finished measuring one that had been cleaned out by the bottom-feeders in the river and now was three inches in length and down to the bone.


‘How long has she been dead, Doctor?’ Carter asked.


‘Between two and three weeks.’


‘These look like defensive wounds?’ asked Willis, directing her question at Harding, as she bent to get an eye-level look at the victim’s forearms. ‘It was impossible to tell when she was straight from the river, but you can see now that the cuts are clean. She fought back hard.’


‘Yes, the same short-bladed knife was used to cut her on several places on her body,’ answered Harding, ‘including her arms, as well as at least five knife wounds into the side of the neck, from back to front, close proximity to one another, which is why they opened up the side of her neck. They cut through the trachea and that’s likely to be the cause of death.’


‘Any thoughts about the type of weapon, the dimensions?’ Willis asked Mark.


‘Yes, two point two inches blade length,’ he answered. ‘It has a hilt on the underside of the knife, and three holes in the blade that left a pattern in some of the wounds. We see this type many times, it’s available in many retailers. There is the impression of the hilt; it’s left bruising below two of the deeper stab wounds.’


‘We’ll take a cast from where it inserted into her neck here,’ said Harding, ‘where it struck the vertebrae. This wasn’t the only weapon used on her. There are injuries at the back of the skull, but we’ll know more about those when we’ve removed the scalp.’


‘Is there evidence of a sexual motive?’ asked Carter.


‘No evidence of tearing of the tissue or bruising,’ answered Harding.


After a nod from the doctor that she was ready for him to proceed, Mark made a Y incision from each shoulder to the sternum and then, with gentle precise cuts, down to the pubis. He made small cuts through the tiny layer of fat on the abdomen. The smell was pushing Carter a few steps back.


‘Millie here missed her guru Douglas coming out of prison. What’s he been like inside?’ Mark asked, pausing as he began cutting out the blocks of organs.


‘He’s been a model prisoner, as you would expect,’ said Willis. ‘He’s also used the time to study everything that was offered to him. When he got transferred to Wandsworth, which is now a training prison, he became a chef.’


‘The tattoos on her wrists must have meant something to her, she chose not to have them removed,’ Harding said, as she looked again at Millie’s arms. ‘A lot was made of these tattoos at the time.’


‘Nicola Stone did the tattooing, apparently,’ answered Willis, who had been binge-reading about the case since they found Millie. ‘Douglas was represented by the central large link, his disciples by the red links either side, and every new disciple was marked by a new link. They were chained together in secrecy, all seven of them.’


‘And ignite the fire?’ Harding looked at the other wrist. ‘Carter, were you around at the time?’ She turned to him.


‘I was a rookie, I wasn’t assigned to the case. Also, this was Thames Valley Police, not the MET, although it spread to other forces, all connecting Douglas up to disappearances of adults connected to the farms he visited. All of them were in their teens and early twenties. They were all vulnerable in some way.’


‘I read about it,’ said Mark. ‘Douglas had this weird mantra he lived by, it was all about igniting the inner fire in someone, opening their eyes to the pleasure in pain, and then he had another line which went something like: There is no life more exciting than one close to death. Now he’s a chef . . . very strange.’


‘He was a student of the Marquis de Sade,’ said Harding.


‘No idea who that is,’ said Carter, shaking his head.


‘Really?’ Jo Harding looked at him curiously. ‘Never heard of S and M? Course you have. I can’t imagine you missing out on anything, Chief Inspector. The Marquis de Sade popularised it, wrote about it in the eighteenth century, the tapping into pain for pleasure. He was the master of it. Douglas would have seemed like an amateur next to him.’ Harding examined the womb on a separate dissection tray. ‘No actual births but she has evidence of having been pregnant.’ She looked at Mark, who nodded his agreement as he studied the inside of her pelvic cavity and cut away samples of tissue. He took blood samples, bagged and labelled them.


Harding finished handling and dissecting the organs and continued her examination of Millie Stephens’ body. Carter and Willis came to stand behind Mark, who was waiting, scalpel poised, to start cutting around the scalp.


‘Two sites at the back of her skull,’ he said, turning the head, which was resting on a metal plinth, just to raise it enough for examination. ‘A here and another, B, here,’ he went on, as the hair and flesh on the scalp had become enmeshed with bone and concaved in two places in her skull. ‘Neat small areas, made by two different weapons delivered with the same force, probably same weight. Some type of hammer on A, the other a sort of curved claw pick at B.’ He began cutting across the top of the head from ear to ear and, using a scalpel, dug away at the membrane that attached it to the skull, until the top section of scalp was free. Then he placed it over Millie’s face before freeing the rest of it to make it possible to examine the skull more easily. Harding leaned closer to shine a light directly on the breaks in the skull.


