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Foreword

by Karin Slaughter

I clearly remember the first time I read Mo Hayder. Birdman was published in 2000, a year before my own first novel was published, and I felt a sort of intense envy grow with every finely crafted sentence. The plotting was fantastic. The characters were not just believable but also brought out an array of emotions from lust to disappointment to love to abject fear. The tension pulled tight like a knot with every turn of the page. I had never read anything quite like it – at least not anything written by a woman. We are supposed to be sugar and spice, the docile victims of these sorts of stories, not the ones who gain control and agency by writing about them with an unblinking eye. That Mo was able to accomplish this, that she broke ground for those who came behind her, will always be an enduring part of her legacy. The women who were able to follow, from Gillian Flynn to Ivy Pachoda to Oyinkan Braithwaite, owe a tremendous debt to Mo for helping carve out space for us in a genre that often celebrates women on the page, but seldom the same way in real life.

In Birdman, Jack Caffery is a young, driven, seemingly unshockable detective who is faced with the daunting task of hunting down a serial killer who’s leaving behind a trail of horrific crimes – but it’s more than that. Caffery is a character who grabs you by your bones and shakes you into ­seeing all the darkness in the world. He has messy relationships. He screws up quite a lot. But in the end, you’re rooting for him – not just because you want the crime solved but because you want something, anything, to finally go right in his life. Readers often take it for granted that they will care about a character, but making them care about a character who does unlikable things is the difference between a writer and a master storyteller.

Mo certainly deserves that title.

Birdman received rave reviews, my favourite being the Daily Telegraph’s comment: ‘the detail, if you can stomach it, is fascinating . . .’ I’m not sure what ‘stomach it’ means (you don’t often read that phrase regarding books written by men), but Mo’s readers came in droves. Birdman became a well-­deserved international bestseller. Her follow-up, The ­Treatment, hit the Sunday Times list and put Mo firmly on the map as a name to watch. The awards began to stack up – the WHS Thumping Good Read Award, nominations for the Barry Awards and the Crime Writing Association Daggers. Her 2011 novel, Gone, received the Edgar Award for Best Novel, and her Walking Man series remains hugely popular today amongst readers and reviewers alike.

Her novels are dark, visceral, bold and brilliant, and she leaves behind a lasting legacy. When she passed away in 2021, the crime writing world was devastated – tributes poured in and readers found solace in her novels, the incredible, brave, important stories she leaves behind. Mo was always a writer – and a person – who lived life to the fullest, as shown by her varied career path. Not one to simply sit down to write in a vacuum, she made sure she had a wealth of life experience under her belt; she worked as a barmaid, security guard, filmmaker, hostess in a Tokyo club, educational administrator and a teacher of English as a foreign language, to name but a few. Mo also held an MA in film from The American University in Washington DC and an MA in Creative Writing from Bath Spa University. Writing was her love and her craft, and she took it very seriously. The legacy she leaves behind is not only that of a thriller writer, but also of a generous, smart, passionate author and champion of other authors. I remember her as someone who squeezed every ounce out of life and did us all the great kindness of pouring some of that energy into her novels.

Over her many years as a writer, Mo, whose real name is Clare Dunkel, and detective Jack Caffery earned a legion of loyal fans, with Mo’s compulsive stories becoming staples of every crime reader’s bookshelf up and down the country – and indeed, across the globe. The series went from strength to strength, and Mo’s unique writing style and her refusal to shy away from the darker side of life became more and more apparent, setting her apart from other thriller writers and making it impossible for anyone to replicate her. I am to this day still in awe of her tremendous talent, and deeply saddened that she is gone.

The publication of Bonehead, her final novel, is something to be truly celebrated, and my hope is that readers will adore this in the way they have her previous books. It tells the fascinating, gripping story of the aftermath of a coach crash, and one woman’s struggle with her own sanity when she begins to see visions of the mysterious woman known locally as Bonehead. It has all the hallmarks of Mo’s writing – speculative, clever, pacy and thought provoking – and it’s a story that will grab you by the throat and not let you go until the blistering end.

