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  Oxford, August 1992


  Martin Blackthorn had his whole life in front of him. He was twenty years old and about to start his final year at Oxford University,
  where he was the most promising among an already remarkable group of undergraduate biochemists. It was the last century and the new discipline of molecular biochemistry was experiencing its very
  first long hot summer and to Martin Blackthorn it felt exquisite to be at its cutting edge. Late into the August evenings, he could be found in his solitary research lab at Magdalen College,
  staring down the lens of a powerful microscope, captivated by the minute behaviours of the enzymes and amino acids as they fizzed around the human cell. That summer, one by one, the human genome
  was yielding up its dark secrets to talented young scientists like Martin Blackthorn.


  He had decided against going home for the holidays. He despised the cramped terraced house where his parents lived: his father, a small, balding man eking out a precarious living from the
  decrepitude of British Rail; his mother in her floral housecoat, frittering away long evenings in front of the suffocating blue glow of the television set. Martin was their only child and there was
  nothing for him at home any more, so that August he got used to returning alone from the laboratory to his study bedroom with its mullioned window overlooking the deserted, moonlit quad. In the
  morning he would wake from fretful dreams, rise and take the bus out of the city towards Oxford Science Park, where, on the recommendation of one of his lecturers, Martin had secured himself a
  vacation job.


  At the Science Park, he spent the day pushing a trolley around the grounds, calling in at the various offices and gleaming modern research institutes to deliver his letters and parcels. He
  arrived early each morning and he had three rounds to complete before he could return to the city in the afternoon and the intense stimulation of his real work in the lab.


  On this particular morning the grey sack on the trolley was full to the brim. Martin shepherded it through a shady path leading between two lines of trees, his thoughts turning excitedly towards
  the future and all that he would accomplish once he had secured funding for his PhD. But his reverie was interrupted by the squeaking of one of the wheels of the trolley by Martins feet.
  Before he set off this morning from the park office, Martin had unscrewed the offending wheel and oiled it, then screwed it back up even tighter. Now he stopped on the path and knelt down beside
  the trolley, tipping it up on its side and using his hand to tighten up the wheel again. It was no good. As soon as he stood up and started walking, the squeak returned. Martin felt a sudden surge
  of impatience and anger. Glancing down, he could see that his hand was trembling.


  There were dark things inside him, things that Martin wanted to keep secret. He knew that if they ever crawled onto his face, or, worse, if they ever moved his hand to action, he would instantly
  become hideous to the world at large. He didnt care a fig for the good opinion of his parents but there were others whose esteem he craved, not least of them his professors. Martin already
  thought of himself as a man of science and as such he knew the horrid things of his fancy were far beneath his dignity. They were the beasts he had to keep chained up.


  But this morning it had all gone wrong.


  During its journey through the hinterland of Oxford, the bus Martin caught to work was popular with schoolgirls from the local comprehensive. Their brazenness appalled him  they chewed
  gum, they fiddled endlessly with hair and make-up, they swore with shocking abandon  but still Martin couldnt help stealing furtive glances in their direction, committing what he saw
  to his imagination, engraving there the tender swell of an adolescent breast or the deep, tempting shadow beneath the stretched fabric of a short black skirt.


  This morning, one of the girls on the bus noticed Martin staring. Swivelling her hips away from the aisle, she turned towards her mates. A moment later, when he worked up the courage to glance
  at the girls again, Martin saw them pointing at him and heard them giggling. Then the terrible epithet perv! was thrown in his direction.


  Soon the whole gang of girls were jeering at Martin. They made rude gestures too, delighting in this new low of their crudity. The adult passengers were staring at Martin now as well, the men
  grinning behind their hands as they twigged what was going on, the women tutting and shaking their heads. Still the girls went on hurling their abuse down the bus to where Martin sat. His face the
  seared red of a boiled lobster, he got to his feet and staggered down the juddering aisle towards the exit, every step he took accompanied by more of their sluttish grunts. Lost in a torment of
  shame, Martin rang the bell and waited by the driver, his eyes fixed on the road ahead.


  It took an eternity for the swaying bus to arrive at the next stop. During that time, like a bear tied to a stake before a pack of dogs, Martin was thoroughly humiliated in front of all the
  other passengers.


