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FOREWORD

The River Thames that snakes through the heart of London is believed to be named after the Old English word ‘Tamesis’, meaning ‘Dark One’. This may be in reference to its cloudy, silted waters, or it could be for other reasons. For the same murky waters have also provided an effective and convenient mode of body disposal for murderers from pre-Roman times to the present. Even today an average of one body a week is pulled from the surprisingly cold and fast-flowing river.

In the Victorian era, when the Port of London was at its busiest, most congested, and – arguably – most dangerous, the watermen who plied their various trades on Old Father Thames knew the river by other names.

The Black Highway.

The Devil’s Sluice.

Dead Water Way.
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The red evening sky and sharp lines of London reflect in the warped liquid mirror of the Thames; steel, glass, ancient stone, captured in a river far older than any of it. It looks like one of those heavily filtered images from a travel blog, or a tourist website – or it would, if not for the corpse in the foreground.

The dead man lies on his back close to the river’s edge, his tailored suit still somehow managing to look good despite the foul black mud that has smeared and soaked deep into the pale blue of the waterlogged wool. The man’s shoes are good quality too, not quite as good as the suit but definitely not the sort of thing some desolate street-suicide would wear, the type who regularly jumped in the river to end it all. The quality of the clothes suggests that this man falls into the other main category of river victim – the tragic accident: a drunken dare and a leap from a jetty or a party boat that quickly turned fatal, a sneaky piss into the river that ended with a slip, a bang to the head, cold-water shock, and death by drowning. But that is not what happened here: even from his position high on the embankment DCI Tannahill Khan can see that much.

He works quickly, wriggling and rustling his way into a fresh paper suit as the rest of the CSI team busy themselves on the muddy bank below, arranging temporary lights to push back the rapid advance of night and setting up screens to hide the body from the swelling crowd on the embankment. There’s an added feeling of urgency with this one, not just because of the fading daylight, or the exposed and public nature of the crime scene, but because the floater – the blunt name the river police call all bodies found in the Thames whether they are floating or not – has been discovered at low tide, and the dead, mirrored water of the Thames is already starting to buckle with the force of the current as that tide begins to turn. In less than half an hour the spot where the body is now lying will be submerged again, along with any evidence that might still be found around it.

Tannahill fastens the paper suit at the neck, wiggles his fingers into a fresh pair of blue Nitrile gloves and powers up the digital camera ready to record the scene. He’ll only get one look at this, and whatever images and footage he now captures will be his only record and point of future reference.

He sets the camera running and heads down a set of steep stone steps to the riverbank below, being careful to capture into evidence every worn stone stair, though he’s pretty sure neither killer nor victim would have used them. Floaters were called that for a reason and the spot a body was pulled from the river was rarely the same place it had entered.

Tannahill reaches the muddy, gravel and litter-choked slope of the upper bank and tilts the camera upwards, holding for a slow count of ten on a big, wide shot of the whole scene: the darkening London skyline with Tower Bridge looming to his left, a fast-response MPU boat idling beneath it ready to transport the body if needed, and the corpse lying on the river’s edge in the centre of it all.

Tannahill zooms in on the paper-suited forms surrounding it: the principal Scene of Crime Officer, the forensic pathologist, the SOCO hunched over the body and taking initial measurements – lividity, core body temperature – trying to establish a rough time of death to help work out how long the body has been in the water. Getting useful post-mortem readings from a floater is notoriously difficult, the near-freezing waters of the Thames chilling the body rapidly and ruining all the usual scales of measurement. Even so, murder scene protocol needs to be followed, and the SOCO has to finish doing their thing before Tannahill can start doing his.

He studies the paper-suited figure standing over the SOCO, trying to figure out which of the five pathologists is on duty tonight, and therefore how speedy this process is likely to be. The figure moves, almost as if sensing his scrutiny, and a darkly made-up Cleopatra eye flashes briefly in his direction then returns to the corpse. Even with the surgical mask covering most of her face Tannahill recognizes Dr Evelyn Prior, one of the more senior forensic pathologists on the roster with a reputation for being incredibly thorough and utterly uncompromising. It won’t matter to her that the tide is rising, or that he is waiting for them to finish the primary examination. She’ll take as long as she needs then immediately start leaning on him to release the body so she can take it away to conduct the autopsy.

Tannahill stops recording and taps his fingers against the side of the camera, anxious to get on with his work but powerless to speed things up. He takes a deep breath, the rot and algae-salted tang of the river catching unpleasantly at the back of his throat. He pulls his phone from his pocket, calls a recently dialled number and looks up at the darkening sky as the phone starts to ring, the reds now deepening into bruise purples and slate greys.

‘Hey.’ Laughton Rees answers on the second ring. She sounds breathless, like she’s hurrying home for the evening that he is about to torpedo.

‘Hey,’ Tannahill says. ‘Listen … something’s come up.’

‘Oh.’ He hears the disappointment in her voice. ‘Are we talking slight delay or total write-off?’

‘Hard to say. A body washed up down the river from you.’

There’s a brief pause. ‘On the north side, by Tower Bridge?’

Tannahill looks around and frowns. ‘Yes, how did you know…?’

‘Loads of bodies wash up at that spot,’ Laughton cuts him off. ‘It’s something to do with the particular curve of the riverbank and the way the currents flow into it. When they built Tower Bridge they actually incorporated a temporary mortuary in the foundations so they could leave the washed-up bodies there on public display to try and help identify them. It’s called Dead Man’s Hole.’

Tannahill smiles. They have been seeing each other for nearly eight months now, ever since that business in the Forest of Dean, and he is still constantly surprised and impressed by the depth of her macabre knowledge. ‘Can you imagine if they still did that today?’ he says, ‘just lined up murder victims on the side of the road for people to gawp at.’

‘They do,’ Laughton replies. ‘It’s called the internet. If Dead Man’s Hole was still a thing today, someone would stick a webcam on the place and live-stream it with the hashtag doyouknowthisperson?’