‘Contusions, made before death. Site A has a blunt force trauma,’ Harding said, ‘site B has extended cracking spreading out from the wound. This has travelled much further into the brain. Definitely, wound B would have been enough to kill her. It must have left her unconscious at least.’


Willis stayed at the head of the table to watch, whilst Carter stayed a few feet away as Mark sawed through the section of skull and cut through the membrane.


‘We’ll dredge the river to see if we can find the weapons.’


‘It’s going to be hard to get public sympathy for this murder, isn’t it?’ said Harding.


‘Yes,’ answered Carter. ‘It shouldn’t be, though it’s always difficult when it’s a prostitute, but one that helped cover up the murder of a schoolgirl? Yeah, you’re right – it will be tricky.’




Chapter 4


Saturday 20 May 2000


Heather was cleaning up the yard after a busy day of pony club. All the kids had been picked up now and it was over for another week. She was watching Millie grow more anxious as it got near to finishing time. Heather got on with her work whilst watching Millie trying desperately to catch the farmhand’s eye. It wasn’t working, Gavin was focused on wheeling the muck from the stables and tipping it onto the manure pile. Gavin, the oldest of the farmhands, was muscled and mouthy and he belched and spat but Millie idolised him; Heather really didn’t understand why. Millie’s dad mended farm machinery and he was the same rough, hard-working type as Gavin, so maybe that was the reason. Her dad, however, was a nice man; Gavin wasn’t. Mr Stephens had brought Millie up on his own since her mother died when she was four. Millie was headed for a degree in agriculture and was starting university in October. She had been looking forward to it, having worked hard for her exams, and had seemed happy and excited. But that had all changed when she had become obsessed with Gavin. Now, all Millie wanted to do was hang around the farm, making her father angry when he came to pick her up and she didn’t want to go. He looked disappointed with her. Heather recognised that look very well. It was the same one her own father gave to her every day, but Millie had never said her father hit her; she never had to hide her bruises or lie about how she got them like Heather did.


Heather brushed the dirty water, straw and muck into the drainage channels at the side of the yard with firm hard pushes of the bristle brush. She was wiry and strong, but still had a lot of filling out left to do. She was a slip of a girl with bony hips and fried-egg breasts and long shapeless pins of legs. Heather was tall for her age, at five nine, although she walked with her shoulders a little rounded and her eyes on the ground, but when she did look up she had dark eyes, a wide mouth, full lips and the expression of an innocent Italian beauty. Heather would be sixteen in September.


Millie was sighing and mooching and Heather knew there were still tasks to be done. She wanted to say something to Millie to make her feel better but she couldn’t think of anything that might help. So, Heather carried on with her tasks and now she took over Millie’s as well. She still had Murphy to bed down for the evening; all the other ponies were in their stables or rugged up and out in the fields. It was a light evening, now the days were stretching into the start of summer, but it was still cold as the sunset neared. She was just beginning to feel the chill after the hot day as she wound the hose back on its reel, waiting for her friend Ash to come and see her before she had to head home; he lived in a van with his mum, on the edge of the farm.


She looked up as Nicola walked into the yard in her long skirt and Smiley top and came over to give Heather a hug. Gavin had stopped his work to greet her, and so had the other stable girl, Yvonne. Yvonne was a watcher, she didn’t say much to anyone. Millie had come out from the feed store.


‘How is my beautiful Heather, still hard at work?’ She smoothed Heather’s hair and kissed her.


Heather’s uncle, the farm owner, Trevor Truscott, came by on his way into the house.


‘You’d better be getting home, Heather.’ Truscott’s eyes were on Nicola and the two exchanged a smile. ‘I don’t want your dad ringing me.’


Truscott didn’t wait for a reply but went into the house via the back door and the boot room. Heather heard him shout out to his wife to see if she was there. She was a riding instructor. There was little love between the two any more. Everyone knew she was in love with her ex-husband who had recently moved back into the area and the two had been seen parked up in lay-bys.


Nicola smoothed Murphy’s neck and threaded her fingers through his mane.


‘Who’s a lucky horse, then?’ He twitched as she pulled. ‘You know, Heather, if you ever need me, I will be there for you. You understand what I’m saying?’


