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Praise for Alan Johnson’s novels:

‘Clever Alan Johnson . . . [he] has invented a new genre, the cosy thriller . . . Richard Osman, here‘s a bullet with your name on it.’ The Times

‘More layers that a filo pastry.’ The Sun

‘A punchy thriller’ Irish Independent

‘A fast-paced who-done-what’ SAGA Magazine

‘Fascinating and ingenious.’ Melvyn Bragg

‘A smart, captivating, modern but timeless thriller.’ John Marrs

‘A fast-moving plot, complex but all too credible, expertly told. The fact it comes from the pen of a former Home Secretary makes the rich security detail and the myriad relationships all the more powerful.’ Alastair Campbell
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‘Featuring espionage, the Russian Mafia and a gorgeous female on a train with a deadly secret, the tantalising plot has set Alan up for dominance of the bestseller charts for years to come’ Fiona Phillips
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About the Book

DEATH ON THE THAMES

There’s blood on the water. No one is safe . . .

1999. A young Detective Constable Louise Mangan crosses the Thames one misty morning in pursuit of a killer. She finds a tranquil community on a leafy island close to Hampton Court Palace, but soon realises that all is not as it seems. There is something evil at play in this quiet suburb, and this junior detective’s questions seem only to scratch the surface.

Twenty years later, a horrific fire brings Detective Chief Superintendent Mangan back to that same island. Soon, she discovers that murder was just a drop in these dark waters.

The river runs deep, and the tide is rising at last. Will the truth rise with it?
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PART ONE

1999
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THE SINGLE SHOT

It didn’t seem like anything to worry about – at first. She’d glanced out of her bedroom window that morning and saw him standing on the pavement opposite as if waiting for a car to pass before crossing, except that no car passed, and he hadn’t crossed. He just stood looking up at the house for at least a minute. She knew him, and knew he wasn’t exactly ‘Brain of Britain’ ever since the day his poor widowed mother had brought him to her house to ask if she could help find him a job where she worked – at the BBC.

They lived just round the corner. Why should she find anything remotely threatening about him being in her street?

By the time she left the house, pulling the red varnished front door firmly shut behind her, he was nowhere to be seen. On the train into work, she remembered bumping into his mother at the shops one day and being told how much he’d hated the job at Television Centre: the job she’d helped to find for him – the job he’d left after only a few weeks.

‘I know he’s never been academic,’ his mother had said, ‘but he does have his talents,’ adding pointedly that humping scenery around all day wasn’t one of them.

So ungrateful.

And more recently there was the incident outside her house, when he rode his bike straight at her, calling out vile things as he cycled away. Rather than complaining that she hadn’t made him a star, his mother should be grateful she hadn’t pressed charges.

It was a quiet day at the office, so she was heading home by lunchtime. On the train, an elderly couple asked for her autograph, thanking her for ‘everything you do to keep us safe.’ The approach wasn’t unusual, but it was the first time she’d been asked to sign her name on the back of a pension book. Walking home from the station, along the banks of the Thames, she smiled as she thought of the encounter.

As she turned into her street, she saw him again – fleetingly – crossing the road thirty metres ahead, walking quickly as if there was somewhere he needed to be. She thought that if she bumped into him, she’d be friendly – let bygones be bygones – and demonstrate that, as far as she was concerned, there were no hard feelings, ingratiate herself, try to end this nonsense.

All the same, she wondered, why was he still here? Lurking in her street? He must know about the programmes she made, the connections she had with the police. She was damned if some half-wit was going to frighten her. But, as she covered the last few metres towards her house, she found herself hurrying as if there was danger, on this April morning, on this quiet street, in broad daylight.

She opened her handbag to feel for the big bunch of keys with its plastic Bob the Builder fob. Separating the house key from the rest, she lifted it towards the door. It was then that she heard the footsteps behind her, felt the forceful hand on her shoulder pushing her down onto her knees to receive the single, fatal gunshot.




2

OPERATION INCISIVE

The early April sky was streaked with red. It had been an unusually warm afternoon, now darkening into night. Two plain-clothes detectives sat in an unmarked Rover; part of the twenty-five-officer team deployed on Operation Incisive, a joint Met/Surrey Police initiative to catch whoever was responsible for a string of sexual assaults on women in the Hampton Court area.

One of the police officers – a thickset man with wispy hair and a paunch – was demonstrating a surprising dexterity as his fat fingers picked at the remains of a fish supper. Detective Sergeant Ralph Harrison was an opinionated man, and the opinion he was currently articulating concerned what he saw as the stupidity of young girls dressing inappropriately as they went through the social rituals of a Friday evening.

