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Author’s Note

In my second novel, The Dead Tracks, there’s a short conversation between David Raker and Colm Healy where Healy talks about the failed investigation that’s at the heart of What Remains. At the time I wrote the scene, I never really thought that a few lines of dialogue would eventually form the basis for an entire book. It’s a consequence, I suppose, of my tendency not to work to plans: in the latter stages of The Dead Tracks, and then through the three novels that followed, Healy took on much more of a role than I ever would have anticipated, and that case – and his failure to solve it – began to affect him in ways that I never considered until I got there.

Because of that, eagle-eyed readers might notice a few minor changes between the case that Healy describes in The Dead Tracks and the version in What Remains. There were various reasons I felt I needed to make those alterations, but it ultimately came down to the fact that a full-length novel would have suffered without them. Where possible, though, I’ve tried to stay close to the details of the investigation that Healy (and, to a lesser extent, Raker) has talked about over the course of the series.

Finally, I’ve made some small changes to the working practices of the Metropolitan Police too, purely to service the story more effectively; as always, my hope is that it’s done with enough subtlety and care for it not to cause offence.





16 July 2010

BRUTAL MURDER OF FAMILY SPARKS CITY-WIDE MANHUNT

Eight-year-old twin girls and their 29-year-old mother have been found dead in what police are calling ‘an unforgivable and callous attack’. Gail Clark and her daughters Abigail and April were discovered after a neighbour became concerned she hadn’t seen or heard from the family in over four days.

Last night, police were calling for witnesses in and around Searle House, a twenty-storey block of flats in New Cross, south London, where the family lived on the seventeenth floor. Detective Inspector Colm Healy, leading the investigation, said a news conference would be scheduled for later today, and further details would be released to the public then. In the meantime, he appealed for information from anyone who lived in Searle House or any of the surrounding estates: ‘We believe Ms Clark and the two girls were murdered on Sunday or Monday this week – that’s the 11th or 12th July. This was a particularly brutal crime, one of the worst I’ve seen in twenty-four years as a police officer, and I appeal to any member of the public who saw anything suspicious to bring that information to us without delay.’

DI Healy continued: ‘We have a number of leads and I want to reassure the public and the local community that the person responsible will face the full force of the law.’
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Part One



14 JANUARY 2014




1

I met Colm Healy in a motel in Kew.

It was just north of the motorway, a big steel-grey building with all the aesthetic beauty of a shipping container, perforated by two long rows of identical windows. The car park was half full, slush skirting the pavements and approach road, ice-cold water cascading from broken guttering above the main entrance.

The bar was probably the best bit about the place, and not only because – with alcohol – you could eventually pretend you were somewhere else. It looked like it had recently undergone a refurbishment, and although the views only took in the car park and, vaguely, a glimpse of the Thames, the interior was smart and modern, a mix of booths and sofas, set in a semicircle around a curved counter.

I made a beeline for one of the booths, shrugging off my coat and ordering a black coffee, and then spent the time waiting for Healy by removing a series of printouts from a slipcase I’d brought with me. They were all job vacancies. I laid them out in two lines of five, all ten facing away from me, and put them into chronological order, starting with the one that had the most imminent deadline.

A few minutes later, the main door squeaked open on its hinges and Healy emerged into the stark light of the room. He nodded at me once, then headed to the bar. He was dressed in faded denims and a red T-shirt with something printed on the front of it, his hair combed but wet, his face flushed, like he’d just stepped out of the shower. I heard him ask for a Diet Coke, and then he came over. He eyed the printouts as he sat, but didn’t say anything.

‘Evening,’ I said. ‘Are you all right?’

‘I guess.’

‘What’s wrong?’

He looked at me. ‘Nothing. I’m fine.’

But I knew what was wrong. We both did.

Six days ago, on 8 January, we’d met in a café in Hammersmith after Healy had called and suggested getting together. It was the first time I’d seen him in fourteen months. In only six days, a lot had changed: not only had I paid for ten days’ accommodation for him in the motel, but I’d also topped up his Oyster card, given him enough money to cover petrol, trawled recruitment agencies for work, even run him to interviews and driven him to the shops to buy food. He was uncomfortable with it – in a lot of ways I was too – but he’d got to the point where he didn’t have a lot of options left.

