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London in the early nineties is a hotbed of political activism and intrigue, prey and predator, and times are changing fast – too fast for DCI Rick Bailey, who is starting to think he cannot keep up. But then a young woman goes missing in the run-up to Christmas, and he’s convinced Alice’s disappearance is related to an unsolved murder that has haunted him for the last three years.

He stumbles upon a suspect connected to all the clues, among them a care worker facing betrayal and abuse, a cemetery worker hearing music that does not play, an activist running from himself and a blind man who sees more than anyone else.

Who will lead them to Alice before the church bells ring?




For Teresa and Louis




Prologue

If you say or think I’m a good person, you’re not paying me enough attention. To read me as such would be a mistake, an insult to a complex soul, one who could easily morph into something quite despicable, ready to snap at the insult, to wreak havoc at the turning of a screw. It would be a childish mistake to view me as the rest see me. If we meet by chance, then good luck; if you seek me out, be sure to keep a clenched fist at your side.
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‘Sir, any leads you want me to follow up on? I mean, anything new?’ she asked insincerely.

Young, attractive, a career-climber with a propensity for insubordinate sarcasm, DS Sophia Summers had administered another dig at her aging boss’s slow progress in wrapping up another unsolved case.

‘I’m fine.’

‘Are you sure you’re fine?’

There it was again: the kind of line of enquiry which could be interpreted as: well, everyone else knows you’re not – grandad.

‘Yes,’ he replied with as much authority as he had left. ‘You can go.’

‘OK, sir.’ She smirked as he lowered his eyes to his paperwork. ‘You mean, work with DCI Parsons?’ She just couldn’t resist undermining him.

‘Of course,’ he replied flatly, dramatically shutting the green file in front of him as she simply nodded and headed out the door, throwing her eyes to the heavens as she went, her swagger confident, cocky and provocative.

DCI Rick Bailey or Old Bailey as he was dismissively known had just passed sixty. Turning down numerous recommendations from his superiors that he should perhaps retire, he had stubbornly continued, choosing to ignore the plethora of younger DCIs like Stuart Parsons who sniggered and joked at Old Bailey’s obvious decline, both psychically, mentally and professionally.

‘Honestly, he stinks of urine – has used, piss-smelling coffee cups everywhere in his car. I just can’t drive with him any more,’ Summers had moaned on more than one occasion as Parsons reclined on his chair and chortled about how that was why Bailey had moved his office closer to the gents.

When he’d reached his sixtieth birthday, Bailey’s enlarged prostate had decided to make more of a permanent impact on his lifestyle. Regular peeing throughout the night and day had dribbled onto the scene, making his life hell at times as he struggled to stem the leaks. It was why he preferred to work alone and allow the sharing of DS Summers with the cocky pup Parsons to become more one-sided. Anyway, he was hardly at the forefront of major murder investigations any more. He knew (though it was never implied) that he’d been given the go-slow-slush-pile of unsolved cases to ponder over until his eventual retirement in two years’ time when some faceless superior would get up and say what an amazing career he’d had and how he was one of a dying breed of good cops. Sadly, he’d be there alone at the table as the gush poured over him like bitter corked wine.

Divorced at forty, no kids, deceased parents, Rick Bailey was totally alone in the world, though he did have a brother in Margate, who didn’t keep in touch – probably due to being a prominent trade unionist and being a little embarrassed at having a cop for a brother. Wendy, his ex-wife (seven years his junior), had remarried pretty much straight away, moving up to Scotland with her new man, Duncan, who was a successful CEO in a telecommunications company. In the early years, they’d been happy, but when children didn’t come along they just drifted apart; there was nothing left in their lives but them. Miraculously, Wendy fell pregnant as soon as they arrived up north and Bailey, although pleased for his ex-wife, was left devastated and feeling totally worthless.

Hesitating for a second, he fingered the top of the slush pile to his left. Making sure that Summers wasn’t going to amble back into the room, he slid a file from the bottom, swishing open the green flap to the now-too-familiar case where he’d scribbled to be solved if it kills me across the front page. Roughly underlined in red ink, it was almost as if it had been written in his own blood. In a sense it had. It had been a labour of excruciating pain on his part, the only case from his past that haunted him to the extent of mocking him every time he pored over it obsessively. A little too often, he’d still visit the river walk where the victim Kelly Watson was last seen.

The path along the side of the river was a regular route for dog-walkers and joggers. It was hardly an isolated area, surrounded by houses and a whiskey distillery where gentle plumes of smoke rose day and night to the hum of a generator. The road that ran along the side of the path was busy enough and hardly an area where you’d feel unsafe. (Well, wasn’t that the case with all places?) In the run-up to Christmas three years ago, the footpath was busier than usual, though that didn’t stop the joggers who were out in the crisp lunchtime air. Kelly Watson, who worked part-time as a secretary at the distillery, had been one of them, making the most of the dry weather.

