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			PART ONE

		
	
		
			‘We just want to know what happened,’ the policeman says.

			The little boy in front of him does not reply. He just stares down at his hands as he fidgets with them, thumbs flicking against one another.

			He is eight years old but, seated alone in the middle of the large red settee, looks much younger.

			They all do, in here, the children. This is the comfort suite: a large room designed to look more like a comfortable lounge than an interview room. There are boxes of stuffed toys against one wall, and tattered paper comics in a pile on the table. The boy has shown no interest in any of them.

			He is dressed in faded blue pyjamas, and his limbs are thin as sticks. His hair hasn’t been cut in a long time: an embarrassing pauper’s fringe and upward curls at the back where it rests on his shoulders. From what the constable can see of his face, it is entirely blank, as though the events of the night have slapped the emotion from him. His silence, his impassivity, they hang in the air like bruises.

			He has been through a lot, this boy.

			‘Can you tell us what happened?’

			More silence.

			He glances at the child protection officer, who is the only other person in the room. She is prim and efficient, dressed in a neat grey suit; her hair is tied back in a bun and she wears glasses. She cannot help him.

			The boy speaks suddenly, without looking up.

			‘Where’s John?’

			The policeman leans forward.

			‘Your brother? He’s here too.’

			‘I want to see him.’

			‘That’s not possible right now.’

			The boy doesn’t look up, but the policeman can see the grimace. The paternal part of him wants to help, but there is no way he can let him see his brother. The other boy – older by two years – is in a room downstairs. They have already spoken to him, and they will have to speak to him a lot more over the coming days.

			The policeman shifts slightly.

			‘We need you to tell us your version of what happened,’ he says. But that sounds overly official – too formal for this child in front of him – and he remembers what the child protection officer told him before they began the interview. He says, ‘You can tell it as a story if you want. Tell us it as though it’s not really happening.’

			The boy’s shoulders slump a little. He is malnourished, the policeman realises. Uncared for. But then – he has seen the state of the house the boy came from, and he knows that whatever the boy has experienced did not really begin tonight. It must have started a long time ago.

			After a long moment – gathering himself – the boy finally looks up, and meets the policeman’s eye.

			And … there is something there, isn’t there?

			His expression isn’t entirely blank at all. For a brief moment, the policeman imagines he is looking at someone or something a little bit older.

			And as the boy starts to speak –

			‘It was late. After midnight, I think.’

			– he can’t entirely shake the sentiment. As the boy begins to tell the story of what happened, the policeman touches the cross that hangs around his neck and reminds himself that this little boy has seen so much horror tonight.

			And yet the doubt persists.

			Yes, he thinks.

			This boy has been through so much.

			Perhaps.

		
	
		
			Day One
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			It started in the grids.

			That’s what we call the spread of interlocking estates on the northern bank of the Kell, the river that curls through the heart of our city, and the closest we have to a ghetto. The roads here crisscross each other at right angles, and all of them are lined with identical concrete blocks of flats. At ground level, most are tagged with eastern European graffiti; up above, balconies trail patchwork washing in the breeze like strange flags. Each six-storey block has a small lawn surrounding it, but these token nods to greenery can’t hide the block-like anonymity of the buildings behind.

			From above, flying into the city by plane, it looks as though someone has laid out odd stone hieroglyphs in endless rows and columns. Or perhaps as though the river is pulling back its top lip and baring strange grey teeth at the sky.

			I had the sat-nav on and the pulsing blue arrow told me I was nearly there, but it would have been obvious enough anyway. If not from the police cordon strung across the road up ahead, then from the woman’s screams.

			I could hear those from the end of the road.

			It was half-past ten on a Friday morning: a warm day, so I had the car window rolled down and my arm resting casually on the sill, sleeves rolled up, the sun gentle and pleasant on my forearm.

			Beyond the cordon, I could see three meat vans and four police cars parked up, the blue light on top of the nearest winking meekly in the sunlight. Grunt-pool uniforms were stationed on both sides of the road, keeping rubber-necking residents from nearby blocks separated and stopping whatever stories they might have to tell us from becoming confused or exaggerated.

			I pulled up by the cordon.

			The car door echoed as I slammed it. The screams pierced the neighbourhood: an awful noise, drifting down from two floors above. It was the sound of a broken soul: the victim’s mother, I presumed. In the warm, butter-coloured sunlight, the cries seemed even more incongruous. It’s stupid, but there’s always something a little more shocking when bad things happen in the daytime rather than at night.

			‘Detective Hicks.’ I showed my badge to the officer manning the cordon at this end of the street; he nodded once and lifted it for me. I said, ‘You doing all right?’

			‘Yes, sir. Detective Fellowes is over there.’

			‘Thanks.’

			Detective Fellowes – Laura, my partner – was standing outside block eight up ahead. She was talking to a handful of the pool officers and pointing here and there, directing them to the hundred different tasks that attend a murder scene.

			Under normal circumstances, we’d have arrived on site together, but I’d had the morning off for Rachel’s appointment with the midwife. Laura had paged me while we were in the suite upstairs, nearly done: Rachel had been manoeuvring herself awkwardly off the bed while wiping the ultrasound gel off her stomach with bunched tissue paper, and that was when I’d felt the vibration against my hip.

			I’d known immediately it had to be something serious for Laura to bother me off-time. But then, I was predisposed to feel that way at the moment, especially in those circumstances. Any pregnancy-related activity tended to generate a frisson of dread. Whenever I thought about the baby, the world immediately became fragile and vulnerable, and it felt very much as though something could go wrong at any time. It seemed pretty reasonable to think that bad things might happen in a pregnancy, and not so much weirder to extrapolate that out to the world in general.