  At last the door crumpled open and he almost fell down the steps and onto the pavement. As the bus chugged away Martin looked up at the retreating back window, where outraged faces mouthed
  obscenities and hands made revolting gestures.


  Now, an hour or so later, Martin stood alone in the quiet cool of the woodland walk, feeling the cortisol electrify his body with a sudden and undeniable urge for revenge. In the throbbing glade
  Martins beast slipped its leash and stood before him. Snarling, it pulled itself up to its full height, its breath hot upon his cheek.


  June Redfern worked part-time as the receptionist at the Iona Research Institute and, like Martin Blackthorn, was late for work that morning. Her handbag banged at her plump
  thigh as she dashed in through the sliding glass of the front doors in time to see George, the equally rotund security guard, put down the sleek telephone headset and get up from the reception desk
  with a sigh.


  Oh, thank you, George, youre an angel, June gasped, realising that, yet again, hed taken the first call of the day on her behalf.


  Morning, June, George replied grumpily, walking past her to the interior door that gave access to the institute proper. He swiped his card over the electronic eye set into the
  wall.


  Dismissing George with a wave, June plonked herself down in the chair he had vacated  it was still warm from his considerable behind  and manoeuvred the headset carefully over her
  wavy hairdo. She picked up the printed telephone list from the desk in front of her and fanned her face with its stapled leaves. The hot flushes were getting worse and she wasnt best pleased
  when the doors at the front of the building immediately slid open again to let in the first visitor of the day.


  It was only the post boy. A shy young thing hiding his good looks beneath a mop of unruly hair and a pair of thick spectacles  one of those students who worked here for a few weeks every
  summer. Martin was his name, if June remembered rightly. She watched him push his trolley along the marble floor, two of the wheels rumbling nicely, the other squeaking.


  Morning, love, June huffed cheerily, pulling her blouse away from her bosom to let the air in. She smiled apologetically on behalf of her own disarray but the lad was too
  embarrassed to hold eye contact with her. He was bent over his sack instead, rifling through the items on the top, pulling out a bundle of stuffed Manila envelopes all done up in a rubber band.


  Ive got something for Dr Byron, Martin said, holding up the wedge of fresh mail.


  June pressed the buzzer that opened the door to her left. Take it up, love. Dr Byrons on the second floor. Behavioural Research Centre.


  Martin saw the way her jowls wobbled when she spoke. There was a tiny smear of red lipstick on her front teeth and her perfume had turned a little sour from the way shed been perspiring.
  Thank you, he said. Distracted, he was lost for a few moments in the image that flashed through his brain  an image of the heel of his right shoe smashing down repeatedly into
  the womans startled, bovine expression.


  Martin had little time for the so-called social sciences. Most of it wasnt science at all: as far as the humanities were concerned there was no bedrock of empirical truth that could be
  demonstrated in lab conditions. Nonetheless, Martin took the lift to the second floor and the Behavioural Research Centre. Turning left, he entered the corridor where the offices were located.


  Dr Byrons room was at the end. Martin knocked twice. When there was no reply the second time, he pushed at the door and stuck his head inside.


  It was just like all the other offices Martin had been in: small and square, a big computer monitor on the desk, a pinboard above flying pennants of lengthy, typewritten memos. He went inside
  and walked up to the desk and put the bulge of envelopes with the researchers name on them next to a pile of papers. As he did so he caught sight of the title of Dr Byrons current
  research project: Empathic thinking and levels of aggression in a norm-referenced sample of 10-year-old boys. It sounded typically woolly but for once Martin managed to push aside his
  prejudice. Opening the front cover of the research proposal, he read the paragraph on methodology before flicking forward a few pages to the percentile rankings that would assess the
  questionnaire-based part of the research. Byrons proposal must have found a sponsor  there was big fuss in the media at that time about violent computer games  because beneath
  the bound document was a pile of completed questionnaires. Martin paged through these as well, seeing that they asked respondents to say how they would react to a number of carefully worded
  scenarios, most of them highly speculative. One especially naive example asked the boys what they would do if they encountered a baby bird on the pavement that had fallen from a nest.


