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For Brenda, always calm as a cucumber.
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Bad Timing

Gail  Hammond was having a hellish day. Her mother had called at lunchtime: Dad was poorly – he’d had a fall in the garden, banged his hip. The hospital said there was nothing broken, but could she come and take a look? Gail was about to begin a stint on nights; she needed her rest. Mum played the guilt card – she hadn’t been to see them in over a month; it was only half an hour by train from Chelmsford to London – and what good was it, being a nurse, if she couldn’t even help out her old dad?

So Gail had cancelled her plans for an afternoon snooze and caught the 13:09 from Chelmsford. If she got the seven o’clock train back, she’d be home around seven-thirty – plenty of time to shower, change, grab a bite to eat, maybe even put her feet up for an hour before heading out to work. But Mum was fretful, in need of reassurance, and Dad did seem to be in a lot of pain, so Gail comforted and soothed, went out to pick up Dad’s prescription, then cooked a light supper and tucked them both up in front of the TV before leaving, reluctantly, an hour later than planned.

The trip home was stop-start all the way, held up by ‘an incident’ on the line. As they trundled through green fields and small towns at a crawl, the summer sun lowering in the sky, Gail checked her watch and shifted in her seat, astonished and perversely irritated by the quiet acceptance of those around her. She called her supervisor in A&E twice to let him know her progress; he was understanding, but they were short-staffed – he was struggling to cope.

‘I’ll be there just as fast as I can,’ she promised.

Six short minutes from journey’s end the train’s intercom crackled; the conductor announced that there had been a points failure at Chelmsford – they were backed up behind two other trains. The twenty or so people in her carriage groaned as one. They would make an unscheduled stop at Ingatestone, the conductor said. A bus would carry them the rest of the way. Gail felt a pang of dismay – her shift started in fifteen minutes – a detour by bus would add another fifty minutes on to her journey.

As the train drew to a halt at the platform, she dialled her boss. The strain in his voice made her wince. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘I’ll grab a taxi.’ She raced from the platform to the exit, thinking she’d be lucky to see even a single cab waiting: Ingatestone was a small commuter town, a minor station stop; it didn’t even have an official cab rank. She dodged past someone wheeling a document case and hurried out on to the service roadway that ran past the red-brick Victorian station frontage. Four minicabs were lined up at the edge of the car park; word must have got out to the local cabbies. For a second, her heart lifted, but half a dozen passengers were ahead of her. A single-decker bus idled on the main car park; maybe she should head for that. Two people in the queue got into the first cab, leaving three more, with just four people to cater for – maybe she had a chance, after all. She watched eagerly; the queue for the bus dwindled, the last of the passengers climbing on board as two more people got into the third cab – the last one was hers! She strode to it, relief flooding through her, but as she reached for the door a man jostled past, throwing her off-balance, knocking her phone out of her hand. ‘Hey!’ she said, bending to pick it up.

He ignored her, sliding into the passenger seat and slamming the door after him.

Gail straightened up, phone in hand. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ she shouted, but the man turned away, and the cab swung out from the kerb and was off.

‘Hey!’ she called again. She glanced over her shoulder, but there was no one to share her outrage: the bus was already turning into the lane. ‘No – wait!’ She ran a few steps, but it picked up speed, accelerating away.

Gail turned full circle. The car park was almost empty – she was stranded. Listening to the roar of the bus retreating down the lane, she swore softly, just about ready to weep with frustration. She took a breath. For heaven’s sake. ‘So you’ll be late for work,’ she told herself. ‘It’s a pain in the neck – but at least no one died.’ Her inner balance restored, she wiped the grit off her smartphone and began scrolling through her contacts for a cab firm. The phone buzzed in her hand. Her boss.

She hesitated, then hit ‘Answer’. ‘Paul, I’m so sorry, I—’

She broke off, seeing a grey Mondeo sweep down the lane towards her. A sticker on the driver’s door bore the logo of A2B Cabs – her favourite taxi service. The driver wound down his window. ‘You all right, love?’

‘I am now,’ she said, climbing in next to him. Then, to her boss: ‘I’m in a cab. Should be with you in half an hour, tops.’

She grinned at the driver as she closed the phone. ‘I think you just saved my life.’
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Believe no one, doubt everything, and remember – everyone lies.

NICK FENNIMORE





Aberdeen, Monday

‘Gail Hammond’s partially clothed body was found two days after she disappeared. She had been sexually assaulted, strangled with a ligature and left in a ditch on a country lane near Willingdale, eight miles west of Chelmsford.’

Professor Nick Fennimore was giving a public lecture in one of the shiny new riverside buildings at Robert Gordon University, Aberdeen. He was tanned, having spent a few weeks advising on a murder investigation in the United States’ Midwest with DCI Kate Simms, and although he had a healing scar on his forehead – a souvenir of his visit – he felt fit. It was mid-June, exams were over and most of the students had gone home for the vacation, yet he had an audience of three hundred. This presentation was part of the ‘Science Matters’ festival – a ‘summer pops’-style series of free public lectures and seminars for techies, science geeks, the mildly interested and the morbidly curious.

On the projector screen behind him, a grainy CCTV image, date-stamped eight years ago: a grey Mondeo on a railway station car park; a small, fair-haired woman slipping into the front seat of a car. ‘CCTV at Ingatestone Station, Essex,’ Fennimore said. ‘That is Gail Hammond. Several passengers noticed her hurrying off the train – those who boarded the bus saw a man muscling ahead of her in the queue for taxis – she was rather slight, as you can see. The cab driver who picked her up was identified as Tom Killbride.’