A ghost to his family, his career as a cop a memory, he’d wiped out most of his savings and been living in a homeless shelter, what money he had left just about stretching to a mattress, a pillow and a bunk. No one else – his ex-wife, his sons, his former colleagues at the Met – knew how low he’d sunk because he was too proud, too bruised, to call them. However, he and I were different: not friends exactly, perhaps never that – which had been part of the reason he’d phoned me – but there was a connection between us. He knew I’d understand him. Perhaps more importantly, he knew I wouldn’t judge him. We’d both lost those we’d loved, we’d battled some of the same demons, we’d hunted in the same shadows for the same people and confronted the same darkness in men. I never believed in fate or destiny – in most ways I still don’t – but I’d begun to believe in something like it in the years since I’d known Healy. We’d gone our separate ways many times, but eventually, somehow, the paths of our lives always returned to the same point.

‘What are these?’ he said, looking at the jobs.

‘Short-term store security gigs.’

He nodded and pulled a couple towards him.

As I watched him, I could see a shaving rash on one side of his neck, fresh blood dotted in the spaces above it; a cut that hadn’t healed. There were plenty more of those where Healy was concerned, but most were better hidden. He was almost forty-nine, but he looked older. He was overweight and out of condition, his face a little swollen, his eyes marked by crow’s feet that criss-crossed so many times it was hard to see where one line ended and the next one began. His red hair fell forward as he continued reading, specks of water flecking off, on to the paper. On the front of his T-shirt, I could see what was printed: Boys on Tour – Dublin 07.

‘Memorable trip?’ I said to him.

He looked up. ‘What?’

I nodded at his shirt.

He looked down at the words on his chest, cracked and worn by years of being put through the wash. ‘Yeah,’ he said, seeming to drift. ‘I was the best man for someone. Took a group of us back to the motherland for a few days.’ He stopped, a hint of a smile – and then it was gone. ‘A different time, I guess.’

He turned his attention back to the printouts, clearly done talking about the trip, about returning to the city where he’d been born and grown up.

‘How did the interview go today?’

He shrugged. ‘Who knows?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, I drove all the way down to Rotherhithe, sat there and answered their questions, and they stared at me blankly and told me they’d let me know.’

‘Did they say when?’

‘A couple of days.’

The barman brought over Healy’s Diet Coke and set it down in front of him. Healy stayed silent, eyes fixed on the glass, but his thoughts were as clear as if inked on his face: I don’t want to be drinking this.

When I’d offered to help him out, I’d attached a couple of conditions: one was that he had to find a job, even if only temporary, to get him back on his feet financially as soon as possible; the other was that he had to stay off the booze. The day we’d met in the café I hadn’t smelled it on him, but I knew he’d been at the bottle in the weeks leading up to it. I could see it in his face, in the way it had begun to rub away at him. He’d been distressed, worn, a little bleary-eyed, the effect of the liquor still evident, clinging to him like a second skin.

‘What about the other thing?’ he said.

‘What other thing?’

‘The twins.’

I looked outside, the lights from the river blinking as sleet swept across the car park. The twins and their mother were where it had all begun; the catalyst for Healy’s decline. In July 2010, he’d walked into a tower block in south London and found the three of them. He’d entered that place as one of the Met’s best detectives – and now, three and a half years later, he was a homeless half-drunk, mourning a failed marriage, the break-up of his family and the self-destruction of his career. He hadn’t called me six days ago because he wanted to find out how I was. He hadn’t even called me because he was insolvent, jobless, homeless and desperate. He’d called me because he wanted my help in finding the man who’d murdered that family; the faceless killer that had started it all.

Nothing else mattered to him any more.

As I thought of that, of a hunt for the man responsible, something Healy had said to me in Hammersmith started playing out in my head: I couldn’t find the bastard who killed them, couldn’t find a trace of that arsehole anywhere, and from there my whole life got flushed. His voice had been unsteady, his eyes full of tears. Now look at me. I’m living in a homeless shelter. I’m pathetic.

‘Raker, what about the twins?’

I stirred, tuning back in. He’d leaned forward in the booth, Diet Coke pushed to one side, hands together in front of him.

‘Someone I know at the Met is mailing me a copy of the file,’ I said to him. ‘It’ll be with me tomorrow. But I need to finish my current case first.’

I found missing people for a living, and my current case was a sixteen-year-old runaway from Greenwich. I’d located her, and returned her to her parents, but there were still things to be taken care of: calls to the Met to confirm she’d been found, a final meeting with the family to answer any questions, forms to sign, payment to be made. I sometimes let cases overlap at the beginning and end, but I didn’t work them concurrently, because I believed each one deserved to be treated with the same level of care. I felt a natural connection to the lost, an emotional bind I wasn’t sure I could ever put into words, which made the girl every bit as important to me as Healy. More pragmatically, her family were paying me too.

