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For Katharine and Jack. But not yet.

And in memory of Vi Winyard (1925–2002)


 

 

 

Knock hard, life is deaf.

Mimi Parent


PROLOGUE
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KING EDWARD IV GRAMMAR SCHOOL FOR BOYS


14 August, 1984

Mr and Mrs R. Palmer

43, Valentine Rd

Harrow

Middlesex

Dear Mr and Mrs Palmer

Following an extraordinary meeting of the board of governors, it is with a good deal of regret that I write to confirm the decision to expel your son, Martin, from the school. This expulsion will come into effect immediately.

I must stress that this course of action is highly unusual and is only ever taken as a last resort. It was, however, deemed the only measure appropriate considering the nature of the offence. Your son’s activities have been of concern for some time and are all the more disturbing considering his excellent academic record and previously reserved character. The most recent, repulsive incident is only the latest in a catalogue of unacceptable behaviour and flagrant breaches of school regulations.

As you are aware, your son is not the only pupil involved, and indeed, you may take some comfort from the fact that your son was almost certainly not the main perpetrator and has, in my opinion, been to some degree led astray. That said, however, he has shown little remorse for his actions and is unwilling to implicate his erstwhile partner in crime.

In order that the high educational standards of this school are maintained, I feel that similar standards of discipline must be enforced. This being the case, behaviour such as that engaged in by your son cannot be tolerated.

I wish Martin the best of luck in his new school.

Yours sincerely

[image: Illustration]

Philip Stanley, A.F.C., M.A. Headmaster.

Rectory Road, Harrow, Middlesex, MA3 4HL




PART ONE

EIGHT SUMMERS, ONE WINTER


2001


Date: 27 November

Target: Fem

Age: 20–30

Pickup: London railway station (Int or Ext)

Site: TBA

Method: Hands only (weapon permitted to subdue if necessary)



Nicklin watched, unblinking, as the two of them walked hand in hand towards him across the station concourse.

She was perfect.

He was still clutching the book he’d presumably been reading on the train and she was finishing a sandwich. The two of them were chatting and laughing. They kept moving. They looked straight at Nicklin but didn’t see him. They weren’t looking around for anybody. They were not expecting to be met.

He was sitting and sipping from a can of Coke, gazing casually towards the departure board every few minutes. Just another frustrated traveller monitoring the delays. He turned his head and watched them as they passed him. They were probably heading for taxi, bus or tube. If they were getting a cab then he’d settle back and wait for someone else. Annoying, but not the end of the world. If they were planning to continue their journey by public transport, he would follow.

He was in luck.

Still holding hands, the two of them stepped on to the escalator leading down to the underground. Nicklin put his half-empty can on the floor beside him and stood up, hearing his knee click loudly. He smiled. He wasn’t getting any younger.

He reached into his coat pocket for the chocolate bar he’d bought earlier. Moving the knife aside, he took the chocolate out and began to unwrap it as he moved towards the escalator. As he stepped on behind a backpacker, he took a large bite, and after checking that the two of them were still there, twenty feet or so below him, he glanced out through the vast windows towards the bus depot. The crowds were thinning out now; the rush hour nearly over.

It was just starting to get dark. On the streets and in houses.

Inside people’s heads.

They took the Northern line south. He settled down a few seats away, and watched. She was in her early thirties, he thought. Tall with dark hair, dark eyes and what Nicklin thought was called an olive complexion. What his mum might have called ‘a touch of the tarbrush’. She wasn’t pretty but she wasn’t a dog either.

Not that it mattered really.

The train passed through the West End and continued south. Clapham, he guessed, or maybe Tooting. Wherever . . .

The two of them were all over each other. He was still looking at his book, glancing up every few seconds to grin at her. She squeezed his hand and on a couple of occasions she actually leant across to nuzzle his neck. People in the seats around them were smiling and shaking their heads.

He could feel the sweat begin to prickle on his forehead and smell that damp, downstairs smell that grew so strong, so acrid, whenever he got close.

They stood up as the train pulled into Balham station.

He watched them jump giggling from the train, and waited a second or two before casually falling into step behind them.

He stayed far enough behind them to be safe, but they were so wrapped up in each other that he could probably have walked at their heels. Oblivious, they drifted along in front of him, towards the station exit. She was wearing a long green coat and ankle boots. He was wearing a blue anorak and a woolly hat.

Nicklin wore a long black coat with deep pockets.

On the street ahead of him, with the gaudy Christmas lights as a backdrop, they were silhouetted against a crimson sky. He knew that this was one of the pictures he would remember. There would be others, of course.

They walked past a small parade of shops and he had to fight the urge to rush into a newsagent for more chocolate. He only had one bar left. He knew that he could be in and out in a few seconds but he daren’t risk losing them. He’d get some more when it was all over. He’d be starving by then.

They turned off the main road into a well-lit but quiet side street and his breath grew ragged as he watched her reach into her pocket for keys. He picked up his pace a little. He could hear them talking about toast and tea and bed. He could see their joy at getting home.

He slid his hand into his pocket, looking around to see who might be watching.

Hoping it wasn’t a flat. That he’d get some privacy. Praying for a bit of luck.

Her key slid into the lock and his hand moved across her mouth. Her first instinct was to scream but Nicklin pressed the knife into her back and with the pain came a little common sense. She didn’t turn to try and look at him.

‘Let’s go inside.’

Tasting the sweat on his palm, feeling the piss run down her legs, she opens the front door, her hand flapping desperately, reaching down to her side for the one she loves. For the only one she cares about.

For her child.

‘Please . . .’

Her voice is muffled by his hand. The word is lost. He pushes her and the boy through the doorway, hurries inside after them and slams the door shut.

The toddler in the blue anorak is still holding tight to his picture book. He looks up at the stranger with the same dark eyes as his mother, his mouth pursing into a tiny, infinitely confused ‘O’.


ONE

A little after nine thirty in the morning. The first grey Monday of December. From the third floor of Becke House, Tom Thorne stared out across the monument to concrete and complacency that was Hendon, wishing more than anything that he wasn’t thinking clearly.

He was, unfortunately, doing just that. Sorting the material in front of him, taking it all in. Assigning to each item, without knowing it, emotional responses that would colour every waking hour in the months to come.

And many sleeping hours too.

Wide awake and focused, Thorne sat and studied death, the way others at work elsewhere were looking at computer screens or sitting at tills. It was the material he worked with every day and yet, faced with this, something to take the edge off would have been nice. Even the steamhammer of a hangover would have been preferable. Something to blunt the corners a little. Something to turn the noise of the horror down.

He’d seen hundreds, maybe thousands, of photos like these. He’d stared at them over the years with the same dispassionate eye that a dentist might cast over X-rays, or an accountant across a tax return. He’d lost count of the pale limbs, twisted or torn or missing altogether in black and white ten-by-eights. Then there were the colour prints. Pale bodies lying on green carpets. A ring of purple bruises around a chalk-white neck. The garish patterned wallpaper against which the blood spatter is barely discernible.

An ever expanding exhibition with a simple message: emotions are powerful things, bodies are not.

These were the pictures filed in his office, with duplicates stored in the files in his head. Snapshots of deaths and portraits of lives lived to extremes. There were occasions when Thorne had gazed at these bodies in monochrome and thought he’d glimpsed rage or hatred or greed or lust, or perhaps the ghosts of such things, floating in the corners of rooms like ectoplasm.

The photographs on the table in front of him this morning were no more sickening than any he had seen before, but keeping his eyes on the image of the dead woman was like staring hard into a flame and feeling his eyeballs start to melt.

He was seeing her through the eyes of her child.

Charlie Garner aged three, now an orphan.

Charlie Garner aged three, being cared for by grandparents who wrestled every minute of every day with what to tell him about his mummy.

Charlie Garner aged three, who spent the best part of two days alone in a house with the body of his mother, clutching at a chocolate wrapper he’d licked clean, starving and dirty and screaming until a neighbour knocked.

‘Tom . . .’

Thorne stared out into the greyness for a few more seconds before turning back resignedly to DCI Russell Brigstocke.

As part of the major reorganisation of the Met a year or so earlier, a number of new squads had been established within the three nascent Serious Crime Groups. A unit consisting entirely of officers brought out of retirement had been set up expressly to investigate cold cases. This unit, quickly christened the Crinkly Squad, was just one of a raft of new initiatives as part of a fresh and supposedly proactive approach to fighting crime in the capital. There were other squads specialising in sexual assaults, violence against children and firearms offences.

Then there was Team 3, Serious Crime Group (West).

Officially, this squad was devised to investigate cases whose parameters were outside those which might be investigated elsewhere – cases that didn’t fit anybody else’s remit. There were those, however, who suggested that SCG (West) 3 had been set up simply because no-one quite knew what to do with Detective Inspector Tom Thorne. Thorne himself reckoned that the truth was probably somewhere halfway between the two.