He clicked through a series of traffic-cam images, creating a time-lapse sequence of Killbride’s Mondeo progressing through traffic lights and junctions en route to Chelmsford. The final image on the screen: Killbride in the driver’s seat looking surly, with an anxious-faced Gail Hammond beside him.

‘Oddly, they never made it into the city centre. Killbride dropped out of sight until ten hours later, when he was seen heading west on the A414.’ Fennimore called up a map of Chelmsford and the surrounding area. ‘But he vanished again between these two traffic cams.’ Fennimore used a laser pointer to highlight the two locations, about half a mile apart. ‘The next time Killbride showed up was in Chelmsford the following night, picking up a fare in the city centre.’

He got a rumble of response: the audience shifted in their seats, exchanging glances and murmured comments. Fennimore gazed around the tiered seats, enjoying the sound of crime enthusiasts leaping to conclusions. Tracking left to right, his eye snagged on a still, silent figure in an aisle seat, second row from the back.

Josh Brown, Fennimore’s doctoral student. Josh was in his mid-twenties; he was dressed urban style in T-shirt, combats and hoodie. Camouflage – and it worked; he merged well with the younger students. But this was not a student lecture, and the student’s sludgy colour palette stood out among the summer pastels of the general public. Fennimore himself wore a shirt and tie under a lightweight grey suit: delivering lectures or visiting crime scenes, he never felt properly dressed in casual clothes. Josh met his gaze but glanced quickly away.

‘What happened during those missing hours?’ Fennimore asked. ‘Killbride told police he’d dropped Ms Hammond on Parkway, a busy arterial road into Chelmsford town centre. But why would she ask to be dropped at the side of a busy road ten minutes’ walk from the city centre? Broomfield Hospital was another four miles on from there, and she was already late – surely she would head straight to the hospital?’

He saw the answer to his questions in their faces.

‘Killbride said he didn’t know why Gail asked him to drop her at that point. Nor could he account for his journey along the A414, ten hours later.’

The next slide showed the same map, but with a location marked in red. ‘This is where Gail Hammond’s body was found on a country lane, a half-mile from the A414. Coincidentally, this was between the last two traffic cameras to sight Mr Killbride’s car.’ He added the locations of the two traffic cams and sketched a shallow-sided triangle between the three points on the map; an arrowhead, pointing irresistibly towards Killbride’s guilt.

He clicked on to a photograph of police cars on a country lane, a white ‘incitent’ over the ditch, CSIs kitted out in white Tyvek suits. ‘Killbride was picked up soon after police gained access to Ingatestone Station’s CCTV recordings.’

Fennimore pulled up an image of a microscope slide; on it were three bright green fibres. ‘These are fibres from a rope – possibly a tow line. Twenty-three distinct strands of this stuff were embedded in the skin of Gail’s neck and caught in her hair. And although none of these particular fibres was discovered in Killbride’s car, fibres from her clothing were.’ The audience stirred, and he added, ‘Of course, you would expect that – after all, she was a passenger – but these fibres were found in the boot of his car. Now, Gail Hammond had no luggage – all she was carrying was her shoulder bag and her phone. So how did those fibres get from the front seat into the boot of the car? And why were fibres from her trousers and blouse found on his jacket, shirt and trousers?’

He left these questions unanswered, for now.

‘Killbride was recently divorced; he lived alone in a flat on the edge of the city. His credit card and a search of his computer revealed that he regularly accessed online porn. A year earlier, Killbride had been arrested for the false imprisonment of an eighteen-year-old girl.’

Another murmur from the audience; he would come back to that wee red herring later.

‘He was considered a loner and “a bit weird” among the other cabbies. He claimed that he hadn’t left his flat between dropping Gail off and heading to Chelmsford railway station the next evening. Witnesses confirm that they did see him cleaning his car during the afternoon, but his Mondeo was missing from its usual parking space all morning. He later admitted meeting with a man in a lay-by on the A414 to buy drugs – Mr Killbride had a little cocaine habit – but he denied driving into the country lanes. He was off the grid for thirty minutes somewhere between those two traffic cameras. Killbride said his supplier was late, that he’d waited “a while” – he couldn’t be more specific. Unsurprisingly, the phantom dealer couldn’t be traced, and the police decided it was yet another lie.

‘But the most damning evidence of all …’ The audience leaned forward as one. ‘Killbride’s blood was found on Gail Hammond’s shoes.’ Fennimore called up an image of Gail’s black lace-ups. He repositioned and magnified the image; five tiny drops of blood had been marked on the photograph: two on the stitching of the left shoe; one on the edge of one of the eyelets, and two more on the toe cap of the right shoe. ‘Blood spatter,’ he said. ‘Point-five of a millimetre across. DNA analysis proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that it was Mr Killbride’s blood. And it revealed that he has a relatively rare genetic condition – he is 47,XYY karyotype. In plain English, he has an extra Y chromosome, which is unusual and interesting.’ Fennimore paused. ‘But is it relevant?’

A few people nodded, eager.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘all right, yes, it is … The Y chromosome is what makes an egg develop into a male infant. Common sense would tell you that having an extra Y chromosome would make you more male, yes?’ A few more nods in the audience. ‘And XYY males do tend to be tall.’ The next slide was of Tom Killbride, photographed at his wedding, with the bride and her parents. He towered over the group. ‘As you can see, Killbride is no exception. The prosecution argued that his genetic quirk made him prone to aggression, criminality and social abnormality – they quoted a 1960s study to support their case, and the press helpfully came up with all kinds of entertaining stories about “super-males” and violent criminals.’ Fennimore clicked through slide after slide: killers and madmen – all cursed with the XYY abnormality.