  Dr Byron had already marked the scripts and one paper out of the pile of twenty or more caught Martins eye. The result was low, extraordinarily low. It fell off the bottom of the fourth
  quartile. Martin looked at the top of the test paper but was disappointed to find that there was just a serial number to identify the subject: the scripts had been anonymised. Martin glanced at the
  computer on Dr Byrons desk, where a single-colour, bitmapped version of the Iona corporate logo bounced slowly from one side of the screen to the other. He moved the mouse and the
  screensaver disappeared, to be replaced by a spreadsheet. Expertly, Martin navigated the pages until he found a five-digit number that matched the one on top of the test paper in his hand. He
  followed the scrolling column across with his index finger until it hit a name. The boy with the abnormally low score was called John Slade. Clicking back to the list of numbers that had been on
  the screen when he first came in, Martin left the office.


  At the opposite end of the second floor was the suite of rooms where members of the public came to be interviewed or focus-grouped or whatever it was they did here. The decor was suitably modern
  and friendly  art posters on the wall, comfortable sofas, low tables, magazines  but it too was empty. Beyond the lounge, Martin found the rooms where the so-called experiments took
  place. There was a clamour coming from the first room on the left and Martin went up to it and peered in through the porthole window.


  Inside, about fifteen boys of primary school age had been organised into groups of four and seated around tables, some of them holding A5 pieces of laminated card printed with a few lines of
  large text. It looked like they had been set the task of discussing the scenarios on the cards. As Martin watched, one of the boys got to his feet excitedly and punched the air, so anxious was he
  to make his point. Next to each table, a large video camera had been set up on a tripod and at the front of the room stood a middle-aged man who Martin took to be Dr Byron, deep in conversation
  with his research assistant.


  Martin looked in at the second of the rooms, where another group of boys were eating biscuits and milling about. An elderly and harassed-looking man stood watching the mle from
  his vantage point over by the window. Martin opened the door and walked across to him. Is John Slade here? he asked.


  The Iona employee glanced at Martins name badge then pointed to a boy sitting on his own at a table away from the main group. Thats him. Strange little lad. Didnt
  want a biccy.


  John Slade sat alone at the back of the room from where he watched the horseplay of the other boys.


  His mums on the phone, Martin said, turning back to the old man and raising his eyes up towards the ceiling. Shes going to be a little late picking him up.
  Traffic, she said.


  Thats all I need, said the man. As if to prove his point, one of the boys shoved another in the chest. Please dont do that! He looked at Martin
  despairingly. Savages, this lot. If I leave them on their own, theyll murder each other.


  Martin laughed. Its OK. I can take John along to reception on this floor and let him use the phone there. Then Ill bring him back for you when hes
  finished.


  All right, replied the man a little doubtfully. These days, however, it was unusual to meet a youngster who was so polite.


  Martin walked over to the desk. The boy had blond, salt and pepper hair and delicate features and his eyes were the colour of flint. John Slade? Martin asked.


  John nodded slowly. It seemed the boys IQ was likely to be as low as his scores for empathy. That was good.


  Come with me, said Martin.


  There was a pause. Why?


  Your mother wants to talk to you on the phone.


  When John Slade stood up, Martin saw that he was unusually tall and well built for his age. He had no reason to be nervous of the other boys in the room: in a fight, he could have easily
  overpowered any one of them. Waving at the old man whod been looking after him, Martin led John out of the room and closed the door behind them.


  Where we going? asked the boy suspiciously.


  Martin kept walking, away from the lounge. Bet it was boring sitting there talking to the others, he remarked lightly.


  Slade nodded.


  Why dont we find something else for you to do? Something more interesting.


  Im supposed to wait for my mum, Slade objected.


  This wont take long.


  There werent many places in the Science Park that Martin hadnt been for the purposes of his deliveries. He found the fire escape stairwell at the back of the building and, John
  Slade following a pace behind, descended the steps to the ground floor then down another flight to the basement. Turning, he saw the boy glance back at the concrete stairway. Martin stopped and
  smiled reassuringly, putting his hand on the boys shoulder. Its OK, he said. Youre going to like this.


  At the bottom of the stairs was a large room where the air-conditioning pumps whirred and clanked. A portion of the side wall was lined with redundant computer equipment. Emptied of their
  magnetic tape reels, the cabinets looked blind. Come on, said Martin, leading the boy past them and into a narrow corridor. Finally, they stopped in front of a door.