Tannahill glances up at the crowd on the embankment, phones held aloft as everyone tried to get a glimpse of the body. ‘Yeah well, that would not be much help in this case.’

‘Really!’ Laughton asks. ‘How so?’

Tannahill turns back to the river where Dr Evelyn Prior and the SOCO finally stand up and away from the body, giving him his first close and clear view of it, lying in the mud in its expensive suit and decent shoes – with no head, and no hands.
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‘Oh shit!’ Laughton Rees pushes her way through the heavy front door of her apartment building and earns a surprised look from the white-haired security guard. She shoots him an apologetic smile then lowers her voice as she makes her way over to the bank of mailboxes opposite the main door. ‘What are you thinking, gang-related? Contract killing maybe?’

‘Actually, my first thought was that it’s totally ballsed up our evening.’ Tannahill sounds weary and distant, though Laughton knows he’s barely a three-minute walk away.

‘Oh, don’t worry, we can talk to Gracie another time about us. You could still come over once you’re done if it’s not too late, get her more used to you being around. I can cook something and keep it warm.’ She separates a small key, fits it into a mailbox marked Penthouse and retrieves a thick bundle of mail, mostly official looking and addressed to Dr Laughton Rees.

‘Yeah, maybe,’ Tannahill says.

‘I’m not promising it will be edible.’

‘That’s OK, I’m not promising I’ll eat it.’

Laughton smiles. One of the many things she likes about Tannahill is that, unlike most men she encounters in the male-dominated world of law enforcement, he is neither patronizing nor intimidated by her. She heads over to the lift, shoots another smile at the security guard, then presses the ‘P’ button to take her up to her flat.

‘Listen,’ Tannahill says, ‘as appealing as a warmed-up mystery meal under the withering gaze of your teenage daughter sounds, I honestly don’t know how long this is going to take. Identifying the victim is obviously going to take a while, unless by some miracle he has some ID on him.’

‘Unlikely,’ Laughton murmurs. ‘Why remove the head and hands if you then leave a driving licence behind?’

‘Exactly, though he does look like the type of person who’s liable to be missed. Could be that he’s already been reported missing and I’ll get an ID from that, though of course then I’ll have to deal with the bereaved. Whichever way you look at it, it’s not going to be quick. The FP hasn’t even finished doing their initial exam yet.’

‘Who’s the  pathologist?’

‘Evelyn Prior.’

‘Oooo, nice.’

Laughton, along with a large section of the Metropolitan Police force, has a tiny bit of a crush on Dr Evelyn Prior, an aggressively stylish woman in a famously grey profession. Her glossy black hair and impressive cosmetic perfection make her look more like an old-fashioned film star than a pathologist. She also has a reputation of bagging the most unusual and interesting cases, so a headless, handless corpse washed up on the banks of the River Thames is right up her street.

‘Looks like she’s finishing up,’ Tannahill says. ‘I’ll call you later when I have more of an idea how long this is going to take.’

‘OK. Don’t worry. There’ll be other nights.’

‘Yeah, but there’ll be other bodies too.’

Laughton smiles. ‘I love it when you talk dirty to me.’

‘Ha!’ the phone disconnects as the lift doors slide open.

Laughton heads out into the expensively hushed quiet of the eighth-floor corridor of the Brannigan building and she feels the usual sensation of being in the wrong place. After years spent variously on the streets, in rehab centres, and in shabby rentals all over the city, the fact that she now lives in this slice of prime riverside real estate still doesn’t seem possible. She slides the numbered security key into the lock of her front door and opens it on to a wide entrance hall lined with hardwood panelling with hidden lighting, and a pale marble floor that sweeps away to full-length windows framing the London skyline, and the darkening sky beyond.

She shrugs off her coat, hangs it in the small cloakroom hidden behind one of the panels then drops her keys into a bowl beneath a photo of a stern, athletic-looking man in his sixties wearing a well-tailored police dress uniform. The uniform belongs to the commissioner of police of the metropolis and the man wearing it is John Rees, Laughton’s late father, who is the reason she is now living here. She touches his face, an automatic ritual and act of remembrance but also of penance, because he had left her this apartment by doing the very thing she had spent most of her adult life wishing for – namely, dying.

She heads across the marble expanse of floor towards the kitchen, lured by the sound of slightly too loud music that suggests her daughter Gracie has taken up residence there.

Gracie doesn’t look up as Laughton enters, her blonde highlighted hair falling over her face, her attention switching between her laptop and a patchwork of papers spread across the entire surface of the large kitchen island in the centre of the room.

‘Hi!’ Laughton balances the stack of mail on the one corner of work surface not covered by whatever it is her daughter is working on. ‘What’s this?’

‘History project,’ Gracie replies, her frowning attention still fixed on the overlapping documents.

‘How come you’re doing it in here?’

‘Because my desk is too small,’ Gracie murmurs in an isn’t it obvious? tone of voice. She picks up some of the papers and moves them around as if trying to conjure some sort of order from the chaos.

‘You could spread everything out on the floor.’ Laughton pulls an already opened bottle of white from the wine-chiller, uncorks it and pours a healthy glug into a wine glass Gracie has thoughtfully and uncharacteristically left out for her. ‘That’s what I did when I was doing my PhD.’

‘My floor’s covered in clothes,’ Gracie says in the same are you stupid? tone.

Laughton thinks momentarily about suggesting that maybe she tidy her room but opts instead for taking a long, welcome sip of the crisp, chilled wine instead.

She studies her daughter, hunched over her assignment with the same kind of fierce and blinkered work focus she recognizes in herself. She sees so much of herself in her daughter, especially now she’s growing up, but there’s so much of her that remains a mystery too. The older she gets, and the further she moves away from the little girl she had once been, the more that mystery seems to deepen.

Gracie looks up as if sensing her mother’s scrutiny. ‘What time’s he coming round?’