‘Killbride was prone to severe nosebleeds – he’d had a doozie two days before Gail disappeared, and required a nasal cautery at Broomfield Hospital to stop the bleeding.’ Fennimore gave the younger members of the audience a meaningful look: ‘One of the grosser side-effects of cocaine addiction, kids.’ A few tittered.

‘Gail Hammond was an A&E nurse; Killbride’s defence claimed that she must have been splashed with his blood during his hospital visit. Police checked the story – he was, indeed, at Broomfield Hospital two days before the murder, just as he’d said. Unfortunately, Gail wasn’t. Her work records showed she wasn’t on duty the day he came in. He’d lied – just as he’d lied about dropping her off on Parkway, miles from her destination. Just as he’d lied about not being on the country lane where her body was found. Tom Killbride was charged with Gail Hammond’s abduction and murder. And he was found guilty.’

There was an audible outrush of breath from the audience, murmurs of approval. Interesting, Fennimore thought – they didn’t know the rest of the story. But Killbride had been tried at Chelmsford Crown Court, five hundred miles and a country-and-a-half away from where they were sitting. It wasn’t so surprising that his Scottish audience hadn’t paid too much attention to an eight-year-old case, tried in the English courts. Fennimore smiled.

‘But Tom Killbride was innocent,’ he said.

In the audience, unnoticed by the professor, a man, better camouflaged than Fennimore’s student, watched with bitter contempt. Oh, he’s quite the grandstander. A real showman. Performance like that, they should be charging admission. The man huffed air out through his nostrils, resisting the urge to start a slow handclap, and instead forced a smile. Let him talk – it’s what he’s good at.

Fennimore waited for the rustle of consternation to settle to a murmur of dissent. He explained that a pressure group had taken an interest in Killbride’s case and began a campaign to have the cab driver’s conviction overturned. They called Fennimore in to review the forensic evidence.

‘There are lots of reasons why miscarriages of justice happen,’ he said. ‘Trial by media, the prosecution overestimates the value of the evidence, the defence is weak or even incompetent, police fail to disclose evidence which could help the defence.’ He paused.

‘All of these were true in the prosecution of Tom Killbride. As for the “weird-therefore-bad” culpability argument?’ He winced. ‘Do me a favour – I mean, I’m weird – but no one ever charged me with murder.’

That got a laugh, loosened the tension a little.

He pulled up the image of Gail Hammond easing into the passenger seat of Killbride’s car. ‘Killbride did indeed pick Gail up at Ingatestone Station. He was a licensed minicab driver – that was his job – that was what he was supposed to do. Okay, technically, he should only have picked up passengers who’d booked through his firm – but that’s not a hanging offence.’

‘What about the false imprisonment charge?’ someone called out.

‘Good point,’ Fennimore said. ‘Why on earth was he still driving a minicab with that kind of record?’ He lifted one shoulder. ‘The fact is he didn’t have a record. Killbride was never charged. The supposed “victim” was drunk, threw up on the back seat, refused to pay her fare, let alone the cleanup costs – and she tried to do a runner. Killbride locked the doors; she called the cops.’ He spread his hands. ‘She withdrew the accusation after she sobered up – even apologized. The question is, why did the police leave the false accusation uncorrected on file – worse still – why was it entered into evidence? Was defence counsel asleep or did he just not give a damn?’

Fennimore clicked to a photo of the roadway where Killbride claimed to have dropped off his passenger. ‘Okay, so why did he drop Gail off at Parkway?’ A grey railing ran alongside a roadway blurred by speeding traffic. Beyond the railing stood light industrial units and office blocks. ‘Common sense tells you it’s not a good place to leave a young woman at that time of night,’ he said. ‘Doesn’t it?’ He got a few nods of agreement. ‘Well, Einstein said common sense was the collection of all the prejudices acquired by the age of eighteen. So let’s ditch the common sense and do some actual fact-checking instead. Walk twenty yards north-west along Parkway, this is what you see.’ He clicked to the next slide, a picture Fennimore had taken himself, barely a year ago.

A row of Edwardian red-brick houses stood at a right angle to the main road. Three concrete bollards blocked the street to traffic from Parkway. ‘There’s pedestrian access only at this point,’ Fennimore said. ‘So Killbride couldn’t have turned into the street, even if he wanted to. But walk two minutes down that row, take a right, then a sharp left and you’re in the street where Gail Hammond lived.’

A few people shifted in their seats.

‘Did Ms Hammond go to her flat after all? Her car was parked there – perhaps she decided to drive the rest of the way. Gail was known to keep a “ready bag” in her car with a clean uniform in it – she’d come straight from London, so she wouldn’t have had a uniform with her; maybe she realized she’d have to stop by her flat to pick one up, and took the short cut from the main road.’

The next slide bore the words:

‘Locard’s exchange principle: every contact leaves a trace.’ Gill Grissom, CSI

The smiles in the audience said they recognized the oft-repeated phrase from the TV series.

‘Let’s look at the fibre and blood evidence.’ Fennimore folded his arms and trotted down the steps from the stage into the audience. He offered his hand to a man in the front row and after an embarrassed hesitation, the man took it and they shook.

Fennimore held up his right hand. ‘This gentleman now has, oh, about fifty shades of grey wool fibres from my jacket on his right hand.’ He got a few smiles from the women at that. ‘And I will probably have fibres from his clothing on my skin – along with sweat and skin cells, sloughed from his palm.’

A woman a little further along the row wrinkled her nose and Fennimore gave a theatrical shudder. ‘I know …’ He made a feint for a young couple in the front row and they shrank back. Laughter broke out.