The novel begins with a definition of ‘urban legend’ – a modern story of obscure origin and with little or no supporting evidence that spreads spontaneously in varying forms and often has elements of humour, moralising or horror. Mo delivers this in spades. From the moment we are first treated to a description of the terrifying Bonehead, ‘A dead woman, body half-decayed, who walked the local parkland, luring people to their deaths,’ we are hooked. As the novel progresses, Mo manages to weave her trademark sense of unease throughout the storyline. I loved Alex as a main character – a policewoman who, by her own account, is ‘not certifiable’. The final few sentences sent genuine chills down my spine . . . There has always been a sparsity and deftness to Mo’s writing that makes every word count and, no matter how intricate the plotting becomes, she manages to keep you as the reader there with her every step of the way. In Bonehead, she introduces a cast of characters that will stay with you long after you turn the final page – Maryam, Arran and Minty have glued themselves to my brain – and she paints an eerie, haunting description of a small town torn apart by tragedy extremely well. There’s a gothic sense of threat throughout, and Eastonbirt and the nearby lake feel alarmingly real.

This final manuscript embodies Mo’s legacy – a richly drawn tale of paranoia, loss, community and secrets – and my hope is that this publication rightly reaches new readers who will go on to explore the treasure trove that is Mo’s backlist. It’s also a wonderful gift to those of us who have known and loved Mo’s writing for the last few decades. Her novel Wolf was recently adapted for television, and the idea of new generations discovering Mo and her genius stories fills me with joy. I’m so glad her daughter, Lotte, has given her blessing for this last book to hit the shelves, and I can’t wait to see the reviews pour in. Mine is six out of five stars, because she really should have her own category that reflects her level of excellence. Mo was a writer who changed crime fiction forever, and her legacy will never be forgotten – not if Bonehead has anything to do with it . . . And, trust me, you don’t want to get on the wrong side of Bonehead.


URBAN LEGEND

noun

1.

a modern story of obscure origin and with little or no supporting evidence that spreads spontaneously in varying forms and often has elements of humour, moralising, or horror


Alex

Every place has its urban legend, right? Every person in every town, village, city, can think of a weird local ghost story. Eastonbirt, the place I grew up in, was no different.

Our legend was the bonehead. A dead woman, body half-decayed, who walked the local parkland, luring people to their deaths. The bonehead wasn’t well known enough outside the area to have legend-trippers visiting the village, and anyway Eastonbirt was more famous for the coach accident that happened two years and eight months ago. So the bonehead didn’t get talked about that much. I was the only one who took it half-seriously.

Because I’d seen it. Once. I’m not certifiable and of course I knew it was an impossibility, to see a ghost. I knew what I’d actually seen was some form of hallucination. Or a waking nightmare. Something. I was a cop, I was level-headed, so I rationalised it to myself and resolved to forget all about it.

And perhaps that’s how it would have stayed. If it hadn’t been for the photo of her that arrived at our house one day.

It was a hot July evening. I hadn’t been back in the village long. Mum and I had eaten steaks for supper, with salad and wine. We’d cleared away the dishes and I’d decided to replace a tiny cantilever in one of the windows of the conservatory. I was always doing little tasks for her and this wasn’t complicated, just removing the mechanism and replacing a stripped screw, but jobs like that had become difficult for me. My bad hand would ache if it was in the wrong position for too long and I was already tired from a day at work, still in my uniform – hadn’t had a chance to shower. I took a break from fixing the window and wandered over to the fridge for a can of Coke.

Idly drinking the Coke, I glanced through the pile of Mum’s mail on the breakfast counter – the circulars and the communications about her charity work. All the begging letters she got.

That was when I saw it.