Laughton notes the emphasis and her deliberate choice not to use Tannahill’s name. It was the cause of increasing frustration for her that, the more her relationship with Tannahill warmed up, the frostier Gracie became towards him. This evening had been set up as an attempt to spend some informal, domestic time together, in the hope that Gracie might soften toward Tannahill and the idea of him being around more. They had started discussing the possibility of him moving in, which was a big step for her and would be an even bigger one for Gracie. Apart from Laughton’s very few, very brief, and uniformly disastrous attempts at dating, it had only ever been the two of them, which was going to be a hard dynamic to break. Judging by her daughter’s mood, however, it seemed that the headless corpse that had washed up to ruin the evening maybe hadn’t been such a bad thing after all.

‘He’s not coming now,’ Laughton says. ‘Something came up. A work thing.’

Gracie rolls her eyes. ‘Doesn’t it always.’ She looks back down and frowns at the mess of paperwork in front of her.

Laughton picks up the sheet of paper closest to her, recognizing the familiar format of a parish record, with columns of names and dates listing marriages. ‘So, what’s the project?’ She scans the document, a list of marriages that had taken place three decades earlier, and comes to a sudden halt halfway down the page. She looks up and finds Gracie’s steady gaze now fixed firmly on her.

‘This is my mum and dad’s wedding day,’ Laughton says, holding up the sheet of paper.

Gracie nods and slides a large piece of paper over to her. ‘We’ve got to research our own family tree,’ she says.

Laughton looks down at the new page, the lines of a tree pre-drawn on it with branches connecting blank boxes for parents, grandparents and so on, going back five generations. Gracie’s name and date of birth are written in the box at the bottom, Laughton’s is written above it next to an empty space where her father’s name should be. ‘I was hoping you could help me … fill in some of the blanks.’

Laughton stares at the empty space for ‘father’, realizing now what this is: the homework publicly spread out on the kitchen island instead of tucked away in Gracie’s bedroom, the wine glass strategically left out for her, and Gracie at the centre of it all, watching her now with a kind of clenched stillness. It was a trap, carefully set specifically for her, and Laughton had walked right into it.

Gracie has never really asked about her father before, or seemed to want to know anything about him, which has suited Laughton just fine. She had expected her to become curious at some point, especially now she was deep in the tangled weeds of teenagehood, trying to find a pathway through to her own sense of identity, but she had not expected the conversation to be prompted by a school history assignment. She slid the piece of paper back over to Gracie.

‘You could just do my side of the family to keep it simple. Presumably this is more a test of your research skills than anything, no one’s going to be actually fact-checking it.’

Gracie shakes her head. ‘Only doing one side of the family would be weird.’

‘Why?’

‘Because these are all going up on the classroom wall when they’re done, so everyone will see I haven’t got a dad and it’ll be really cringe.’

Laughton takes another sip of wine then shrugs. ‘Lots of people don’t have dads.’

‘Everyone has a dad.’

‘No, they don’t, not in the old traditional sense at least. You could say it was a sperm donor, that’s pretty close to the truth anyway.’

‘Eww, I am not going to say that. It’s not true anyway. You knew my dad and I didn’t just come along because of some … gross clinical procedure. Why won’t you tell me about him?’

Laughton sits down on a stool by the island, her energy suddenly drained by the prospect of dredging all this up. ‘I do want to tell you about him, honestly I’m happy to, but …’ She looks down at the papers spread across the island. ‘Not for this. This feels like the wrong reason to be having this particular conversation.’

‘Why though? You always said if I’m old enough to ask the question I’m old enough to hear the answer. Well, I’m asking you – who is my dad?’

Laughton meets her daughter’s gaze, fierce and immovable. In her own work as a criminologist and sometime expert witness in criminal trials she has been variously described – generally by the opposing counsel – as ‘dogged’, ‘relentless’, and ‘annoyingly persistent’. Clearly her daughter has inherited the same traits. But Gracie has also artfully manipulated this situation, carefully staging the scene in order to corner her and raise a sensitive and difficult question. That is a different skill entirely, and one, Laughton realizes, that she probably inherited from her father. Maybe it was time to open that door after all.

She leans forward, picks up a pencil from the mess of paperwork and reluctantly adds a name to the blank space next to hers, letter by individual letter, like she’s writing out a spell to summon an unpleasant and unwanted spirit.

Gracie tilts her head so she can read it. ‘Shelby Facer.’ She says it out loud, and Laughton clenches a little inside at the sound of his name spoken in the safe, personal space of her kitchen. Gracie looks up at her. ‘Who is he?’

Laughton shakes her head and takes a deep breath as she mentally opens a door in her mind that has been kept locked for as long as Gracie has been alive.

‘Someone who happened to float by at a time in my life when I was drowning. He was older. Wiser, I thought, and he had a kind of confidence that was … seductive. So I grabbed on to him and clung on. I thought he’d saved me. And he did, I suppose, but not in the way I thought.’

‘How then?’

Laughton smiles. ‘He gave me you. You were the one who saved me.’ She downs the wine in her glass  then reaches for the bottle.

‘Listen, I really don’t know that much about him, I was only with him for a few months and that was over sixteen years ago, but I’ll tell you what I do know and then you can decide what to do with that information – deal?’

Gracie nods. ‘OK.’

‘But before I get into all that,’ Laughton uncorks the bottle and refills her glass. ‘I’m definitely going to need more wine.’
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Bright white light from two portable LED arrays washes over the black mud, illuminating both the headless body and the vaguely spectral figure of Dr Evelyn Prior walking away from it in her white paper suit. Even in this setting and wearing her crime scene attire she still manages to move as if she’s walking down the red carpet at a West End premiere.

‘Find anything useful?’ Tannahill asks as soon as she’s close enough to hear over the constant background hum of London.

Evelyn Prior pushes back the hood and shakes loose a waterfall of black hair.

‘Skin maceration is minimal, so he hasn’t been in the water for long. No sign of lividity, which suggests that the body has only recently washed up – the movement of the water prevents the blood from settling, though there is also a deep wound to the chest, which I’m guessing will turn out to be the cause of death. I’ll need to have a proper look, but exsanguination would also explain the lack of lividity.’

‘You think he bled out?’