Sighing deeply, Bailey turned to the next page where a prosaic account of the evidence so far lay like a shaky synopsis to a crime writer’s debut novel. Resisting the urge for what would have been a disappointing pee, he took a chance, pressed his hands between his legs and read on:


Female identified as Ms Kelly Watson, 27 years old, last seen being dragged into a white Volvo. Reg not recorded. Seen at a distance by an old lady walking a dog and another runner who’d passed the car before he’d realised what had happened. A blind man was also reported to be in the location. Neither of the two witnesses were able to identify the abductor – only that he was wearing a donkey jacket and jeans. The person’s face was hidden – we are unable to put together a photo-fit.



Hearing a sound from the adjacent custody suite, Bailey briefly looked up as a couple of constables walked by deep in conversation, followed by another who was handcuffed to a young man with a bloodstained football shirt. Chelsea versus Millwall, thought Bailey as he brought his finger down the page to something which he’d drawn a circle around.


The body of a woman was found dumped in an industrial bin close to some warehouses. Clothes intact, her limbs mangled and bent in various contortions. Forensics believe a hammer was used to break the bones. Examination confirms that there was no sexual contact. Watch and rings remained on the body. Only her ‘running shoes had been taken’.



It was the only vital piece of information he could cling to, hence the hasty, desperate quotation marks. With no firm leads to go on, Bailey had been stumped. His mind racing, the only person he hadn’t been able to locate was the unidentified blind man and he obviously wouldn’t have been a reliable eye-witness.

‘Shit! Shit!’ cursed Bailey, a visible wet patch expanding on his crotch. Standing with urgency, he grabbed his raincoat off the back of his chair and headed for his second home in the gents where he managed an on-off morse-code stream. ‘For fuck’s sake,’ he cried, feeling like an abandoned, scared child. Finishing up and knowing it would be back just as quickly to torment him, he pulled on his raincoat to cloak his wet pants and the shame that was always there.

‘Sir.’

It was DS Summers again, smiling knowingly that he’d been caught. He quickly wrapped his coat around his misdemeanour as he shuffled to one side, pretending that he was on his way out, now edging with trepidation towards the door like the old man he was becoming.

‘Yes?’ he managed irritably, knowing how much she was enjoying his embarrassment.

‘DCI Parsons wants to know if he can keep me for the next two days for the Davidson case – needs all hands on deck,’ she added, knowing that Bailey needed none and that the comment would hurt him.

‘Tell him I can spare you this once,’ he managed sternly as he ditched the shuffle, stopped and stiffened to his six-foot-two height. ‘Just a bit more notice next time,’ he managed ironically as they both looked to the mounting pile of sad cases on his messy desk.

Waiting for the click of Summers’ heels to cease as she reached the end of the corridor, he returned to his office, carefully taking off his raincoat and sitting back down at his desk. Staring blankly at the Watson case file he’d previously placed on top of the pile, he wondered if he should have another look. Dismissing the idea, he touched the warm radiator behind him and contemplated turning full circle and drying his crotch. Knowing DC Summers was still flittering about, he quickly abandoned the idea, flicking on the local radio station instead. In his experience as a copper, you learnt a lot from local news – even the mundane stuff. Annoyed he’d missed most of it, he managed to catch the last two items: one on the rise of knife crime among teenagers and the other about antisocial behaviour and in particular the increase of under-age drinking in the local park.

‘It’s a disgrace,’ Councillor Jim Mathews was saying, ‘that the police don’t have regular patrols in the area after dark when it’s a known fact that young people are drinking there. Twice this month, flower beds have been uprooted and fencing vandalised. The running track at the back of the park seems to be used as a party area, littered with discarded cans and drug paraphernalia. Only last week a child picked up a syringe full of blood.’

Hearing enough about how it was all the fault of the police, he switched it off, sighing deeply, as if doing so would somehow help lift the gloom in which he’d now chosen to wallow. Glancing at his wet patch, he wished he could roll up in a ball under his desk and cry.
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Sitting in the middle of a dilapidated running track as dusk reared its ugly grey head, they could have been a couple. The only sounds were the birds circling the park as they made for their beds and the odd distant cry of ‘Oi!’ and cackles of laughter.

‘There’s no running at night; this isn’t Crystal Palace,’ said the man.

‘No floodlights,’ slurred the young woman, taking a long drag of her almost burnt-to-the-filter cigarette.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Alice,’ and I’m not bothered what your name is, she thought, trying to focus on his changing expression, which seemed to fluctuate between indifferent and intense.

‘Old-fashioned name.’

‘Someone has to have it,’ she laughed, reaching for the battered plastic bottle of Bulmers. ‘You want some? The cider, I mean,’ she rasped.

‘I don’t.’

‘What? Drink or shag – or both?’

‘Drink.’

‘Well, good for you, Joe. You don’t mind if I call you Joe?’

‘Sure, why not?’

‘J-Joe, J-Joe,’ she practised.

‘Do you need help?’

She didn’t answer straight away. Her mood seemed to have temporarily darkened, as if a passing thought had irritated her.

‘Oh, piss off. What do you care?’