  The institute did employ a handful of genuine scientists. They worked on the third floor and held a number of licences for animal experiments. The room that Martin ushered John Slade into was
  where the livestock was kept. It was brightly lit and tidy, with floor-to-ceiling metal racks on all four sides. There was no foul odour from the cages  no smell at all, in fact, other than
  the slight dankness of the straw and the tang of the dried food that was kept in buckets at the back of the room. In the larger cages were a few long-eared rabbits and a pair of beagles, but most
  of the cages  there must have been about forty  contained just mice. Martin went to stand by one of the racks. The white fur of the mice was clean and sleek and they had
  healthy-looking pink lips and noses. At Martins approach they started sniffing the air excitedly, scrabbling over each other in an effort to get closer to the bars, each one ecstatic that
  the little silver bowl in the bottom of their cage was about to be filled with food.


  John Slade was standing beside Martin now and staring intently at the rodents. After a moment he stuck one of his chubby fingers inside the cage and left it there. One or two of the mice sniffed
  at it then moved away but a third started nibbling at it tentatively then, maddened by its hunger, sank its front incisors deep into the flesh.


  John Slade didnt yelp or yank his finger out of the cage, he just stood there impassively, staring with a detached interest at the biting mouse as if the pain it was inflicting on him was
  happening to someone else. At last, the creature leapt backward into its cage and the boy slowly withdrew his finger. He inspected the puncture marks, fascinated by the bead of ruby-red blood that
  had appeared on the pad.


  Martin looked at him excitedly. You have an unusually high pain threshold.


  John Slade couldnt take his eyes off the blood.


  Turning away, Martin walked to the middle of the room, where there was a domed glass killing jar big enough for the beagles, with tubes leading from it to a gas canister. Ignoring this, Martin
  pulled out the wide drawer in the side of the wooden table on which it sat. As intended, the jingling sound of metal implements won Slades attention. The boy left the cage and came across to
  where Martin was standing. The cutlery drawer contained an array of stainless steel dissecting instruments. There were vicious-looking hooks and shiny scalpels and shears big enough to sever a
  human thigh bone. Martin picked up one of the smaller scalpels and gave it to John.


  What do you want me to do? he asked.


  You should do whatever you want to do.


  Martin went over to the cage and took out a mouse. He squeezed it tightly in his hand, its paws clawing his fingers, its red eyes bulging. He put it on the table, lying it flat out on its back,
  spreading his hands and pressing with his fingers so he was holding it still.


  Martin Blackthorn had done his first ever dissection during secondary school biology. It had been a rat then. He remembered its larger body crucified onto the wooden board with long pins, its
  belly slit open to reveal the fine layers of grey fur and skin and subcutaneous fat, its body cavity glistening with miniature purple organs. In the classroom, his classmates giggled nervously as
  they made their first incisions, none of them quite appreciating, in the way Martin did, the boundary they were crossing, the mystery they were being initiated into.


  In the basement storeroom, the mouse sniffed the air helplessly. The bright blade of the scalpel touched its whiskers. John looked from the mouse to Martin. Do it, John, urged the
  latter. Do it.


  Still the boys hand wavered. When he looked up at Martin, indecision animated his previously stolid features. John Slade wanted very much to please his new friend but something deep
  within him wouldnt quite allow him to bring the scalpel down. He might be indifferent to his own pain but it seemed there was some vestigial compunction that prevented John inflicting
  something even worse on the defenceless creature. Maybe the empathy scores were erroneous.


  In the end, Martin had to do it for him. Grabbing the boys fist in his own, he plunged the blade into the mouse.


  With a crunch, the tip of the scalpel went through the tiny skull and embedded itself into the table underneath.


  Good boy, said Martin, letting go of the twitching mouse and turning towards John Slade. Squatting down so that his eyes were at the same level, he ran his hand through the
  lads blond hair. I understand you, John.


  Although he was unsure, the boy nodded.


  None of the others do, do they?


  The boy shook his head.


  They think youre weird. But I know thats not true. Youre not weird at all. Youre gifted, John. Nature has blessed you.
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  Brighton, November 2012


  Brighton festered through its winters like only a seaside town could. On the seafront, the promenade was deserted and the slot
  machines were silent and on the busy shopping thoroughfare of North Street the home-time crowds were gathered at a strip of bus stops, the men and women hurriedly doing up their coats and
  unclasping umbrellas.