Russell Brigstocke was the senior officer and Thorne had known him for over ten years. He was a big man who cut a distinctive figure with horn-rimmed glasses and hair of which he was inordinately proud. It was thick and blue-black, and the DCI took great delight in teasing it up into a quiff of almost Elvis-like proportions. But if he was a caricaturist’s dream, he could also be a suspect’s worst nightmare. Thorne had seen Brigstocke with glasses off and fists clenched, hair flopping around his sweatdrenched forehead as he stalked around an interview room, shouting, threatening, carrying out the threat, looking for the truth.

‘Carol Garner was a single mum. She was twenty-eight years old. Her husband died in a road accident three years ago, just after their son was born. She was a teacher. She was found dead in her home in Balham four days ago. There were no signs of forced entry. She’d arrived back at Euston station at six thirty p.m. on the twenty-seventh having been to Birmingham to visit her parents. We think that the killer followed her from the station, probably on the tube. We found a travelcard in her pocket.’

Brigstocke’s voice was low and accentless, almost a monotone. Yet the litany of facts simply stated was horribly powerful. Thorne knew most of it, having been briefed by Brigstocke the day before, but still the words were like a series of punches, each harder than the last, combining to leave him aching and breathless. He could see that the others were no less shocked.

And he knew that they had yet to hear the worst.

Brigstocke continued. ‘We can only speculate on how the killer gained entry or how long he spent inside Carol Garner’s home, but we know what he did when he was there . . .’

Brigstocke looked down the length of the table asking the man at the other end to carry on where he had left off. Thorne stared at the figure in the black fleece, with shaved head and a startling collection of facial piercings. Phil Hendricks was not everybody’s idea of a pathologist, but he was the best Thorne had ever worked with. Thorne raised an eyebrow. Was there yet another earring since he’d last seen him? Hendricks was fond of commemorating each new boyfriend with a ring, stud or spike. Thorne sincerely hoped that he would settle down soon, before he was completely unable to lift his head up.

Dr Phil Hendricks was the civilian member of the team. He was there at the beginning, obviously, as the discovery of a body was almost certainly what galvanised the team in the first place. The body that would yield to the knife; the story behind its journey to a cold steel slab whispered in secrets, revealed by its dead flesh and petrified organs. These were the pathologist’s areas of expertise.

Though he and Hendricks were good friends, from this point on, in the context of the investigation, Thorne would be happy if he did not see him again.

‘Based on when we know she got on a train from Birmingham, we think she was killed somewhere between seven and ten p.m. on the twenty-seventh. She’d been dead for something like forty-eight hours when she was found.’

The flat Mancunian accent conveyed with a simple precision the tawdry and banal reality of genuine horror. Thorne could see the unspeakable thought in the faces of those around the table.

What were those two days like for little Charlie Garner?

‘There were no signs of sexual abuse and no indication that she put up any significant struggle. The obvious conclusion is that the killer threatened the child.’ Hendricks stopped, took a breath. ‘He strangled Carol Garner with his bare hands.’

‘Fucker . . .’

Thorne glanced to his left. Detective Sergeant Sarah McEvoy stared down at the file in front of her. Thorne waited, but for the moment it seemed that she’d said everything that was on her mind. Of all of them, she was the officer who Thorne had known for the shortest time. And he still didn’t know her at all. Tough, no question, and more than capable. But there was something about her that made Thorne a little wary. There was something hidden.

The voice of DC Dave Holland focused Thorne’s thoughts again. ‘Do we think he targeted her because of the child?’

Thorne nodded. ‘It was her weakness. Yes, I think he probably did . . .’

Brigstocke interrupted. ‘But it isn’t really significant.’

‘Not really significant?’ Holland sounded thoroughly confused and looked across at his boss.

Thorne shrugged and threw him a look back. Wait and see Dave . . .

It was just over a year since Thorne had first begun working with Dave Holland and he was at last starting to look like a grown-up. His hair was still far too blond and floppy, but the features it framed seemed set a little harder these days. Thorne knew that this was not so much to do with age as experience. Wear and tear. The most wholesome and guileless of faces was bound to cloud a little when confronted with some of the things the job threw up.

The change had begun during their first case together. Three months in which Thorne had lost friends and made enemies, while Dave Holland grew closer to him, watching and absorbing and becoming someone else. Three months that had ended with the slash of a scalpel in a blood-drenched attic in south London.

Holland had learned and unlearned a great deal, and Thorne had watched it happen, proud yet saddened. It was an argument that he had with himself on a regular basis. Were they mutually exclusive – the good copper and the good person?

Learning a degree of desensitisation was all very well but there would be a price to pay. He remembered a warning poster he had seen in a dentist’s waiting room: the graphic image of a lip bitten clean off by a patient ‘testing’ the local anaesthetic. You could bite and bite and not feel a thing, but it was only a matter of time until the anaesthetic wore off and then the pain would certainly begin.

The numbness would wear off too, for those colleagues who Thorne watched getting through their days inside their own brand of armour. Whether manufactured in their heads or from a bottle, it would surely wear off one day and then the agony would be unbearable. This was not Tom Thorne’s way, and despite the bravado and bullshit that he’d learned, he instinctively knew that it wasn’t Holland’s either.

The good copper and the good person. Probably not mutually exclusive, just fucking difficult to reconcile. Like one of those things in physics that is theoretically possible but that nobody has ever seen.

A silence had settled briefly across what was laughably described as the conference room. It was actually little more than a slightly bigger office, with a jug of coffee and a few more uncomfortable plastic chairs than normal. Thorne considered what he knew about the man who had killed Carol Garner. A man who liked, who needed to be in control. A coward. Perhaps not commanding physically . . . Christ, he was starting to sound like one of those forensic psychiatrists he thought were so overpaid. What he did know of course, was that this killer was far from ordinary. Extraordinary, and with a greater potential, than Holland or McEvoy yet understood.

Then of course there was the why. Always the why. And, as always, Tom Thorne didn’t give a flying fuck about it. He would confront it if it presented itself. He would grab it with both hands if he could catch the killer with it. But he didn’t care. At least, not about whether the man he was after had ever been given a bicycle as a child . . .

McEvoy was shifting on the chair next to him. She had finished looking through her file and he could sense that she had something to say.

‘What is it, Sarah?’

‘This is horrible, no question . . . and the stuff with the kid, it’s very fucking nasty, but I still can’t quite see why it’s us. As opposed to anybody else. I mean, how do we know she wasn’t killed by someone she knew? There were no signs of forced entry, it might have been a boyfriend or an ex-boyfriend . . . so, why us? Sir.’

Thorne looked towards Brigstocke who, with the timing of an expert, lobbed another sheaf of photographs into the middle of the table.

Holland casually reached out to take a photo. ‘I was thinking the same thing. I don’t understand what makes—’ He stopped as he took in the image of the woman on her back, her mouth open, her eyes bulging and bloodied. The woman lying among the rubbish bags in a cold dark street. The woman who was not Carol Garner.

It was a dramatic gesture and meant to be. Brigstocke wanted his team fired up. He wanted them shocked, motivated, passionate.

He certainly had their attention.

It was Thorne who explained exactly what they were up against. ‘What makes this different, Holland’ – he looked at McEvoy – ‘what makes it us, is that he did it again.’

Now, it was as if the previous silence had been a cacophony. Thorne could hear nothing but the distant echo of his own voice and the hiss of the adrenaline fizzing through his bloodstream. Brigstocke and Hendricks sat frozen, heads bowed. Holland and McEvoy exchanged a horrified glance.

‘It’s the reason we know he followed Carol Garner from Euston station. Because as soon as he’d finished killing her, that same day, he went to King’s Cross. He went to a different station, found another woman, and did it all over again.’


Karen, it happened again.

Please, let me tell you what happened. I couldn’t bear it if you thought badly of me. I know that you can’t possibly forgive or condone what I’ve done . . . what I’m doing, but I know that you’ll understand. I’ve always thought that if I had the chance to explain myself to you, confide in you, that you would be the one person who would truly understand. You always saw me for what I was. You always knew what I thought about you. I could see it in that shy smile.

You knew that you had a power over me, didn’t you, but I was never angry with you because of it. Part of me enjoyed the teasing. I wanted to be the one you teased. It felt like I was needed anyway. It just made you more attractive to me, Karen . . .

Jesus, though. Jesus. I did it again. What I was told.

She was alone and frightened of nothing. I could tell by the way she was walking when I followed her out of the station. Not a cocky fearlessness, just a sort of trust. She saw the good in everyone, I could tell that. It was dark and she couldn’t see how weak and vile I was. There was no fear in her eyes when I spoke to her.