			I reached Laura just as the other officers moved away to perform whatever tasks had been allocated to them.

			‘Mor-ning,’ I said casually.

			‘Hicks.’

			Laura was dressed in a dark trouser suit, her light brown hair cut to shoulder-length. She ran a hand through it now, harried and stressed on the surface, but the hair fell neatly back in place. It took her a certain amount of time every morning to arrange it in such a way that the inevitable grabbing and clenching wouldn’t do the amount of damage you’d usually expect.

			We had the same colour hair, and the same speckling of freckles across our nose and cheeks, and since we were both in our mid thirties but looked younger, people often mistook us for brother and sister. That annoyed her a great deal. She knew me too well.

			‘Sorry to call you out today.’

			‘No worries. Good excuse to get away.’

			That earned me a disapproving look. In the eight months of Rachel’s pregnancy, Laura had spent an inordinate amount of time trying to convince me that my becoming a father would be a good thing for anyone. She’d never succeeded, but I’d learned to placate her.

			She said, ‘You don’t mean that.’

			‘No.’

			‘How is everything?’

			‘Everything is fine. Everything is normal.’

			‘Good.’

			I nodded up at the building, from which the woman’s screams were still drifting down. ‘I take it there’s a doctor with her?’

			‘Yes. Shit, yes. I hope the meds are going to kick in soon. It’s doing everyone’s head in. Plus she’s very elderly and very distressed. It’s understandable, I guess, finding her daughter like that.’

			‘Could end up with two for the price of one,’ I said.

			Another disapproving look. ‘This is a bad one, Hicks.’

			Sometimes Laura was at least tolerant of my flippancy, if never quite a willing participant, but today was clearly not one of those times.

			‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘What have we got?’

			‘Victim is – or appears to be – a thirty-two-year-old woman named Vicki Gibson.’

			She pointed down the road to the front of the block. A hedge ran along the pavement, dividing it off from a small lawn and the block of flats beyond. The SOCOs had erected their white tent between the hedge and the building.

			‘Appears to be?’ I said.

			‘No formal ID as yet. The mother – Carla Gibson – she recognised the clothes her daughter was wearing, but beyond that it’s a little difficult to say.’

			A bad one.

			‘Right. That’s Carla Gibson I can hear?’

			‘Uh-huh. They share the flat on the third floor. Just the two of them. Carla tends to go to bed early, get up early. Wakes with the birds – four every morning. So she notices her daughter hasn’t come home, looks out from the patio up there, more by chance than anything else, and sees the body.’

			I glanced up at the third floor, to the concrete balcony where the screaming was now falling silent. It was pretty rough: the balcony would have offered Carla Gibson a clear view down to where her daughter had been lying – was still lying, in fact.

			Had the body been left there deliberately?

			‘Where had she been?’

			Laura led me down the street, talking it through as we went.

			‘Vicki Gibson worked two jobs, as and when she could. Last night she was doing a shift at Butlers Launderette. It’s a few blocks over yonder.’ She gestured vaguely behind us. ‘The shift finished at two in the morning, so she was killed some time between two and four, probably closer to two.’

			‘CCTV?’ I said. ‘The launderette, I mean.’

			‘You’re joking, right? But there was another girl on shift, and she says Gibson did the full rota. She might be lying, but it fits. Gibson couldn’t afford a car – she walked home every night. And it looks like the attacker got her here.’

			We stopped on the pavement, level with the tent on the other side. The hedge was about five feet tall, and there was a clear break in it where the foliage had been damaged.

			I said, ‘So he grabs her here on the pavement, and forces her through. Or else he’s waiting behind the hedge and pulls her.’

			‘Either. Too early to tell.’

			Laura emphasised the latter, knowing I was a little too fond of jumping to conclusions – relying on statistics and probabilities and forming judgements on the basis of them. She considered it one of my greater failings, but we both knew it wasn’t much of one, really, considering I generally ended up being right.

			And I couldn’t help myself. As we walked down the street to the main footpath, I was thinking it over: putting together what I already knew; preparing a few ideas subconsciously.

			The grids are a concentration of poverty. At their heart – in the bull’s-eye – it’s mostly immigrants, many of them illegal. The streets there are a hotchpotch of languages and cultures: insular communities; smaller cities beneath the skin of the main. You look up and can’t tell how many people might be clustered inside the blocks. The graffiti is mostly second-generation kids daubing flags and staking territory, manufacturing meaning from the environment. A lot of the people who live there never leave even their own grid, never mind the estates as a whole.

			But we weren’t in the heart now. The builds might look the same, but here at the edge, close to the river, they cost a bit more. It isn’t uncommon to find students living here, as the accommodation is rougher but considerably cheaper than they’d find south of the river, closer to campus. And someone like Vicki Gibson, working two jobs in order to keep herself and her mother indoors and alive – in grids terms, she was practically a respectable professional.

			Why would someone want to kill her? Robbery was a possibility. A sexual motive? Slightly less likely, given the probability of being seen, but not impossible.

			Too early to tell …

			Across the small lawn, the grass still felt spongy with dew, glistening slightly in the mid-morning sun. It was surprisingly well-tended: trimmed down neat, so you could imagine spreading out a picnic in front of a tent very different to the one we were approaching now.

			I lifted the flap on the side in time to see the flash of a camera: a SOCO was bent double inside, photographing the victim where she was lying in the shade …

			I hesitated. Just slightly.

			Vicki Gibson was lying on her back, one leg bent so that the right foot rested under the other knee. Both her red heels had come off and were stuck twisted in the grass; she was still wearing a red skirt and a black blouse, and a fluffy brown coat the gloom rendered as rust. Both arms were splayed out to her sides. Her hair was long: swirling black tendrils in the grass, like she was lying in an inch of water.