‘I mean, I could understand it if this was the Costa del Sol, or that place in Cyprus, where me and Sheila went on our holidays, but it’s not. This is close to the chilly old Thames, and in an area where women have been attacked previously – most often on a Friday night. And this is a Friday night,’ he said, lifting a final salt-laden chip, which he consumed prior to his peroration. ‘I’m not saying they’re asking for it, course I’m not, but for God’s sake, girls, just exercise a bit of common sense.’

The young woman sitting next to him behind the steering wheel said nothing. She’d heard this stuff so often during her short time in the Met that she could no longer be bothered to point out that the girls going about their lawful business were dressed in accordance with the culture and fashion of the late twentieth century and it was the job of the police to protect them, rather than offer excuses for those who would do them harm. Detective Constable Louise Mangan was Harrison’s subordinate and more pleased than he was to have a role in this operation. She hadn’t been a plain-clothes officer for long but had been in the Met long enough to feel that the force was lethargic about attacks on women in general, and particularly so in relation to these incidents in the Hampton Court area.

The assaults had been happening here for three years. The first had been along the towpath on the Middlesex side of the Thames, followed by a second on the Surrey bank. There followed further incidents in Hampton Wick, Bushy Park and on Pavilion Terrace. Low-level stuff at first; a buttock slapped, a skirt briefly lifted as the assailant sped by on a bicycle.

A senior officer had originally suggested that it was a passing trend engaged in by pubescent boys; a bit of mischief that should be left for community officers to deal with. It was only when pressure from the families of the girls, supported by their MPs, forced the Commissioner to insist upon a proper collation of all the evidence that this ‘group activity’ theory disintegrated, and it became obvious that one person was responsible. For a start, the assaults happened consecutively, never concurrently. Matching descriptions of the perpetrator, whilst not being enough to reveal his identity, disclosed important consistencies – the same yellow reflective polycarbonate cycling helmet, mirrored lens goggles, a drop-handle sports bike, the absence of any lamps back or front, and every victim who heard their attacker say anything reporting the same vicious words spat out as he fled – ‘filthy fucking whore.’

The assaults had become increasingly violent. One teenage girl was strangled to stop her crying out; she was lucky to be alive. Another was repeatedly punched when she fought back against her attacker, and the most recent, nineteen-year-old Tiffany Mordaunt, had disappeared on a night out in the vicinity on a Friday night two weeks ago.

A tabloid newspaper, the Daily Candour, was now running front page stories on ‘The Beast of Hampton Court’, but the attacks continued. Whoever was responsible wasn’t exactly lying low. The criminal psychologists at the Met felt he had reached the stage where a perverse awareness of the likelihood of being caught made him ever more reckless.

He’d struck again the previous Friday, in Hampton Court Park; pouncing on an older woman, an American tourist walking back towards the gates after visiting Hampton Court Palace. She’d been molested, traumatised, sworn at, her assailant using the same words – ‘filthy fucking whore’ – on the same sports bike, wearing the same helmet, same mirrored goggles.

The disappearance of Tiffany Mordaunt had at last provoked an adequate police response – Operation Incisive. Tonight, there were seven police vehicles of one sort or another, from motorcycles to people carriers stationed across the broad area in which the attacks had taken place. As well as the officers in (or on) these contraptions, there were policemen and women mingling with Friday-night revellers, walking the streets, paying particular attention to passing cyclists.

Louise Mangan had only become a detective six months ago, joining Borough Command in Southwest London on her first plain-clothes assignment. She’d badly wanted to be part of Incisive. In part, this had been about combatting the sexism she knew still existed in the department and that she believed would affect this particular investigation. She had experienced some of this herself after the birth of her two daughters (Michelle in 1994 and Chloe in 1996) when some in the department had implied that she needed to choose between being a mother and being an officer, but such experiences had only made her more determined to combat misogyny within the force by proving herself. She’d even had to join as a ‘Woman Police Constable’, a separate and anomalous designation that was due to disappear shortly. She felt that these small advances mattered.

