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About the Book

Detective Inspector January David has always put his professional before his private life, but now his two worlds clash horrifically as he visits his latest crime scene. Confronted with a ghostly figure suspended ten feet above a theatre stage, blood pouring from her face into a coffin below, it’s clear this gruesome execution scene is the work of an elusive serial killer.

But Girl 4 is different: she is alive – barely. And January recognises her.

Three women from three different London suburbs, each murdered with elaborate and chilling precision. And as January stares at the latest body, the most beautiful corpse he’s ever seen, he detects the killer’s hallmark. If he wants to save his own neck and prevent there being a Girl 5, January must get inside the mind of a serial killer and beat him at his own game …
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Will Carver is thirty years old and lives in Reading with his wife and daughter. Girl 4 is his first thriller.

Visit www.willcarver.net for more information.
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For Sam and Paul, who believed.


Prologue
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CATHY WAS TAKEN in the spring of ’85, from outside the front of our Islington terrace, in broad daylight. I was twelve; she was ten. Battered unconscious, she was driven only a quarter of a mile away, her broken body sullied and exploited, then dumped without a murmur of remorse for her tiny, shattered life. She didn’t have time to scream or cry.

I was supposed to be looking after her.

‘Jan, let’s play blind man’s buff, please, please, please!’

‘Hang on, Cathy, hang on.’

As she drew her last breath, she was still pure; still an innocent girl. It wasn’t until after she died that this was indulgently wrenched from her.

But she was never found.

So, you see, I don’t actually know any of this.

There were no witnesses; there was no trace. No pile of bloodied clothes, no mangled twist of bones. Another body vanished; another soul obliterated. A family devastated.

Three months of intensive searching and questioning turned up nothing.

I was first under the spotlight. I can still see my father’s expression, seething as the police questioned me over and over again, slightly altering the nuance of their queries each time, attempting to elicit a different response.

‘I was in the kitchen getting us some juice. Cathy was outside counting to thirty. When I went back out, she wasn’t there.’

I repeated the words endlessly. For my benefit more than the officers’. I had no idea what they were driving at; no clue what they expected of me. I was just a child. I could only state the bare facts; they were all I had to cling on to. But what is true is not always what is fact. What is genuine is not always what is real.

I was instantly condemned by my father; that was the last time we would ever speak. My parents’ relationship disintegrated shortly after; neither of them accepting any responsibility, neither acknowledging the reality of the situation.

But where does reality end and truth begin …?

The only lead the police did not pursue involved a woman who claimed that she was given clues about what was about to happen twenty-four hours before it occurred. That she had been visited by a man in her dreams, who presented a very precise set of signals that she believed would uncover the whereabouts of my little sister.

A fraud. An overnight psychic producing false hope that Cathy was still alive.

She was a liar.

She was my mother.

And this is why I hate her.

Twenty-one years on, I still keep a copy of the case file in my top drawer underneath my single malt Scotch. While every atom of my rationality convinces me that Cathy is gone, that my mother’s dementia eats away at her sanity a little more with each passing day, I want to believe that I can still find my little sister; that she is still waiting for me.

I can still save her.


London, 4 days ago …


Girl 4
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IT DAWNED ON me recently. It was the day the sun came out.

I’m stuck.

Routine. Endless, laborious, extended routine.

It starts with the sex. We both know what works and what doesn’t by now. The idea of spicing anything up just seems like too much effort. So we do the same thing each time. Of course, there are subtle variations, but always the same end result. It’s not even a case of being in sync with each other, either. Just a series of predetermined moves that have a tried-and-tested, 100 per cent success rate at achieving the desired goal.

Not that it has anything to do with desire any more.

We always have sex on a Saturday, plus once on a weekday – determined by the work schedule.

Then you realise that you eat your breakfast at the same time every day and, in fact, all your main meals occur at these preordained intervals, and you know without thinking when to take a shower and how many times you go to your Pilates class in a week and which day you shop for food and when your favourite soap opera will dribble its way on to your television and when your car needs more fuel and when you are due to come on to your period and nothing changes.

It got worse the day the sun came out.