He stepped back, serious again. ‘Every contact leaves a trace,’ he said. ‘It was a hot summer the year Gail Hammond disappeared. Tom Killbride often wore a jacket to work, but he’d take it off if he got too warm and leave it on the seat next to him until he found a moment to stow it in the boot of his car – so his jacket was bound to pick up fibres from the car seat, and carpet fibres from the boot. Picture this: Gail sits in the car. Her trousers and top pick up fibres from the car seat, from Killbride’s jacket, a few fibres from the car boot carpet, too – and she leaves contact trace from her own clothing. Look at the details of the fibre evidence, and you’ll find that trace from Gail’s clothing was found only on the seat of Killbride’s trousers and the back of his T-shirt.

‘He was seen cleaning his car the following afternoon. Now, I don’t know about you, but when I’m vacuuming my car, I often sit in the passenger seat to get a better angle on the hard-to-get-at corners on the driver’s side.’

He saw recognition in some of the faces.

‘Every contact leaves a trace,’ he said again. ‘Physical evidence is not proof of guilt. Not everything found at the scene of a crime is relevant to the crime: there are hammers that are not used as bludgeons, knives that are guilty of nothing more violent than slicing a lemon. Fingerprints, DNA, blood – can all prove that someone was present, but it’s the context and interpretation of the evidence that make the case. Or prove innocence.

‘The investigator’s job was to look at the evidence from both sides – not to construct a case to prove Killbride was a killer. But the police wanted a result; the CPS wanted a clean, quick prosecution; the family wanted justice for Gail; the public wanted to feel safe on the streets again. So nobody looked for an innocent explanation.’

He brought them back to the image of green fibres on a microscope slide. ‘Not a single fibre from the rope ligature used to strangle Gail Hammond was found on Killbride or in his car. Why? The prosecution said that was irrelevant – the blood evidence on Gail’s shoes more than made up for that. Gail had scratches on her neck, and a broken fingernail – her parents and her friends said she wouldn’t have given up without a fight – she must have given him a bloody nose. But there wasn’t a mark on Killbride, not a scratch or bruise – and the only DNA under Gail’s fingernails was her own.’

Fennimore took a moment to look into the faces of the audience and was pleased to see that some were adjusting their earlier judgements.

‘The local paper reported on the trial every day, and Gail Hammond’s supervisor rang the police as soon as he saw the news about the blood on Gail’s shoes. You see, Gail was on duty two nights earlier, when Killbride came in to A&E: she’d gone in on her off-duty to cover for a staff absence. Her supervisor gave a statement to the police; he’d been so upset after Gail’s death that he completely forgot to update her work log with the extra hours. The work record provided by the hospital’s human resources department was incomplete. It was possible – even likely – that Gail had come into contact with Killbride during the course of her shift. She wouldn’t even have to get that close: Killbride’s mouth and throat would be full of blood – he’d be coughing and choking. And a vigorous cough can travel at the speed of sound.’

He waited while they pictured this.

‘Oddly enough, the police never got back to Gail’s supervisor. He wasn’t called to give evidence and his statement was never passed on to the defence. In fact, I only discovered this little gem when I interviewed staff personally.

‘But the prosecution has to hand over any evidence that might undermine the prosecution or strengthen the defence’s case, right?’ Fennimore dipped his head. ‘To a point. The full disclosure rule only applies to evidence they have in their possession at the time disclosure is made – and that would be before the start of the trial. This came out during the trial, so technically the police did nothing wrong. They didn’t include the notes in the bundle they sent out to me either. Which is why a case reviewer should start the investigation over again, like it was day one. Believe no one, question everything – and remember – everyone lies.’

He clicked back to the slide of Killbride at his wedding. ‘So we come to Killbride’s “sinister genetic make-up”. After all, the 1960s study found a high percentage of convicted criminals had XYY syndrome. Which was a steaming pile of—’ He flashed up an image of Crapshoots and Bad Stats, his popular science text, and got a few smiles.

‘The study was flawed by poor sampling and experimental bias. But journalists who couldn’t count to twelve without taking their shoes and socks off started misinterpreting experimental results they didn’t understand, and behold – a medical myth was born.

‘XYY males are the same as the rest of us – they get married, raise kids and are no more prone to violence or criminality than you or me.’ He paused before adding darkly, ‘It is true, however, that they tend to be a bit on the tall side …’

A faint ripple of laughter ran around the auditorium.

‘The investigators never checked Gail Hammond’s car – she didn’t use it on the day, so it was dismissed as irrelevant. But what if her car was the crime scene and not Killbride’s?’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘I just had to know.’

The next slide showed a red, weather-faded VW Polo.

‘Gail’s car,’ he said. ‘Her parents sold it, but eight years on the buyer still owned it. Killbride’s appeal team paid to have the car forensically examined. Trapped under the headrest, they found seven bright green fibres matching those embedded in the ligature marks on Gail’s neck. And here’s the clincher: a fragment of torn fingernail was discovered in the groove of the seat rail runner. The new owner had adjusted it to his leg length the day he drove away in her car, and there it remained for eight years.’

Fennimore showed them images of the fragment side by side with post-mortem photographs of Gail’s torn fingernail. It was a good match. ‘The fingernail had viable DNA under it …’

The camouflaged man sat up straight.

‘… Gail’s DNA,’ Fennimore concluded, and the man settled back in his seat, mirroring the posture of the man next to him: one leg bent at the knee, the other stretched out.

‘It now looks like Gail was abducted and murdered in her own car.’