‘I was watching you. You seem alone – lost.’

‘Yeah, so fucking lost!’

‘Another cigarette?’

As if returning from her altered state, she smiled. ‘Sounds romantic, doesn’t it?’

‘What?’

‘Offering someone a cigarette – like a film,’ she said, greedily snatching and lighting it, then forgetting his, which hung limp between his lips.

‘I suppose.’

‘So, what about you, Joe – you a fucking do-gooder looking out for hopeless cases?’

He didn’t answer, lazily gazing off into the distance as he blew a ring of smoke in its direction, as if doing so was enough.

The greyness of the early evening quickly began to smudge and darken as nighttime made an impromptu appearance. The last bird made its final tweet and the park fell into silence.

‘The beauty of nothingness,’ said the man.

‘You a poet, Joe?’

He smiled, now sitting cross-legged. ‘Not really.’

‘You hear that?’ she said suddenly, sitting up from her slumped position and screwing tight the top of the Bulmers bottle as a tap! tap! tap! could be clearly heard.

‘No.’

‘There. Listen.’

Tap! Tap!

It appeared to be getting nearer.

‘Not a thing,’ insisted the man, his expression now blank and a little agitated. ‘Nothing.’

Straining to hear more and questioning her own sanity, she cupped her hand to her ear, just catching the fading sound as the beat at last lost all semblance of rhythm, disappearing altogether as if it had lost direction entirely and passed them by.

‘Well, ain’t that a funny thing, Joe?’ She laughed, slumping back down onto her elbow and supporting her heavy head with her hand.

‘Funny? How?’

She’d experienced weird shit before and the funny and the how? had been delivered in a pressurised, almost nasty way. It was more an order than a question. He was looking at her differently now, and she didn’t like it. Grabbing the handle of her hastily packed rucksack tightly, she considered making a run for it, but knowing that the drink would drag her down she waited.

‘Just,’ she began.

He didn’t pursue it any more, only surveyed her in a curious kind of way as if she were a puppy he’d been playing with and had tired of.

The silence between them was deafening as Alice Sinclair sat up, almost mirroring the man’s cross-legged position. Examining the sun emblem on her cigarette lighter, she tried to distance herself from the strangeness engulfing them, as if the object itself held a clue and a way out.

Her mind made up, she managed to clamber to a crouching position, hovering above the ground as if she was about to pee. ‘I think I better be going.’

‘Well, I guess athletic tracks aren’t for camping; they’re for running,’ said the man whimsically. ‘Let me help you,’ he said, taking her wrist, ‘to get up,’ he added, tightening then releasing his grip.

‘Thanks,’ she said, staggering and then managing to find her balance.

The zoom of a motorbike and the honk of a car horn in the distance seemed to reassure her as the sounds of normality burst into the present.

‘You seem nice, for someone drunk in a park.’

A double-edged compliment. Unable to coherently relay what she was thinking, she said, ‘Interesting,’ to which he instantly asked: ‘Interesting why?’

He was a type, she decided, someone who couldn’t let things go. Her mother was the same, always pressing, questioning every innocent comment.

‘You think pissed people are bad.’ She would have liked to have put it better. Regrettably, she’d slurred the last part of the sentence and he’d caught it instantly.

‘Well, you said it – the slurred part,’ he added, noting her confusion.

Wanting to perceive it as a joke, she instead asked him if he went to bars, being that he claimed he didn’t drink.

‘Sure – of course. Better the devil you know.’

Through the haze, he almost seemed a regular guy. A little odd. Though, in her own experience, guys who didn’t drink usually were.

‘You have a local, then?’

‘Why wouldn’t I? I’m just normal.’

‘Really,’ she chuckled.

Her head now spun and seesawed with Bulmers.

Please, she thought, let me just get through this.

Too drunk to compute, too pissed to act rationally, she closed her eyes and tried to summon her inner strength.

‘Normal: it’s an overrated word,’ he said. ‘It makes me laugh as well.’

Maybe she was still laughing, though she couldn’t be sure, as she tried to imagine one of her practised neutral expressions and gave up because it was too taxing on her mind when she needed to at least keep up with what was happening.

I bet you’re one of those lonely guys who sits and reads books in bars, she thought as she instead broke it down, and said what she could: ‘You read in bars?’ It came out as a question, which she didn’t intend it to be.

‘Maybe.’

‘I knew it,’ she laughed. ‘I’m a good . . .’ She trailed off, trying to locate the AWOL words. He was enjoying her lost-in-space moment as she eventually reconnected with her brain. ‘Reader of people,’ she said eventually, almost spitting out the words she wished hadn’t formed in her mind at all and that she’d just kept dumbly drunk, quiet.

‘Even when you’re drunk.’

‘OK,’ she said, ignoring the comment and pretending to brush herself down, ‘I think I should go.’

A gentle gust of wind rustled the leaves of the trees above their heads, sounding like shingle being washed by the tide of the sea. It seemed the perfect outro as (in her own mind) she began to float away.
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