In contrast, everything I’d ever done for Healy, perhaps everything I’d ever do, came with no financial reward. Often, it came with no reciprocation or thanks either. I’d accepted that reality a long time ago, accepted who he was, and the forces that drove him, because it felt like a lot of those forces also drove me. We were bound to one another. I’d saved his life once. He’d saved mine.

This was who we’d become.

‘So you’re just going to sit on their file until you’re ready?’ he said.

‘How can I sit on something I don’t have yet?’

A flicker of irritation.

‘Healy, I told you the situation when we met last week.’

He didn’t say anything, fingers tapping out a rhythm on the glass. After a long breath, he said, ‘Fine. Why don’t you give me the file when it arrives, so I can get started?’

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’

‘I don’t need babysitting, Raker.’

‘I never said you did.’

‘No one knows that case better than me.’

‘I know that.’

‘I was there. It was my case.’

‘That’s exactly why it needs a fresh perspective.’

He didn’t say anything else.

In the silence that followed, I started to leaf through the printouts again, trying to consider how best to engage him with the jobs, but when I looked up, his eyes weren’t on me or the jobs any more, they were on the window, watching a car reverse out of its parking space. There was a sudden distance to him, as if he’d forgotten I was even here. ‘I knelt down between their beds,’ he was saying quietly, almost talking to himself, ‘in the middle of that desperate fucking flat, their mam dead in the next room, every atom of innocence ripped from them, and I remember the forensic team left briefly, and I was alone with those girls. And I … and I just …’

Even as he faded out, I couldn’t take my eyes off him, mesmerized by this flash of transparence. It was so unlike him, a moment so out of character my first thought was that something might be wrong with him. Seeing the rest of the sentence hanging there on his lips, I leaned forward, trying to hear him more clearly, but then he clocked the movement and seemed to shiver out of the lull, pulling away from its grip, and the mood changed instantly. He looked from the window to me, then to the jobs, clearly embarrassed about letting his guard down.

‘Are you okay?’

He remained still, silent.

‘Look,’ I said, keeping my voice steady, ‘I promised you I would help you, and I meant it. But I want to take a first run at it. I want to come in fresh. There’s no hidden agenda here, Healy. Don’t look for the negative in this.’

A snort, but no comment.

‘Healy?’

He just looked at me.

‘What’s the matter?’

‘What do you think’s the matter?’ he said, picking up one of the printouts. ‘All this shite. It’s worthless. What matters is finding out who murdered those girls.’

‘You need a job.’

He dismissed me with a shake of the head. ‘I hate it. Filling in application forms, pretending I’m someone I’m not, having to kiss the arse of people I don’t rate and won’t like. But you know what? It’s not even that. The thing that really pisses me off is that I could do any of these jobs in my sleep. I was on the force for twenty-six years, I saw things I can never wash away, I’ve been across the table from men so depraved they sucked the light out of the room. But according to the pile of rejection letters I’ve been busy collecting, I’m not even qualified enough to shuffle along shop aisles on the lookout for spotty dickheads trying to steal smartphones. I mean, the fact that I’ve managed to get one – one – two-month security gig in an entire year should tell you all you need to know. The spiel ain’t working, Raker. No one wants to employ me.’

‘Getting a job these days isn’t eas–’

‘I don’t want a job.’

I pushed down my irritation. ‘How are you going to help those girls if you’re living in a homeless shelter again?’

‘What’ll help them is finding the person who killed them.’

‘We will.’

‘We won’t if all we’re doing is sitting around staring at pieces of paper like these.’ He picked up a couple more printouts. ‘Like I give a shit about any of this.’

‘Healy, you get a job, you’ve got money. You’ve got money, you’ve got a place to stay. When you’ve got a place to stay, then you’ve got some firm ground to work from. If you want to do what’s best by those girls and their mother – if you really want that – you’ll apply for every one of these, and you’ll do whatever it takes to get one of them.’

He sat there, staring at me, the muscles in his face taut, his fingers playing with a part of his chest which was obviously giving him some discomfort.

‘You all right?’ I said.

He realized I was talking about his chest. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Just email your CV off to these places, okay?’

No response. I’d set up an email account for him, and he was using the PCs in the business centre at the motel to send off his applications. It wasn’t hard.