The camouflaged man picked up a pen and began doodling on the notepad in front of him.

‘If only police had checked Killbride’s claim that he dropped Gail off at the roadside …’ Fennimore said. ‘But all that tosh about highly aggressive XYY “super-males” quite turned their heads. They stopped looking – stopped even thinking.’

He went to the final slide: a newsprint photograph of a pale but smiling Killbride standing next to his barrister on the steps of the Supreme Court. The headline: KILLBRIDE INNOCENT.

‘You got Tom Killbride off, but Gail Hammond’s killer is still out there.’

Fennimore located the questioner in the middle of the second row. A student, he guessed, but not one he recognized.

‘You’re right,’ he said, ignoring the confrontational tone. ‘There are no happy endings in such sad tales; all we can hope for is justice. Tom Killbride found justice because of the hard work of people who didn’t even know him. Gail Hammond still waits for hers.’

‘The murderer made fools of the police,’ the student said.

‘They made fools of themselves,’ Fennimore corrected. ‘They decided that Killbride was guilty and then systematically set out to make the facts fit.’

‘The killer cleaned up after himself – he’s smart – forensically aware,’ the questioner said.

‘What makes you think that?’

‘Essex Police say they have no new leads in the case.’

‘They’re being modest,’ Fennimore said. ‘Justifiably so. But they now have the green cord fibres – which they didn’t have before. The killer thinks he knows what the CSIs are looking for: DNA and fingerprints. So he cleans up before he leaves. But it isn’t all about DNA – it’s about having the determination to keep looking, even when it seems there’s nothing to look for. The evidence doesn’t go away. It will still be there, waiting for someone to come along who is lucky enough or smart enough to see the stupid mistakes he made.’ He checked himself – this was sounding too personal; he could almost hear Kate Simms’s voice, mocking, gently chiding: Listen to the ego talking. This isn’t about you, Fennimore, this is about Gail. He began again.

‘The murderer missed the rope fibres. He missed Gail’s broken fingernail – beginner mistakes – amateur mistakes. He was lucky three times over – in the botched police investigation, in the dishonesty of the prosecution, and in Killbride, who made such a plausible stooge. But now we know the real killer is out there. People are looking for him, and he will foul up – even if he never attacks another woman in his sorry life. Even if he never so much as wolf-whistles after a woman in the street. Because these types are impulsive and narcissistic; he’ll lash out at someone who injures his fragile ego, or he’ll drive too fast on a bellyful of booze; he’ll steal, or stalk, or swindle – and he will reveal himself.’
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Salford Quays, Manchester, Wednesday

Julia Myers looked down at her daughter. Lauren was high and happy as only a six-year-old can be, energized by the music and romance in the film. They walked from the cinema, Lauren holding her hand, skipping, rising on her toes and performing half-pirouettes as she recalled scenes and dialogue, extending her free arm in balletic gestures, re-enacting the role of the heroine. Julia let her prattle, searching the rows for her car, worrying vaguely about the rattle she’d heard on the drive in; they had already paid a fortune replacing the cam-belt – their finances couldn’t stand another expensive repair. The retail park was jammed with hundreds of cars reflecting shards of light and heat. Some had already begun the rush hour journey home, pulling out of parking bays, edging on to the access road. The air smelled of exhaust fumes and ozone; the metallic rasp of bromide catching the back of her throat.

‘If I was a princess, I would make my horrible stepsisters clean the steps of the palace on their hands and knees, with a – with a …’ Lauren struggled for an appropriately harsh punishment. ‘A toothbrush!’

‘That wouldn’t be very kind,’ Julia said.

‘So what? They were cruel and now I would be getting my own back on them.’

‘You know, you can be cruel sometimes, too,’ Julia said, knowing her daughter was talking about her own grievances. ‘When you—’

‘I’m thirsty,’ Lauren interrupted. ‘I want an Oasis.’

This was deliberate – a challenge. ‘When you eat the wrong things,’ Julia said, trying to be reasonable, cursing her own weakness for having given in to Lauren’s pleas for ‘just one’ Day-Glo treat while they watched the film. ‘Foods with artificial colourings in them, for instance.’

‘Where’s my sweeties? I want them.’

This was how it always went: explanations met with challenges, firmness with resistance; belligerence too often turning to full-blown tantrums.

‘Those sweeties are the reason you’re acting up right now,’ she said.

‘I’m not acting up!’

Julia remained silent, and after a moment Lauren began again, her tone wheedling. ‘You could take out the yellow ones.’

‘The sweets are gone, Lauren. All of them. I’ve thrown them out.’ Lauren stopped dead, jolting Julia’s arm.

‘They’re mine – I paid for them out of my own pocket money!’

Julia sighed inwardly: telling Lauren was a mistake; allowing herself to be drawn into an argument was a mistake. Feeling control slipping away from her, she said, ‘I’ll get you some more,’ adding before she could stop herself: ‘The kind without the cranky colours.’

She offered her hand, but Lauren folded her arms, scowling. ‘Don’t WANT them. They taste like puke.’

‘Lauren … now you know that’s not a nice word to use.’ If she could just get her to the car, get her home, she might retrieve the situation—

‘Puke, puke, puke, puke, PUKE!’ Lauren yelled, a telling spite in her voice. Her eyes glittered. A hard grey-black sheen in her irises told Julia that it was already too late. She grabbed Lauren’s hand and began marching grimly to the car, aware of disapproving looks from onlookers queuing on the access road.

‘Don’t—’ Lauren moaned, instantly tearful. ‘Do-oh-oh-ooon’t!’ She leaned back, digging in her heels like a fell walker on a precipice, her hand clammy and cold in Julia’s.