‘He didn’t die from the beheading, if that’s what you’re asking. There’s no sign of bruising around the neck or wrists, suggesting that both head and hands were removed post-mortem. The cuts through the bone are also too neat to have been aggravated, they definitely weren’t hacked off by someone in a homicidal frenzy using something like an axe or a cleaver. The killer must have employed an instrument specific to the task, a surgical saw or similar, and they were careful and apparently not in any rush. The cuts are very controlled and deliberate. I can confirm all this once the body has been removed to the morgue and I’ve had time to carry out a proper examination, but I think it’s extremely unlikely that he was killed here, so hopefully you can do all your due process and release the body to me fairly quickly.’

Tannahill glances past her to where the river is already lapping at the feet of the headless body. ‘I don’t think the tide is going to give me much option.’

Evelyn Prior pulls off her blue gloves, folding one inside the other in a practised movement. ‘Spring tide, too,’ she says.

Tannahill continues nodding, though he has no idea what a spring tide is.

‘Full moon,’ Dr Prior explains, picking up on his confusion. ‘It’s when the tidal range is at its most extreme, low tide is extra low then it springs back fast.’ She glances back at the body. ‘I’d guess you have around ten minutes or so before he starts floating away again.’

She looks back and studies Tannahill for a moment in a way that makes him feel suddenly uncomfortable and hot, then she moves past and heads away up the muddy bank, leaving him alone with the body and the rising tide. He glances up at the crowd on the embankment, bigger now, and with the glow of phones illuminating a line of eager faces still trying to get a glimpse of the body behind the temporary screens. The crowd is another compelling reason to hurry things along.

He takes a deep breath and sets his camera running again, moving towards the body, filming his approach and scanning the mud for something, anything, that might be worth recording into evidence before the river steals it away. He pans slowly across the dark mud surrounding the body first. It is embedded with stones, worn bricks and driftwood, clear plastic fragments turned milky, and a thousand other bits of rubbish collected and churned together by the restless river. He spots a bright white object half-submerged in the black slime next to the stump of the right hand and stoops down for a closer look, thinking it might be a bone fragment. The focus shifts on the camera as he reaches out and levers the object out of the mud with the tip of his gloved finger. It is longer than it had first appeared and bent slightly at one end, a clay pipe, Victorian probably, dropped or thrown into the Thames like an old-­fashioned cigarette maybe a hundred years earlier and only now being given up again by the river. He returns it to the mud and pans the camera slowly along the whole length of the body, capturing it as it was found.

Even from a cursory examination he can tell Dr Prior was right. The victim did not meet his end here. Apart from the spot where Dr Prior and the SOCO had stood while they examined the body, the mud is undisturbed. Small piles of litter and river muck have collected along the upstream side of the victim, showing how the water flowed around him after he finally snagged to a halt on the bank. Tannahill might not be familiar with spring tides but he knows the tidal flow in the Thames is strong enough to transport a body several miles up or downstream, depending on where it entered the water. And because the tide has been steadily going out for the last five or six hours, this person could have been killed pretty much anywhere upstream, possibly to the west of London itself where thick trees screen miles of the riverbank and there are fewer witnesses.

He shifts his position and zooms in on the empty space where the victim’s right hand should be. Bone and flesh have been cut cleanly through just as Dr Prior had said, no ragged edges, no bone splinters, as neat as a leg of pork hanging in a butcher’s window. He moves on to record details of the neck and notes the same neat, clean cuts. There is something chilling about this precision; clear evidence that whoever did this was calmly capable of doing something most people would find stomach-churning and horrific.

Next he moves on to the left wrist and spots something, a blue line, possibly part of a tattoo, visible on the skin at the edge of the shirt cuff.

He leans in and tries pushing the cuff back with his gloved finger but it barely moves; the waterlogged cotton cinched too tight around equally waterlogged and swollen flesh. Tannahill leaves it for now, shifting the camera over to the man’s chest to focus on what Dr Prior had said was the probable cause of death. The wound sits in the centre of a bloom of dirty pink cotton that was probably once white. There had been a lot of blood, he can still see that, even though the Thames has done its best to rinse most of it from the shirt.

He reaches out and parts the slit in the cotton with his fingers. The stab wound beneath is about three centimetres long and as neat as the slit in the shirt, the sliced edges rinsed pale by the Thames and gaping slightly. It’s in the exact spot where the heart is, and judging by the amount of blood soaked into the man’s shirt, deep enough to puncture it.

Single stab wound.

Strong enough to pierce the heart.

That took strength, not only physical but mental. No one accidentally stabs someone in the heart, they have to really mean it. Whoever killed this man had meant to do it. He – and it was almost certainly a ‘he’ going by the strength needed to deliver such a mortal wound – had intended to kill this person and done so with one powerful blow. Afterwards he had calmly sawn off the victim’s head and hands using tools he had brought along specifically for the task, then he had transported the body to the river’s edge and dumped it in the water.

Tannahill thinks about this.

Most homicides are messy and accidental and therefore easily solved, not least because the killer gives themselves up ­ninety-nine per cent of the time. Premeditated murders are generally a little harder because actual murderers try to cover their tracks, although, unlike in the TV shows and films, most of them are neither thorough nor clever enough to succeed.

But not in this case.

This killer is different, and the murder has been very carefully planned and prepared. Nothing seems accidental or opportunistic about it, and that’s the thing that is puzzling him. Because the killer could easily have weighed the body down before dumping it in the Thames, filled the pockets with rocks or wrapped a chain around it to make sure it sank and stayed hidden until the river broke it up and carried away the parts. Or he could have disposed of the body somewhere else, somewhere remote and anonymous: a pre-dug grave in woodland, or in the freshly poured concrete of a building under construction.

But he hasn’t done any of these things.

What he has actually done is go to the trouble of concealing the body’s identity by removing the head and hands, then dumped it in a river so famous for giving up its dead that they’d even built a morgue into the foundations of one of its most famous bridges to display them all. And the only reason Tannahill can think of for him to do this is because the killer wanted the body to be found, he wanted someone like Tannahill to stand here, asking himself these questions.