‘Okay?’

More silence.

I sighed. ‘Healy?’

‘When will you be done with your other case?’

‘Tomorrow afternoon.’

His fingers moved away from his chest and started playing with the edges of the printouts. Eventually, he gathered them all up and slid along to the end of the booth. ‘I’ve got that interview at the recruitment agency at three,’ he said to me. ‘But after I’m done there, we can meet here if you want. You can bring the file and we can talk about the girls.’

I nodded.

‘Will you bring the file?’

‘If it turns up, yes.’

‘Don’t play me.’

‘I’m not playing you, Healy.’

He shuffled out of the booth, his gaze lingering on me. But it was harder to read him this time, his eyes showing nothing, his face a blank. At the door to the bar, he paused for a second and looked back, a loneliness clinging to him.

A moment later, he was gone.
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It hadn’t always been like this.

The previous night, after I called my contact at the Met about getting hold of the murder file, I’d gone looking for Healy using Google, trying to capture a sense of who he was before it had all gone wrong. I met him in 2011, when his life was already unravelling, and had only known him as he was now. But that version of him wasn’t the original. Before the twins, he’d been smart, lucid, accomplished.

History hadn’t painted him as a failure.

In fact, quite the opposite.

I found countless quotes from him in relation to big cases he’d led, solved and closed. Further back, I discovered he’d won a Police Bravery Award in 2005 – something he’d never mentioned – for halting an armed robbery while off duty. There had been a photograph of him too, from 2008 – before the twins, before his marriage collapsed, before the tragic death of his own daughter – when he’d been at his heaviest. Three stone overweight, maybe more. His face was bloated, his cheeks flushed, his collar pinching at excess skin, and yet – despite the weight – there was a poise to him, a subtle confidence, a deftness and a strength that were difficult to define and harder to explain. But they were there, clear as day, as he’d been caught in the blink of that shutter.

Looking at that photo had made me wonder how it was that Healy had ended up getting the call about the twins. Was he asked because he was highly rated and his commanding officer knew he’d do his best by that family? Or was it more random? Did he just happen to be the nearest available man, or the only one in the office at the time? I imagined, if it was the second, he’d been over that moment countless times: what if he hadn’t been able to take the case, or he’d been in the middle of something else? How would his life have been different? Either way, something was certain: the Met wouldn’t have harboured any doubts about his competency. They’d have expected him to close the case.

Finally, my search had taken me to media accounts of the night the family were killed. Even within the confines of sanitized newspaper reports, the details had been incredibly hard to stomach, something instinctive taking flight in me as I’d read them: unease, anger; a sudden, powerful connection to Healy, as if I’d been able to sense what he must have been feeling as he’d been left there alone with the bodies, kneeling between their beds as the forensic team drifted away.

But what really brought it home wasn’t any of that. Instead, it was a YouTube video of a news conference that Healy had held on 16 July 2010, a fuzzy image of a Sky News reporter standing in front of the Scotland Yard sign, giving an introduction, talking about the case, about the family.

Thirty seconds in, Healy appeared.

He was perched behind a nest of microphones. He’d smartened up for the TV cameras: a tailored navy-blue suit, a silver-grey tie, his red hair parted at the side and combed through. He’d lost some weight in the two years between this and the photograph I’d seen of him earlier: half a stone, perhaps a bit more.

As I watched him, I realized how disconcerting it was seeing him like this – this professional, this together, the same man who’d completely fallen apart and ended up on the streets of the city. As he introduced himself and the other officers at the table, as he began reading from a prepared statement, I felt an odd kind of regret at never having met this version of him.

The feeling had lingered while I’d listened to him detailing the names of the victims, the circumstances of their deaths, the location, the viciousness of the crime. After a couple of minutes, he’d set aside the official statement and looked out at the crowd. ‘I’ll try and answer as many questions as I’m able,’ he said, his voice clear, his Irish accent soft, ‘but this is an ongoing investigation, so you’ll appreciate that I can’t answer everything.’

His eyes had scanned the room, fixing on someone beyond the range of the Sky News camera, before nodding at them.

‘Why were the whole family targeted?’ a journalist had asked.

‘At this stage, we’re working from the assumption that the intended target was Gail Clark, but the investigation is fluid and that could change very quickly.’

‘So the girls were collateral damage?’

Healy winced. ‘I don’t care for your choice of words.’

‘What about the girls’ father?’