As they passed McDonald’s, she snapped upright, clinging instead to Julia’s arm. ‘I’m hungry.’ Ready to concede, pretending her show of temper had never happened. ‘Mummy, I’m fine – I’m hungry, that’s all. I just want a Happy Meal.’

‘I think you’re happy enough, don’t you?’ Stop it, Julia. Stop baiting her and allowing her to bait you. You’re the grown-up here. Get her home and detoxed – it’s not her fault – it’s yours for caving in.

Lauren twisted her hand and pulled, her damp fingers slipping free of Julia’s. She darted towards the golden archway, heedless of the cars. Julia lunged, her fingertips brushing the cotton fabric of her daughter’s T-shirt. Lauren arched her back, evading her mother’s grasp, her laughter high and hard; the crazy sound of additive-induced mania.

A gap in the line of cars. Lauren leaped into it as the next car accelerated forward. Julia screamed. Lauren turned, her eyes wide – saw the danger too late.

A squeal of brakes and the world seemed to stop.

The car bounced on its suspension, a centimetre from Lauren’s midriff. Then Julia was moving again. She dragged Lauren on to the walkway and crouched in front of her, seizing her by her narrow shoulders. ‘You stupid girl – you could have been killed!’

A tremor ran through her daughter’s bony frame. Julia pushed back images of Lauren crippled, Lauren broken – pushed hard against the deep black nothingness of Lauren, gone. But Lauren must have seen the horror in her mother’s face: her lip trembled and she began to wail. Julia wrapped her arms around her, scooping her up. ‘All right,’ she murmured. ‘It’s all right, baby …’

‘I’m sorry, Mummy. S-s-orry, Mummy …’

This was also part of the pattern coming down from a high: tears and appalled sorrow. Julia carried Lauren, patting her back as the child continued to sob, soothing her with nonsense until she found the car. The boot was open a fraction and Julia released the catch and slammed it shut with a small rush of relief. No repair bills. Feeling doubly lucky, having got away with leaving the car wide open like that, she lowered Lauren into the child seat. Lauren had subsided into sighs and hiccupping sobs, but clung to her for a second before letting go. Julia helped her with the buckle and wiped the tears from her daughter’s face. ‘Okay?’ she said with a smile, and Lauren gave a single nod, avoiding her eye.

‘Sorry, Mummy,’ she whispered again.

‘Chin up, YP.’ Julia stroked her daughter’s cheek with one finger. The nickname brought a wan smile to the little girl’s face, and, satisfied, Julia went around to the driver’s door.

The interior was hot and she caught a faint whiff of something animal, male, slightly acrid. She glanced in the mirror and saw that Lauren had wrinkled her nose, too. ‘Daddy left his stinky gym clothes in the boot again,’ Julia said.

‘Pooh!’ Lauren giggled, holding her nose. Her eyes still glistened with tears, but she was all right – back to her old self – her real self, as Julia saw it.

‘Daddy’s in Big Trouble, isn’t he, Mummy?’

Julia held her gaze in the mirror, widening her eyes and nodding, deadpan.

Lauren snickered behind her hand; she was a daddy’s girl, but once in a while she and Julia would share a moment of allegiance like this, and Julia’s heart would swell with love for her child. She swung the car out and they trundled along the row.

At the first speed bump, the car jangled and Julia’s stomach tightened. ‘That damn rattle,’ she muttered, peering into the mirror as if it would reveal the cause.

Instinctively, Lauren glanced over her shoulder. ‘Is something broke?’

‘Broken,’ Julia corrected automatically. ‘I hope not, sweetie,’ she added with a sigh.

She turned left out of Salford Quays, cutting through the back-way to avoid traffic, heading northward to Prestwich, and home, maddened by the faint-but-constant jangle of metal on metal. The exhaust, maybe? But they had that replaced only two years ago. The suspension? God, they really couldn’t afford that … As they approached the A56, passing a cluster of car dealerships on one side of the road and an abandoned furniture outlet on the other, they hit a pothole and Julia winced.

‘It’s getting worse,’ Lauren said, sounding anxious.

‘It’s just the road – makes it sound worse than it is.’ Julia forced a smile in the mirror. ‘Don’t worry, Daddy will look underneath when we get home.’

‘But, Mummy,’ Lauren said, and there was real fear in her voice now, ‘it’s not underneath … It’s inside.’

A trickle of sweat turned to ice on Julia’s backbone and she looked in the mirror just as the seat next to Lauren tipped forward. Something moved in the shadows – a black shape emerging from the boot of the car.

A dog? Jesus! How did—?

Julia gasped, twisting in her seat; the beast was crawling into the passenger compartment, its movements jerky, weird.

Lauren cringed, grappling with her seat-belt buckle. ‘Mummy—’

Julia focused on the road; she needed to stop, but the car behind was too close. Pull off into one of the car parks? She looked for an opening.

Lauren screamed.

Julia stared horrified into the mirror. The dog-creature metamorphosed. A hand shot out. It was a man. A man. There was a man in the car – and he had Lauren!

Julia reached back to grapple with the intruder. The car bumped the kerb and she corrected the wheel. A horn blared and through the passenger window she saw a car loom close; she swerved to avoid a crash. Gripping the wheel with both hands, she faced forward again.

A lorry. Yards away. Julia jammed on the brakes and the car shuddered to a halt. More car horns, the squeal of tyres on hot asphalt, but the man didn’t flinch. He kept a tight grip on Lauren’s wrist with his right hand as his left snaked around her neck. He was clothed entirely in black and he wore a black ski-mask. Julia saw the flash of a knife blade and then the man spoke:

‘You watch the road,’ he whispered. ‘I’ve got her.’
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Informed betting is methodical. Guessing is merely desperate.