She knew though, what was going to happen, when she saw the fear in mine.

As soon as she knew, she struggled, but she wasn’t strong enough. She was less than half my size, Karen, and I just had to wait for her to fade a little. She was scratching and spitting and I couldn’t look at her. And when it was over, I couldn’t bear it that her face, which had been so open and warm like yours, now looked like something behind glass, or frozen for a long time inside a block of ice, and I was the one who had made it like that.

And I was hard, Karen. Down there. While I was doing it, and again afterwards, while I was hiding her. I stayed excited until the hissing in my head began to die down and the scratches on my hands started to hurt.

I was hard like I never am, even when I’m thinking about the past.

I don’t want to embarrass you by talking like this, but if I can’t be honest with you about these things then there’s no point to anything. I never really told you what I was thinking when I had the chance, so I’m not going to hide things now.

And I will never lie to you, Karen, I promise you that.

Of course, you’re not the only one who knows what I really am but you’re the only one who can see what’s inside. I’m not making excuses, I know that I deserve nothing, but at the very least I’m being open about everything. Open and honest.

She was nothing to me, this woman from the station. She was nothing to me and I squeezed the life out of her.

I’m so very sorry, and I deserve what is surely coming.

I hate to ask a favour, Karen, but if you see her, the woman I killed, will you tell her that for me?




1982

The kids called it ‘the Jungle Story’.

The victim was pinned to the tarmac with one boy holding down each arm and another sitting astride his chest. The fingers were the weapons – tapping, prodding, poking – jabbing out the rhythms of the story on the breastbone. The steps of each new animal marching through the jungle. The story was a very simple one; a straightforward excuse to inflict pain.

The wiry, black-haired boy leaned against the wall, his small dark eyes taking in every detail. Watching as the torment began.

When it was just the monkeys, or whichever of the small creatures the storyteller introduced early on, it was not really much more than a tickle. The victim would writhe around, telling them to stop, to get off; the fear of what was to come worse than anything. Then would come the lions and tigers. Heavier steps, the fingers jabbing harder, tears beginning to prick in the corners of the eyes. Everything, of course, leading up to the seemingly endless herd of elephants tramping through the jungle, the fingers slamming into the chest, the pain excruciating.

The big kid on the floor was screaming now.

The boy pushed himself away from the wall, took his hands from his pockets and moved across the playground to where the crowd of onlookers stood in a circle, jeering and clapping. It was time to intervene.

The one telling the ‘story’ was called Bardsley. The boy hated him. He shoved his way through the crowd, which was not difficult as most of the other third formers were scared of him. He was, after all, the ‘mad’ one, the one who would do anything. The kid who would throw a desk out of the window or wave his tiny cock around in class, or let a teacher’s tyres down. He’d had to suffer a great many detentions in his time to earn his reputation, but it was worth it in terms of the respect it won him.

He didn’t care about geography or French grammar but he knew about respect.

He reached down, casually took hold of Bardsley’s hair and yanked him backwards. There was a gasp from the crowd, which quickly turned to nervous laughter as Bardsley jumped up, furious, ready to transfer his aggression onto whoever was responsible for the terrible stinging on his scalp.

Then he saw who was to blame. The boy, far smaller and slighter than he was, stared calmly back at him, eyes cold and dark as stones frozen in mud, hands once more thrust deep into his pockets.

The crowd dispersed quickly into smaller groups. A kickabout was already starting as Bardsley backed away towards the changing rooms, promising some nasty revenge after school but not really meaning it.

The boy on the floor stood up and began to rearrange his dishevelled uniform. He didn’t say anything, but eyed his saviour nervously while doing up his tie and dragging a sleeve across his snotty top lip.

The black-haired boy had seen him around but they had never spoken. He was a year younger, probably only twelve, and the different years didn’t really mix. His sandy hair was usually neatly combed with a parting, and he was often to be seen in a corner somewhere, his pale blue eyes peeking out enviously from behind a book, observing the assorted games he had no part in. He was a big kid, at least a foot taller than most of the others in his year and brainy as hell, but he was slow in all the ways that counted. He probably hadn’t done anything specific to piss Bardsley off, but that wasn’t really the point.

The older boy watched, smiling as a brown plastic comb was produced and dragged through the sandy hair, dislodging pieces of playground grit. He had a comb himself of course, but it was a metal one; far cooler, and used mostly for the lunch-time comb fights of which he was the acknowledged champion. These fights were a more brutal version of ‘Slaps’ or ‘Scissors, paper, rock’ and could leave a hand dripping with blood within a few seconds. He was the champion, not because he was quicker than anybody else, but because he could stand the pain for longer.

He could put up with a great deal of pain when he had to.

The sandy-haired boy carefully put away his comb in the inside pocket of his blazer, cleared his throat nervously and produced a rarely seen smile. It quickly disappeared when it was not reciprocated. In its place, a hand, notably free of scratches and scabs, was extended.

‘Thank you for . . . doing that. I’m Palmer. Martin . . .’

The wiry black-haired boy, the mad boy, the boy who would do anything, nodded. He ignored the hand and spoke his name with a sly smile, as if revealing a dirty secret.

As if giving a gift that was actually worth far more than it looked.

‘Nicklin.’


TWO

‘A few less questions, when it’s all over, even one less than when a case begins, and you’re doing all right . . .’

Thorne smiled as he carried his coffee through to the living room, remembering Holland’s reaction when he had first passed on this pithy piece of homespun wisdom. It had also, he recalled, been the first time that Thorne had managed to get him inside a pub. An auspicious day.

Questions . . .

In the pub, Holland had smiled. ‘What? You mean questions like, “Why didn’t I study harder at school?” and, “Isn’t there anybody else available?”’

‘I think I preferred you when you were an arse-licker, Holland . . .’

Thorne put his mug on the mantelpiece and bent down to light the flame-effect gas fire in the mock-Georgian fireplace. The central heating was up as high as it would go but he was still freezing. And his back was playing up. And it was pissing down . . .

There were plenty of questions that needed answering right now.

Were the two killings genuinely connected? Apart from the date and the fact that both women were strangled, there seemed to be no other link, so was the station thing just a coincidence? King’s Cross threw up other possibilities. Had he mistaken the second victim for a prostitute? Why kill one at home and one on the street?

And the biggest question of the lot: did he kill twice on the same day because he was out of control, or was killing multiple victims actually the pattern? Blood lust or compulsion? Right now, Holland and McEvoy were earning overtime trying to find out, but whichever it was, the answer was not going to be pleasant.

In the eight months or so that the team had been together, they had only really worked on two major cases that were truly their own. Most of the time they’d been seconded – either individually or together – on to other investigations with other units, and then been reconvened when needed.

The aftermath of the terrorist atrocities of September 11 had seen the teams from Serious Crime involved in an operation unlike any before. Some had expressed surprise that repatriating bodies from New York should be down to them, but it made sense to Thorne. These were British citizens. They had been murdered. It wasn’t complicated.

The phone calls had been the hardest: thousands of people eager to trace husbands and wives, sons and daughters who hadn’t been in touch and who may or may not have been in the area. So far, of the hundreds whose missing relatives never did get in touch with them, only one had been given an identifiable body to bury . . .

Three months on, and the Met was still stretched – tracking down Anthrax hoaxers, monitoring possible terrorist targets, chasing their tails while street crime grew to fill the hole that was left. If suddenly phone-jacking didn’t seem quite so important, there were still crimes, like those that Team 3 got handed, that needed to be taken very seriously indeed.

The two cases were both . . . unusual. The first was a series of gruesome killings in south-east London that bore all the hallmarks of gangland slayings. However, the bodies (when they’d been painstakingly re-assembled) were found to belong, not to drug-dealers or loan sharks, but to ordinary, law-abiding citizens. It quickly became clear that the murders were the work of one highly disturbed individual as opposed to an organised gang of them. Whether the killer – a happily married electrical engineer – had been simply trying to disguise his work, or had a psychotic fixation with the disposal methods of gangsters, was as yet unclear. He was still undergoing psychiatric evaluation.

The other case was the more disturbing, despite the lack of bodies. Guests in hotels were being targeted and robbed in their rooms. The minor physical assaults that were part and parcel of the thefts had soon begun to escalate however. Those that willingly handed over cash, Rolexes and other valuables were being tortured anyway. The knife was produced and the PIN number was demanded. The number was given and the knife was used anyway. Small cuts, nicks: wounding for pure pleasure. Thorne knew that this one liked the feel of a blade on skin, enjoyed hearing the intake of breath, and watching the thin red line fill out on the flesh and begin to drip.

The robbery was becoming something else: the robber, someone else. Behind his black balaclava, he was starting to enjoy his work a little too much and it was only a matter of time until people started to die.

That was when Thorne had been brought in.