			She had no face left to speak of.

			A bad one.

			‘Well,’ I told Laura. ‘You were right.’

			I was still noting the details though – a discarded red handbag rested beside her, the cord lying curled in the grass. Not robbery then. And the clothes didn’t appear to have been disturbed. That left one obvious possibility.

			‘Andy.’ Simon Duncan, the forensic liaison for our department, was standing by the body. He nodded at me. ‘Glad you could make it.’

			‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world.’

			Simon was tall and mostly bald, with a climber’s build. Beside him, the pathologist, Chris Dale, who looked short and serious at the best of times, appeared even more so now, squatting down by his victim. He glanced up to acknowledge my presence, but only briefly.

			‘I know it’s early days,’ I said, ‘but do we have anything concrete yet?’

			Simon arched an eyebrow.

			‘You’ve not got it figured out yet? You surprise me, Andrew. I thought that might explain the delay in your arrival – that you were already off arresting the perpetrator.’

			‘I do have an idea,’ I said. ‘Why don’t you see if you can throw me off course, eh?’

			Simon moved to one side, to allow the SOCO with the camera around to the head-end of the body. In doing so, he gave us a better view as well. It couldn’t really be called the ‘head-end’ anymore.

			‘There’s one very obvious injury,’ Simon said, just as the camera flashed across it. ‘Or rather, numerous injuries to one specific part of the victim. As far as we can tell, there are no other serious injuries. I think we can probably run with the damage to the head being the cause of death rather than post-mortem.’

			I nodded.

			Whoever had attacked Vicki Gibson had beaten her about the head and face so severely that it was impossible to recognise her. Even dental records would be unlikely, I thought, trying to examine the injuries professionally. The front of her skull had been caved in. There was her neck, pristine and unblemished, and that hair swirled above, but everything in between was gone.

			‘No defensive injuries?’

			Simon shook his head. ‘Looks like the first blow was enough to incapacitate her. He either dragged her through the hedge or else the blow knocked her that way.’

			‘Too early to tell,’ I said.

			‘Yes. Regardless, he hit her many times, and continued to do so long after her death. As you can see, the entire front of her skull has been seriously damaged.’

			Yes, I could see that all too clearly.

			I squatted down and peered at the hands.

			‘No sexual assault?’

			‘Nothing obvious at this stage.’

			‘And no robbery.’

			‘Her credit cards and money are still in the handbag.’ He arched his eyebrow again.’ I’m not throwing you so far, am I?’

			‘I’m not telling you yet. Weapon?’

			Simon shook his head. ‘Impossible to say for sure right now, or possibly at all. But since we’ve not found it I imagine it would be something small and hard: a hammer or a pipe. A rock perhaps. Something handheld anyway.’

			I nodded. The weapon would need to be hard enough to inflict this level of damage, but light enough for the killer to be able to carry it away with him afterwards: something that could deliver the force of a boulder but not the weight. That was an awful thought, of course. A heavy boulder might cause this level of damage with only one or two blows. With something like a hammer, it would have taken much more time and effort, many, many more blows.

			But it also meant this probably wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment crime. The attacker had most likely brought the weapon with him and taken it away again. And that degree of ferocity tended to indicate a personal motive. Not always, but usually.

			‘Come on then, Sherlock Hicks. Let’s have it.’

			I stood up.

			‘Ex-husband.’ Then I corrected myself: ‘Well, ex-partner. She used to wear a ring, but doesn’t anymore. It might have been an engagement ring.’

			‘Never married.’ Laura inclined her head. ‘The IT guys are pulling her files now though, so if there’s any previous complaints or restraining orders there we’ll know shortly.’

			‘There will be,’ I said.

			Bizarre as it sounds, I felt a little brighter. As bad as this murder was – and it was bad – I knew it would also be explicable. Because, ultimately, they all are. I’m not saying the explanation is ever satisfactory or reasonable – I’m not saying it’s ever enough – but the reason is always there, and it always makes sense to the person who did it.

			The fact is, most crimes conform to mundane statistical patterns. The vast majority of female murder victims, for example, are killed by somebody they know, and it’s usually a partner or recent partner. Countrywide, two women die every week at the hands of men who are supposed to love them, or once claimed to, or imagine in their heads they did. So – especially having ruled out robbery and sexual assault – an ex-partner was the obvious guess. Most DV murders happen indoors, but this was close enough: someone had known where and when to find her. And, now that I thought about it, the fact that Vicki Gibson, at the age of thirty-two, lived with her mother also indicated an ex rather than current partner.

			I was sure that the IT guys – if not Carla Gibson herself – would very shortly give us a man’s name. At some point in the past, either Vicki or her mother was likely to have called the police before, because these things rarely just explode out of nowhere. Gibson’s ex-boyfriend would have a string of reports against his name, and probably some charges. At some point, she would have dared to leave him. And because of the type of man he was, the resentment and hurt everyone feels in such circumstances would have been much blacker and more aggressive than most.

			From some of the other domestic homicides I’d dealt with, I could almost picture the pathetic bastard. When we picked him up, he’d probably still be blaming Vicki Gibson for what had happened – even now. Still convinced she’d pushed his buttons, and that it was somehow her fault.

			‘We’ll see,’ Laura said.

			‘We will.’

			I was confident. This was a textbook bedroom crime, in my own personal architecture of murder. Hideous and awful, but comprehensible and quickly tied shut.

			It had to be that.

			What else could it be?
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			‘She wasn’t here when I got up,’ Carla Gibson said.

			‘No,’ Laura said gently. ‘I know.’

			The flat shared by two generations of the Gibson family – until this morning, anyway – was so small that it seemed cramped even with just the three of us inside.