I left the house early, because I always like to fill the petrol tank on a Tuesday morning. I put my aluminium coffee cup into the appropriate holder and root through the glove box for a stack of CDs that have been sat in there unused and unloved for months. I see the record company logo and know that I’ve hit gold. It’s my The Hissing of Summer Lawns album by Joni Mitchell.

That’s how I know it’s summer.

That’s how I know it’s over.

My routine has bled from knowing what I am going to do day-by-day to week-by-week to month-by-month and now I know that, at exactly the same point next year, I will reach into my glove compartment, flick through my CD collection, which will be slightly more scratched than this year, locate my favourite album and cry inside at the futility of my predictable existence.

I need an event. Something to look forward to. Business has hit a plateau; the wedding was perfect, but that was so long ago, more than a year now; and, despite secretly coming off my contraceptive pill, I’m yet to fall pregnant. The monthly disappointment has now been added to my routine.

I exhale heavily and drop the roof on the car, as I always do at this time of year, hoping that someone will notice me.

Yes, I want a change.

Yes, I want to break free from this monotony.

Yes, I require something else in my life.

But not this.

Nobody deserves this.


Eames
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WHEN YOU WATCH the news on television and a saccharine reporter talks at the camera, while blue lights flash in the background and a house is surrounded by police tape, that’s my house.

When an elderly neighbour is interviewed and drops a cliché like, ‘He always seemed so normal. He was such a nice guy.’ That’s me they are talking about.

When a small crowd forms and people look shocked, because the guy who mowed their lawn last week or helped carry their heavy shopping bags on Saturday or fed their cat while they were away on holiday last summer has been killing woman after woman for the last thirty years, my entire life. That’s me too.

Except that nobody in my idyllic Hampstead street has a clue what I do.

I’ve had affairs with several women in the area, whose husbands put work before their wives, and I’ve been with a couple of their daughters too. Just think how sick they’ll feel when I finally get caught.

Think how relieved they’ll feel that I didn’t shoot them in the mouth. That I didn’t suspend them from the ceiling with a high-gauge fishing wire or shoot an arrow through their skull.

Think how dirty they’ll feel that they fornicated with a sociopathic murderer, and how it will be the most alive they have ever felt, that someone like me could give them something so different, dangerous and exciting in their otherwise dreary, robotic lives.

When you see the reporter go back to the studio, and the anchor moves straight on to the next story, as if someone like that can’t really exist, it’s me they’re dismissing.

Think how lucky they’ll feel that I didn’t beat them to death with a rolled up newspaper or balance an apple on their head or spear them through the gut with a scaffolding pole.

But first, I have to get caught.

My first kill came early. Earlier than most.

Mother.

The original.

Girl 0.

They say she pushed too hard, that an embolism popped in her brain, but I like to think I had something to do with it. Of course, I was only around one minute old when it happened, but if I had wanted to come out, if I’d wanted to be born, none of this would have happened. They say that my guilt over this incident manifested itself into my acute claustrophobia. I tell them I don’t understand. That all I wanted was to stay in that cramped womb.

My father raised me on a diet of hatred and negligence. He always blamed me for what happened, as he should. I take full credit. But this isn’t why I turned out this way. You can’t blame Dad. He never physically abused me or threatened me. He rarely raised his voice. He just didn’t have the energy for it after Mother died; he just sat in his chair transfixed by something that might lie behind the TV. A part-time catatonic. A full-time alcoholic. But don’t blame Dad. I am what I am.

I hate it when they psychoanalyse an artist’s work and say that it must have been because he wasn’t hugged as a child or he was beaten or he was a closet homosexual for so many years. I wasn’t hugged as a child; that part is true. But my mother was dead and my father was using both of his hands to cling on to her memory. I wasn’t abused and I’m certainly not gay. I’m just doing what is natural. Doing what I am told, what I am predisposed to do.

I know the difference between right and wrong.

The first three girls took a lot of planning, but even with my letters, my clues, the tip-offs, only one detective seemed concerned. But they’ll start to take me seriously after Girl 4; they won’t have a choice.

So I write another letter. I give them the chance to stop me before it happens.

How long will it take them to piece everything together? I give them everything they’ll need apart from the name.

Girl 4.

She changes everything.


January
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WHEN I GET the call I have no idea that it will be Girl 4 they’ve found.