‘Yes, thank you, Nicola.’ Heather didn’t ever tell anyone about her problems at home but Nicola must know of them from Truscott. He knew them because they slept together. ‘I will stand by you, no matter what. I won’t let anyone hurt you.’


Heather looked down, embarrassed, and resumed grooming Murphy with long slow brushes of his glossy flanks. Every time she looked up at Nicola she had the image of Nicola in bed with her uncle. Millie said Nicola had sex with everyone, including Gavin. Millie said it didn’t mean anything, it was just sex and Gavin was just ticking women off his list. Heather stayed clear of Gavin. She hated the thought of him near her, of him thinking she might ever be one of those on his list.


‘We’re having a barbecue tonight, why don’t you try to come?’ Nicola addressed Heather. ‘Just for an hour or so?’


Heather shook her head. ‘Sorry, I have to go in a minute.’


‘Heather’s got her exams coming up, haven’t you?’ said Millie, moving around to stand next to Heather as if protecting her. ‘But I’m coming.’


‘Good, it’s the first one of the season, going to make it a good one. Gavin’s coming, aren’t you, Gav?’ Nicola called over to Gavin who was moving bales of straw across for the horse’s beds. ‘Yvonne’s coming too.’


Gavin grinned and nodded, his eyes on Nicola, and Heather could almost feel Millie’s sadness as she stood beside her.


‘Okay, well, you know where I am,’ said Nicola, as she walked away. ‘You look after yourself, don’t work too hard, and shout if you need me. Millie, I’ll see you later, honey.’


Nicola turned and walked across to the others who were getting ready to stop work. They watched as she kissed Gavin on the cheek and teased him about his hair, whispered in his ear. She hugged Yvonne.


Heather looked at her watch. It was twenty to seven and she had to be home by seven. It was only a five-minute jog but she didn’t dare be late. She was hanging on for Ash, but he seemed to know it, and appeared from the lane, running, out of breath.


‘Sorry, I tried to get away but Mum was being difficult.’ His eyes were full of worry.


‘That’s okay.’


‘Stay with me for a while.’ Ash smiled.


‘I can’t, I have to go home,’ she said. ‘My father said I have to be in by seven.’


‘On Saturday night?’


‘I know, but it’s been worse since he saw us together.’


‘We weren’t doing anything.’


‘I have to go, Ash, I’ll try to come tomorrow.’


‘Heather, I’ve got my wages, do you want to go into town tomorrow?’


‘I’ll try. It all depends; I may not be allowed out tomorrow. I’ll try my best, promise. Will you put Murphy in his stable for me, put his rug on?’ Heather leaned her head against Murphy’s smooth and shiny neck as she watched Ash. Ash never looked at her weirdly like grown men did, he never made jokes about things she didn’t understand, never talked about sex the way everyone in the yard did. Heather felt safe with Ash. She blamed herself for the fact that men whistled at her as she passed in her school uniform, or waggled their tongues at her as they leered out of car windows. She thought it was something in her that they saw and, although she didn’t understand it, she could see that they did, and it was trouble. But Ash only looked at her with love and, when the time came, they wanted to be the first for one another.


When she got home her father was raking out the fire in the grate in the sitting room. He looked up at the mantelpiece clock as Heather walked in.


‘Cutting it fine; I said seven at the latest.’


Heather had stopped answering her father some time ago because she knew there was no right answer and to give a wrong answer led to a slap. It was five to seven.


He paused, his fingers covered in soot. ‘What do you say?’


‘Sorry?’ Heather always tried that answer first when prompted.


He stood and strode across and smacked her across the face. Heather toppled backwards.


‘Don’t you give me that tone. Go and get bathed and then you can help your mother with the tea.’ Heather was grateful to be dismissed. ‘But, Heather.’ He called her back. ‘I’ve told your uncle if he wants you to keep helping at the farm he has to send that boy and his hippy mother packing. I don’t want any daughter of mine associating with gypsies, travellers, or whatever you call them. Do you hear me? Take those clothes off outside the back door, don’t be traipsing straw everywhere. I’ve told you before about it. Do you want another one?’ He held up his fist.


She stood her ground. ‘There was no towel for me to use, I can’t strip outside.’


‘In the scullery, not outside, you know what I mean.’ He glared at her. ‘What’s been going on at that farm? You’re changing, and not for the better. Take off your clothes in the scullery and go and bathe. Do it now.’