			We were in the front room, which doubled as the kitchen – built in down one side, but only in the sense that the room’s threadbare carpet stopped, leaving a stretch of blackened floorboards along the base of the counter. I was leaning against the wall, next to a rusted, wall-mounted boiler and exposed pipes that ran out of the ceiling and disappeared down dirty holes in the floorboards.

			Laura was sitting opposite Carla at a rickety wooden table. Like most of the furniture in here, it was ramshackle and cheap: just flimsy balsa wood, held together by little more than four metal bolts and a prayer. Laura was sitting carefully, as though worried the chair would break beneath her.

			‘I crept through to make tea. I always creep through. She works so hard, you see, all the time, and I wanted to let her sleep. But she wasn’t here.’

			‘We know, Mrs Gibson. I’m so sorry.’

			The old lady seemed calm on the surface now that the mild sedative the nurse had given her had taken effect, but was still obviously in pieces – frail and shivering. Her eyes rarely met ours; she kept staring off into the middle-distance, instead, focused on something out of sight beyond the drab walls. Of course, the drug didn’t repair the damage, just dampened its effects. It remained obvious that she had been crying long and hard, and that all she was doing right now was avoiding facing the horror of her loss head on.

			Aside from this living space, there was a bathroom and a single bedroom, where Carla slept. Vicki had slept in here, on the settee. It was sunken almost to the floor, but still made up carefully for the night’s sleep Vicki Gibson had never reached. Blankets and pillows had been laid neatly over it, topped by a patchwork quilt that I suspected had been hand-sewn by Carla herself.

			It hurt to see it – a visual reminder that although they lived in abject poverty here they were making the most of it. Vicki worked late and often worked early too: a cleaner at an office block as and when; shifts at the launderette in the evenings. Every night, Carla made up her daughter’s bed on that settee; every morning, she folded those blankets away and a makeshift second bedroom was transformed back into a makeshift front room again.

			Every morning except this one.

			And all the rest now.

			‘And then I looked out,’ Carla said, ‘… and she was there instead.’

			Laura said, ‘We don’t need to talk about all that again, Mrs Gibson.’

			‘No. No.’

			‘Let’s move on to something else.’

			‘Yes.’

			As much as anything else, I knew Laura was trying to distract the woman from the fact her daughter still was out there. We wouldn’t be moving the body for a few more hours yet, which was a logistical nightmare in terms of handling residents of this and the neighbouring blocks.

			When we were done talking to her, I planned to have a sympathetic officer stay here with Carla Gibson and gently persuade her away from the balcony at the far end of this room. The sight of the tent down there, while far less horrific than the scene that greeted her this morning, would really be just as awful. The fact was, we were taking care of her daughter as best we could right now. To relatives, though, that doesn’t always necessarily appear to be the case.

			‘That’s good,’ Laura said. ‘Shall we talk about Tom Gregory instead?’

			‘Tom … ?’

			Carla stared back at her for a moment.

			‘Vicki’s ex-partner.’

			‘I know the name, but what does he have to do with this?’

			‘Well,’ Laura said, ‘I understand that their relationship was quite volatile.’

			‘I didn’t know about that.’

			I folded my arms, still saying nothing, because volatile was an understatement. In the time since viewing the body, we’d had the relevant files through from IT support, and my hunch outside hadn’t been too wide of the mark. The violence between the couple wasn’t as extensive as I’d imagined – but all that really meant was that it hadn’t been extensively reported to the police. Given the power dynamics and threats that go along with domestic violence, the two are obviously entirely different things. For every reported peak of violence, there’s most likely a bunch of others that are only marginally smaller.

			What we knew for certain, though, was that Vicki Gibson had called the police about Tom Gregory in connection with three incidents. Two of those were when they’d been together; the third occasion, six months ago, had been after they separated. Gregory had turned up at the launderette, drunk out of his mind, and a couple of the other customers had needed to physically restrain him.

			For various reasons, all three cases had disintegrated at some point before charges were filed. Cases of domestic violence, like rape, carry a huge amount of what we call slippage. Sometimes it’s our fault; more often, these days, it isn’t. But it’s fair to say there have been many, many cases where I wish I could have done more. Wish more than I could say, in fact.

			Laura said, ‘Vicki never mentioned it?’

			‘No, no.’ Carla frowned. ‘And I don’t think Vicki would have stood for that. She’s such a strong person, you know. So protective: always looking after me. It’s very hard for her, I know, but she’s such a good girl to me.’

			‘I understand.’ If Laura noticed Carla’s use of the present tense, she chose not to acknowledge it. Wisely. ‘Did you ever meet him? Mr Gregory?’

			‘No. I know they were very close for a time, but that was before she moved back home.’

			Home.

			I looked around again. Peter Gibson – Vicki’s father – had died the previous year. Her parents had lived here for a very long time, and this was where Vicki had grown up. I imagined her crawling around on this floor as an infant, the sounds of neighbours’ televisions barely muffled by the thin panels on the walls. A bad place, maybe, but a good family. Sometimes that’s enough; usually it isn’t. Vicki had struck out on her own, tried her best, and eventually been pulled back to where she’d started by the inescapable social elastic of our city. It’s a cliché, but it’s true: so much of where people end up depends on where they start.

			‘When they broke up, I told her not to worry,’ Carla said. ‘These things happen, don’t they? It’s sad but we have to move on.’

			‘And you were glad to have her back, weren’t you?’

			‘Yes.’ Carla’s face brightened a little. ‘Yes, I was. She’s a good girl.’

			‘She never mentioned why they’d broken up?’

			‘No. But I’m sure it wouldn’t have been her fault. That’s what I told her. She’s a catch. Are you married, Detective?’