Why had The Smiling Man not appeared to me the night before? Why was the killer returning after all these months, fourteen to be precise?

Why her?

I arrive at the scene shortly after Detective Sergeant Paulson and Detective Sergeant Murphy. The community theatre-company building has been broken in to and the cleaner has found a body. Paulson and Murphy are here on routine investigation, while I specialise in violent crime. That’s why they called me in.

‘What have we got, then?’ I ask as I get out of the car to find Paulson finishing a cigarette before entering the building. Murphy is talking to the cleaner, who doesn’t speak the best English, but manages to blurt out ‘floating body’ in between sobs.

‘The cleaner says she got here around 6.30 a.m. to clean the place ready for the rehearsal that is due to start here at nine,’ Murphy explains as he flips through pages in his notepad. ‘She filled the dishwasher so that the coffee cups would be ready to use when they arrived, mopped the toilets then went into the theatre. And found the body.’

‘The floating body?’ I question with a touch of cynicism in my voice.

It’s at this point that Paulson shouts: ‘Murphy! Jan! I think you need to take a look at this.’

We step into the darkened doorway that leads into the auditorium, where the local amateur dramatic society put on their sub-standard pantomimes and fumble through iambic pentameter.

Paulson has turned the lights off to recreate the same feeling both he and the cleaner experienced. To give us the full impact.

‘Ready?’ he asks, with an almost childlike excitement about his demeanour.

We nod in unison.

When he flicks on the lights it only takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the brightness, but it takes what seems like minutes for my brain to adjust to what I am seeing.

‘A floating body,’ I repeat to myself, edging cautiously towards the stage.

Stood at the back of the theatre, my eyes adjust their focus to the stage at other end of the room, a beautifully pale brunette is lying face down. Blood from her head and face drips into a perspex box below her; her long hair dangles down in front of her shoulders, her head drooping and concealing her identity.

But she is ten feet in the air and there are no visible signs as to how she appears to be floating above her plastic coffin.

The image is horrifyingly beautiful.

The stage setting around her has been painted to resemble the sky at dusk. A few cotton-wool clouds give the scene a more three-dimensional feel. The dramatics of the whole effect are hardly amateur.

It looks like a perpendicular, levitating crucifixion.

She looks like a fallen angel. Bloodless, yet pure.

We all stand momentarily rooted to the spot in bemusement, part of the performance, a supporting cast to the play unravelling before us. Murphy writes more notes, Paulson lights another cigarette and we stare at the woman as if she is a sculpture, a work of art. In a way she is. This must have taken hours to orchestrate and arrange.

I turn back to look at Paulson, my eyes saying ‘What the fuck?’ He just shrugs and takes another drag.

As I inch closer something makes a sound that destroys the weird serenity of the scene and startles all three of us. A loud pop followed by the sound of gas leaking from a pipe.

Paulson stops smoking, Murphy stops scribbling and they join me, one at either side of where I stand. Transfixed, we don’t take our eyes off the girl as the sound of gas continues, until it becomes apparent that the noise is coming from a hole behind the plastic coffin stationed below the floating corpse.

A dry-ice machine disperses a rising mist that forms tiny water droplets on the naked girl’s body, making the image all the more haunting. She is the most stunning corpse I have ever seen.

The paramedics arrive outside, the light from their siren illuminating our room in a blue glow that resonates through the scene before us, the light dissipating through the smoke to create an image of heaven.

The first paramedic steps into the room and immediately reels in shock at what he sees. Tripping back against the wall he inadvertently leans on the switch to turn the lights off, again plunging the room into darkness apart from the ghostly figure above us. I sense the anguish of the detectives on either side of me. The feeling of panic that comes with inexperience. They start to fidget, making me increasingly aware of their confusion. I take control, remaining calm, concentrating my vision on the smoke enveloping this poor victim, the blue light from outside catching the scene in a certain way that allows me to see the thin wires suspending this fragile rag doll above the scene of growing disorder beneath her.

I know it’s him.

I know he’s back.

I know that this must be Girl 4.

This is not the work of a copycat. It’s far too elaborate. The religious imagery doesn’t follow his MO, but if I have learned anything from the first three girls it’s that his reasons are not motivated by pattern or logic; it’s about the performance and aesthetics.