Detective Sergeant Ralph Harrison, sitting beside her in the car, personified old-school policing. Ralph wasn’t a bad person. From the time she’d already spent with him, Louise could recognise laudable qualities of bravery and loyalty and patriotism forged through his many years of service. Louise was married to a police sergeant (a uniformed one), she knew how the hierarchy worked. But Tom Mangan was part of her more enlightened generation, the post-boomer Generation X, better equipped to embrace the impending third millennium than the officer sitting next to her who had now begun pontificating on a different subject. The Macpherson Inquiry into the racist murder of Stephen Lawrence had just been published.

‘That all happened six years ago,’ Harrison was saying, ‘a lot of water has flowed down the Thames since then. I don’t buy this shit. Excuse my French, Louise, but that’s what it is, about the Met being, you know, intentionally racist.’

Louise muttered something, unwilling to become engaged in this conversation but unable to resist a correction.

‘Sorry, what was that?’ her sergeant asked.

‘The report said the Met was institutionally racist, not intentionally racist,’ Louise said.

Harrison reflected for a moment. ‘Same thing, isn’t it?’

Louise, unwilling to pursue the matter further, agreed it probably was. It was too late at night to champion Macpherson, and Ralph’s criticism was mild compared to some of the entrenched bigotry she’d been subjected to by other colleagues.

Harrison and Louise had been occupying this car park on Hampton Court Green for two hours, receiving regular reports from fellow officers staked out across the area, keeping a close eye out for lone females and yellow-helmeted cyclists. There’d been a few false alarms, and one embarrassing mistake when an officer apprehended what he thought was a voyeur in black camouflage, but who turned out to be a local vicar taking a stroll after evensong.

Then, at 9 p.m., the radio burst into life. A girl walking along Lower Hampton Road had been dragged into the scrubland bordering the road. Her scream had been heard by two of the Surrey officers monitoring that patch and their car siren had scared the attacker off. He was last seen cycling fast towards Kempton Park riding a drop-handle sports bike and wearing a fluorescent yellow helmet.

Detective Sergeant Harrison had been outside the car smoking a cigarette when the alert was broadcast. ‘Okay, you wait here,’ he said to Louise. ‘He’ll be coming through the park.’ He stamped on what was left of his fag, and ran towards Bushy Park behind them.

Alone in the car, Louise examined the map. She could see how easily a cyclist could disappear onto the trails and pathways of the park, but she could also see that he’d have needed to cross the A308. Knowing he was being pursued, she asked herself, wouldn’t he be more likely to try to blend in with the many cyclists using this main route down towards Hampton Court? The car park where she and Harrison had based themselves opened directly onto that road. But her sergeant had gone in the opposite direction.

Louise left the vehicle and ran to the road. She needed to walk about twenty metres to a bend in the A308 to get a long view. Even this long after the rush hour, traffic roared past in a ceaseless stream. She could see plenty of bikers on a fenced-off elevated section that was supposed to be a footpath, but had long been claimed by cyclists, a horde of which were currently heading towards her.

Most of the cyclists seemed decidedly un-sporty, using their bicycles simply to get from A to B. Louise could only see a couple of serious bikers with their heads bent low over dropped handlebars, dressed in lycra, and with plastic bottles clipped to their cycle frames. Only one wore a helmet, and it appeared to be red rather than yellow.

Louise realised that the attacker may have gone in the other direction, towards Kingston, but the Surrey guys hadn’t seen him, and, in any case, Hampton Court was known to be the epicentre of his activities. She calculated that, given the timing of the attack and the distances involved, if he was cycling in her direction on the A308 he wouldn’t get to where she was for another few minutes. She had time to run back to the car, grab the binoculars from the glove compartment and make a proper job of monitoring the approaching traffic.

As soon as she returned to her vantage point and adjusted the focus on the binoculars, she was excited to see a cyclist in a luminous yellow helmet with mirrored goggles on a drop-handled sports bike around three hundred metres away.

Louise radioed the information upstream to the team that had frightened the attacker off and downstream to the officers stationed on Hampton Court Bridge. By the time she’d lifted the binoculars to her eyes once again, the rider had vanished. She tried to concentrate her gaze harder, ensuring the viewfinder was perfectly focused. By now the yellow helmeted biker should have been just a few metres away, at the point where a bunch of riders she’d seen him huddled in with had now reached. But there was no sign of him. Where could he have gone?

Louise’s map showed no junctions leading off the A308. On the left were the railings around Bushy Park, on the right the Thames. If he’d turned round for some reason, the officers further up would spot him, but crossing over lanes to change course wouldn’t be easy in this traffic and the disruption would still be visible, like the waves left by a boat changing course on a busy river.