With next to no physical evidence and no real description to work from, the case had quickly become hugely frustrating. Thorne, Holland and McEvoy, in an effort to trap this latent killer, this murderer-to-be, had spent nights in some very nice hotels but without success. Their efforts had evidently been noted and the individual responsible had gone to ground.

Two cases, one arrest. A fifty per cent hit rate, and the numbers would only get worse from here on in. Some had joked that the hotel case, given a few weeks, would get passed on to the Crinkly Squad anyway, but Thorne knew differently. Anybody who enjoyed inflicting pain to the degree this man did, would need to do it again. He would resurface somewhere. The MO might be completely different, but Thorne did not doubt for a second that one day soon he would be providing a pathologist somewhere with some overtime.

Thorne took his coffee across to the sofa and picked up the file on Carol Garner. He sat for a few minutes, not opening it, just staring out into the rain and thinking about the hundreds, the thousands of different people across the capital who owed their employment to the violent death of another. Thinking about the money generated by murder.

Thinking about the industry of killing.

Dave Holland stared over the top of his computer screen at Sarah McEvoy who was avidly studying hers. He thought about his girlfriend, Sophie.

The ongoing argument which they had been having in instalments for the past year, had flared up again. Sophie had a problem with Thorne. She had only met him once and had formed an opinion based entirely on what Holland himself had said about Thorne in the early days of their working relationship. So the man described by Holland over a year ago as ‘obsessive’ and ‘arrogant’ had become, in the strange folklore of Sophie’s imagination, a pigheaded, self-serving lunatic whose refusal to follow procedure would one day cost him not only his career, but those of the people around him. Those who didn’t know any better . . .

It wasn’t that she didn’t want Holland to do the job. She just wanted him to do it in a particular way; to be the sort of copper who keeps his head down and gets promoted, and who is universally liked. A copper who does just enough.

A copper like his father.

Once, she’d intimated that if he chose to go a different route then he would be going it alone. He had been furious at the threat and the ultimatum had been quietly forgotten.

At least, they both pretended that it had.

The arguments were never heated. The two of them were sulkers, bottlers-up. It was more a series of snipes and barbed comments, and the intensity had increased as soon as the new case had started. Yesterday evening, after a hectic day that had begun with the team briefing, Sophie had looked up at him across the kitchen table, smiled, and opened her account.

‘So how many people did the great Tom Thorne piss off today then?’

He wasn’t sure what upset him most about the whole thing. The assumption that as far as his career was concerned, she knew best? The lack of support? Or the fact that when it came to her assessment of Thorne, most of the time she was absolutely right?

McEvoy glanced up from her monitor and fixed him with bright green eyes. Caught you.

She was tall, 5 7˝ or 5 8˝, with shoulder-length, curly brown hair, a broken nose and full lips which smiled easily and, so it seemed to Holland, often. Right now, he reckoned the smile had at least three different meanings.

He didn’t understand any of them.

‘I heard something very strange today.’ Despite the surname, she was pure North London Jewish. Her accent was flattish, hard. Sexy. ‘A vicious rumour about the Weeble . . .’ The nickname was a reference to Thorne’s shape, to how hard people thought it would be to make him fall down.

Holland raised his eyebrows. Another rumour? When it came to Thorne, he’d heard most of it, but he enjoyed a good story or bit of gossip as much as anybody else.

‘I heard that he likes country-and-western. Is that true?’

Holland nodded, as if confirming a terminal diagnosis. ‘Yeah, he loves it.’

‘What, all that yee-hah and Dolly Parton and stuff? Does he go line dancing?’

Holland laughed. ‘I think it’s a bit more obscure than that. He used to listen to a lot of techno and garage stuff as well, but I think that was just a phase.’ He blinked slowly, remembering the almost hypnotic noise. Remembering the case it had helped to blot out.

McEvoy looked disappointed. ‘Shame. He was starting to sound interesting there for a minute.’

‘Oh he’s . . . interesting.’

Holland believed that about Thorne, if he believed anything. If interesting meant unpredictable and stubborn. If it meant refusing to admit that you might be wrong. If interesting meant determined, and vengeful, and knowing the difference between right and wrong whatever the poxy rules said. And refusing to suffer fools. And possessing the kind of passion that would always make something happen. A passion that Dave Holland, whatever other people might want him to do and be, would have killed to have even the tiniest fucking bit of . . .

He thought about his father. A man who died a sergeant at sixty. Having done just enough.

McEvoy shrugged and her eyes dropped back to her screen. Back to the computerised catalogue of suffering and death from which the two of them were supposed, hopefully, to come up with some answers.

Holland had believed that relatively, London could not be that violent a city and that their search would not be overly time-consuming.

He had been wrong on both counts.

Looking for murders committed on the same day had sounded fairly straightforward, but Thorne was not a man who did things by half. Both time-frame and search criteria were broadening all the time. McEvoy and Holland had begun by looking for strangulations first and then widened things from there. They couldn’t rule out assaults as they might be the work of the same man who had now perhaps graduated to full-blown murder. Even discounting domestics and gang-related attacks, it was a big job. To check thoroughly, to go back far enough to find a pattern – if indeed there was one – was going to take time.

Holland looked up at the clock. Another twenty minutes and they could call it a night. He tried to picture Thorne in a stetson and cowboy boots but the image wouldn’t stick.

Thorne was too dangerous to be a figure of fun.

Johnny Cash made good music to read post-mortem reports by.

This, after all, was someone who once famously sang about shooting a man just to watch him die. Whether this was big talk or just a very bad case of boredom, he sang as if he knew a great deal about death. Thorne wondered, as he read the words Phil Hendricks had used to describe the manner of Carol Garner’s death, how much he really knew. Now, the man with a voice like the long, slow tumble towards hell was singing about flesh and blood needing flesh and blood. Thorne certainly didn’t require it, but the proof was there on his lap, right in front of him – the proof that sometimes, flesh and blood needed to destroy flesh and blood, too.

The body of the second victim, Ruth Murray, had been examined by another pathologist. Thorne had seen the initial report which confirmed strangulation as the cause of death and revealed that tissue had been removed from beneath the victim’s fingernails for DNA-testing. He wasn’t going to get too excited just yet. It sounded promising, but he would wait to see what Hendricks had to say once he’d carried out a second PM.

Thorne had once thought strangulation, as ways of dying went, to be a fairly soft option. It could surely not be as terrible as being repeatedly stabbed or bludgeoned. It was certainly not on a par with drowning, or suffocating or swallowing bleach.

He’d thought this, until he’d read his first PM report on a victim of manual strangulation. In many ways, the use of the bare hands to throttle – the flesh on flesh – made it the very worst type of killing. There was no weapon to separate killer from victim. In most cases the victim would lapse into unconsciousness quickly, but the damage inflicted could be massive, often leaving the victim as bloody and bruised as if they had been attacked with a hammer.

Carol Garner had died from asphyxia due to the compression of the carotid arteries, her body displaying virtually every classic trait consistent with violent strangulation.

The eyes were open, the eyeballs distended, the corneas and skin around the eyes showing signs of haemorrhage. The neck was a mass of bruises, some nearly an inch in diameter and there were bloody, half-moon-shaped indentations from the nails on the fingers and thumbs of the killer.

Thorne’s hands drifted towards his throat. He closed his eyes.

Was that chocolate bar his, Charlie? Did he give it you to keep you quiet? Or did he produce it himself, afterwards, and eat it slowly, watching her, while you were crying?

There was massive bruising and abrasion to the floor of the mouth, the epiglottis and the lining of the larynx. The tongue had been all but bitten clean through. The crocoid cartilage was crushed, the thyroid cartilage virtually unrecognisable and the hyoid bone was fractured. It was this internal damage which most clearly indicated the severity of the attack which led to Carol Garner’s death.

Did you see it happen, Charlie? Did he shut you out of the room, or did you stand and scream, and beat your tiny fists on his back and watch your mummy’s eyeballs bulging out of their sockets?

Thorne leaned down to pick up the coffee that he’d left on the floor by the sofa. It was stone cold. He looked at his watch. He’d been immersed in the details of death for well over an hour. Thorne was as disturbed as always by this . . . capacity he had.

He’d tried reading crime fiction once but it had not suited him at all. He could barely read any so-called thriller for more than a few minutes without starting to drift away, and yet a jargon-filled description of ruined flesh had him riveted. He was confident that there was nothing overly perverse in this. He could honestly say that he had never enjoyed watching an autopsy.

The truth was that an intimate knowledge of real killers and real victims made him a difficult reader to please.

Thorne had seen enough wild-eyed gunmen and bloodied blades, and soft-spoken, heavy-lidded perverts. He’d seen plenty of batterers and arsonists and smiling poisoners. He’d seen more than his fair share of damaged bodies: some dead, and others more damaged still, left behind to remember.