There had been a pause, filled with the chatter of cameras going off and the gentle whir of rolling film. Healy’s eyes lingered on the reporter who’d asked the question, and then he addressed everyone: ‘Gail’s former husband, and the girls’ father, Kevin Sims, is deceased. He died six months after they were born. Given that, clearly he’s not a line of inquiry we’re pursuing. However, we would be interested in talking to a white male in his mid-to-late thirties, who was seen in Gail’s company a number of times in the months before the family were killed.’

‘Can you tell us anything else about this man?’

Again, Healy stopped for a moment, appearing to gather his thoughts. ‘We believe he may be integral to finding out more about what happened earlier this week, so we appeal for that gentleman to come forward, or for anyone who thinks they might know anything relevant to get in touch with us immediately.’

‘Was this man Gail Clark’s boyfriend?’

‘I can’t confirm that at this stage.’

‘But you already have witnesses, correct?’

‘Again, I can’t confirm that at this time – but as I stated previously, we have a number of leads we’re pursuing.’

He’d offered nothing more and, shortly after, the footage had returned to the reporter at Scotland Yard. Five seconds after that, the video ended.

I’d continued searching online, rereading reports from the days that had followed the conference, and further soundbites from Healy. The more time that passed, the more the tone of his statements began to change, becoming terser and less engaged; he communicated less and less with the media, until he wasn’t giving them anything at all. Three months into the case, despite the age of the victims and the horrific nature of the crimes, the story began fizzling out entirely, until – at the four-month mark – it became hard to find any stories on the family at all.

It had started with a press conference that Healy had hoped would zero in on the killer, and it had finished with failure, with resentment, with guilt. Maybe a man wasn’t built to handle the weight of those things, even someone as world-weary as Healy had been. Maybe it was inevitable you would lose something of yourself in the middle of such carnage, finding the bodies of two children slaughtered in their sleep, but not the person who’d done it. It was bound to consume you – and do it slowly, piece by piece.

I’d felt an abrupt and genuine sense of sorrow for him then, perhaps for the first time since he’d returned to my life. Sorrow for the loss of a different, better version of him, for the waste of a good career, for the horrific deaths of the twins and their mother. And sorrow for the destruction of Healy’s own family because he’d never been able to find the man responsible. As the feeling had grown, as I’d pushed aside my frustrations at him, I’d seen clearly what I had to do.

What I was always going to have to do.

I had to help him.
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Twenty-four hours after I met Healy in the motel bar, snow began falling, drifting in from the northern fringes of the city, where black, swollen banks of cloud had gathered above the rooftops.

Having found their daughter and completed my part in the case, I left the family in Greenwich and headed west, along Blackheath Road, in the direction of New Cross. Traffic was heavy, brakes blinking in front of me, red smears against the drifting snow – but just as everything ground to a complete halt, I found the turning I’d been looking for, and pulled off the main road into Cork Hill Lane.

A few seconds later the noise of New Cross Road had vanished and a series of railway arches emerged from the night, the middle one straddling the road. On the other side of it was a sprawling council estate, endless doors embedded in a mixture of five-storey buildings and twenty-storey tower blocks. I pulled in at the kerb and switched off the engine. The radio went with it, plunging the car into silence, the falling snow adding to the lack of sound as it settled on the surrounding concrete.

I looked over my shoulder, into the back seat. A copy of the murder file sat there, pinched between the covers of a card folder and secured with an elastic band. When it had turned up in the post that morning, I’d toyed with the idea of holding it back from Healy, as motivation for him to get his life back on track. But I didn’t have the stomach to use the death of a family as a bargaining chip, and as I sat here now – yards from where they’d been found – I felt another flutter of sadness for the girls, for their mother, even though I knew nothing about them; and I felt sorry for the man who’d eventually become so haunted by their deaths. In an hour, I was supposed to be meeting him back at the motel in Kew, to talk about the interview he’d had at the recruitment agency, and about some new jobs I’d sourced for him. But he wouldn’t care about any of it – and being here, in the shadow of this place, maybe I understood better than ever why.

Immediately to my left, there was a small park, sitting in the space adjacent to the flats, a swing in the middle, on its own, moving gently in the wind. Everything – the grass, the swing, the blistered windowsills and fractured roofs – was being covered in a perfect, undisturbed blanket of snow.

I looked across to the tower block closest to me.

Searle House looked back.