I turn to Murphy. ‘Get her down.’ He looks back at me, bemused. I stare back, directly into his eyes. ‘Now!’ I exclaim with authority, and he races over to the steps at the right of the stage.

He closes the lid on the perspex box, sealing the spilled blood in a transparent sarcophagus, and jumps on top so that he can reach the underside of the victim. He looks up at her body to see the thin fishing wire cutting through her skin, but keeping her perfectly balanced so that she appears to the naked, unknowing eye to be floating.

He tilts her head, the first person to see her face, before trailing a finger across her torso to feel where the wires are inserted. She flinches as he does so.

Then she coughs.

She’s still alive …

I see shock ricochet through Murphy and I feel it jolt through my guts as well. ‘Paulson, help me cut her down, for Christ’s sake!’ Murphy bites out, and we both make a dash to the stage. Paulson jumps on the box and takes a knife to the wires, while Murphy supports the delicate frame of the woman from beneath.

Eventually she is cut free and her head rests on Murphy’s shoulder as he carries her down to stage level. The second paramedic has entered with a stretcher and Murphy and Paulson help him to lay the woman down on her back.

The first paramedic, his movements still jerky with shock, straps her in and wraps her cold body in a tinfoil blanket, while his colleague pulls the hair away from her sticky, blood-covered face. Murphy and Paulson seem to have been too preoccupied with releasing her from her treacherous predicament to register anything, and begin deconstructing the scene as per standard procedure.

But I realise immediately.

As the paramedic pulls back the last clump of hair I see her face in all its cut-up beauty and I know her.

Girl 4.

It’s Audrey David.

My wife.


Seventeen months
before …


January
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BLINDFOLDED AND TIED to a chair.

This is how all the dreams begin.

He slips the black scarf away from my eyes from behind, but still I see nothing. An empty room that seems to stretch for miles. Dark and silent, except for the shuffling feet at the back of my chair. I wait patiently and the music starts.

At first, the sound of static and popping that you only get with vinyl. A muzak version of a song I’m sure I know, but can’t quite place.

A tall, athletic man appears in my periphery, seemingly attempting a pseudo-moonwalk; he backs his way around to stand directly in front of where I sit. His age is unclear. Early forties, perhaps. I find it difficult to pinpoint age with black guys. His hair is shaved short; you can tell it is because it has receded on top leaving a horseshoe of grade-one stubble stretching from the top of one ear around to the other side. He is muscular. At a guess I would say between six foot ten and somewhere above seven foot. All in black, he looks like the world’s largest nightclub bouncer or bodyguard. But there is a softness to his face. Like he is here to help me.

I trust him.

He doesn’t stop moving. All the time shifting from foot to foot in time with the music. His eyes protrude from his head and stare at me intently but, again, with kindness. Like he knows something that I don’t and he wants to tell me.

Bringing his arms into motion he bends over slightly and smiles broadly. He’s always smiling. When his lips part to reveal his teeth, the same yellow colour as his eyes, he is biting down on a 9mm bullet.

For maybe ten seconds he is bent down to my eye level, always smiling, always displaying the bullet in his mouth. He holds out an empty hand in front of my face and edges closer towards me. Shaking his arm slightly, another bullet falls from his sleeve into the palm of his hand. He looks at the bullet, then at me, at the bullet again, then at me. Gripping the bullet in his giant fist he moves even closer towards me. He holds his hand up to my face, still smiling, and pushes the bullet into my mouth. I grip it with my teeth just as he does.

He shuffles backwards and stands upright again, still smiling, still showing me his bullet. He looks at me and nods. He holds up one finger, but is then disturbed. To my left, his right, a spotlight hits the floor directly from above. He turns his gaze to the light, back to me, then back to the light. On the wooden floor next to me, below this beam of bright white light, a chair, identical to mine, appears. I look at The Smiling Man; he stares at me for a few seconds then swallows his bullet and rushes at the empty chair.

I wake up sweating in bed next to Audrey.

‘Are you all right? What’s going on?’ she asks in a startled, high-pitched squeal, waking suddenly, ripping off her Sleep-Easy Eye Cover.

‘Yes, yes. Don’t worry,’ I pant. ‘It was just a dream. Sorry. Just go back to sleep. It’s fine.’ I take a sip of my water and lie back down.