He’d seen holes in flesh and holes in lives.

Thorne picked up his coffee cup and was heading for the kitchen to make another when the doorbell rang.

Hendricks was standing on the doorstep wearing a floorlength black leather coat and watch cap. He was brandishing a blue-striped plastic bag that was threatening to break at any instant thanks to the vast quantity of cheap lager it contained. The accent hardly suited dramatic declamation, but he did his best. ‘Let us drink beer and talk of death.’

Thorne turned and headed back inside. Neither of them was big on ceremony. ‘It sounds like you’ve already started on the drinking bit . . .’

Hendricks slammed the outer door and followed Thorne inside. ‘I’ve been doing both, mate. I’ve been with Dr Duggan most of the day . . .’ He closed the inner door and moved into the living room.

‘He the one who did the first post-mortem on Ruth Murray?’

‘She. Emma Duggan. Very good, and very fanciable, if you like that kind of thing.’

Thorne shook his head and reached into the plastic bag that Hendricks was now cradling gently. ‘Formaldehyde does nothing for me, sorry.’

‘And I’ve spent the last few hours up to my elbows in Ruth Murray myself, so yes,’ Hendricks said, dumping the bag on the sofa, ‘I did have a couple on the way over.’

While Hendricks took off his coat, Thorne opened a beer and picked up the CD remote control. He switched Cash’s Solitary Man back to the beginning. The guitar kicked in on ‘I Won’t Back Down’.

Thorne took the chair and Hendricks the sofa. It was a familiar and comfortable arrangement that, bar a few awkward weeks the year before, had been repeated at least weekly since Thorne had first moved in nearly eighteen months ago. He’d rattled around in the big house in Highbury for three years after his divorce, before finally taking the plunge and buying the flat. He still hadn’t got used to the place. He did like the oatmeal IKEA sofa a lot better now it had a few beer stains, but though the place was at last starting to look worn, it had become no more welcoming.

The person responsible for most of the stains grunted, at home now and ready to talk about death.

‘So . . . ?’ Thorne was trying not to sound impatient.

‘So . . . interesting.’

The phone rang. Thorne sighed, pulled himself out of the chair and marched across to where the cordless phone stood, near the front door.

‘Thorne . . .’

‘Sir, it’s Holland . . .’

‘Nothing so far then?’ He could hear the confusion in the silence from the other end. ‘Don’t worry, Holland, I can always tell if you’re excited. Your voice goes up an octave.’

‘Sir . . .’

‘So, nothing at all? Maybe we need to widen things geographically as well . . .’

‘There were a couple that looked likely, but there were arrests on both of them and the only other ones, two assaults . . . and two women stabbed on the same day in July, didn’t pan out timingwise.’

‘Sure?’

‘Positive. McEvoy double-checked. Couldn’t have been the same killer who did both. Even if . . . you know, the times of death were a bit off . . . he’d have needed a helicopter to have done both of them.’

‘OK, knock it on the head . . . like you weren’t about to anyway. Tomorrow you might have more luck. I’m sure this wasn’t his first time. You’ll get something. Besides, you won’t have any distractions.’

‘Sorry?’

‘I’m taking DS McEvoy with me to Birmingham.’

It took Holland a few seconds to work out why Thorne might be going to Birmingham, and why he would want Sarah McEvoy to go with him. Once he had, he was grateful that he would be the one stuck in front of a computer all day.

Then, after he’d hung up, Holland started to wonder what Thorne had meant by ‘distractions’.

‘Tell me about interesting.’ Hendricks looked up at him and raised an eyebrow. Thorne went on. ‘Ruth Murray. “Interesting”, you said.’

Ruth Murray. 32. Married with, thankfully, no children. Hers actually the first body to be found, wedged in behind a large metal rubbish bin in a road behind King’s Cross station.

Hendricks had helped himself to the meagre contents of Thorne’s fridge while he’d been on the phone to Holland, and his reply was broken up as he attempted to swallow an enormous bite of a cheese sandwich. ‘I’m writing it up . . . first thing tomorrow . . .’

‘I won’t be here first thing tomorrow.’

‘I’ll have it on your desk by midday, all right . . . ?’

‘Just give me the highlights, Phil.’

Hendricks wiped his mouth, swung his legs off the sofa and turned to face Thorne. There were important things to be said. ‘OK, well first off, don’t get too excited about the skin under her fingernails.’

‘Because . . . ?’

‘Because most of it’s probably hers.’ He explained before Thorne had a chance to ask him to. ‘It’s quite common with strangulations. The victim often scratches their own neck in an attempt to remove the ligature . . . or in this case the killer’s hands.’ As Hendricks explained, his hands automatically went to his neck and Thorne watched them scrabbling at the flesh. ‘She had good nails . . . made a right mess of her neck. She might have scratched him as well though, so it’s worth looking at.’

‘Carol Garner didn’t have good nails?’

Hendricks shook his head. ‘Badly bitten . . .’Thorne wondered if she’d begun biting her nails after her husband had been killed. Looking at her baby son and seeing his father. Never dreaming that the boy would be an orphan before his fourth birthday.

‘But . . .’

‘What?’ Thorne leant forward, on the edge of his chair. Hendricks had been saving something up. Always the need to show off just a little.

‘We might . . . might, have another DNA source. Duggan missed something.’

‘But you said . . .’

‘She was good. Yeah, she is. Just not as good as me.’

Thorne could not keep the irritation out of his voice. ‘For fuck’s sake, Phil, can we cut the Quincy crap?’

‘All right . . . look, once it had been established that there hadn’t been a sexual assault, Duggan didn’t see any point in looking for bodily fluids. It was a fair enough presumption really, the body was fully clothed, same as Carol Garner. But I’d checked when I did the PM on her, so I looked anyway . . .’

Thorne held his breath. He could feel the excitement building in the same place it always did: at the base of his skull. A tingling, a buzzing, a low throb of excitement and revulsion in advance of the detail to come. He hated it when it was sexual. There was always a slightly higher chance of a result, but still, he hated it.

Hendricks was equally excited. ‘It was Luminol and UV that did it in the end. Tiny patches all over her face and on her arms. It took me ages to work out what it was; it was actually more about working out what it wasn’t . . .’

Thorne nodded. It was good news; if they caught him it almost certainly guaranteed a conviction, but it sickened him just the same. It was no consolation that the killer would probably have done it after Ruth Murray had been killed. If anything, it made it worse.

‘Forty-eight hours then?’

Hendricks held up a hand. ‘Yeah, hopefully. There’s really only a minuscule amount of the stuff and to be honest, I’m not even sure we can get anything. There may be some cellular material, but I’ve certainly never heard of it being done . . .’

Thorne stood up. ‘Hang on, Phil, I’m lost here . . . are we not talking about sperm?’

Hendricks shook his head. ‘Tears, mate. Dried tears.’

Thorne’s mouth actually fell open a little. Hendricks casually reached down for another can of beer. ‘Fucker wasn’t wanking while he was killing her, Tom, he was weeping.’


1983

Nicklin walked back towards the railway line, his right hand hanging awkwardly, cradling his clammy treasure. In his other hand was the last of a melting chocolate bar. He pushed what was left of it into his mouth, threw the wrapper onto the floor and turned around. He was twenty feet or so away, ready for his run-up, but Palmer had put the bat down.

Nicklin’s face reddened. He had a good mind to stroll back and start smacking Palmer over the head with it, but he stayed calm. ‘Come on Mart, pick the bat up. This is going to be brilliant.’

The bigger boy shook his head, squinting at Nicklin and raising a hand to shield his eyes from the sun. ‘I don’t want to.’

‘Why not?’

‘I just don’t want to.’ They stared at each other for a while. ‘Why can’t I bowl? You’re much better at batting than me . . .’

‘You can bowl next time.’

Palmer looked vaguely sick. ‘Are we going to do it again? But how . . . ?’

Nicklin laughed. ‘There’s loads of them round here. Now stop pissing around, Martin. Pick the bat up.’

Palmer said nothing, thinking about the two more weeks until they went back to school.

The rails began to hum; there was a train coming. They watched as it rumbled past, a knackered old engine pulling a couple of rusty hoppers. Within thirty seconds, the only sound was a distant sizzle and the chirrup of a grasshopper from somewhere close by.

Palmer looked up. He saw the blue and pink splotches of cornflowers and foxgloves against the green of the embankment on the other side of the tracks. He saw mare’s tails and periwinkles at Nicklin’s feet. He saw Nicklin just staring at him, with the look that made his palms sweat and his head ache and his bladder start to fill.

Still, he didn’t want to do this.

It always came down to something like this. Nicklin would find him and they’d spend half an hour or so down by the railway line, chucking stones at bottles or talking about football, until Nicklin smiled that smile and the games would change. Then they’d be dumping turds through letterboxes, or lobbing eggs at buses, or . . . this.