It was twenty floors of misery, barely functioning, and a decade past its prime. At ground level on this side, there was a huge, ugly wall – once painted white, now tagged with graffiti – dumpsters pushed against it, and black refuse bags spilling out on to the floor. As I looked at it, I recalled a moment from the day before: Healy staring out into the car park of the motel, suddenly distant, disconnected from our conversation, recalling the moment he’d found them: I knelt down between their beds in the middle of that desperate fucking flat, their mam dead in the next room, every atom of innocence ripped from them, and I remember the forensic team left briefly, and I was alone with those girls, and I just … He’d never finished what he was about to say, but as my eyes strayed to the seventeenth floor of Searle House, as the snow continued to fall silently around me, I could almost feel my way through to the next part.

He’d knelt down between them, so much anger in him, but so much sadness too, and felt a swell of responsibility. The weight of knowing that – by chance – he’d become their custodian, their conduit. Their avenger. And quietly, as the forensic team re-entered the room, he’d looked at the girls again, their eyes like lumps of chalk – empty, barren – and he’d told them he would find the man who did this.

Except he never did.

All the things that had happened to him since, mistakes he’d made, lies he’d told, every single failure, it had all started in this moment. Here. This was the case that had broken him and cost him his career as a cop. This was what had shattered his family life, driven a wedge between him, his wife and his children.

This was the beginning of the end.
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When I arrived back at the motel, it was virtually empty, the car park deserted, snow piled high in sludgy grey mounds, skeletal trees thrashing left to right as wind whipped in across the river. Healy was in the bar, at the same booth we’d occupied the night before. I apologized for being late, the detour to New Cross and the city’s congested roads having made it a slow journey back, but he didn’t reply, eyes already on the file I was holding. I handed it to him and got us both a drink.

By the time I returned with two coffees, he was a third of the way through the file, skim-reading pages, reminding himself of the interviews he’d led, and the work completed by the detectives under his command. His face was like stone, apparently unmoved by what he was reading, but it was all an act. I knew him too well, knew too much of his history, to believe he felt nothing as he returned to this open wound. It would have been the first time he’d looked through the file since he was cut loose by the Met, the first time in eighteen months he’d been so close to the family, to their murder, to the scars their deaths had inflicted upon him. Even if he didn’t show it in his face, the file had got to him: he’d removed, and set aside, three printouts – each a photograph of one of them, on their own.

Gail Clark.

Abigail.

April.

He didn’t want them to be a part of this file any more, associated with the words in it, the clinical descriptions, the suffering, the dead ends. Every so often, as he kept moving through the pages, his left hand would stray to the pictures – clearly unaware he was doing it – and his fingers would settle close to them all.

Eventually, half an hour later, he was done.

He looked up, a troubled expression in his face, and reached for his coffee. It had gone cold. ‘Have you read any of this?’ he said, placing the mug back down.

‘Some.’

‘But not all?’

‘No. I wanted you to take me through it properly.’

I glanced at the file as another fuzzy colour printout of the family looked out at me. Pausing for a moment, eyes on the faces of the twins, on the face of the woman who had brought them into this world, I saw how much the girls looked like Gail: same colour hair; same slight bend in the nose from bridge to tip; same smile, one side of the mouth lifted a little higher than the other. Gail was plain, thin, her neck scrawny and loose, as if she’d lost too much weight too fast. She had bad skin as well, blotchy in the lines around her mouth, a trail of acne scarring around the cleft of her chin. But, like her, the twins had warm eyes, as perfect as pools of blue ink – and without any of the baggage of age, the girls were beautiful, flawless. As I looked at them, unable to tear my gaze away, something moved in me again.

‘What did you make of it?’

I looked up. ‘Make of what?’

‘What you read.’

As I’d gone through the file, I’d been impressed once more at how tight Healy’s police work was: the angles he’d worked and followed up, the theories he’d built and dismantled, how the interviews had been exhaustive but delicately handled. It didn’t square with the man I’d come to know over the past two years, but it squared with the one I’d found online. This was the articulate, reasoned man I’d seen in quotes, the hulking figure who’d fronted press conferences, who’d calmly batted back and rebuked salacious tabloid questioning. This was the investigator that the Met had rated so highly, not the man who’d been sacked at the end.

‘Raker?’

‘It looks like a good case, Healy,’ I said.

‘But I missed something.’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t know. That’s what we’re about to find out.’

Ordering some fresh coffee, we began.