Twenty-four hours later, I find Girl 1.


Girl 1
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MAYBE IF I’D tried harder at school or taken one of those night classes I’m always looking at. Maybe if I wasn’t such a fuck-up. Maybe, if I hadn’t just settled for mediocrity, maybe, just maybe, this could have been avoided.

Maybe.

It was a regular Thursday at work. Old people still using a tattered little bank book and queuing for half an hour to take out ten pounds, when it could have been done in thirty seconds at an ATM. Men with two mobile phones, one for business and one for other business, waiting in line with large wads of cash to deposit. Youngsters dawdling nervously with a cheque from a grandparent. Glamorous forty-something women with bleach-blonde hair, fake tans, Botox-treated foreheads and no career moving money from their ‘allowance’ account into the personal savings account that their rich, fat, bloated husband knows nothing about. It’s their getaway fund.

I wish I had a getaway fund.

I just free-fall my way through the day, each one the same as the previous, each one a reminder of my failure, each one leading me straight to Eames.

I’m the last cashier to leave the building society today and it’s awkward. A couple of weeks ago, my manager made a pass at me. I was at work early and it was just the two of us. He called me into the office and directly asked whether anything could ‘happen’ between us. He even made the speech marks with his fingers. It felt dirty. I felt scared. Nobody was due in for another hour, and if he’d wanted to do anything to me right there and then on his oversized mahogany desk there would have been nothing I could have done to stop him.

‘To be honest, I don’t really feel comfortable talking about this at work.’ I winced diplomatically as I turned him down.

‘Maybe we could talk about it more outside of work,’ he pursued, not grasping my sentiment.

‘I think I should, maybe, get on with my work now.’ I reversed out of the door, never turning my back to this predator in case he pounced.

I could see his face, smiling in triumph. I’m not sure what his agenda was, whether he expected me to jump under his desk and unbutton his trousers so that I could orally please him while he caught up on some e-mails, or whether he just wanted to frighten me, to let me know who was boss.

Either way, with just the two of us in our tiny building society this evening, the atmosphere is far from comfortable.

I cash out the till and nothing is said or implied. It turns out that he wasn’t the man I should be wary of.


January
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GIRL 1 WAS found in her apartment. Her neighbour heard two gunshots and called it in.

Her flat is minimalist, whether through stylistic choice or monetary hindrance. There aren’t many ornaments, the furniture is small and clearly second-hand and everything from the drawers to the bed to the coffee table is modular but well put together. Sturdy. It tells you a lot about a person just to know that they do these small things properly.

She is handcuffed to her bed. One hand, her left, is cuffed to the headboard, while both feet are attached to the other end with black silk handkerchiefs. She is naked and there are no signs of false entry into the apartment.

It’s difficult to determine her age as her face has been largely disfigured, but her body would suggest early to mid-thirties.

Without an autopsy and just using evidence from a preliminary examination of the crime scene, I would guess that the cause of death was a single bullet shot to the mouth from a distance of between five and eight feet. Her state would suggest intercourse and the autopsy will back up whether this was consensual or forced. I’d expect alcohol to be present in the bloodstream and possibly drugs.

The bed has been turned upright so that the girl is facing the door. The blood on the mattress and wall suggests that she was in this position when the gun was fired. Teeth fragments pepper the floor around her and some are embedded into the back of her throat. She is blonde, but I’m not sure yet whether this has any significance.

What is left of her face looks sad and exhausted.

The gun lying on the floor near her feet is not the murder weapon. Ballistics will later show that a single bullet was fired from this gun and the prints will match those of the victim. Gunpowder residue will be found on her right hand. The hand that is not cuffed to the bed.

Why would her killer allow her such an opportunity?

Directly opposite the bed a hole can be seen on the far wall where the bullet from this gunshot has been removed.

I make some mental notes on the pertinent aspects of the elaborate scene before me and slowly realise that last night, when I woke up suddenly, I already had all the information I needed.


Girl 1
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THE STICKER ON my left breast says ‘Dorothy Penn’. I’m aware that it draws attention to one of my best features and cuts down the time of having to answer the arbitrary first question or introduce myself; I only have two minutes with each guy.