Palmer could hear a rustling in the long grass on the bank behind him. He wanted to turn around and see what it was, but he couldn’t stop looking at Nicklin. Suddenly, Nicklin looked really sad. On the verge of tears almost. Palmer shouted to him.

‘Look, it doesn’t really matter does it? We can do something else . . .’

Nicklin nodded, tightening his fist, squeezing what was held inside. ‘I know, course we can. I just thought . . . you were my mate that’s all. If you don’t want to be mates, just say, and I’ll go. Just say . . .’

Palmer felt light-headed. A trickle of sweat was running down his back. He couldn’t bear the thought of Nicklin feeling like this. Nicklin was his best mate. He would far rather he was angry with him than feel let down. He felt himself reaching down for the cricket bat, and was elated to look up and see Nicklin beaming at him.

‘That’s it, Martin. I knew you would. Ready?’

Palmer nodded slowly and Nicklin started running towards him, concentrating, his tongue poking between his teeth.

The frog spread its arms and legs out as soon as Nicklin let it go and for a second it looked as if it was flying. Nicklin began to cheer as soon as he opened his hand.

‘Now Mart . . . now.’

Palmer shut his eyes and swung the bat.

It was a wet sound. Dull and sloppy. A small vibration up his arm.

Nicklin watched the whole thing, wide-eyed and yelling. His eyes never moved from the glorious blur of blood and green guts that flew gracefully into the nettles on the other side of the railway line.

He spun round, his black eyes bright in expectation of the sick, shit-a-brick look on Palmer’s pale spotty face. The expression that he always saw afterwards. He froze and narrowed his eyes, focusing on something else: something behind Palmer and above him.

Palmer dropped the bat and turned away without looking at the stain on the blade to climb back up the bank. He stopped dead in his tracks. Next to the hole in the chain-link fence, the tall grass past her knees, stood a girl with long blonde hair. She looked the same age as him, perhaps a little older. Palmer had never seen anyone as beautiful in his whole life. The girl put two fingers into her mouth and whistled.

Then she started to clap, grinning her pretty little head off.


THREE

Both Thorne and McEvoy felt distinctly uneasy as they walked across the concourse at Euston station. Neither admitted this to the other and both later wished that they had. Both, as they bought magazines and papers, grabbed last-minute teas or cold drinks, imagined the eyes of a killer on them.

He had watched Carol Garner in this same place, and followed her. Perhaps he’d been standing where they now stood when he first saw her. Reading a newspaper or listening to a walkman, or gazing through the window of a shop at socks and ties. Thorne looked at the faces of the people around him and wondered if Carol Garner had looked into the eyes of the man who would later murder her. Perhaps she’d smiled at him or asked him the time, or given him a cigarette . . .

They walked towards the platform, past their own tattered posters requesting help and information from the public. There were similar posters at King’s Cross and these had given them their only real lead thus far – a partial description. A forty-oneyear-old prostitute named Margie Knight had come forward and told them about seeing a woman who she thought might have been Ruth Murray, talking to a man on York Way, a road running along the side of the station. She’d remembered because for a minute or two she’d thought it was a new girl muscling in on her patch.

It had been dark of course, but there was some light from the shop-fronts on the other side of the road. ‘An ordinary kind of face really. He was a big bloke though, I can tell you that. Leaning over her, talking to her about something. He was tall. Not fat, you know, just big . . .’ She’d claimed that the look she’d had was not good enough to make it worth her trying to do an e-fit. Helping the police was not something Margie felt particularly comfortable with.

Thorne stared at the poster. Carol Garner’s death distilled into a single grainy photograph and a phone number. They’d shown a picture from the Railtrack CCTV footage on the local news and though there had been plenty of sightings, nobody had picked up on anyone who might have been following her.

They couldn’t be one hundred per cent sure of course, that anyone had been following her. The station thing might yet prove to have been pure coincidence. The killer could have picked her up on the underground or on the walk home from Balham tube station.

Somehow though, Thorne was pretty sure that this was where he’d first seen Carol Garner. Chosen her.

He’d sat through that CCTV footage a hundred times, scanning the faces of the people around her, as she and her son walked blithely towards the escalator. Men with briefcases, striding along and braying into mobile phones. Men with rucksacks, sauntering. Some meeting people or hurrying home, or hanging around for one of a hundred different reasons. Some who looked dangerous, and others who looked all but invisible. If you looked at them long enough you could see anything.

Except what you needed to see.

In the end, his eyes always drifted back to Carol and Charlie, hand in hand and deep in conversation. Charlie was laughing, clutching tightly to his book, the hood of his anorak up.

Thorne always found something horribly poignant about these CCTV pictures; these utilitarian clips of people in public places. The figures seemed real enough, close enough, that you could reach out and help them, prevent what you knew was about to happen. The fact that you couldn’t, the fact that this recent past would inevitably become a terrible future, served only to increase the sense of sheer helplessness. The fuzzy, jumpy quality of the film touched him in a way that no album of treasured photos or home-video ever could. The jerky footage of Jamie Bulger being led away through that shopping centre to his death; or ten-year-old Damilola Taylor, skipping along a concrete walkway, minutes away from bleeding to death in a piss-spattered stairwell on a Peckham estate; or even a Princess – and Thorne was no great fan – smiling and pushing open the back door of a Paris hotel.

These pictures clutched at his guts, and squeezed, every single time.

The images of the dead, just before death.

Now, Carol and Charlie Garner strolling across a busy station concourse; relaxed and happy in a way that could only ever be captured on film when the subject was unaware they were being filmed at all.

Unaware that they were being watched. By a camera, or by a killer.

What should have been a ninety-minute train journey took closer to two hours, and nobody seemed hugely surprised. Thorne and McEvoy flicked through papers and chatted, and generally put the world to rights. The small talk was easy and enjoyable. It passed the time, and besides, each of them knew instinctively that they would not feel much like chatting on the return journey.

They were still an hour from Birmingham, and McEvoy was on her way back from the solitary smoking carriage for the fourth or fifth time. She caught sight of Thorne, his head buried in the paper, as she weaved her way down the carriage and it struck her how, from a distance, he looked like somebody you would try and avoid sitting next to. Up close of course, once you’d been around him a while, there was a warmth in the eyes; something that drew you in, in spite of yourself. But at first glance, he was, to say the very least . . . intimidating.

As she sat back down and picked up her magazine, Thorne glanced up and gave her the look of the reformed smoker – jealous as hell, but trying to be disapproving. She wondered what their fellow travellers made of the pair of them. They were both dressed reasonably smartly: she in a blue wool coat and skirt, and Thorne in his ubiquitous black leather jacket. She was carrying a briefcase, but she seriously doubted that anyone would mistake them for business types. Not Thorne anyway. Her minder perhaps. Dodgy-looking elder brother, or even her dad, at a real push . . .

‘What’s so funny?’

She looked up. Still smiling. Maybe even her slightly older bit of rough. ‘Nothing. Just an article in this magazine . . .’

Robert and Mary Enright, Carol Garner’s parents, lived a few miles south of Birmingham city centre, in Kings Heath, a ten-minute cab ride from New Street station. Theirs was a purpose-built, two-bedroom house on a modern estate, a short walk from shops and buses. The sort of place that a couple in their early sixties might move to. A quiet place where people like them could relax and enjoy retirement, with little to worry about, now that their children were settled.

Settled perhaps, but never safe.

Mary Enright, whose world had so recently turned upside down, greeted them warmly and showed them into a small and unbearably hot living room. She was a short, contained woman. She produced tea almost instantly.

‘Robert won’t be long. He’s taken Charlie over to the park. There’s a nice playground, you know, a roundabout and some swings, it’s very popular actually. To tell you the truth, I think Robert gets more out of it than Charlie does at the moment. He needs to get out of the house, you know, breathe a bit. Things have been a bit tense to be honest . . .’

McEvoy sipped her tea and nodded, full of understanding, or the appearance of it. Thorne looked around the stifling room, happy to let his sergeant keep the conversation going. Both just waiting to see the boy. Both dreading it.

The few child’s books and toys, arranged neatly next to the sofa, seemed horribly out of place among the ornaments, antimacassars and gardening books. The house smelt of beeswax and liniment. It wasn’t a place where a child was at home yet.

Thorne noticed that there were already a few Christmas cards on the bookshelf in the corner. Greetings from those who didn’t know. He wondered whether the Enrights would celebrate anyway, for their grandson’s sake. Grief often came down to going through the motions.

And often, so did investigating the cause of it.

Charlie Garner had already been interviewed. As per procedure this had been done by specially trained officers under strictly controlled conditions. The interviews had taken place at a house in Birmingham owned and maintained jointly by local social services and West Midlands police. It was a simple modern house much like any other, except for the fully equipped medical examination suite and state-of-the-art recording facilities.