I decided to let Healy talk me through the timeline of the case as I made notes. When I had a question, I’d ask; otherwise I let him talk. As we started, it was clear that he had an uncanny recollection of the details, perhaps bolstered by having just looked at the file again. Occasionally, he would pull the paperwork towards him to double-check a fact – but mostly it was etched into his memory.

‘Did you know she was a recovering drug addict?’ he asked.

‘Who, Gail?’

‘We never ended up making it public, because once she became pregnant, she went into rehab and got off them for good. By the time she died, she’d been clean for almost nine years. Even so, we brought in the local dealer, the guy who used to supply her back in the day. He’d been making people’s lives a misery down in New Cross for years, so he wasn’t hard to find. But he wasn’t our man. I also had one of my team call social services, just to make sure we hadn’t missed anything – mistreatment of the twins, neglect in the intervening years, whatever – but it all came up clear. I remember chatting to one of her friends a few days after that.’ He stopped, finding the relevant page in the file. ‘I quote: “Gail was lovely, don’t get me wrong, but after all her problems with drugs, I think she basically became scared about history repeating itself. So she stopped coming out. In fact, she hardly came out with us at all once the twins were born, because I guess there was less temptation that way. It made her more insular.” ’

Healy stopped, eyes flicking to the photograph of Gail.

‘On the one hand,’ he said, ‘that meant we could quickly write off any connection between her drug problems and her death. On the other, the fact she stopped going out meant she never used to share anything with anyone. Most of the interviews we did with her so-called friends were a waste of time.’

‘She was studying as well, right?’

‘History and Social Science. But it was an Open University course, so – again – she was never around others while she was doing it. It was part-time. Six years, I think. She worked remotely, hadn’t met her tutor face-to-face, hadn’t even attended lectures with other students, apart from when she’d sat her final exams. She wrote her last paper a week before she was murdered.’ He paused, fingers around his coffee mug, eyes down. ‘I called the OU a couple of months later,’ he said, quieter now, ‘to see how she’d done. By then, it had really started to get to me that she had no one left who gave a shit about whether she’d passed or not.’

‘Had she?’

A single nod of the head. ‘With honours.’

‘What about her parents?’

‘Dead.’

‘No brothers or sisters?’

‘No. Best we could come up with was a cousin, Erica Swiddle. She lived up in Liverpool, though, so they rarely saw each other in the flesh. Swiddle told us the two of them used to chat on the phone every couple of months. That was it.’

‘And the father?’

‘The father of the girls? Kevin Sims. A waste of fucking oxygen. No one had anything good to say about him. Back in February 2001, he and Gail met at a pub in Peckham – he was twenty-four, she was twenty-one – and, five months later, she fell pregnant. We chatted to Sims’s mother, who was still alive at the time, and she said he’d never mentioned the girls at all. She didn’t even know she was a grandparent. Can you believe that shite?’ Healy stopped; a twist of animosity, a shake of the head. ‘The only person who could tell us anything in relation to Sims was Swiddle, Gail’s cousin. She said Sims cleared off about two seconds after Gail told him she was expecting. The next time anyone heard from him was when he got himself killed six months after the twins were born, doing one hundred and twenty on the M23.’

‘He died at the scene?’

‘Yeah.’

I finished off some notes and, when I looked up, Healy was staring out of the window, into the car park, mirroring the position he’d been in the day before.

‘You all right?’ I asked.

He glanced at me. ‘Yeah, I’m fine.’

‘Are you ready to go on?’

He knew what I really meant by that. His recollection of the case, talking about it, leading me through it, seemed to have revived him somehow, bringing a subtle colour to him. But we’d only scratched the surface.

The worst was yet to come.

He took a long breath, then nodded.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Tell me about what you found at the flat.’




5

‘That place,’ he said, ‘it was pretty pokey.’

In the file, there was a top-down layout of the flat, reinforcing what Healy was saying. A hallway ran from the front door to the living room at the back. On the left were two rooms, both bedrooms, the first belonging to Gail, the second to the girls. On the right was a kitchen and then the bathroom. Whoever had constructed the map had drawn in windows too: in the kitchen and the living room.

But nowhere else.

‘There were no windows in the bedrooms?’

He shook his head. ‘No. The bedrooms were up against the flat next door. No windows in them; no skylights, obviously. I remember one of the first things I asked when I arrived was for the lights to be put on. But they already were on.’

I nodded and waited for him to continue.