JON J. NORDBY, DEAD RECKONING





Aberdeen, Wednesday

‘Is that you, Professor?’

Fennimore halted mid-step; Joan. He’d hoped to sneak up to his office, but not much got past the forensic science department’s office manager unseen. Her office door stood open, and Joan’s desk was positioned so that, like Hecate, guardian of the household, she could see all that passed in her kingdom.

‘I wondered when you’d show your face.’ Joan dressed as she spoke: with femininity and care, but no frills. As for the occasional flounce – Fennimore guessed that she saw it as a special prerogative for having to deal with all the clever dimwits whose academic affairs she managed.

‘I’m guessing it’s been bad?’ he said, trying for conciliatory.

In answer, she reached down beside her chair and heaved a grey mail sack on to her desk.

Fennimore groaned.

‘Phone calls, too,’ she said. ‘Twenty requests for interviews. Notoriety does seem to seek you out, doesn’t it?’ Her precise Aberdonian tones sounded particularly clipped today.

He couldn’t argue. Instead, he peered into the sack; there was a disturbing number of black-edged cards and an even more disconcerting flowering of peach and lemon-yellow envelopes.

‘You’re all over the Internet.’ Joan clicked through her computer screens to an online newspaper. Here’s The Scotsman: ‘“Amateur Killer Still at Large,” says Forensic Expert.’ She clicked on another link. ‘“Police Stopped Thinking” – they’re not the only ones, are they, Professor?’ she asked tartly.

Fennimore sighed. The public lecture, intended to draw attention to the university and its work, had more than fulfilled its promise. The student who had asked about justice for Gail Hammond had video-recorded the exchange – every uncensored, disparaging word – and posted it on YouTube.

Joan’s phone rang, but she pre-empted his escape, raising a finger, commanding him to wait. ‘You again, Mr Lazko?’ She arched an eyebrow at Fennimore and he shook his head. The manager’s gaze didn’t waver. ‘As I told you earlier, the professor is not expected in today.’ A pause, then: ‘Very well.’ She added a note to her memo pad. ‘I’ll be sure to let him know.’

She handed Fennimore the note as she hung up. ‘He says you’ve to ring him urgently.’

Fennimore crumpled it without reading it and dropped it into her bin.

‘That wasn’t his first call,’ Joan said.

‘So I gathered. It won’t be his last.’

‘You know, it might be better to talk to him and be done with it.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘It wouldn’t.’

Joan frowned. Still watching him, she began typing, her fingers rustling over the keyboard. She shifted her gaze to the screen to read and seconds later, she said, ‘Oh. I see.’

Fennimore doubted it, but he was grateful not to have to explain.

‘I’ll make sure he doesn’t get through.’

‘I’d appreciate it.’ Fennimore grabbed the mail sack, but she rapped his knuckles lightly.

‘I’ll deal with the condolence cards and the pastel-coloured billets.’ Fennimore began to thank her, and she sniffed. ‘Aye, well, you can thank me by keeping your head down – and you will have to sort through the pile in your office yourself.’

‘There’s more?’

She answered him with a look.

They were stacked in date order on his desk – fifty or more letters, postcards and notelets in the few short days since the YouTube clip had gone viral. The university’s spam filters had junked most of the crank emails, but he hadn’t thought that people would go to the bother of handwriting their unwanted messages and actually paying for a postage stamp.

The moment he sat down, his phone rang.

‘While you’re sorting that lot, you might think about getting to work on the mess up there.’ Joan again; she had timed his journey to his office perfectly. ‘It needs to be cleared by the end of July.’ The Andrew Street building was to become part of a luxury hotel chain and they wanted access by the beginning of August. ‘You’ll like it at Garthdee,’ she went on, her tone uncharacteristically cajoling. ‘It’s on the riverfront, overlooking the park.’

‘Joan, if I want a view, I’ll go hiking in the Lakes – it’s the absence of view that helps me think.’

‘Well, that’s a pity,’ she said tartly, ‘because this building is sold, and if you don’t organize yourself, Estates and Property Services will.’

Fennimore glanced around at the clutter of bookcases, stacked two-deep with reference texts; the boxes housing case notes, coursework and periodicals; his comfy day-bed, buried under a pile of box files.

‘Tell them they’ll need a forklift.’ He hung up and slumped in his chair. He liked this building, with its nicotine-yellow lecture room, scarred by his more flamboyant demonstrations; his office with its spectacular winter sunsets; he liked overlooking granite buildings, stone walls and grey streets.

He sighed, turning his attention to the task. Joan had stacked envelopes stamped with university logos in a smaller bundle. A Post-it note stuck to the topmost commanded: ‘Read these first.’

He picked up his letter knife and obediently made a start.

There were two invitations to speak at conferences in the following year – and a call for papers for a third. These he set aside to read later. The next half-dozen were pastel billets the senders had smuggled through Joan’s spam filter by slipping them inside plain brown envelopes. He placed them in a fresh pile for shredding – a precaution against any of the crazier missives falling into the hands of the media. Then came a request from one of the broadsheets for him to write an opinion piece on miscarriages of justice. He junked it, feeling a slight pang of guilt: the university’s publicity department would kill for a full page in the ‘quality’ press. But press were press, and Fennimore had an ingrained suspicion of the lot of them. He continued for half an hour, until he came to a plain buff envelope. It began with an apology of sorts:

‘I was wrong about you – I know that, and I’m sorry for it – but you and me have a lot in common—’ Suspicious, Fennimore skipped to the signature. Carl Lazko. He tore the letter in two and tossed it. Sorry didn’t begin to make amends for what Lazko had done to him. He lashed out with his foot, sending the bin skittering across the floor to a corner, where it rattled against a stack of plastic tote boxes and came to rest.