Louise returned to the car and was standing by the driver’s door chewing over her options, instinctively keen to move towards the spot where she’d last seen the yellow-helmeted rider, when she heard Ralph Harrison yelling from behind. Turning quickly, she saw another cyclist come racing out of Bushy Park and onto the car park heading straight towards her.

‘Use your spray,’ Harrison shouted, but before she could reach for the canister of CS gas clipped to her belt, the bike was almost upon her and showed no signs of slowing down. Louise took a small step to her left before flinging herself at the bike, hitting its rider sideways on, a coup de grace exercised in a single manoeuvre.

Together, Louise and Harrison managed to restrain the cyclist sufficiently to apply handcuffs. The ruckus attracted an audience. Motorists had pulled over to watch and before long a knot of pedestrian spectators had gathered. The commotion itself was over in minutes and Harrison removed the cyclist’s yellow reflective polycarbonate helmet to place him gently into the back of the Rover. But before the two detectives could drive off with their prize, they had to wait a further fifteen minutes for a bigger police vehicle to collect the drop-handle sports bike. In that time the crowd had grown even bigger as word spread that the Beast of Hampton Court had been snared.

When he’d left Louise, just as the alarm was raised, Detective Sergeant Harrison had thought better of simply crashing through the undergrowth, preferring instead to wait in the bushes next to the track through Bushy Park, where he felt the fugitive was most likely to emerge.

‘When I saw him bombing towards me, I stepped out and told him to stop. But the bastard managed to ride around me . . . You must have been watching old Fred Astaire movies,’ Harrison told Louise admiringly. ‘I couldn’t do those moves you did.’

‘Well, Ginger Rogers was always the better dancer. Didn’t she once say she could do all the moves that Fred could do, but backwards and in heels? Excellent metaphor for the more skilful contributions we women make.’

If Ralph Harrison recognised her good-natured teasing, he ignored it. They were crossing the car park towards their vehicle at the police station in Kingston-upon-Thames. It was 3 a.m. and the man they’d captured, Darnell Thomas, a local fitness instructor, was being questioned by detectives from the Flying Squad who had overall responsibility for Operation Incisive. Louise would drop Ralph off at his house in Sudbury before driving home to the flat in Brixton that she, Tom and the girls had recently moved into.

DS Harrison and Louise were due back on duty in six hours’ time. As the arresting officers, when they returned, they’d be required to fill in numerous forms once Darnell Thomas had been formerly charged.

‘I don’t suppose there’s any doubt that he will be charged?’ Louise asked as she turned the key in the ignition.

‘Nah, got him bang to rights.’

‘But he says he bolted because he thought you were some thug lurking in the park,’ Louise persisted, ‘and you do look a bit thuggish.’

‘Thanks very much.’

‘The point is, he wouldn’t have known we were police officers,’ Louise continued.

‘That’s true. I didn’t have time to show him my warrant card but there’s no doubt he’s our man. The girl he attacked tonight didn’t get a clear view of his face, but he was in the location, riding a sports-bike, and wearing that distinctive yellow cycle helmet. When the Flying Squad guys have finished questioning him about tonight’s attack and the attempted murder of the girl he tried to strangle, they’ll begin to interrogate him about the one who’s gone missing. Our work is done.’

Louise drove in silence. Her report about the man she’d seen cycling towards her along the A308 had been logged but discounted now that Darnell Thomas was in custody. Nevertheless, she planned to resubmit it to the DCI in charge of the investigation.

As the car pulled up outside Ralph Harrison’s house, Louise said, ‘I really did see that cyclist in the yellow helmet coming down the main road, Sarge, so there is another suspect. And he was wearing the goggles. Thomas wasn’t.’

By now Harrison was standing outside the car. He bent back down so that Louise could hear him without the need to speak too loudly into the soft night air.

‘But where the hell did your man go? Given that Darnell’s in custody and your guy vanished into thin air, I think the reality is that there’s only one suspect here. He probably threw the goggles away because they marked him out.’

‘But so did the helmet,’ Louise protested.

‘True, but he was a man in a hurry, and the helmet takes more time to get off. As I can testify, having removed Darnell’s to get him in the car. Now you get yourself home and grab as much rest as you can. I’ll see you in the morning.’

Harrison walked off towards his front door but before Louise could put the car in gear he was back with an afterthought.

‘The fact that Darnell Thomas is black may lead some people to accuse us of being intentionally racist, but they don’t have responsibility for stopping these attacks, we do. Goodnight, Ginger, and well done.’
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