The first prospect sits down opposite me. A heavy-set man, greying hair, presentable, with a face that you can tell used to be beautiful when he was younger. But he’s very nervous.

He points at my chest. ‘Like Sean,’ he mumbles, tilting his head down disappointedly.

‘Sorry?’ I ask, not quite hearing him.

‘Sean Penn. The actor,’ he clarifies.

‘Oh. Yes. We have the same surname.’ It’s awkward. His name tag says ‘Miles Jennings’. I can’t think of anyone famous with that surname. We both fumble about in the awkwardness of this opening exchange. ‘But we’re not related.’ I laugh, trying to ease the tension.

But the laugh is awkward too.

It’s a long two minutes of staccato conversation and I even start to wish my lecherous boss had kept me on later than he already had. I nearly didn’t make it because he was being such an arrogant pig, making me perform a series of inane tasks while he tapped away at his keyboard doing nothing. My punishment for turning him down, perhaps.

Eventually I just grabbed my bag and left, hurrying out the door so as not to give him the opportunity to offer me a lift home.

The bell rings and I put a mental strike through Miles Jennings’ name. He was cute, though. A few glasses of wine and I could be lonely enough to take him home for some awkward sex.

All the men stand up and move around one position. The tables are arranged in a horseshoe with the women on the inside and the men shifting around the outside. The moderator/organiser has a desk in between the two ends of the horseshoe so he can acknowledge each man as he passes by on the long walk from one side to the other.

Another loser sits down opposite me. But I suppose we are all losers for having to attend such a soirée in order to meet people. He looks ridiculous. Thick-rimmed glasses and a Hawaiian shirt. Jeans with no belt, dirty trainers and a mobile phone clipped to the top of his faded-denim slacks.

Is this a joke?

He is the personification of geek. It’s obvious that he has created this persona to cover up who he really is, or worse, to give himself a personality. I know I hate him already and I take a sly glance to my left to see who is next.

‘I used to have a Penn racquet,’ he bleats, ‘and balls.’

I start to think that these name tags aren’t the best idea. I’d rather them fixate on my breasts than open the conversation like this.

‘Wow. It must be fate,’ I respond, tired and unable to hide the sarcasm.

His tag says ‘Dream Man’. What is he trying to hide?

‘So, Dorothy. May I call you Dorothy?’

‘Well, it is my name.’ I feel bad immediately for responding so harshly. It can’t be easy for him to come to these things. He’s clearly insecure about something despite his bravado.

I try to rally myself, softening my expression and trying to rescue the situation. ‘But maybe you could call me Dream Woman.’ I laugh and he joins in.

Maybe I judged him too soon. He looks like a clown, but there might be something worth knowing if you can delve a little deeper. Heaven knows what these men think of me when they sit down. Maybe that I look like a tart in this top, because I’m showing a little more skin than is politically correct. Maybe they can tell that I’m not a natural blonde or my hips are too wide, or I look like someone who is boring enough to work in a bank. Maybe.

I feel a little deflated.

Maybe after a few glasses of wine and a tequila or two I would give this guy some pity-sex.

Am I that lonely?

‘So, Dream Woman, what do you do?’

Oh God. Kill me now.

After the forty minutes have passed we are all supposed to write down the names or numbers of any people that we might like to see again. If there is any male/female correspondence between the numbers, then you are helped to set up a date. I can’t think of anyone to select. My candidates were either awkward or dull, or they were a clear misogynist or workaholic or serial dater.

Out of the twenty men that attended, seven of them wanted to see me again, eight if you include Dream Man, but something tells me that he hedged his bets and wrote everybody down on his form. I didn’t write anybody’s name on mine. I just signed it, wrote thanks and drew a smiley face.

I’m sitting at the bar on my own sipping at, maybe, my fifth vodka and tonic, when I see a man walk in and sit down by himself six stools down from me. His hair and jacket are a little wet so I guess it must be raining outside.

Another ten minutes pass and he is still sat there, silently sipping at his whisky; we are the only two left in here. I wonder whether I have one more speed date left in me. With alcoholic courage I decide to go over and talk to him. How much worse could mankind get tonight?

‘Mind if I join you?’ I say in my most sultry, yet non-desperate, voice.