Charlie had been given toys to play with, and officers from the Child Protection Team had chatted to him while the entire process was monitored from an adjoining room. Thorne had watched recordings of all the interviews. Charlie had been a little shy at first, but once his trust had been won he’d become lively and talkative, about everything save what had happened to his mother . . .

Thorne wasn’t sure he could get anything out of the boy. He didn’t know if there was anything to get. He was certain that he had to try.

He was just summoning up the courage to ask if they might turn the radiator down a notch or two, when he heard the key in the front door. He and McEvoy stood up in unison and so quickly that Mary Enright looked quite alarmed for a moment.

Robert Enright shook hands and said, ‘pleased to meet you’, but his watery blue eyes told a different story. In stark contrast to his wife, he was very tall and had clearly once been fit, but where she was spry and alert, he seemed merely to drift, hollowed out and vague.

Death hit people differently. She was getting by. He had all but given up.

He slumped on to the sofa while his wife scuttled off to make more tea. ‘Charlie’s gone up to his room I think. He’ll be down in a minute.’ His voice was deep and gentle, the heavy Brummie accent lending a weariness to it that it almost certainly didn’t need.

Thorne nodded. He had heard the thump thump of the boy’s feet charging upstairs as soon as the front door had shut.

‘Good time in the park?’

The old man shrugged. Stupid question. Fuck off out of my house, away from me and my family. ‘It’s starting to get cold . . .’

Mary bustled in, handed her husband his tea and attempted to kill the time until Charlie arrived with aimless chatter. She talked to Thorne and McEvoy about their journey up and how difficult their work must be, and how her friend had a son who was a sergeant in Leicester, and how she knew all about the pressures of the job.

Thorne thought: it doesn’t get any more difficult than this.

The old man leaned forward suddenly and fixed Thorne with a hard look. ‘What are you going to ask him?’ Serious, unblinking . . .

Thorne turned to McEvoy, sensing that this would be better coming from her. This, indeed, was why he’d wanted her along. She picked up her cue. ‘We don’t necessarily need to ask him anything. We just want to get an idea of what he remembers really. Has he talked about what happened at all?’

‘No.’ Quickly.

‘Nothing at all? I mean he might have said something that just sounded like a joke, you know, or a—’

‘I said no.’ Louder now, unashamedly aggressive.

McEvoy’s eyes flicked to Mary, asking for help if she knew how to give it. She picked up her husband’s hand and placed it on her knee. She took her hand away and held it up for Thorne and McEvoy’s inspection. ‘Bob worked in the Jewellery Quarter for forty years. He made this wedding ring in 1965. Made Carol’s as well, four years ago. Sort of came out of retirement for it, didn’t you?’ She laughed and patted her husband’s hand but he said nothing. ‘See, we didn’t have Carol until late.’

Thorne looked at McEvoy. He knew what she was thinking and he knew that she was wrong. These were not ramblings. These were fragments of a shattered picture that Mary Enright was holding up to the light in desperation, in the hope that Thorne and McEvoy might understand the whole. Might grasp the enormity of it. Now, she just shook her head and said it simply. ‘Bob’s taken everything very badly you see. Worse than me, really, or differently at any rate. It’s often the way, I think, when something happens and there’s two of you. One just muddles along, you know, gets on with things, while the other . . .’

Thorne could see them then. The old woman sitting in the corner of an overheated lounge, making jigsaws with her grandson or writing shopping lists, while her husband stands stooped in a back bedroom, shouting, his body racked with sobs.

He stared at Robert Enright until the old man met his eye, then he spoke. ‘I want to find the man who did this thing to you. To your daughter and to you. Charlie saw him. We’re here to let him tell us anything he feels like telling us. That’s all.’

They all stiffened then, at the footfalls on the stairs. Thorne thought he saw Carol Garner’s father nod, a second before the door flew open and her son ran into the room.

The boy froze on seeing the strangers, and lowered his eyes. He began to inch across to the sofa from where Mary reached out a hand and pulled him to her. He was perhaps a little small for his age, with longish mousy hair and brown eyes. He was wearing denim dungarees over a red long-sleeved top and his hands were covered in what looked like blue felt-tip pen.

‘Some friends of ours have come to see you,’ Mary said, her voice not much above a whisper. ‘This is . . . ?’ She looked across at McEvoy and Thorne, the question in her eyes.

‘Sarah,’ McEvoy volunteered, leaning forward with a smile. She glanced at Thorne. ‘And Tom.’

Charlie looked up, appraising them. He rubbed his grandmother’s hand across his cheek for a second or two, before dropping it and racing across to where his toys lay on the floor. He picked up a yellow plastic toolbox and emptied the contents on to the carpet.

McEvoy was flying by the seat of her pants. This was not the same as counselling a rape victim or trying to calm a battered wife. She’d noticed the hushed, almost reverential tone that Mary Enright had used when speaking to the boy and felt instinctively that this was wrong. At least, it was wrong if they wanted to get any information out of him. She knew that she had to gain his trust.

‘Are you looking forward to Christmas, Charlie?’ The boy picked up a thick, red plastic bolt and began pushing it through a hole in a tiny workbench. ‘I’m sure Father Christmas will bring you lots of nice things if you’re a good boy.’ He pushed the bolt further in, his face a picture of concentration. McEvoy moved from her chair and knelt down, a few feet away. ‘It looks like you’re a good boy to me.’ She picked up the plastic screwdriver and examined it, as Charlie furtively examined her. She tried hard to keep any hint of seriousness out of her voice. ‘What would be very good is if you could tell me and Tom a little bit about when your mummy got hurt . . .’ She glanced up at the Enrights. Mary’s eyes were already filling with tears. Her husband sat motionless, his eyes on the floor.

Charlie Garner said nothing.

‘What you could do, if you wanted, is tell your Nan about it. Do you want to do that?’

He didn’t . . .

McEvoy felt herself sweating and it was only partially due to the temperature. She was beginning to feel out of her depth. She started to say something but stopped. She could only watch helplessly as the boy stood up suddenly, marched past her and plonked himself down at Thorne’s feet.

Thorne gazed down at Charlie and shrugged. ‘Hello . . .’ Charlie produced a small squeaky hammer and began vigorously banging on Thorne’s shoe. It might have been nerves or it might have been because the moment was, in spite of everything, genuinely comical, but Thorne began to laugh. Then Charlie laughed too.

‘I hammer your shoe . . .’

‘Ow . . . ow . . . ouch!’ Thorne winced in mock agony, and as the boy began to laugh even louder, he sensed that the moment might be right. ‘Do you remember the man who was there when your mummy got hurt?’

The laughter didn’t exactly stop dead, but the answer to Thorne’s question was obvious. Charlie was still hammering on the shoe but it was purely reflexive. The intermittent squeak of the toy hammer was now the only sound in the room. Mary and Robert Enright sat stock still on the sofa, and Sarah McEvoy was all but holding her breath, afraid that the slightest movement could spoil everything.

Thorne spoke slowly and seriously. He was not following a different tack to McEvoy for any particular reason. There was no strategy involved. Instinct just told him to ask the child the question, simply and honestly. ‘Can you tell me what the man who hurt your mummy looked like?’

A squeak, as the hammer hit the shoe. And another. Then the tiny shoulders gave a recognisable shrug. Thorne had seen the same gesture in a hundred stroppy teenagers. Scared, but fronting it out.

Maybe I know something, but you get nothing easily.

‘Was he older than me do you think?’ Charlie glanced up, but only for a second before returning to his hammering. ‘Was his hair the same colour as yours or was it darker? What do you think?’ There was no discernible reaction. Thorne knew that he was losing the boy.

Hearing a sniff, Thorne looked up and could see that the old man on the sofa was quietly weeping, his big shoulders rising and falling as he pressed a handkerchief to his face. Thorne looked at the boy and winked conspiratorially, ‘Was he taller than your Grandad? I bet you can remember that.’

Charlie stopped hammering. Without looking up he shook his head slowly and emphatically. Thorne flicked his eyes to McEvoy. She raised her eyebrows back at him. They were thinking the same thing. If that ‘no’ was as definite as it looked, it certainly didn’t tally with Margie Knight’s description. Thorne wondered who was the more credible witness. The nosy working girl or the three-year-old?

Eye witnesses had screwed him up before. So, probably neither . . .

Whatever, as far as Charlie was concerned, it looked as though the shake of the head was all they were going to get. The hammering was growing increasingly enthusiastic.

‘You’re good at hammering, Charlie,’ Thorne said.