Heather went back through the kitchen into the scullery where the washing was done. She had forgotten to strip off in her haste to get up to her room; now she pulled off her breeches and T-shirt and stood barefoot on the cold flagstone floor in her knickers and tried to cover herself as her father walked in carrying the coal scuttle. He stopped and looked at her and waved her away dismissively. ‘Get up those stairs, like I said.’ Heather felt his eyes watch as she passed.


She went into the bathroom and ran the bath. She lay in the steamy water and dipped her head beneath, feeling the warm water tickle her scalp as it closed up over her ears and all other sound was muted. She thought of Ash, and a surge of adrenaline fluttered up into her throat and she almost giggled, then panicked as she lifted her head out of the water and listened to see if anyone heard. She wasn’t allowed to lock the door. Heather kept one eye on it as she ran her fingers across her breasts and touched her erect nipples. Her breasts were sore, the bra had left its imprint around her back. Her fingers slid down between her thighs.


She froze, listening to footsteps outside.


‘Get out of that bath, your mother needs you.’


She finished washing her hair and cleaning the bath and then wrapped a towel around herself and went to her room and stared out of her window, pressing her burning cheek against the glass. From there she could see the farm and the roof of the bungalow and she could look across to the right and see the top of the farrier’s house. She couldn’t quite see Ash’s van but she knew he was there. Heather started to cry silently; she felt such sadness deep inside, knowing her relationship with her parents would only get worse, and she had been thinking it through now for so long. She would leave a note when she ran away and it would tell of the way her father administered his punishments, the way he seemed to enjoy it and the way her mother hid her bruises. But would she ever actually get away?


Heather sensed a burning in her stomach and low down in her pelvis and it ached in her back. The feeling was so unfamiliar that she didn’t know what was happening to her body until she felt the warm tickle of blood running down her legs. She’d been told about this in school: it was her first period. Not knowing what else to do, she stuffed toilet paper into her knickers, dressed, and went downstairs to her mother in the kitchen.


‘I’m bleeding.’


Her mother nodded, walked over and gave her an awkward hug and then released her as her father appeared in the doorway.


‘Our girl’s become a woman,’ she said.


Her father looked at her with a look of despair, shook his head, and turned away.




Chapter 5


It was seven p.m. when Willis and Carter got to Millie Stephens’ address in Finsbury Park. It was the front basement flat of a large Victorian terrace. The road was synonymous with street workers, and even though the police had tried to limit the kerb-crawlers by introducing chicanes in the road to put them off, there were still men patrolling in their cars when Willis and Carter got there.


A female community support officer was standing by the black railings and the steps leading down to the entrance to Flat 1A. The house had been subdivided again and again over the years and now housed four one-bedroomed flats. Sandford, the crime scene manager, was inside.


‘Get suited up and you can come in,’ he said. ‘Step on the plates.’ Transparent stepping plates led from the front door onto cheap stained carpet that someone had made the mistake of buying in the colour fawn and now was multi-ringed with every colour but fawn. The hallway was dark, with no natural light; battery lights were placed around to aid the search. The place smelt of damp and festering rubbish, of neglect.


‘There’s no sign that she died here: no evidence of a struggle,’ Sandford said, as Carter and Willis entered the hallway. ‘The bedroom’s on the left, she used it for clients by the look of it.’ Sandford was in his early fifties now, quiet and methodical, with a soft spot for Willis and her love of all things forensic, but he had little time for Carter who was too brash and cheeky-chappy for his taste. His assistant Dermot, however, shared Carter’s love of football and all things flash.


Dermot stood by the bedroom doorway as Willis went in.


‘Be really careful where you kneel or what you touch,’ he said. ‘There are a lot of needles; she wasn’t the best at clearing up after herself or her friends.’


There were two wardrobes in alcoves, peeling wallpaper on the walls and a pink plastic chandelier hanging from a rose in the centre of the ceiling of lath and plaster, which had once been beautiful, but was now devoid of anything left of value, cornices all gone although with the addition of stains, leaked from the upstairs flat. Willis walked around to the other side of a double bed, where a full ashtray, a pipe and used strips of foil were on the bedside table. A used sex toy was on the unmade bed. She looked at the table and wondered what Millie had been thinking about before she went out to meet her killer? Who was Millie, beyond someone whose life had started out full of promise and ended up here, on the game in Finsbury Park? Willis squatted to look behind the bed and saw a photo about to slip down the back of the bedside table. It was of Millie and another woman sitting outside a pub, looking happy. So, she did have one friend, at least, thought Willis.


She left the bedroom, photo in hand, and came back into the sitting room, which was integrated with a small kitchenette made up of a microwave, two small hobs with one electric ring and a plastic concertina curtain to separate it from the sitting room.