He pulls the stool out next to his, gesturing for me to take a seat, and orders a Dewars on the rocks for himself ‘and another vodka for my friend here’.

I accept with a smile, grateful for his charm after the men I’ve just met.

‘Hi, I’m Eames,’ he says in an almost whisper that is so sexy I subconsciously spread my legs a little.

‘Hi, Eames, I’m Dorothy. Dorothy Penn.’ I extend my hand and he kisses it gently. ‘Like the actor, or the tennis ball.’ I giggle, the alcohol taking effect.

He’s so charming, so enigmatic, so charismatic, yet understated. He is so nice to me, so attentive, so dashing.

He is so coming home with me tonight, so tying me to my bed and fucking my brains out, so putting a gun to my face and blowing a hole through my teeth leaving a gaping exit-wound in the back of my head.

I’m so wishing I’d followed through with my idea of giving ‘Dream Man’ some sympathy sex.

In a couple of hours I’ll be dead, but it’s difficult to say just how alive I was anyway.


Eames
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THE KILL WAS so easy that it almost wasn’t fun.

Dorothy was sweet. Too sweet, perhaps. You could tell that, despite the terribly average hand she had been dealt, she looked for the good in everyone and every situation.

If her boss was harassing her at work it was just because he was under a lot of pressure and needed to blow off some steam. The idiots at speed dating, who were no good for anyone, were just lonely, like her. The serial killer who sat down next to her in an empty bar and bought her drinks at the end of a completely demoralising day was probably just lonely too, or was just a little too carried away with the passion of the evening.

That’s not true.

For me, it was a job. I was just doing my job. I transformed an agreeable young girl into a statistic. I turned a nobody into a headline.

When a distasteful text message is sent to you from a friend containing a joke about a woman who has just been gutted, insert my name as her killer. That’s my punchline.

Think how lucky you’d feel if I tied you up, but then let you go.

Everybody gets bored. We all need something stimulating. To put us back on track. Whether you’re a salesman who consistently hits target with the same set of accounts for the last God-knows-how-many years, or a lawyer with an unblemished record, or a simple bank cashier with impeccable customer service. We need that new account, or that can’t-win case, or companionship when a day’s false sincerity has sucked the will from us.

That’s what made Girl 1 so easy.

That’s what makes them all so fucking easy.

She just wanted someone to look after her, to take care of her. So I bought her drinks, I made her feel protected in an otherwise threatening area of London; I took an interest in her and complimented her ghastly flat. I brought her to shuddering orgasm.

She was delicate and insecure and a truly beautiful person inside and out. She was stunningly beautiful naked with a slim, tight body and breasts that stood up by themselves. Tiny hands and feet and a nearly symmetrical face. It almost felt like a shame to ruin it by breaking her nose and shooting her in the mouth, but it had to be done.

When the dictionary defines a word as the tendency to derive pleasure, esp. sexual gratification, from inflicting pain, suffering, or humiliation on others, that word is me.

I slit a tramp’s throat once because he asked me for money and I’d just lost some playing poker that night. Once, I waited a week to follow the woman who had scratched my car at the supermarket car park. I tailed her back to her house and stamped on her head in the kitchen until she stopped twitching. She had only managed to unpack the dairy products and some tinned goods.

Despite the ease at which I pulled this off, the gratification is still there. But there isn’t really time to rest and enjoy the euphoria that always follows a good kill, the high you get with knowing that you have achieved your objective, that it’s been a good day at the office.

I have things to prepare.

Carla Moretti must be dead in a month.


Girl 4
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WHEN I WAKE up, January’s not there. His side of the covers hasn’t even moved. I should be worried, but I’m not. He’s done this before.

I wrap my robe around me and head downstairs.

It feels a little colder in the house this morning and I’m not sure that this thin silk gown is serving any function other than protecting my modesty while making me look good. It’s a big house and takes a while to warm up, so there’s not much point in turning the heating on, because it will still be cold when I leave for work.

The paper has arrived on time, as it always does. I pick it up and take it into the kitchen I designed myself, stroking the granite work surfaces as I make my way towards the extravagant, American-style fridge freezer. I’m reassured by the quality around me; top of the range, high spec: only the best.