			The last was directed, somewhat hopefully, at me. I felt awkward and sad for her.

			‘Yes.’

			‘That’s a shame. She’s a lovely girl.’

			I leaned away from the wall and, for the first time, involved myself directly in the interview.

			‘Did Mr Gregory ever come round here after they broke up?’

			‘No, no.’

			‘Would you have any contact details for him?’

			‘Oh. Well, perhaps – yes.’ She stood up, wobbling slightly. ‘They lived together before she moved back home. I need to find my address book.’

			‘That’s okay.’ I held out a hand to stop her. We had that address already, and officers had established he wasn’t home right now. ‘I was more wondering if there was anywhere else you knew of? Places he went, or friends or family he might stay with?’

			‘In that case, no, I’m sorry.’ She sat back down again. The chair seemed barely to register her. ‘I didn’t know him like that. I didn’t really know him at all.’

			‘That’s all right.’

			It had been a long shot anyway. Whether out of pride or embarrassment, Vicki Gibson had kept the abusive element of her relationship a secret from her elderly mother. Again, that wasn’t remotely surprising. The situation she found herself in did not make her weak, but when you’re in that situation you’re made to feel that way, and are often reluctant to compound the feeling by admitting to it. People who really need and deserve help are usually at the point when it’s hardest to ask for it.

			There was no real consolation in it, but one thing we could guarantee now was that Tom Gregory wouldn’t get away with what he’d done. Not this time. If he was proving elusive for the moment, he wouldn’t be forever.

			I was already thinking ahead when I realised Carla Gibson was looking at me, a distressed expression on her face, as though my thoughts had been a little too obvious – already out of the door, in fact. I was about to apologise when she said:

			‘Vicki was so strong.’

			It took me a second to realise she was talking about Gregory – regressing to the point of the conversation where Laura had described their relationship as volatile. She didn’t want to believe her little girl had endured something like that silently. And I understood it wasn’t about me being distracted but about Carla Gibson, despite the drugs, being suddenly present again.

			‘She was strong,’ I said, looking right back at her. Even though it’s not about strength, because that can seem like a judgement on those who don’t leave, I said it again. ‘She was very strong indeed.’

			And I thought:

			We’re going to catch you, Mr Gregory.
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			On our way back downstairs, Laura and I talked it over.

			‘You’re convinced?’ she said.

			‘I’m more convinced than ever. You mean you’re not?’

			To me, it looked clear-cut. People aren’t killed for no reason; there’s always cause and effect, and the facts here spoke for themselves. It wasn’t an aggravated robbery and there had been no sexual assault. All that was left, realistically, was that Vicki had been murdered out of revenge – out of passion, or at least its curdled, ugly flipside. Tom Gregory had form. If it wasn’t him, then who was it? The odds, already good, were only getting shorter.

			Laura sighed.

			‘It looks nailed on, I admit. And that’s obviously what we move forward with for now.’

			‘That’s what we move forward with. Yes. Blue sky thinking there, Laura.’

			‘Shut up, Hicks.’

			‘Look. He’s got motive. He’s got opportunity. He’s got form. And he’s missing.’ I threaded my fingers together, then drew them apart. ‘We’ll have this sewn up by the end of the day.’

			‘I’m sure.’

			‘I sense a but.’

			‘But … something in me doesn’t feel it’s right. Don’t say it: I know you hate it when I use the word feel, but it’s true. Don’t you feel … something?’

			‘I’m not a monster,’ I said.

			‘Oh god, Hicks, I know you’re not.’

			‘I feel sorry for Vicki Gibson. Don’t let my flippancy kid you otherwise. And I feel intense fucking dislike for Tom Gregory. And, believe me, I’ll feel a lot better when he’s locked up paying dear fucking money for what he’s done.’

			‘That’s not what I meant.’

			I didn’t say anything. No, I knew that wasn’t what she’d meant – we’d worked together long enough for her to take the things I’d said as given. Still, I didn’t say anything else. I’d been intending to add something like I don’t feel anything weird – and yet for some reason I didn’t. As far as I could tell, I was totally in the right, and I was still sure we had our man, but a part of me knew what she meant. Not that I was going to admit it.

			‘I just find it hard to imagine,’ Laura said. ‘That someone could hate someone that much. Don’t you?’

			I shrugged.

			‘To a point. I find it hard to imagine me or you hating someone like that. But we don’t know anything about this guy. He could have taken it as an affront to his manhood, her leaving him. Maybe he didn’t like being confronted with the fact that he didn’t own her the way he thought. You know what some men are like.’

			‘Yeah. Unfortunately so.’

			‘Some of them.’

			‘Defensive much?’

			‘Defensive always.’

			We pushed our way out into the midday sun. After the interior of the stairwell, it was too harsh and too bright; I shielded my eyes.

			‘What?’ Laura said.

			I lowered my hand to see an officer standing in front of us: the same one who’d met me at the cordon. He looked panicked, excited, a bit lost.

			He said, ‘We’ve got another body.’

			As Laura and I took my car south through two intersections of the grids, all we knew was that the second body found belonged to a male, but, because I tended to go with probabilities, I was expecting it to be Tom Gregory.

			Again, we’d both seen it happen before. Most likely he’d been incoherent during the murder itself, with alcohol or anger or both, and the effects, the armour of that, wear off in time. It’s fairly common in these circumstances for the perpetrator to take his own life after it hits home exactly what he’s done – destroyed not only someone else’s future, but his own as well. Plus, it would also explain why we hadn’t been able to find Gregory so far.