‘The food in the fridge is all from two to three weeks ago,’ said Sandford. ‘There was a receipt for some milk and tobacco on the table over there, dated the eighteenth of September,’ he gestured towards the coffee table which was littered with full ashtrays and drug paraphernalia, ‘along with some older receipts. Dermot’s made a start on boxing up her paperwork, there’re a lot of unpaid bills, including rent demands. We’ve got no phone, but there is a charger for a Nokia.’


‘Yeah, it could be at the bottom of the River Lea,’ said Carter. ‘We’ll search the river as soon as it’s safe, for now we’ll need to rely on the data from the company.’


Dermot saw the photo in Willis’s hand. ‘There are some other photos – she has a few of Douglas here, and the other people back in the day.’ Dermot handed her a pack of photos from a box of Millie’s belongings that were headed back to Fletcher House. ‘I’ve been looking at the case online, I mean, Jesus!’


‘He’s been Googling every sordid detail about Douglas,’ said Sandford, as he continued to swab down the kitchen door.


‘I have looked him up, I must admit, as I recognised him in some of the photos,’ said Dermot. ‘I bet no one’s ever seen these before.’ He handed them to Willis. ‘There’s ones from the farm.’


‘Better check his pockets, he’ll be selling them to the newspapers,’ joked Sandford. He was fond of his assistant even if he did talk too much.


Willis went through the photos, one by one, as Carter looked at them with her.


‘We have most of the disciples here, don’t you think?’ he asked Willis. She was busy scrutinising them. Sandford came to look at them too.


‘I recognise those faces from the past,’ said Sandford. ‘That was a horrible time in history – not only all the farm animals being killed because of the foot and mouth epidemic but then the disappearance of a schoolgirl caught up in some kind of debauchery. Wrong place, wrong time.’


‘Not wrong place, wrong time,’ said Carter. ‘How many paedophiles do we know who just happened to move in near a vulnerable child? They always know what they’re doing. Just like Douglas did.’


‘Here is one of Douglas with them all, left to right,’ said Willis. ‘Millie on the end of the sofa, Yvonne Coombes next to her, Douglas, Nicola Stone, Cathy Dwyer, Stephen Perry, there’s one missing.’


‘Where are they all now?’ asked Sandford.


‘Nicola Stone is the only one I know about,’ said Carter. ‘She was given a new identity, and the last I heard she was discovered living in Margate and moved on. But where, I don’t know.’


‘She was hated more than him,’ said Dermot.


‘Yes, the public can’t understand it when it’s a woman involved in violent crimes,’ said Sandford.


‘She was the only disciple who went to prison for crimes related to Douglas,’ said Carter. ‘She was done for lying about his whereabouts when he picked up and raped a university student in Bristol. We never got him for Heather Phillips.’


‘It just shows you what an important part of Millie’s life it was, doesn’t it?’ said Dermot. ‘She still kept all these photos. It seems sad, she looks no more than a child herself, none of them do, even Douglas.’


‘Douglas wasn’t a child,’ said Willis, ‘he was thirty-four when this was taken in 2000.’ She held up a photo of Douglas sitting in a sun lounger with a beer in his hand. ‘All of his disciples, except Nicola Stone, were under twenty-two. Douglas and Stone were parental figures of the wrong kind.’


‘Is this where Millie’s been since those days?’ asked Sandford. He didn’t usually make more than basic conversation with Carter. The two men were very different. They had worked together for the last ten years but they had never had a drink together. Sandford was a tall and quietly spoken man with a love for real ale, cricket and woolly jumpers. Carter liked his gold chains chunky, liked the polo ponies to be large when they galloped across his breast pocket.


‘She’s been in and out of rehab, back living with her dad sometimes,’ answered Carter. ‘He’s still got the same farm machinery business he has always had and she’s been sectioned a few times, spent three episodes in the nick for persistent reoffending: drugs, prostitution, shoplifting.’


‘I’m in touch with the cold case team who are investigating Heather Phillips’ disappearance,’ said Willis. ‘They say they approached Millie several times over the years in the hope that she might want to make a statement about Douglas and what happened at the time, but she always said “no comment”.’


‘They all did,’ said Carter. ‘It wasn’t just about Heather, there were other missing people who Douglas had contact with and who may have been seen at the bungalow. But none of his disciples ever talked about their time in the bungalow at Hawthorn Farm.’


Willis handed Carter the photo of Millie with her friend sitting outside a pub. ‘This is recent.’