He looks at the body as a whole again, the nice suit and shoes, the ruined shirt with the single slit showing where the victim’s life had gushed out of him, and notices something else. The jacket, though grey and mired from the river water, has almost no blood on it. He reaches down and opens it to look at the lining, an expensive-looking, dark blue silk. Apart from a few stains where it has rested against the ruined shirt, the lining is relatively clean. This suggests two things: one, the victim wasn’t wearing the jacket when he was killed, because if he had been it would have been as soaked with blood as the shirt; and two, the killer must have put the jacket back on to the body after he had killed him, possibly even after he had removed the head and hands, like he had been dressing the body ready for inspection.

Tannahill shuts off the camera and slides it into the front pocket of his paper suit, leaving both hands free to search the body more thoroughly. He checks the jacket first, patting each pocket before sliding his gloved hand inside. They all come up empty. He looks back at the stump of the victim’s right hand where the blue line of the tattoo peeks out from under the cuff. A tattoo can help identify a body if it is distinct enough.

‘Anything?’

The voice makes Tannahill jump and he turns to find Detective Sergeant John Baker looming over him, the hiss of the evening traffic having masked the paper whisper of his approach.

‘Maybe.’ Tannahill turns back to the corpse and uses both hands to pull the sleeve of the jacket back, revealing more of the dress shirt cuff beneath. It is held in place by a silver cufflink with a red rose design enamelled on to it.

‘When do you reckon we can release the body?’ Baker says, looking back up at the embankment. ‘Only I’m already getting earache from her majesty and we’re starting to attract a bit of a crowd.’

‘Give me one second.’ Tannahill twists the cufflink and grey river water squeezes out of the saturated fabric before it pops loose. He hands it to Baker. ‘Bag that for me, would you?’

Behind him he hears the rustle of an evidence bag being pulled from a pocket then he leans forward and pulls the sleeve back to reveal the rest of the tattoo.

Only it isn’t a tattoo.

Tannahill pulls the camera from his pocket, sets it recording then zooms in on the letters, hastily scrawled on the inside of the man’s wrist in marker pen.

‘P. Brannigan,’ Baker says, peering over Tannahill’s shoulder. ‘Do you think that could be the name of our man here, or maybe the geezer he was going to meet?’

Tannahill pans the camera along the letters, recording them in to evidence. ‘I think the killer would probably have noticed his own name written on the arm he was sawing a hand off, don’t you?’

‘Oh yeah, good point. I’ll still run it, though, see if anything pops up.’

Tannahill stops recording and stares at the writing. Out on the river a large party boat cruises past, close enough to the shore to send a wash of water over the lower legs of the victim and reminding Tannahill of the rising tide.

‘Tell Dr Prior she can have the body now,’ he says, still staring at the writing on the dead man’s arm. Something about it feels disturbingly familiar. Something so …

The muscles in his face tighten as he realizes in a rush what it is. He fumbles his phone from his pocket, adrenaline making his fingers tremble now, finds a recently dialled number and calls it.







   4

Gracie stares at her father’s name, sitting on the lower branches of her family tree.

‘So, what do you want to know?’ Laughton settles back on to the stool and places a freshly charged wine glass in front of her like a tiny liquid shield. 

Gracie shakes her head gently. ‘I don’t know, I mean – who was he? How did you meet? What was he like? … Everything.’

Laughton takes a deep breath like she’s about to jump off a high cliff into deep water.

‘Shelby Facer,’ she exhales his name, her forehead furrowed with the challenge of where to begin and how much she should say.

‘You’ve got to understand that I was utterly lost when I met him. My mother, your grandmother, had been murdered and my life was in pieces. I was fifteen, a tiny bit younger than you are now, and I totally blamed my dad for what had happened. The man who killed my mum was someone he had arrested but who had been let go because of a legal technicality, a mistake in the investigation basically, an investigation my dad had been in charge of. He was supposed to be the big protector, the big bad copper battling evil guys out on the streets of London to keep us all safe. Only he’d ended up bungling it and bringing evil to our door instead – and my mum had died because of it.’

Laughton stares at the cold liquid in her wine glass, as if her past is contained in it.

‘After Mum died I didn’t feel safe any more. I felt terrified and … angry. I had such rage, at my dad, at Mum too for abandoning me. It was grief really, a vast and bottomless grief.’ She shakes her head as she remembers. ‘Not the ideal cocktail of emotions to fuel the best life decisions.

‘Anyway, in the wake of Mum’s death and my incandescent rage at my father for letting it happen, for causing it to happen as far as I could see, I ran away, from him, from my home, from everything. I wasn’t thinking about where I was going or what might happen to me. I didn’t care.’

The furrow between Laughton’s eyebrows deepens as she forces herself to remember.

‘I don’t think I actively wanted to die or anything like that, I wasn’t suicidal, I just stopped looking after myself, couldn’t see the point in preserving myself for some future I could no longer imagine. So I ran, from everything I had been, and fell into a self-destructive spiral, fuelled by grief and shame, because on some level I thought I had let my mum down too. She had died saving me and the thought that someone I loved so much was now dead because of me is a hell of a burden to carry. It drags you down. It dragged me down at least.

‘I can’t remember too much about that time. It’s all a blur of being cold, sleeping rough, scavenging food, begging on the streets, and doing whatever I could to numb the pain. I was on a journey down to the very bottom of my grief, I think, trying to see how deep it went. And somewhere near the bottom, maybe at the very bottom itself, is where I met Shelby Facer.’

A sudden buzz sounds in the heavy silence of the kitchen and Laughton’s phone lights up amid the patchwork of papers. Tannahill’s name flashes up on the screen. Laughton grabs it and rejects the call to silence it.

‘Work?’ Gracie says in a flat, weary tone.

‘No, it’s …’ Laughton places the phone back on the worktop. ‘It’s not important.’ She looks back at Gracie, keen to get to the end of this road now she’s started down it but also wary about how much to reveal. She had only realized how predatory and manipulative Shelby had been in retrospect. And though Gracie had said she wanted to know about her father, what benefit would it do her to be told that he was no better than a grooming paedophile, preying on young girls no older than Gracie was now? Surely, it was better to spare her the painful details of exactly who and what he was. Laughton takes another sip of wine and picks her next words carefully, thinking about how much light she should shine into this darkest corner of her past.