  They knew the rain was coming. They could smell the metallic bloom on the breeze and even feel it behind their eyes  that subtle change in the pressure of the air that made the tubers
  open somewhere deep inside their skulls. Sure enough, the wind began to bluster up the shopping street, knocking sideways into the cars that crept up and down the hill, their red and yellow lights
  peeping through the darkness as, overhead, bruised and blackened clouds wheeled into position. It was coming.


  Trevor Liddle, the relief manager of Phones4U, turned off the lights in his narrow shop and locked the door behind him. As he scowled up at the sky, the first raindrops fell  big, fat
  ones that splashed onto the pavement. Trevor swore under his breath. He was tired. He resented so many hours spent on his feet serving younger customers who knew more about the phones than he did,
  and older customers who knew nothing at all  and worst of all this morning hed forgotten his coat. Gasping, he took a supermarket ciggie out of its aluminium-coloured box and lit it
  and as he inhaled his first long drag, another drop of rain spattered its white length.


  Shielding his cigarette with the bridge of his fingers, Trevor hurried across the road at the traffic lights, slipping in front of a nudging car, making the pavement on other side. The rain
  pelted down now hard enough to strike Trevors scalp through his gelled hair as he scampered to join the clump of people sheltering in the doorway of a shop, gently backing himself into the
  throng until he was finally clear of the cloudburst. He stared down the hill at the three double-decker buses idling at the end of the queue of cars, straining his eyes to see if any of the
  electronic displays above the drivers cabins promised him a number 25.


  No!


  It was a womans voice, somewhere off in the middle distance: a dark, foreign accent. Alarmed, Trevor craned his head to see the crowd begin to part a little between the last bus stop and
  one of the alleyways that led to the Laines. A moment later a young black woman plunged through the people and splashed drunkenly into the gutter about twenty yards down the road from where Trevor
  was standing. No, I wont! she shouted, the rich vowels seeming to roll round her mouth for a moment before she spat them out defiantly. She had brown skin and mad hair that
  sprouted from all over her scalp in topknots and she was wearing a pair of ripped jeans tight enough to make her bottom stick out even more. She righted herself and started stomping up the
  hill.


  A moment later, a huge man in charity-shop clothes stumbled into the gutter and shouted. The wild-looking tramp had a funny way of walking as well, his gait short and awkward as if hobbled, his
  body swinging from side to side as he made a desperate effort to catch her up. He was a lot older than she was and his colourless clothes were torn and dirty, his face cast in deep shadow by the
  brim of his pork-pie hat.


  As the vignette developed, the people closest to the woman began to inch away. The citizens of Brighton were no longer disturbed by the way some people yelled incoherently in the streets, or
  waved their arms at passing traffic, or mumbled in strange tongues as they waited in the supermarket queue to buy their tubes of alcohol: they merely paused to calibrate the level of threat these
  screamers represented, then they went about their business again. And yet, as the rain fell down on North Street and the shouting match continued, at the back of everybodys mind was a base
  note of fear. It was born of some news report they had in common about a person with a severe mental illness who had tarried too long in some waking nightmare and who, returning to earth with a
  bump and whatever sharp implement came to hand, had loomed out of nowhere to strike down an innocent passer-by such as them. No wonder they turned their backs. Far safer just to leave them to it.
  Let the dogs eat the dogs and, when theyd crunched the last of the bones, let them eat the refuse, too.


  One by one, the buses started pulling in at the three stops, the foremost forcing the man and woman back up onto the pavement, where they disappeared into the surging crowd. In front of Trevor,
  the doors of the number 25 opened with a hiss and, as the bus engorged the grateful passengers, he allowed himself to be swept towards it. He dug his bus card out of his jacket pocket and flipped
  the wallet open to show it to the driver before shuffling his way into the stuffy, brightly lit interior of the bus. When he tried to steal a glance back at the arguing man and woman he found the
  windows were too steamed up for him to see.


  Down a quiet alley, in front of a lonely chocolate shop that had closed up half an hour before, the tramp was just behind the womans shoulder now. He put his arm out and grabbed her above
  the elbow, pulling her back, spinning her round. His grip was strong but she shook it off. I told you to fuck off! she yelled into his face. She stared contemptuously at his straggly
  beard and the odd, faraway expression that had come over his jellied eyes. She laughed, opening her mouth wide as she did so, showing him her white teeth. What is he, then? she
  cackled. Your lord and master?