At first glance it appeared to be a simple photograph of our house, taken from a low angle, therefore from somewhere inside the park. From that perspective the house – already hopelessly out of place here in the Cotswolds, among the golden stone cottages – looked even bigger than usual. A giant with modern sweeps of glass and aluminium, white walls and balconies.

The photo was on cheap printer paper with no text, nothing to indicate who had sent it. I turned it over, looked at the back – nothing. I turned it again and was about to discard it.

Then the lower-floor window caught my eye.

I sat down at the breakfast bar and angled the sheet under Mum’s huge, expensive downlighters so I could see it more clearly. The photograph had been taken, I guessed, at midday, with the sun in the south shining full on the rear elevation of our house. Maybe it was just a trick of that extreme sunshine, but there appeared to be someone in one of the lower-level windows. A blurred, bonelike face peering out.

Sweat pricked under my arms. I couldn’t be seeing this. I just couldn’t. I glanced sideways, towards the windows, my face hot. It had to be a trick. Was someone watching me, someone who knew? Of course not. I put the paper down, closed my eyes, tried to get myself back on track, then opened my eyes and turned the paper back over. A white, smeared face. Empty black eyes. It was still there.

I carried the paper to the huge plate-glass window where Mum was standing outside on the deck, her hand on the ­railings, gazing out into the forest that spread out from the bottom of our garden.

‘Oh, Alex,’ she said. ‘Bamber is behaving like a lunatic. He’s in the woods again.’ She came to the door and tugged off her smart camel suede sandals. Behind her, insects circled, attracted by the bright lights. ‘Would you have a look for him? You’re still in uniform.’

‘Do you know where this came from?’

She squinted at the photo I was holding. ‘No idea. Estate agents probably. A new marketing ploy – they’re always telling me buyers are waiting.’

‘Which estate agents?’

‘Not a clue.’

‘You don’t think it’s creepy? That they’ve taken a photo of our house?’

‘No.’

‘Does this look like anything to you? Here. This window?’

‘Not really, not without my glasses. Alex, please will you find Bamber? He’s been gone too long.’

I eyed the stairs that led downstairs to the room where the face had been photographed. But Mum wouldn’t be shifted without a good explanation. I couldn’t look her in the eye and tell her about the bonehead – my paranoia. Not because she’d laugh, but because she’d be confused. Worried about my mental health. So I placed the paper face-down on the table, shoved my feet into my boots and went out on to the deck.

‘Bamber?’ I trotted down the steps to the lawn. In the late evening the sun deserted this side of the valley, and our garden was already dark, the paler grey of the lawn blending after a hundred yards or so into the trees that marked the edge of Eastonbirt Park. The window the face had been in was to my right so I steered sideways until I was close to it. It was Mum’s gym, on the lower ground floor. The curtains were closed and there was nothing odd that I could see. The glass pane was clean and shiny – like everything in that house. Did Mum always keep the curtains closed? Perhaps she did.

I turned away and continued down the garden towards the treeline. ‘Bamber? Where are you?’

Dad died when I was still a baby and left Mum minted (I hate that word, Alex. I’m ‘very comfortable’. Not ‘minted’, please). For as long as I could remember, she and I had lived here in this swag palace of a home, set on the slopes of the village of Eastonbirt. As a little girl I’d thought all people had a panoramic view of fields and valleys, hills and forests. It was a shock to discover they didn’t. And then I’d joined the police, done my training, completed two years in the Met on the council estates of Hammersmith, west London, and suddenly I’d seen how extraordinary it was. A house on the slopes of a valley in the Cotswolds? An acre of lawn around it opening directly on to three thousand acres of National Trust parkland? How many people lived like that?

Bamber was crazy about the park. It was full of badgers and rabbits and foxes. He was forever chasing them. I’d never thought it was a problem, I enjoyed seeing him racing around in there. But one evening a few weeks ago our friends’ dog had run out into the same park and hadn’t been seen since, and that had scared us enough to put Bamber on a short lead. Especially now it was getting dark.