‘I met Shelby in a squat off Deptford High Street, a ­boarded-up electronics shop that had been taken over by a group of homeless people and turned into a kind of commune. Shelby seemed to be the leader of the group, at least he was the one with the most authority. He was very charming, well-spoken, definitely an unusual presence among the rest of that crowd of derelicts and runaways. He seemed apart from it all somehow, like he was there by choice, living on the margins of society because he wanted to, rather than because something terrible had happened in his life to drive him there, which was pretty much the story for everyone else. He also had a confidence about him no one else had, like he knew things you didn’t, like you’d be safe if you stuck by him.’

‘How come he was there?’ Gracie’s voice is soft, almost tentative.

Laughton shakes her head, remembering. ‘There were all kinds of stories swirling around about who he was: that he was an aristocrat who’d been disowned because of some terrible scandal, that he’d been a successful child actor who’d lost his way as he grew up, that he’d been a singer in a band who’d had one hit before slipping into obscurity. He never confirmed or denied any of them, he’d just smile that smile he had, like he knew something you didn’t and change the subject. Looking back now, I wouldn’t be surprised if he had actually been the source of all the rumours, building his own legend.

‘He was also a bit older than most of the others, certainly much older than me, maybe even as old as my dad, which I’m sure a psychiatrist would have plenty to say about. I guess I had a raw and ragged empty space that my father, the main authority figure in my life, had once occupied, and Shelby Facer happened to come along to fill it. And I was actually happy that he did, for a time at least. He was glamorous and charismatic, and I was flattered by his attention, and he made me feel … wanted.’

Laughton glances back up at Gracie, who is watching her with a stillness so unnerving she has to look away again. Shelby had also got her hooked on drugs to make her more dependent on him, should she share that too?

‘So how long were you together?’ Gracie’s voice drags Laughton back to the present.

‘Oh God, no more than a few weeks, just long enough for me to fall pregnant with you. I actually found out by accident. There was a raid on the squat and a bunch of arrests, including me. When they were booking me at the station I didn’t give my real name because I didn’t want my dad to find out where I was, but, now I know how police informants work, I realize he probably knew where I was the whole time and it was him who arranged the raid in the first place.’ She shakes her head sadly. ‘I never got the chance to ask him about any of this before he died.’

Her phone buzzes – Tannahill. Again Laughton rejects the call to silence it.

‘After my arrest I was examined by a police medic. My father might have been behind that too, because it wasn’t standard protocol back then, especially as I hadn’t complained about an assault or anything. This was how I discovered I was pregnant: pregnant, malnourished and clinically dependent on Temazepam.’ Her eyes flick up at Gracie then she looks away again. She had never told her this little piece of her personal history before.

‘You have to realize that everybody self-medicates in a situation like that. It’s actually quite logical. If your reality is grim and painful it makes sense to do whatever you can to escape or alter it. Temazepam was cheap and plentiful, and seemed way less scary than other options.’ She frowns as a thought strikes her. ‘I suppose I must have still had some functioning element of self-preservation to choose that over some of the alternatives.’

Another unpleasant memory surfaces of Shelby trying to get her to try other things to ‘expand her mind’ and ‘broaden her consciousness’, like he was talking about going somewhere nice on holiday rather than injecting heroin or smoking crack. Shelby had always been the one with the stash and the freebies, another reason why everybody liked him. If she had been with him for longer maybe he would have worn her down. Fortunately, the raid had saved her.

She looks up at Gracie and smiles. ‘I remember being told I was pregnant by a kind-voiced nurse. There was a WPC in the room as well. She asked if there was anyone I could call, family or friends. I told her there was no one. I imagine that also got back to my father, which is … awful to think about. I never got to ask him about that either.

‘Falling pregnant with you was what pulled me out of the nose-dive. All of a sudden I was responsible for someone other than myself and, because in my mind I had already been partly responsible for the death of one person I loved, I couldn’t bear the thought of it happening again. And even though at that point I still didn’t really care what happened to me, I cared very deeply about what happened to you. And you were inside me, part of me, so I had to start looking after myself in order to look after you. And I did. I got clean, went back to school, and then you came along.’

Gracie frowns as a thought strikes her. ‘Was I born in prison?’

‘No, I was in care, not prison – different deal but equally scary. I knew they would try to take you from me because I was so young but I wasn’t going to let that happen. Not a chance. I read up on family law in a local library while I was pregnant and worked out how I could keep you. Usually, you have to be an adult before you can exercise responsibility for a child, which, legally speaking, means being eighteen or over. But as a sixteen-year-old you can also petition the court to declare you as an adult and, as long as you can demonstrate an acceptable level of responsibility and there’s no evidence that the child in your care is at risk of harm or neglect, social services can’t take a baby from its mother. I argued all this myself in court, because I couldn’t afford a lawyer and getting legal aid would have taken too long.’ She looks up and smiles at her daughter. ‘So, I guess  you also helped me find my career.’

‘And what about my dad?’ Gracie says quietly. ‘What happened to him?’

‘I honestly don’t know. After the raid I was taken straight into care and I went willingly because I knew they’d help me get clean so I could look after you. Shelby never tried to contact me, never made sure I was OK or tried to help me in any way.’ Laughton looks up and catches the hurt clouding Gracie’s face. ‘I don’t think that was a rejection of you, I’m not sure he even knew you existed. Shortly after we parted ways he got caught up in some big drug-related bust in Florida and went down for thirty years. I genuinely don’t know anything more about him than that and I’ve never felt the need to find out more. I’m sorry if that sounds cold, but he really is a stranger to me. He may be your father biologically speaking, but in every other sense of the word, in every meaningful sense, he’s a stranger to you too.’

Gracie shakes her head. ‘He’s still a part of me. I’ve got his blood in my veins as well as yours.’