  It turned into an almighty storm. A few minutes from the seafront, outside Kemptown police station, uniformed officers at the start of their evening shifts sprinted through
  puddles to get to their cars and on Edward Street umbrellas were upended and the drains regurgitated their contents into the road. On the fifth floor, the rain was drumming against the window of
  the interview room, where a man named Clements was getting increasingly fed up. Hed been stuck here for more than two hours and he still had no idea why the cops had asked him to attend. In
  the time hed spent in this empty room the light had melted from the sky and a host of officers had come and gone, each one assuring him that Detective Chief Inspector Beckett wouldnt
  be long, that he was on his way over now from Hollingbury nick, that all Clements needed to do was sit tight. But he had had enough of sitting tight.


  The door opened and two plain-clothes officers trooped into the room and stood side by side on the other side of the table. Tweedledum and Tweedledee, thought Clements, although in
  truth only Tom Beckett leaned towards the tubby side.


  Youve put on weight, Tom, Clements said.


  Tom Beckett stared down at him, an expression on his features like hed just stepped in something.


  But youve gone up in the world, Clements went on in his wheedling tone of voice. A DCI, no less.


  Both officers sat down facing Clements. Beckett introduced his colleague. This is Detective Sergeant Minter.


  Clementss eyes swivelled to take in the younger officer. Smooth, ambitious, hatchet-faced, Becketts sidekick looked like he would be playing things by the book this afternoon.
  Minter? Clements said, savouring the word. The name rang a bell but, after a moments careful consideration, he dismissed the thought and turned his attention back to the organ
  grinder.


  Beckett thumped a buff-coloured file down on the table. It was an old-fashioned Murder Book and it was stuffed with papers, some of them peeking out from beneath the dog-eared cardboard flap. A
  scrawl of felt pen on the front bore the legend Anna May and the date of her death: 12th July 1995.


  Clements made a sour face. For fucks sake.


  You still got the pet food business? Beckett said.


  Sitting back in his chair, raising his face to the ceiling, Clements said in a weary voice, Just say your piece and fuck off.


  Tom Beckett fixed him with the kind of look that suggested he, at least, wasnt happy to do things by the book. I asked you a question, nonce.


  Clements checked the video camera and the tape deck, neither of which were on. No, I havent got the business any more. I lost it when you sent me down for five years.
  Remember?


  Beckett nodded. Like a pig in shit, you were. I mean, there was the business. Then there was the salary you drew from the council. He leaned forward. You even had your
  accommodation thrown in, didnt you? A flat of your own, if I recall rightly. Somewhere you could use when you needed a bit of privacy.


  Clements leered at him. There were certain fringe benefits to being the house father.


  Beckett nodded slowly. Thats how you thought of the girls, was it? A perk?


  The silence in the room lengthened. Clements nibbled a fingernail. He grunted, said in a rush, I fucked her but I didnt kill her, all right? He waved his hand dismissively
  in the direction of the Murder Book. This is ancient history, Tom. It happened twenty years ago. You can walk down memory lane if you want to but you can do it on your own. He looked
  at his watch. Now, I think its time I went home for my tea.


  Seventeen years, said Detective Sergeant Minter.


  Clements looked at him. What?


  Anna May was killed seventeen years ago, Minter said. He was twenty-seven, with blue eyes and dark brown hair that he usually kept short, although right now it was curling up a
  little from the collar at the back because hed been too busy to get to a barbers.


  The reopening of the cold case had been Minters idea, not Becketts. He wanted justice for Anna May and hed pursued that aim relentlessly over recent months, devoting spare
  weekends and rest days to tracing the other children from the home where Anna had been living  the home at the edge of the city where Clements should have been looking after her. Minter had
  pulled in favours where he could, chivvying Forensics to have another go at the evidence, snatching any moment from his catastrophic workload to find something, anything, that might persuade his
  bosses to officially reopen the investigation. Now, at last, he had Clements sat in front of him and as he opened the Murder Book and took out a crime scene photograph from the top of the pile,
  laying it on the table in front of Clements, Minters heart was pounding in his chest. Have you seen this before?