Mary Enright spoke up from the sofa, she too sensing that the questions were over. ‘It’s Bob The Builder. He’s mad on it. It’s what he calls you sometimes, isn’t it, Bob?’ She turned to her husband, smiling. Robert Enright said nothing.

McEvoy stood up, rubbing away the stiffness in the back of her legs from where she’d been kneeling. ‘Yeah, my nephew’s always going on about it. He’s driving his mum and dad bonkers, singing the theme tune.’

Mary stood up and began tidying things away, while Charlie carried on, the hammer now replaced by a bright orange screwdriver. ‘I don’t mind that,’ Mary said. ‘It’s just on so early. Half past six in the morning, on one of those cable channels.’

McEvoy breathed in sharply and nodded sympathetically. Thorne looked down and brushed his fingers against the boy’s shoulder. ‘Hey, think about your poor old nan will you Charlie? Half past six? You should still be fast asleep . . .’

And Charlie Garner looked up at him then, his eyes wide and keen, the bright orange screwdriver clutched tightly in his small fist.

‘My mummy’s asleep.’

In spite of all the horrors to come, the bodies both fresh and long dead, this would be the image, simple and stark, that would be there long after this case was finished, whenever Thorne closed his eyes.

The face of a child.


It’s been over a week now, Karen, and it’s still on the television. I’ve stopped watching now, in case something comes on and catches me unawares when I’m unprepared for it. I knew that it would be on the news, you know, when they found her, but I thought it would die down . . . I thought it would stop, after a day or two. There always seems to be people dying in one way or another, so I didn’t think that it would be news for very long.

They’ve got some sort of witness they said. Whoever it was must have seen me because they know how tall I am. I know I should be worried, Karen, but I’m not. Part of me wishes they’d seen me up close. Seen my face.

A police officer on the television said it was brutal. ‘This brutal killing.’ He said I was brutal and I really tried so hard not to be. You believe that don’t you, Karen? I didn’t hit her or anything. I tried to make it quick and painless. I don’t really expect them to say anything else though. Why should they? They don’t know me . . .

The other one, the one in south London, I can barely bring myself to think about that. It was horrible. Yes, that was brutal.

The scratches are fading, but a couple of people at work noticed and it gave them something else to use against me. Not as if they needed any more ammunition. It was all nudges and giggles and, ‘I bet she was a right goer’ or, ‘did she make a lot of noise?’. You know, variations on that theme. I just smiled and blushed, same as I always do.

Oh my God, Karen, if they only knew.

Sometimes I think that perhaps I should just tell them everything. That way it would all be over, because someone would go to the police and I could just sit and wait for them to come and get me. Plus, it might at least make some of them think about me a bit differently. Find someone else to belittle. It would wipe a few smiles off a few faces wouldn’t it? It would make them stop. Yes, I’d like them to step back and start to sweat a little.

I’d like them to be scared of me.

But I’m the one that’s scared, Karen, you know that. It’s the way it’s always been hasn’t it? That’s why I can’t ever tell them. Why I can’t ever share this with anyone except you.

Why I’m praying, praying, praying that Ruth will be the last one.




1984

They caught Bardsley just outside the school gates. He had a few mates with him but they took one look at Nicklin, at his face, and melted away into the background. Some of them were fifth-formers at least a year older than he was, and it excited him to watch them scuttle away like the spineless wankers he knew they were.

The two of them were on Bardsley in a second. Palmer stood in front of him, solid, red-faced and shaking. Nicklin grabbed the strap of his sports bag and together they dragged him towards the bushes.

The park ran right alongside the main entrance to the school. A lot of the boys cut across it on the way to school and back, and the sixth-formers would hang around with their opposite numbers from the neighbouring girls’ school. It wasn’t a nice park; a tatty bowling green, an attempt at an aviary and a floating population of surly kids – smoking, groping or eating chips.

Palmer and Nicklin pushed Bardsley towards the bushes that bordered the bird cages. He grabbed on to the wire of the nearest cage. It housed a moulting mynah bird which, in spite of the best efforts of every kid in school, resolutely refused to swear, producing nothing but an ear-splitting wolf-whistle every few minutes. Bardsley began to kick out wildly. Palmer clung on to the collar of his blazer, which was already starting to tear, and shuffled his legs back, out of the range of the boy’s flailing Doc Martens. Nicklin stepped in closer and, oblivious to the pain in his shin as he was repeatedly booted, punched Bardsley hard in the face. Bardsley’s hands moved from the wire to his face as blood began to gush from his nose. Smiling, Nicklin pushed him on to his knees, rammed a knee into his neck and pressed him down into the dirt.

After a nod from Nicklin, Palmer dropped on to Bardsley’s chest and sat there for a few moments, breathing heavily, his face the colour of a Bramley apple.

Bardsley took his hand away from his face and glared up at the younger boy. There was blood on his teeth. ‘You’re fucking dead, Palmer.’

Palmer’s face grew even redder as his big hands reached forward to grab greasy handfuls of Bardsley’s dirty blond hair. ‘What did you say about Karen?’

‘Who the fuck’s Karen?’

Nicklin was standing behind Bardsley’s head, his back against a tree, his hands in his pockets, his foot pressed against the scalp of the boy on the ground. He pushed his tongue in behind his bottom teeth, opened his mouth and slowly let a thick, globular string of spit drop down on to the bloody face below. Bardsley flinched and squeezed his eyes tight shut. When he opened them again he was staring up at the pistol in Nicklin’s hand.

Palmer and Bardsley moaned at almost the same time. Bardsley in terror at the sight of the pistol, and Palmer in disgust as the groin of the boy beneath him quickly began to grow damp.

‘Shit . . . he’s pissed himself!’ Palmer jumped up and pointed down at the dark, spreading stain on Bardsley’s grey trousers.

Nicklin giggled. ‘Well turn him over then.’ Palmer shook his head. Nicklin stopped giggling as the mynah bird let out a shrill whistle from the cage behind him. ‘Fucking turn him over . . .’

Palmer stepped forward nervously. Bardsley glowered at him as he tried with some difficulty to scramble to his feet, one hand wiping away blood and spit and dirt, the other covering his groin. His voice was thick with rage and the effort of holding back tears, ‘Dead . . . fucking dead . . .’ But the fight had gone out of him and Palmer was easily able to yank him over on to his belly.

Nicklin moved round and knelt down next to Palmer at Bardsley’s feet. ‘Pull his pants down.’

Bardsley began trying to drag himself away until Nicklin leaned forward and pressed the pistol into his neck. Bardsley froze and dropped back into the dirt.

‘Right, grab that side . . .’ Nicklin took hold of Bardsley’s waistband and began to pull. He looked at Palmer, who, after a second or two, did the same, and moments later, Bardsley’s trousers and pants were around his ankles.

‘He’s got fucking blue pants on . . .’

‘Stu, that’s enough, isn’t it?’

‘Pissed his pants like a girl. I can smell shit as well . . .’

‘Stuart . . .’

Nicklin handed Palmer the pistol. ‘Stick this up his arse.’

At these words Bardsley was predictably energised, and his buttocks pumped rapidly up and down in his frantic attempts to get away. Palmer took a step back, staring at the ground, but Nicklin leaned in close to Bardsley, laughing. ‘Go on Bardsley, you bummer, shag it. Shag the ground you fucking perv . . . only thing you’ll ever get to shag, you spastic . . .’

Palmer turned the pistol over and over in his hand. Nicklin looked up at him, smiling, making certain that Palmer was reassured by the smile before letting it slowly dissolve. Looking serious. Concerned. Shaking his head.

‘He said he was going to do stuff to Karen, Martin.’

Bardsley tried for the last time to tell them that he didn’t have a fucking clue who Karen was, but the words were lost as he dissolved into sobs.

Nicklin lowered his voice and spoke slowly. Things he didn’t want to tell his friend; things he had to tell him. ‘Dirty stuff, Mart. He called her names.’ Palmer wrapped his fat fist around the butt of the pistol and dropped down slowly, his knees heavy on the back of Bardsley’s calves. ‘Said you’d done things to her . . . touched her tits.’ Palmer pushed the barrel into the soft, pale flesh of Bardsley’s buttocks and held it there. Bardsley whimpered.

Nicklin whispered. ‘Go on Martin . . .’

Palmer looked down at Bardsley’s soft, spotty backside, afraid to so much as glance at the boy next to him. Afraid of his friend’s excitement. He could see the twin rolls of sweaty, girlish fat on his chest shudder as his heart thumped beneath them. He could taste the perspiration that was running into his mouth. He knew that he should throw the pistol away and get to his feet and run through the park, without looking back, down past the bowling green and up and across the playground, not stopping until he was home . . .

Nicklin put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed, and as the mynah bird screeched raucously behind him, Palmer pulled the trigger.

Bardsley screamed as the jet of compressed air fired the tiny lead pellet deep into his flesh.
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