Laughton looks at Gracie and catches a brief glimpse of Shelby in her daughter’s face which makes her pause.

When she was about Gracie’s age, she had chosen to remove herself from her father’s life and now wished she hadn’t. There was so much about him she didn’t know and would probably never know now he was gone. So, if Gracie wanted to find out about her father, what right did she have to stop her? Shelby might even be dead now for all she knew.

‘There were a few articles written around the time of his arrest,’ Laughton says. ‘I’m sure they’re probably online somewhere. They might have some more info about him, his background or whatever.’

The phone buzzes a third time. Tannahill again. Laughton moves to silence it but stops. It’s unlike him to be this persistent, normally he leaves a message and waits for her to call back. ‘I should probably take this,’ she says, screwing up her face in apology.

Gracie nods, her attention already turned to the laptop in front of her.

Laughton turns away before answering the call. ‘Hey,’ she says, ‘what’s up?’

‘What are you doing right now?’ Tannahill’s voice sounds low and serious.

Laughton glances back at Gracie already speed-reading something on her laptop. ‘Nothing, why?’

‘That body that washed up downriver from you, I found something weird on it.’

‘Weird like how?’

‘Weird like …’ He pauses. ‘Like the victim might be somehow connected to you. Why don’t you come down and take a look?’

Gracie’s face creases into a deep frown as she reaches the end of whatever she’s reading. She looks up at Laughton.

‘He’s not in prison,’ she says, turning the screen round so Laughton can see the news article displayed on it. ‘Shelby Facer was released four days ago and extradited back to the UK. He’s here.’
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Laughton’s mind buzzes like a broken fridge as she hurries along the embankment. She had thought Shelby Facer was safely buried in her past, locked in some foreign prison, but he wasn’t. He was here. In the UK. Probably back in London for all she knew. She could turn a corner and bump into him right now. Or he could be lying on a slab with his head and his hands missing for reasons unknown.

The victim might be somehow connected to you – Tannahill had said but wouldn’t say why he thought that.

Ordinarily an evening with a headless corpse and a mystery at the heart of it was Laughton’s idea of heaven, but tonight she could have done without it. She could have done without all of it. She had expected this evening to be tricky, but introducing the idea of Tannahill moving in now seemed like nothing compared to how things had actually turned out.

She arrives at the one-storey, white-and-blue building that houses the Metropolitan Police Marine Support Unit and presses a buzzer by the small, almost apologetic sign by the entrance. A uniformed officer answers, nods when she flashes her Met ID badge then leads her down a hallway lined with framed photographs of boats to the floating jetty at the back of the building. Four Targa fast-response boats bob up and down with the movement of the river. One is being hosed down by two crew wearing the black ninja-like uniforms of the river police.

‘Over there at the body bath,’ Laughton’s escort points to a square structure the size of a standard garage with a blue tarpaulin draped over it.

Laughton smiles her thanks and heads across the jetty towards a gap in the tarp where bright light spills out on to the deck. The crew washing down the response boat glance over at her as she walks past, intrigued by her civilian clothes and the late hour. They will have been the team who transported the body here, so knew exactly what awaited her behind the tarpaulin screens. Laughton hears a low murmur of voices as she draws closer, clears her throat, then pushes her arm through the gap and follows it inside.

The blue tent is headache-bright after the dark of the London night and Laughton has to narrow her eyes to take in the assortment of people gathered around the stainless-steel bath dominating the centre of the space. The bath is both larger and shallower than a regular domestic bath and sits on a frame of metal poles that raise it up to a workable height. Tannahill stands on the far side of it, his eyes lighting up above the surgical mask covering most of his face the moment he sees Laughton. The other people – a mortuary technician, a police photographer, a detective sergeant acting as exhibits officer, and a SOCO – all have their backs to her, their attention fixed on the corpse lying in the centre of the shallow bath. The body has been stripped and the harsh lighting accentuates the deathly pallor of the waterlogged skin. The folded remains of a suit lie by the corpse’s feet next to a pair of shoes which are being slid into an evidence bag by the DS. The bag has ‘DB18’ written in marker pen in the section where a name should be. DB18 stands for ‘Dead Body 18’ and tells Laughton two things: one, that they still haven’t identified the victim; and two, this is the eighteenth body to be fished out of the Thames this year, though it is barely even spring.

‘This is Dr Laughton Rees from London Metro,’ Tannahill says, addressing the person opposite him. ‘She’s a consultant criminologist who’s helped us out on a few cases. I asked her to come take a look and share her opinion.’

‘Forgive me if I don’t shake hands,’ a woman replies, her voice unusually low and instantly recognizable as belonging to Dr Evelyn Prior. She continues to stare down at the corpse, her gloved hands holding a probe that is currently inserted into a small but nasty-looking wound in the centre of the dead man’s chest. ‘As I was saying before your guest arrived,’ she continues with the vaguest hint of annoyance. ‘I believe this horizontal incision to be the most likely cause of death. It’s sited in the third left intercostal space beside the sternum, directly above the heart.’ She pulls out the probe and studies it. ‘Roughly nine centimetres deep, which is enough to have pierced the cardiac sac and possibly severed the aorta. I’ll have to open him up before I can ascertain exactly how he died, but there are no other obvious injuries and no defensive injuries on the forearms either. This suggests the victim was either taken completely by surprise by a swift and sudden blow, or they were unconscious when the fatal blow was delivered, quite possibly drugged. I’ll run a full toxicology screen when I get the body to the morgue and put all the findings in my report.’

Laughton studies the headless body, trying to work out what it is about it that made Tannahill think it might be connected to her. Even without the head she can tell the man was of a certain age – fifty, maybe older. An unwanted image flashes in her mind of Shelby walking naked across the old office they’d called their bedroom in the Deptford squat. She blinks it away and looks back at the body. It could be him, though she can’t see how Tannahill could have made that connection.

‘Any guess as to time of death?’ Tannahill asks.