  Clements was in his fifties, tall and bony, with swept-back hair and a reedy moustache hed added the last time hed come out of prison. Once upon a time he might have been
  considered quite dapper but now he was just seedy, the skin of his face blotchy, his hair greying in long, oily streaks. Today, like most days, he was dressed in shapeless jeans and a grubby old
  sweatshirt that was frayed at the collar and cuffs. His face hadnt seen a razor for a week and the nicotine stains at the ends of his fingers were deepening, turning from yellow to shit
  brown. He moved the photo round so he could see it better.


  The colours had bleached a little and the background was fuzzy  just a few points of diamond light to suggest where the river flowed and dark green patches where the thicket began 
  but the detail of the crime scene in the foreground was intact. There was light and shade on the grass where Anna May lay on her side, one of her hands reaching out in front of her, fingers closing
  around a thick tuft as if she was trying to hang on.


  Minter glanced down at the photo as well, shocked to realise that at the time of her murder Anna had barely been a teenager. At the time, shed seemed so much older.


  Yeah, Clements replied in a bored, sing-song voice, Ive seen it before. You know I have.


  Minter took a second photograph and an autopsy report out of the file. He put the photo down on the table. The victim was a fourteen-year-old girl, he read aloud from the report,
  adopting the dispassionate, even clinical tone of the pathologist. She had semen in her vagina, although the deterioration indicted that the sample was already at least twenty-four hours old
  at the time of her death. There was no evidence to suggest that the murderer had sexually assaulted the victim.


  There you go, said Clements triumphantly. Thats what I just said. I fucked her but I didnt kill her.


  All the time hed been sitting opposite Clements in the interview room, Minter held an icicle of fear in his stomach. Now, for the first time, he made himself look Clements in the eye.
  It was a brutal attack. Anna May was struck repeatedly around the face and head with a metal bar  a thick metal bar, judging by the extent of her injuries. He put the autopsy
  report down and looked at the photo. Her head resting on a pillow of long grass, Annas round face had been reduced to a pulpy, unrecognisable mess, fragments of white bone peeping through
  the smashed left cheek. Did she threaten to go to the police about the things you were doing to her? Was that why you argued?


  Sighing, Clements folded his arms.


  Minter said, Weve had another complaint.


  Clementss eyes flicked across the table. Who?


  Janine Stephenson.


  Clements shook his head. Dont remember her.


  Janine was thirteen when she came to Hillcrest. She said you forced her to have sex with you.


  Clements laughed. She suing, is she?


  Did you have sex with her?


  No, I didnt.


  Ive found out a lot about you, Clements. Things the children were too scared to mention to the police at the time. I know what that feels like, you see. I know what it feels like
  to be scared.


  Clements stared at Minter. Suddenly, it dawned on him. You were there, werent you? You were the kiddie who discovered the body. I remember now. Yeah. I knew Id heard your
  name before. He sniggered. Quiet little fucker, you were, back then. Havent changed much, have you? He shook his head. So thats what this is all about. I
  thought it was Tom here getting all antsy about his legacy, but its got nothing to do with him, has it? This is about you. He nodded at the photograph of Anna Mays smashed
  face. Your memories keeping you awake at night, are they? Clements liked the fear and vulnerability he could see etched on Minters face. He was in control now, just like
  hed been all those years ago. Yknow, you kids never ceased to amaze me, the way you talked about your parents. How they didnt want to let you go. How they hated you
  being in care. How, one day, theyd come back and rescue you and youd all live happily ever after. It was pathetic. None of you could face up to the truth.


  The wind shivered the window, throwing a handful of darts against the glass. Minter might have started digging into the facts surrounding Anna Mays death at Hillcrest, but hed
  never enquired too deeply into the circumstances of his own childhood and the reasons he was taken into care at the age of six. Even then, Minter always had the sense that there were things
  hed rather not be told. So, for someone so methodical, he went about that other investigation with a surprising lack of focus. He was like a crab making its way along the shoreline: whenever
  he encountered an obstacle or a dead end, he stopped completely, pausing to consider before moving off in another direction. All he had really achieved to date was to retrieve a copy of his
  original birth certificate that bore an address for a house on the Moulsecoomb estate  a house that had been demolished long ago  and a blank space where his fathers name
  should be.


  You tell me, then, Minter said to Clements. As a child, he had been told that his mother couldnt look after him, that when they had lived together she used to leave him on
  his own in the flat, sometimes for days. What is the truth?


  Clements grinned. You really dont know, do you?