I trudged down to the end of the garden and into the trees where it was dusky and grey, already getting a little cool though we were several hours from sunset. My Force-issue boots were good on the unsteady terrain.

‘Bamber? I swear I’ll kill you.’

I was just at the point of getting properly scared when he came bounding happily out of the gloom, an orange tennis ball in his mouth. He dropped it and did that thing of his – wagging his tail, waiting for me to pick up the ball. Nudging it with his nose until I gave in.

‘Right. You haven’t changed.’

I picked up the ball and surveyed the woods – so different from evening in London. No lights, no buildings. When you looked up, just trees and the sky. The sense of night-time creeping in from knee-level, swirling around your feet and silently running up your legs, until it had the whole of you.

‘I’ll throw it once. Over there.’ I held up a finger to Bamber. ‘But don’t you dare go far.’

I sent the ball soaring into the woods. He tore after it, his little grey hindquarters churning up the ground.

He was just a half-mast kind of dog – Schnauzer mixed with, as far as I could tell, mountain bear. A scruffy face and a beard that always managed to get trailed in the dirtiest part of the ground. While he was ferreting around in the woods I walked further into the trees. I didn’t often come down here; I’d never thought to.

I stopped and turned to look up at the house, trying to find the spot where the photograph had been taken. The house was huge, imposing. All glazed windows and aluminium ­balconies. The further back I got, the taller and more ­impressive it seemed. Had I really grown up there?

Eventually I stopped about twenty yards into the park. I must be in roughly the right place.

The ground-floor window was visible through the trees, like in the photo. But it had fallen into darkness. I couldn’t see anything reflected in the glass.

A touch on my calf and I turned. Bamber was there. I hadn’t heard him come back – he must have been stealthy. He was sitting close to my ankles, facing away from me, staring back into the woods he’d just come out of. When I reached down and touched him on his haunches I found his fur standing up in bristles.

‘Hey, gorgeous boy.’ I squatted down next to him. ‘You OK? Where’s your ball?’

He growled. Low and prolonged. I could feel his ribs ­vibrating under my fingertips.

I stared into the trees. I couldn’t hear anything – no movement, nothing out of the ordinary. This was the park I’d grown up in, the place where I’d run wild as a kid, but abruptly I knew something was different and we shouldn’t be there.

‘Come on.’ I grabbed Bamber’s collar and began to pull him away, not taking my eyes off the trees. ‘Come on, boy. Let’s go home.’


Maryam

They looked for him again, knowing that if they did find him he’d be dead. After all this time he had to be dead. Six weeks he’d been gone.

Maryam walked behind Rhory, her cardigan pulled tight around her, the brambles catching at her bare calves. Her clothes were all wrong for searching in the half-darkness. An old, corded, patchwork skirt. Sandals with a thin sole to them. Her feet kept slipping. She ducked under a low-hanging branch and tried to catch up with Rhory, but he was going fast, his head lowered, crashing through the trees. He was still tall and broad; even now, as he entered his late forties, his breadth was the thing people first noticed. He was carrying a rucksack which contained a torch, a Leatherman tool knife, rubber gloves and a bin bag.

The kit, the bin bag – they said the words Rhory hadn’t. He was expecting to take home a corpse.

‘Where are we now?’

He stopped and turned to her. ‘What?’

‘I said . . . ’ Her voice was bloodless and tiny. ‘I said, where are we? I’m lost. I don’t recognise this.’

‘It’s the driveway to the old mansion. It used to run down through that side valley. There are places around here he might have . . . ’

Rhory finished the sentence with a hand gesture that was meant to fill in the words: places he might have fallen.