‘I’m not in the business of guessing,’ Dr Prior retorts sharply. ‘I deal only in facts and evidence. What I can tell you is that the body has not been in the water for very long as there are minimal abrasions on the extensor surfaces of the skin. An inert body in water generally assumes what we call “the drowning position” where the anterior aspect of the individual faces downward with their back towards the surface. As the body is carried along by the current the lower extremities, the arms and legs, hang down and bash against the riverbed creating post-mortem injuries.’

She picks up the victim’s left wrist and points at the area around the stump.

‘Here both the epidermis and subcutaneous tissue appear mostly intact, and the feet were protected by the victim’s shoes. There are also minimal signs of post-mortem animal predation, even around the main wounds, which would be the first places fish would feed, drawn by the faint blood trail in the water.’

Dr Prior holds the arm up higher. ‘The skin exhibits signs of mild cutis anserina, or goose flesh, which is caused by rigor of the arrector pilli muscles.’ She runs her gloved finger along the inner arm. ‘The epidermis itself still retains integrity. There’s some wrinkling, which is normal both pre- and post-mortem, but there’s no sign of marbling or sloughing, showing that the victim cannot have been submerged for a significant amount of time. Judging by the level of decomposition, or lack thereof, I would say the victim hasn’t been dead long either, though they might have been refrigerated between death and being deposited in the river. However, the lack of lividity suggests to me that is probably not the case here. Again, I’ll give you a more accurate and definitive appraisal once I’ve had time to conduct a proper post-mortem. I’ll harvest DNA as well to help you with the identification process, seeing as we have no fingerprints or dental records to go on.’

‘Actually,’ Tannahill says, looking up at Laughton. ‘I was hoping Dr Rees might be able to help us with that.’

Laughton looks up at him, feeling the attention of the room suddenly shift entirely on to her. ‘Why do you think I might recognize him?’

‘Why don’t you take a look,’ Tannahill says, holding her gaze. ‘I don’t want to influence your reaction, just look and see if there’s anything that strikes you as familiar or noteworthy about him.’

Laughton holds his gaze for a moment longer, narrowing her eyes at him, then she looks at Baker. ‘Do you have a spare mask I can use, I don’t want to …’

Dr Prior produces a surgical mask from somewhere with a flourish, like it’s a trick she’s been waiting to perform. She also takes the opportunity to finally turn round and scrutinize Laughton. Her eyes are remarkable, a deep blue that teeter on the edge of violet, made all the more dramatic by the heavy but perfectly applied make-up that frames them.

‘Thanks.’ Laughton takes the mask and fits the loops over her ears as Evelyn Prior proceeds to study her, like she is something of academic interest lying on her slab.

‘I knew your father,’ Evelyn says, her low voice sounding strangely intimate, like maybe there had been more to their relationship than just work. ‘He was a good man, could be a bit of a dick at times but he was management, so I suppose that went with the job. I can see a bit of him in you,’ she continues, still studying Laughton with cold interest. ‘But not much.’

‘I look more like my mother,’ Laughton says, adjusting the mask over her nose and mouth before stepping up to the ­stainless-steel bath, reciting in her mind the mantra she wrote about how to process evidence at a murder scene.

You must notice the things that seem unremarkable

You must never be distracted by the obvious

As the body is the most obvious thing, she ignores it at first and looks at the folded pile of clothes instead, the clean, straight cuts visible in the blue material where it has been sliced away from the body. The shirt is separate from the suit, the washed-out blood looking purplish grey under the harsh lighting. She notices the neat incision at the centre of the blood bloom and the single rose cufflink in one of the sleeves, red with a white centre. She imagines the victim carefully threading them through the shirt’s cuffs, taking care with his appearance, maybe wanting to make a good impression on whoever it was he was about to meet, the person who would end his life then dump him in the dirty river. Whoever this person was, he had not been dressing for a fight, that seemed clear, and whatever he had been expecting it was certainly not this.

She looks at the body now, the skin glowing under the examination lights. It is very pale, almost as if the victim had been drained not only of blood but also of colour. The only things that have any tint at all are the chest wound, which is a pale, purplish grey, and the frilled edges of the stumps where the hands and head have been removed.

Removed – she thinks – not hacked off or severed.

Laughton tries to imagine this man as he was in life based on what she can see of him now. He is tall, or was before several inches had been stolen from him. He also looks like someone who was once in fairly decent shape but whose arms and chest have softened slightly with age. Somewhere between mid-forties and early sixties seems about right and again she thinks of Shelby Facer. He would be in that age range now. She mentally runs through everyone else she knows who might be a physical and age match and comes up blank.

Next, she scans the body, starting from the toes and working her way up to the neck, looking for any distinguishing features. He has bunions on both feet, indicating a lifetime of wearing tight shoes, and a small scar on his right side above the hip, which looks old and more surgical than violent, an appendix scar maybe, which might help with identification. She tries to remember if Shelby had an appendix scar but can’t. Her eyes shift across and briefly linger on his penis, shrivelled and pale under the lights. He is uncircumcised, as was Shelby, but her intimate knowledge of him pretty much ends there. Their historic fumblings had generally been quick and had usually taken place in the dark.

She moves on, scanning his upper body for more scars, tattoos, birthmarks, anything that might trigger a memory, and spots something on the inner forearm of his right arm, a blue line that might be a tattoo. She leans forward in order to see it and something shrieks like a siren in her head the moment she reads what’s written there.

‘What?’ Tannahill says, spotting her reaction.

Laughton stares down at the writing on the dead man’s arm – P. Brannigan.

She realizes now why Tannahill had wanted to see if she made the same connection without any hints or prompts.

‘Where exactly was this body found?’ She asks, keeping her voice as calm as she can.

‘By London Bridge,’ Baker replies. ‘On the north bank.’

Laughton nods slowly. ‘Close to where I live,’ she says, staring at the writing on the dead man’s arm. ‘The Penthouse of the Brannigan building.’

She looks up at Tannahill and sees the recognition in his eyes. ‘P. Brannigan is not a name,’ Laughton says for the benefit of Dr Prior and everyone else present. ‘P. Brannigan is my address.’
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