  Know what?


  There was a fire, Clements said.


  The fire was an accident. My mother forgot to turn the stove off when she went out.


  Clements grunted. He tapped his finger against his own temple. She was sick in the head. She set the place on fire deliberately. She left you inside to burn.


  Thats not how it happened.


  I was the house father at that poxy home. I saw all the files. Every one. And yours, well, it kind of stuck in my mind. Your mum wanted you gone, Minter. She tried to kill you.


  When Minter stood up his chair clattered to the floor behind him. He turned on his heels and left the room.


  The echo of the slam died slowly. Clements looked at Beckett. Do you think I upset him?


  Beckett got up himself and came round to the other side of the table, and in one swift movement yanked Clements out of his chair, slamming him against the wall.


  What kind of nick are you running here? Clements jabbered.


  Next time, said Beckett, itll be me coming for you.


  Outside, Minter stood in the glassed-in stairwell. He gripped the handrail tightly, a vile taste in his mouth as if he was going to throw up, his forehead resting against the
  coolness of the glass. When he looked out over the seafront he could see the white horses chopping at the Palace Pier and the strings of lights swinging wildly from lamp-post to lamp-post as they
  stretched away along the promenade. He heard the moan of the wind and the distant roar of the sea. Minter put his hand against the glass but when he touched it with his palm he found it
  wasnt cool any more.


  It burned.


  He woke and cried out. He was six years old, standing inside a room filled with smoke, in front of a closed door outlined in bright orange. He was coughing and the intensity of the heat pulled
  fat beads of sweat from his scalp. On the other side of the door the fire crackled and the door itself was moving, rippling like the fur of an animal, the paint blistering, bubbling. Help
  me! he cried, but no one heard because there was no one else but him at home. The flames were raging out there but all the little boy knew was that he had to get out of his bedroom before he
  choked to death on the smoke. So he closed his hand over the door handle and pulled.


  You OK?


  Minter turned round to see Tom Beckett standing in the shadows. He nodded.


  Beckett stuffed his hands into his pockets and walked over to where Minter was standing. For a few moments, the two men stood side by side, watching the lights of the speeding cars as they drove
  through the rain along the seafront road.


  You know, said Beckett, Clements is a scumbag of the first order. He might be winding you up about your mum.


  In all the years Minter had spent in care, his mother had never come to visit. I think it happened just like he said it did.


  Minter was a rising star in Brighton and Hove but now he seemed to shrink before Becketts eyes, becoming smaller, greyer, almost insubstantial. Like a ghost.


  Well let Clements go, then you and I can go for a beer.


  Minter said nothing.


  Beckett broke the silence. Tell me about Janine Stephenson.


  Minter made a mental effort to marshal the facts. I interviewed Janine in prison. Shes got a long history of substance abuse. Three convictions for possession of crack cocaine and
  another for intent to supply.


  Yeah, and now we know why she took all those drugs, dont we? Have you got any corroboration for her story about the abuse?


  Minter shook his head.


  Beckett asked, Forensics?


  Theres no probable DNA match to anyone on the database, and certainly not to Clements.


  So Janines testimony is all youve got.


  Reluctantly, Minter nodded. I need more time, sir.


  Beckett sighed It took guts to do what you did just now, fronting up to Clements like that. But you know what things are like, Minter. I cant afford to have you chase something
  like this into the sands.


  Ive turned up Janine, Minter protested. Theres more to come. I can feel it.


  You can keep tabs on Clements and you can keep going with the investigation in your own time if you like, but for the moment at least Im not going to ask for a case review.
  Theres no point. It will just get knocked back. Im sorry, Minter.


  Minter turned away. He looked out over the promenade again.


  Beckett said. You never asked me why I spent all afternoon at Hollingbury.


  Minter turned to look at his boss.


  Im being seconded.


  Because of the latest budget cuts, all the detective squads in Brighton were being reorganised. Temporary posts and secondments abounded. Youre going to CID? Minter
  asked.


  Afraid so. In their infinite wisdom, the powers that be have decided the force does need a second murder squad after all. Ive been asked to set it up.


  When does all this happen?


  Ive already started on the list of officers I want. Therell be the usual argy-bargy about your transfer, of course.


  Are you telling me that Im going to be seconded as well?


  You


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
A PLACE OF






OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