			A minute later, we drove out of the end of Lily Street, into a rough parking area on the northern bank of the river. The water stretched out in front, fifty metres wide, and silver in the sunlight. The water was moving along at quite a lick: rippling and shredding. On the far bank, the rich old town clustered, gathering itself gradually upwards into the distant skyscrapers of the business district that glinted and winked in the sun. On the river itself, a tourist ferry was purring along in the middle. As we parked up, I could see people on the deck, staring in our direction.

			As we got out of the car, the wind hit. Whatever the temperature, there always seems to be a cold breeze close to the Kell, as though it’s made of ice.

			There were already two police cars in the parking area, but only one officer in sight – standing at the far end by a break in the moss-green stone wall, guarding the steps that led down to the old promenade.

			‘Hicks.’ I showed him my badge. ‘And Fellowes. Where are we going – down there?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			The steps were ancient and weathered: blocks of stone from a different world. Our city is several centuries old, and this is roughly the spot it spread out from, the initial colonies clustering along the length of the river. For a long time, the northern bank itself was considered too marshy to develop, and it was only fifty years ago that the grids were constructed on its upper lip, fitted in between the water and the industrial and agricultural areas further north. But you feel the heart of the city here. The rocks and flagstones always remind me of gravestones in an abandoned churchyard.

			‘Christ.’ Laura winced. ‘I wish I’d brought my coat.’

			‘It’s a bit more sheltered down here.’

			It was often used as a shelter too. The steps led down to a secluded stretch of stone walkway, walled off at either end. They were scattered along this bank, a row of old benches to each, the wood as gnarled and dry as dead trees. These places collected litter. Some of it blew in and couldn’t escape; the rest was discarded around the benches – dirty bags of cans and bottles, left by the vagrants you could often find curled on the benches, sleeping, somehow, in the cold. But then, as freezing as it could be here, it was still preferable to other central locations: the parks they’d likely be moved on from; the two derelict underground stations where so many homeless gathering together created a pretty volatile atmosphere.

			The second body was lying on the furthest of the three benches here. It was surrounded by four officers, one of them talking into his radio. They looked up hopefully as we approached. We were the first detectives on site.

			‘Gentlemen.’ I showed my badge again. ‘Let’s give the man some air, shall we?’

			They moved to one side to let us see what we had.

			‘Shit,’ I said.

			‘Language, Hicks.’ Laura said.

			‘Sorry. But shit.’

			It wasn’t Tom Gregory – I could tell that from the victim’s age. It was a man, though, and most likely a homeless one. He was lying on his back, wrapped in layers of paint-stained coats, jumpers and pants: bundled up in the clothes like a mole in a burrow. One arm lolled down, the hand resting on the stone ground. It was the skin there that gave the age away – that and the thin, emaciated wrist, the weathered, yellow fingernails. An old man. But it was impossible to tell much more than that because, like Vicki Gibson, somebody had beaten him relentlessly until his face had been smashed into non-existence. You couldn’t tell what had been his forehead and what had been his chin.

			I crouched down, slightly reluctantly. Beneath the bench, the discarded plastic bags and food cartons were covered with blood and fragments of his skull that had fallen through the slats in the bench.

			‘What do you think?’ Laura said quietly.

			‘I think he’s dead.’

			‘You know what I mean.’

			I shook my head to indicate that I didn’t know what I really thought. She was asking me if this was the same killer – whether Tom Gregory had done this as well. And I didn’t know because, at first glance, it didn’t fit at all. Obviously, it looked like the same killer, but I was sure Gregory was our man for Vicki Gibson and I couldn’t imagine what might have led him to do this too. It didn’t make any sense.

			Come on then, Sherlock.

			‘I don’t know.’

			I stood up.

			‘I really don’t know.’
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			We picked up Tom Gregory in the middle of the afternoon.

			As is the way of these things, it wasn’t down to any impressive detective work on the part of Laura, me or the officers looking for him, but simply because that was when he ambled back up to his front door, without a care in the world. Until he was arrested with his keys half out of his pocket anyway.

			And I say it’s the way of these things because it’s usually the way it works. In the movies, there’ll be some sharp flash of insight that leads the detective to the culprit, but real life tends to be more mundane – and reassuringly so. The killer is often the first person you think did it, and he did it for the first reason you thought of. In the vast majority of other cases, you catch people through a shitload of hard work: processing the data and winnowing down the options. Flowchart stuff, really. When it isn’t either of those things, it’s always down to luck. The right person tells you the right thing. You walk into the right place at the right time. Or else – as in this case – the muppet you want to talk to wanders up to his front door, hands practically outstretched, exclaiming arrest me.

			That was my experience. By the time Tom Gregory was in a transport back to the station, Laura and I were seated in an office on the fifth floor of the building, holding an unofficial debrief with our boss, DCI Shaun Young, discussing the connection between the cases.

			One crime scene of the magnitude of Vicki Gibson was more than enough to occupy days of activity, and now we had two. Under normal circumstances, we’d have palmed off the second. Given the possible connection, though, we were keeping them linked – cautiously – for the moment.

			But, but, but.

			‘I’m sensing doubt,’ Young said.

			That was directed at me. I was leaning back a little, one heel trailing back and forth on the plush carpet.

			‘That’s because I’m doubtful, sir. I’m wearing my heart on my sleeve in my usual manner. My guard is down.’

			‘Apparently so. Stop slumping, by the way.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			I made a token effort in that direction, but Young was used to me by now. Close to retirement age, he kept a trim, muscular build and a grim face topped with dyed black hair. His manner was generally feared. But while he gave every appearance of being gruff and unforgiving, some strange part of him had always seemed to enjoy my acts of minor insubordination.

			‘I remain unconvinced that the two murders are linked.’ Beside me, sitting more neatly, Laura shook her head. I added, ‘Despite my colleague’s evident disapproval.’