‘I recognise that pub,’ said Carter. ‘It’s on Shacklewell Lane, just down the road from here.’


Millie was smiling broadly at the camera and trying to make her friend look up, but she was laughing and turning her face from the camera.


‘I think that’s Yvonne Coombes with her,’ Sandford said.




Chapter 6


Saturday 20 May 2000


Ash put Murphy’s rug on him, put him in the stable and then hung around before heading back to his home. In the pit of his stomach he dreaded seeing his mother at the van. They were allowed to stay in Douglas’s field. They’d been there nine months now and they were outstaying their welcome. If there was one thing that a life on the road, moving with the travellers, had taught him, it was to know when you’d outstayed your welcome and needed to move on. His mother was pissing everyone off with her rants and her demands and he couldn’t talk to her any more. She only had him in the world and now, at sixteen, he had found the roles reversed and he was having to look after his mother. He wasn’t so much a carer as a keeper. He’d written to his grandmother and asked her to help. His mother had been a free spirit in the 1980s, a traveller, an artist like her own mother. Her father had been a history professor and they had allowed her free rein in her life. There had been many good years but now things were getting difficult. When his gran replied he’d know what to do.


As he got near to the van he called out, ‘Mum?’ He saw her sitting on the chemical toilet at the back of the van. Her head was bowed and she was so still that he thought she’d fallen asleep. He took a few steps towards her and called again. ‘Mum?’


‘What?’ She lifted her head.


‘I’m back.’ He heard her muttering and felt the horrible leaden weight of sorrow that she was turning into someone who hated him.


Ash turned at the sound of laughter. From where he stood he could see the back of the bungalow and Nicola drinking beer and laughing; the smoke from the barbecue was blowing in her face and she was trying to get away. Ash had come to know a lot about what went on at the bungalow; he sat many nights and listened to the sounds of partying as they carried across the fields.


Ash lit a fire and settled his mum by it, tried to make her comfortable and wrapped her in her red fleece blanket. It was gone ten now, the BBQ was really getting going.


‘What can I get you, Mum? Are you hungry?’ he asked as she looked up from her thoughts and focused on him. ‘Shall we catch a bus into town and get some fish and chips?’


‘No, I need a bath, son, will you ask the people in the bungalow for me?’


‘It’s too busy over there, Mum; they have people there. Let me boil up some water for you, Mum, we’ll fill the overhead shower.’


‘I can’t do it out here any more, I’m too cold.’ She started crying. She looked a lot older than her forty-three years. She was so skinny and frail.


‘I know, Mum, I’m sorry, but it’s too busy at the bungalow.’


She got up. ‘I’ll ask them if you’re too embarrassed.’


‘No, Mum, don’t.’


She started shouting at him. ‘You’re useless, you’re absolutely useless!’


Ash wanted to cry so badly, he wanted to sit on the floor and sob, now his mother had turned on him. She was aggressive; she was becoming someone else. Sometimes she didn’t even know him. He managed to calm her down and she curled up in the van and went to sleep. Ash sat in the darkness by the fire.


He could see the glow from the fire pit at the back of the bungalow on the patio; he heard the laughter. He saw Nicola dancing to some old acid house music and he poked the fire with a stick and sent up showers of sparks. He heard his mum stirring.


‘Ash?’


‘Yes, Mum, I’m here.’ He loved it when he heard the voice of old return and he knew she had come back to him, if even for a little while. He knew she had dementia and that she had often talked about her own father having it. He had died when Ash was ten but he still remembered those times, the good and the bad days.


‘Good boy, I do love you, I’m so tired, so hungry, can you get me something to eat, son?’


‘Yes, Mum, wait here.’


Ash went across to the bungalow and Douglas watched him approach from his seat in the deckchair by the fire pit. Ash tried a smile; it was always hard to know how things were with Douglas since his mum had become a nuisance. Before then, Ash had gone around the country with him when he delivered his equine products. Ash had loved it; he’d had great times on the other farms, chatting to the farmers, talking to the workers there. Ash had been with him on most of his day trips for work, Douglas liked the company and Ash was happy to help him any way he could. Douglas had been kind to him and his mum. But Douglas’s work meant he stayed away most of the week now.


Nicola came out with some chicken drumsticks on a plate.


‘Ash, come and have a drink,’ Douglas called.


‘Thanks, is it all right if I take some over for my mum, I’ll buy some more chicken tomorrow.’


Douglas looked at him. ‘You take as much as you want, lad, take some over and then come back: I need to talk to you.’
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