Maryam turned and scanned the thick woods. There might once have been a driveway here, but she couldn’t see it any more. Rhory knew all of the forests: the faded, overgrown parts of the once-grand park; the alleys, the towering trees, the fences. The skies that came in on summer nights and clenched the park hard, keeping it pressed against the loamy earth. The way it went on forever and ever, thousands of acres of tangled wilderness trailing up the sides of the valley like a giant hand – long, ponderous fingers spanning the vast escarpment. She’d lived here for almost twenty-three years, but she’d never properly taken this place inside her. It didn’t belong in her the way it did in him. It was her husband’s secret birthright.

Rhory took a left and plunged into the thicket. She ­followed. The woods weren’t silent. It was late but not quite dark. The time of evening when wildlife changed shifts, rustling the undergrowth. Twitching in the shadows. The land began to rise and soon broke into boulders that they had to climb, her flimsy shoes sliding and cracking. Sweat matted her hair; it twined around broken leaves and sticks, making little twirled nests across her scalp.

At last they reached another level where the land was flat. Rhory paused for a moment to get his breath back, then clicked on the torch and began to walk again. Maryam didn’t have time to catch her breath, he was too far ahead, so she put her head down and followed.

They were on a long footpath, well trodden and dry underfoot, overhead trees linking fingers to form a high, rough ­tunnel. Rhory’s torch uplit it like the inside of a cave. To her left, hundreds of feet below, the last of the daylight glinted on the pewter necklace of old lakes that snaked their way through the bottom of the park. She didn’t look at them, kept her mind on putting one foot in front of the other. She was afraid of the lakes. They were carnivorous. The trees, too – they had a habit of swallowing things.

A noise behind her. She stopped and edged quickly sideways to the nearest tree, staring back down the path behind them. It wound away into the dusk, dropping at a slight incline. The ground was paler than the surrounding trees. Was there something down there – just at the place the perspective died? A wavering of the atoms and molecules of air? A shape, a flesh-coloured difference in the light, like a human form ­moving rapidly away?

‘Maryam?’

She jumped. Rhory had come to stand behind her.

‘What is it? What are we looking at?’

‘Nothing.’

He frowned. ‘You’re nervous.’

‘No. I’m afraid of what we’re going to find, that’s all.’ She ran her hands down her arms. With a deep breath she turned her back on the path and faced the way they’d been walking. She ignored the prickling sensation at the back of her head telling her she was being watched from behind. ‘I’m scared of seeing him. If he’s not the . . . the same as he was I don’t know what I’ll do.’

‘You need to be prepared.’

‘I know.’

They walked on. The daylight left the lakes in the valley below and before long the only light was the torch beam. Maryam lifted her feet to avoid the roots and the creepers, walking with her shoulders thrust forward, her head turned very slightly so her ear could catch anything moving behind them. Whatever harm this park meant her, soon it would have its way. It might be weeks, it might be months, but one day it would swallow her whole. It would consume her thoughts, her body, her memories.

Ahead Rhory stopped. She halted. ‘What? Can you see something?’

He didn’t answer. He crouched and angled the light into a crevice at his feet. He pulled aside some bracken and ­dislodged a stone, threw it out far into the valley then shone the torch down again. He was so good with his hands, so practical. His fingers were pure bone and muscle, could pull a nail from a plank in seconds.

‘Hold this.’

He handed her the torch, sat on his butt and shuffled himself nearer the edge. She approached the edge, tentatively ­shining the beam into the crevice. It wavered and threw ­shadows across the faded flanks of the rocks.

‘The smell?’

‘Yes.’ He manoeuvred himself off the lip of the pathway, dropping about two feet to a smaller ledge. He clapped his hands together to get the dirt off and took a step along the ledge.

‘Rhory? What’s the smell?’

‘Give me the torch.’

She knelt on the path and leaned over, passing him the torch. Her hands were shaking so badly the beam stuttered and jumped.

Rhory braced one hand against the rock and leaned his face into the gap, shining the torch from one side to the other.

‘Is it him? Can you see him?’

He clicked off the torch, took a step back and looked up at her. In the dying light his face was drawn and sad.

‘Rhory?’
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