			‘They’re obviously connected. I don’t understand how you can possibly think they aren’t.’

			‘I didn’t say that. I said I was unconvinced.’

			‘Oh god – you’re exasperating sometimes. You always go by statistics and likelihoods, and I don’t understand why you’re abandoning that now. What is the probability of two blunt force murders occurring in the same vicinity in the same night?’

			‘Right now, the probability is one. Because it happened. Overall, I don’t –’

			‘And having two different perpetrators.’

			‘Look.’ I’d had time to think about this. ‘So far, all the evidence in the Gibson case points to Tom Gregory being responsible. Without the second, as yet unidentified, victim, we’d still be one hundred per cent convinced of that. Yes?’

			‘Yes, but –’

			‘Good. Since it seems far less likely that Gregory killed the second victim, that’s my basis for not linking the crimes.’

			‘Because, in your head, you’ve solved the first murder. And you can’t possibly be wrong about that.’

			‘No, I could be wrong. But it doesn’t make any sense that Tom Gregory did both. What – he had a little residual anger left over and took it out on a homeless man? Or he warmed up for the main event beforehand?’

			‘You’re assuming it’s Gregory.’

			‘Actually, no: I’m assuming it’s anyone. For “Gregory”, read “anyone”. It doesn’t make sense.’

			Laura sighed. ‘It doesn’t always make sense, Hicks.’

			‘Yes, it does.’ I sat up properly this time. ‘It really does.’

			Because this mattered. It always made sense on some level. Not in a satisfying way, perhaps, but always in some way. And the fact is that people don’t go on random killing sprees with blunt force instruments. If they want to do that, they use guns. And while it was theoretically possible, spree killers also don’t just stop: they keep going until we take them down, or until they get taken down.

			Yes, Laura was right. It would be a hell of a coincidence for two victims to die in very similar ways in such a short period of time. But the alternative – that Gregory, or anyone, had murdered both – seemed even more unlikely. On the basis of probabilities, I was going with my head over my gut on this one for now.

			Which isn’t to say it wasn’t close.

			Young had been sitting very still – really only his gaze moving, back and forth between Laura and me, following the tennis match – but now he leaned forward, rested his elbows on the desk and steepled his fingers beneath his chin. Ready to add his input and verdict.

			‘What about if Tom Gregory had a reason to dislike this gentleman as well? Could there be a connection between the two victims?’

			‘Possible, sir,’ I said. ‘But I can’t see it. It’s the same geographical area but, even given the general poverty, both victims are from massively different social circles.’

			Young nodded.

			‘But we need an ID before we can rule anything out.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘And it’s possible the culprit went down to the river to dispose of the murder weapon. Encountered victim two and decided to get rid of him too.’

			‘We’re dredging the river now, sir.’

			‘You take my point though.’

			‘Yes, sir. Although if that’s the case, why the need for such extreme injuries? And it looks to me like the victim was asleep when he was attacked, so why not just back out and choose a different spot?’

			‘Well. These are all questions that need answering, aren’t they? But in the meantime, we proceed as though they’re connected.’ He sighed; checked his watch. ‘Gregory should be here soon. Let’s see what he has to say, eh?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			I looked at Laura. She looked back, then shook her head.

			‘Yes, sir.’

			What Tom Gregory had to say was, ‘You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. Fuck off. Both of you. Both of you can just fuck off.’

			I said, ‘Tom, we really can’t fuck off.’

			We were in one of the upstairs interview suites: a bare, functional room, containing just a steel table, chairs, Laura and me, and the current man of the hour. Gregory was in his early forties, six feet tall, wide at the middle, and had a certain meaty heft to him. The kind of guy who’d never done a day’s actual exercise in his life but would still be dangerous in a brawl. He’d shaved away his receding hair, and was wearing cheap blue jeans and a dirty, red lumberjack shirt. The overall impression was that a dilapidated lorry was parked up in a truck stop somewhere waiting for its owner to come home.

			‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ he said again.

			‘I can assure you that I’m not.’

			He remained incredulous. It was an emotion that sat transparently on his stubbly face, in much the same way I imagined most emotions did. He was not a man of any obvious subtlety, and seemed to wear whatever he was feeling on his features without much concern as to what other people might think. For men like him, I guess, the fact they’re feeling it is usually enough to justify its immediate and forceful expression regardless of anything else.

			He stared at me for a moment, and then leaned back in his chair, which creaked beneath the bulk of him, and folded one beefy arm over the other. It was clear he thought the situation was stupid. To be fair, that was how I felt about him right now too.

			‘You’ve got to be,’ he repeated.

			‘You’re being a bit slow here, Tom. It’s surprising, really. You look like you’d be so much sharper.’

			‘What’s that meant to mean?’

			‘It’s not meant to mean anything. It means you’re acting pretty dumb. Dumber than you look, in fact. Somehow, you are achieving that. Your ex-partner is dead and you have a history of violence against her, so you’re going to have to do better than telling me I’m making it up. Because I know I’m not.’

			‘I didn’t kill her.’

			‘You don’t look too broken up about the situation.’

			‘Why should I be? We were long over with. I’d put her out of my mind altogether – that’s the truth. I wish I’d never met her in the first place.’

			‘Wish she was dead?’

			‘No.’ But then he shrugged. ‘I don’t fucking care, though, if that’s what you’re asking. Why should I? You tell me why I should care. You can’t. She was a dirty, lying bitch. Something was always going to happen to her eventually.’

			‘Something was always going to happen to her,’ I said. ‘This is good stuff, Tom. You remember this is all admissible in court, don’t you? Keep it up, we can dispense with the trial. I’ll just pull my gun out and shoot you now.’