Throwing the broadsheet down on the polished glass breakfast table, I grab grapefruit juice and milk from the fridge before making myself a small bowl of muesli.

I sit at the table, alone, and turn over the paper.

The front page tells me exactly why January still hasn’t come back. It says that a woman from East London has been tied to a bed and shot in the face. It tells me that the police are following leads to apprehend the killer. It says that this was a heinous act of unprovoked violence by a psychotic individual with a taste for drama.

I suppose that’s exactly what it looks like.

The paper errs on the side of sympathy towards the woman, but I’m sure this will dissipate in a few days when they uncover that she used to take drugs or abandoned a child when she was young or worked in pornography in the early nineties or something.

It’s not the best way to wake up in the morning, but it is the frightening world that we live in and I’m just happy to know that January is safe.

I don’t want to look at the article any more; it’s too depressing, too frightening.

I take another spoonful of cereal and grab one of my bridal magazines from the stack that lives on the breakfast table. I know that this will be another consuming case for January and that I’ll just end up planning everything on my own, but it’s probably best that way: I’m in control of everything. He won’t know the size of the guest list, who is coming, where the venue is, what food I have selected for everybody, the wine, the music, the possibilities for the honeymoon. All he cares about at the moment is that we have a free bar for the guests. He doesn’t need to worry, though; it’s me that’s paying for it anyway.

I dog-ear a few pages that have inspired me for table decorations, place my bowl and glass in the dishwasher and head back upstairs to shower and get ready for work. I’ve already stopped thinking about poor Dorothy Penn, left on display like a mutilated rag doll. The whole sorry tale belongs to a totally different world than the one I live in.

I’m thinking about the seating plan for the wedding in just three months’ time, and about the more pressing issue of my 10.30 meeting with De Vere.

I’m not thinking that the word ‘unprovoked’ in the newspaper article suggests that this could have been anyone that I was reading about: a friend, a relative, me. So, while January submerges himself in this case, I allow myself to be consumed with what is real: planning our wedding and earning the money to pay for it.

I try to call Jan once I’m dressed, but I know he won’t pick up. I hang up instead of leaving a voicemail. I drop him a text just in case he has spared a thought for me: ‘Hey, babe, I saw the paper. I figure you are busy. I have pilates tonight but let me know when you think you’ll be home. Love you. A xx’. I know he won’t text me back for a couple of hours, so I throw my phone into my bag, fill my aluminium cup with a strong, bold Sumatran coffee and head out to my car.

The ground is damp from the rain last night and the sky is that typical English grey that they probably have a Pantone for. I hope that the caffeine picks me up for this meeting because, so far, my morning has not put me in the right frame of mind to negotiate a prestigious new recruitment contract.

I sink into the custom-leather seat of my brand-new Mini Cooper S, Racing Green, of course. It’s the perfect car for me; all the charm of the original British design, but now with the build quality you only get with German engineering. I turn the ignition with one hand, the car purring into life as I swivel the air dial with my other hand, circulating heat around the interior. I give it a minute to warm up, then edge out into the main road, preparing myself for another morning of London rush-hour traffic.

That’s not going to help my mood.


Girl 1
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I’VE HAD A lot to drink. I’d already had three or four vodkas before I plucked up the courage to approach Eames and take full advantage of his benevolent inebriation. It doesn’t feel like he is trying to get me drunk, though. He doesn’t need to. I’d sleep with him after a cup of Earl Grey tea.

He’s not tall, but also not what you would call short. Maybe six foot. Six foot one, perhaps. Dark hair, maybe dyed. There’s a brooding look about him that I’m sure most women would find sexy as hell; dark around the eyes, like he hasn’t slept in days. A defined jaw bone and brow, with a two-day stubble. He is either a weathered, thirty-two-year-old man or a forty-year-old man that looks great for his age.

For the life of me I can’t remember what colour his eyes are, despite staring into them for most of the evening.

It’s not the best description. Certainly nothing that would help Detective Inspector January David with his investigation. But I had been drinking, and he did drug me.

And I am lonely.

And this is the problem.

I don’t ask myself what a great-looking man with a smart dress-sense and pleasant, giving personality is doing in a dingy pub next to Mile End Tube station on a Wednesday night. Why would this seemingly successful man stumble on this place and pick someone like me, a
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