He gripped the desk, his mind lurching back five – almost six – years to the last time he saw his wife and daughter. If he had been home that weekend – been there to protect his wife and child … Rachel and Suzie had disappeared from their rented house near the police training centre in Hampshire, where Fennimore was working on case reviews at the National Crime Faculty. That weekend he had arranged to meet Simms at a hotel – a conference, he’d called it. A ‘tryst’, Lazko had called it. Nothing happened – not then – but when the truth came out it had almost destroyed Simms’s marriage, and Fennimore had lived with the guilt in the years since.

Even after the national press moved on to other stories, Lazko always seemed to be on the periphery of Fennimore’s vision, dogging his steps. When they found Rachel’s body in the Essex marshes six months later, the reporter was at his door well ahead of the pack, in prime position to snap Fennimore being led to a police car. The detectives had been there to take him to identify his wife’s body, but Lazko’s newspaper ran a review of events and carefully positioned it under Fennimore’s picture. The implication was clear: Fennimore was a suspect.

He paced to his office window, resisting the impulse to hoof the bin and its contents on to the landing. The sun beat down on the grey pavement below, creating a shimmer of summer heat haze, rare in the cold stone streets of the Granite City, and he was transported for a moment to the United States’ Midwest, to the case he had just worked on with Kate Simms. Her placement with St Louis Police must be finishing soon. He hoped they could become friends again. He took a few breaths and felt better.

Yes, he thought – even thinking about Kate did him good.

Fennimore rubbed a hand over his face and got back to work: the next item had been sent special delivery. A document to sign perhaps, or a request for help on a case review. He picked up his letter knife and slit it open, glad of the distraction. It was just a single slip of paper, printed on one side:

‘Every contact leaves a trace – but what good is that, if you can’t find him?’

Him? This had to be about his lecture on YouTube. So this was to do with Gail Hammond’s killer – the real killer – the one who got away. Fennimore checked the postmark on the envelope: Manchester.

‘If he made stupid mistakes, why hasn’t he been caught? If you’re such a genius, why can’t you find your own daughter? What is it – five years? Are you stupid or did you just stop caring? Well, what goes around comes around. Everything – all of it – it’s all on your head.’

Fennimore crushed the letter in his fist and flung it across the room. Every day for nearly six years he’d been tormented by what Suzie might be going through. But he rejected outright the possibility that she was already dead, refused to accept the odds were stacked against her ever coming home. He was no fool – he knew he was no more worthy of a happy ending than the next man – and he would call any other man a fool for holding on to such self-deluding hope. But this was Suzie, his daughter – his little girl – and he wouldn’t let go of her until he had clear, cruel evidence that she was never coming back.

He logged on to his laptop and called up an image: a girl in her mid-teens walking down a sunny street, a high wall on one side, a cobbled roadway sloping down to her left. She was with an older man; she looked serious, perhaps even unhappy, striding out in heels and a knee-length dress. The image, attached to an anonymous email, had arrived in his university inbox only a month before. The message: ‘Could this be your daughter?’ He had waited for a follow-up that never came. There was no ransom demand, no ‘psychic’ medium claiming special knowledge of his daughter’s whereabouts, no taunts from the Internet trolls whose mission in life was to add to the pain and suffering in the world. All he had was the picture and a question he still couldn’t answer.

It could be Suzie – he had aged-up a photograph of his daughter, and there were several similarities – but, maddeningly, the subject’s hair concealed her left temple – which might otherwise have revealed Suzie’s one distinguishing feature: a small diamond-shaped scar from a skateboarding injury when she was ten.

He had turned once more to Kate Simms for help. Simms searched CEOP, ICMEC and Interpol’s FASTID databases and got a big fat nothing. She had worked her contacts in Interpol, and Fennimore did now know that the girl had been photographed in the eighth arrondissement of Paris.

Fennimore scrutinized the photo for the millionth time. The worst of it was, the man in the picture looked familiar. Fennimore was convinced they had met – had tortured himself with that possibility – but he would reach for a name and on the point of recognition, it was gone.

Fennimore had flown to Paris as soon as he got back from the States, had haunted the eighth arrondissement, pestering locals and tourists with the photograph, but it was hopeless.

He opened the Facebook page he had set up on Suzie’s behalf, checking through scores of comments and posts, vetting their content, filtering out the sad cases and the trolls. Finally, he gave up and did what he’d been wanting to do all along: he checked the time – it would be mid-morning in St Louis, not too early – and he Skyped Kate Simms.

She looked lean and tanned, her dark brown hair tied in a ponytail, revealing a face free of make-up and glowing with good health. Kate’s placement with St Louis PD had clearly paid off, adding another notch to her career belt.

‘You just caught me,’ she said, answering the question he didn’t dare ask. ‘I’m at the airport – my plane’s due to leave in less than an hour. I’m guessing this is about your YouTube debut. You’re quite the Internet sensation.’ She smiled, her brown eyes dancing with mischief.

‘Ah, you’ve heard …’

‘Becky told me.’

‘Well, it’s brought out the media hacks,’ he said. ‘It beggars belief – I mean how the hell does a forensic lecture go viral, anyway?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said, teasing. ‘I guess you could piss off the police – and a load of journalists – call
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