			‘What I meant is living where she did.’ He looked slightly more contrite now, probably only because he’d realised what he’d just said. ‘That horrible place. All those fucking scumbags and junkies hanging around. Telling lies about people too. That was what she did. It was only a matter of time before she ended up in trouble.’

			‘Like she used to get in trouble with you?’

			‘I never did anything.’ He tapped the table. ‘See any convictions in my file?’

			‘No.’

			‘So it never happened.’

			Beside me, Laura took a deep breath. I sensed she was losing her patience, which didn’t happen very often. But I sympathised. Gregory was sitting there with a smug look on his face now. It never happened. At heart, men like Tom Gregory are still children. Their response to being told off is to be indignant, to not understand, to say I didn’t do it. It’s always someone else’s fault to people like him. If it happens out of sight, if they can’t prove it, you’re all right.

			I decided to needle him a bit.

			‘Great logic, Tom. But you know what? We have the call logs and witness statements. Not to mention all the other actual convictions you have. Short temper, haven’t we?’

			He glared at me. ‘Sometimes.’

			‘Sometimes.’

			While none of the charges relating to Vicki Gibson had stuck, others had. He had three convictions for assault and two for violent disorder. The usual drunken bar fights. One count of criminal damage too. Suspended sentences and fines for each offence.

			‘Lose it when you’ve had a few, yeah?’

			‘Sometimes.’

			‘Anger management issues.’ I shook my head. ‘You’re funny, aren’t you. People like you.’

			‘Funny?’

			‘Yeah. You always say you have trouble controlling yourselves. The red mist descends and you can’t help it. All that bullshit. But I don’t see you losing it with me. Controlling ourselves, are we?’

			‘Maybe I’m counting to ten.’

			‘Maybe you can. No, I don’t think so. The truth is that people like you are cowards. Right? For some reason, you only lose control when you can get away with it. Funny that, isn’t it? It makes me laugh.’

			Tom Gregory just looked at me. I stared back, letting the silence pan out. Rattling his cage was more enjoyable than it probably should have been, but I was angry. Partly it was what he’d done in the past – the kind of man he was – and partly the attitude. Maybe it was also the fact that, deep down, I suspected he was telling the truth – that he hadn’t killed her – and the possibility bothered me.

			I settled back in my chair.

			‘I didn’t kill her,’ he said. ‘I was at –’

			‘Yeah, you said. Shut up.’

			Gregory had already given his whereabouts the previous evening to the officers who’d arrested him earlier on. He’d then given them to us as soon as we’d walked into the interview suite. He’d been in O’Reillys Bar from six until throwing out time, somewhere between two and three, before leaving in the company of a middle-aged woman from the eastern quarter. He’d spent the night at her flat. We’d picked him up at the end of his walk of shame, assuming he was capable of that emotion.

			On the face of it, it was a solid alibi. He certainly stank of alcohol and none of his clothes were bloodstained, despite it being obvious he’d been wearing them for a good twenty-four hours. O’Reillys was a shitty, bare-boards half-club – a bar, pool tables and a flood-lit dance floor by the toilets – but it saw enough trouble for the owner to have installed CCTV. It was also a fair distance from the grids. The address he’d given for the anonymous lady of spectacularly poor taste was even further away. I knew that area, and many of the blocks of flats there had cameras too.

			So it was either a very good alibi or a very bad one indeed.

			I said, ‘You were drunk last night.’

			‘Yeah. So? That’s not a crime.’

			‘But you managed to get through the evening without the red mist descending, yeah?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘You sure about that?’

			He didn’t reply.

			The door opened then, and a young WPC pushed her head in and jutted out her chin, indicating that she’d like a word. Laura and I pushed back our chairs. But I didn’t need to speak to the WPC to read the expression on her face.

			Tom Gregory had a very good alibi.

			Back in the observation room, I ran my hand through my hair and stared at the small monitor, which showed Gregory still sitting in the interview suite. Needless to say, my hair didn’t fall back down anything as neatly as Laura’s would have done. I don’t primp for such eventualities. I rarely face them.

			‘He has to have done it,’ I said. ‘He has to.’

			‘But he didn’t. Face facts, Hicks. We have camera footage of him being everywhere he claims to have been. Putting it all together, it makes it impossible he did it.’

			‘He could have paid someone.’

			But that was grasping at straws. Deep down, I knew my theory was wrong, and I was going to need to rethink this whole thing.

			‘He can barely pay his rent,’ Laura said. ‘Besides, the whole point of his record is he does things like that himself. He’s a creep, don’t get me wrong, but his violence is all impulsive, spur-of-the-moment stuff. He’s not the type to hire someone to do his dirty work.’

			‘No, I know.’

			‘Plus, why would that same person kill our homeless John Doe as well?’

			‘All right, Laura.’

			‘Hit men not being in the habit of throwing in a second, random victim for free. I feel the need to hammer these points home, so I know we’re on the same page.’

			‘Unfortunate choice of words, but yes. We are.’

			On the screen, the same WPC who’d given us the bad news entered the interview suite, preparing to escort Tom Gregory out and back to the holding cell.

			‘One killer,’ I said. ‘Two victims. The connection between them as yet unknown.’

			‘I agree.’

			I turned to her. ‘But there will be a connection, Laura. Nobody kills

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		
	EPUB/images/cover.jpg
BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE WHISPER MAN

‘A splendidly
creepy story’
DAILY MAIL

R

.

OM

‘An absolute master
of his craft’
JANE CASEY

ALEX NORTH

PREVIOUSLY PUBLISHED AS STEVE MOSBY





EPUB/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-light.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-heavy.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenirrounded-regular.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenirrounded-bold.otf