‘The girls were in their beds,’ he said, pausing, clearing his throat. ‘They were lying on their backs, dressed in identical pyjamas, and had been completely covered by their duvets. They’d had their throats cut.’ He stopped again, for longer this time, and as he did, my eyes dropped to the file, swallowing as I read the sterile description of what had been done to them, unable to get the sour taste out of my mouth. Healy continued: ‘As soon as I got there, as soon as I saw them, I thought to myself, “Why the fuck did I end up with this? Why not someone else?” I’d been at the Met twenty-four years by then – but anything with kids, it still got to me like it was my first day on the beat. A little bit of you dies and doesn’t come back every time kids are involved.’

He had both elbows on the table, his hands locked together in front of his face, his eyes off beyond me. ‘When I got home that night, I found Leanne alone in her room, listening to music,’ he went on, talking about his own daughter now. She would have been nineteen at the time. ‘I just went in, and I grabbed her, and I held her. She didn’t understand why – she tried to shrug me off initially – but eventually she went along with it. I don’t know … I just had to know that my girl was safe.’

A flicker of emotion flashed in his face as he realized the prescience of those last few words: only six months later, Leanne was taken from him, equally cruelly.

Another case, another killer.

Another lost life.

‘Anyway,’ he said, clearing his throat again and taking down a mouthful of coffee, ‘Gail was in the living room. She was slumped sideways on the sofa, half pressed up against the wall, in a nightdress and dressing gown. It seemed pretty obvious that all three of them had been murdered late evening, and that Gail had known the prick who did it. There was no sign of a break-in at the flat, no sign of a struggle either – and none of her neighbours heard screams or raised voices.’

‘So she wasn’t frightened of him.’

‘The opposite. I think she happily invited him in. She didn’t bother getting changed, which meant she was either comfortable around this guy or she didn’t expect him to stay long. Lividity put her where she was found, so given the lack of a struggle, no defensive wounds, no signs of sexual assault, I think – when he came at her – she was relaxed.’ He stopped, eyes dropping to the black-and-white descriptions of Gail’s death. They weren’t black and white to Healy. ‘He stabbed her nine times in the chest.’

‘Sounds pretty frenzied.’

‘It wasn’t. The wounds were all close together, almost on top of one another, like he’d chosen a spot and was making sure. I think he was a professional.’

I looked at him. ‘What do you mean, “professional”?’

‘I mean, he’d killed before. There was no worthwhile DNA under her fingernails, no evidence she’d had the chance to fight back – scratched, fought, got in a strike of her own. You don’t stab someone nine times without them getting even as much as a retaliatory hit in, unless you’re really good at it.’

‘What about DNA elsewhere?’

‘Worthless.’

‘Nothing at all?’

‘We found DNA from other people on Gail’s dressing gown, and under her fingernails, but it wasn’t semen or saliva, it was hairs and flakes of skin from the family, and from other, unidentified individuals. They could have belonged to the killer – or they could have belonged to friends, passing through the flat over the course of months. If the DNA did belong to our man, he wasn’t in the database.’

Suddenly, my phone started ringing, buzzing across the table towards me. It was my daughter. I turned it to silent. ‘It’s just Annabel,’ I said to Healy. ‘I’ll call her back when we’re done here.’

I flipped back in my notes to some I’d made while watching the video of Healy at the press conference a couple of nights before.

‘You said someone had been seen with Gail and the girls in the months leading up to their murder?’

He nodded. ‘Mal.’

‘Mal?’

‘M-A-L, as in Malcolm.’

‘That was his name?’

Healy shrugged. ‘Who knows? Basically, her neighbour on the right side was this woman called Sandra Westerwood. Proper busybody in her late sixties, but quite sweet, and she really loved that family. She was the one that called the police because she hadn’t heard Gail or the girls in a while.’

He flicked forward in the file, found what he was after, then swivelled it around to face me. It was a transcript from his interview with Westerwood.


WESTERWOOD: I could hear those girls next door, every day, singing their songs, playing their games … all the sorts of things kids do at that age, you know? But then it stopped. I thought it was weird, because those bloody flats, they’ve got walls like paper, and the only time that building goes silent is in the middle of the night when everyone’s finally asleep. I thought to myself, ‘Maybe they’re on holiday.’ But they hadn’t mentioned anything about going away, and Gail often talked about being short of money.

HEALY: When was the last time you heard them?

WESTERWOOD: Sunday, maybe Monday.

HEALY: Today’s Friday 16 July. So you stopped hearing from them on Sunday 11 July or Monday 12 July, correct?

WESTERWOOD: Yeah.

HEALY: When we spoke at your flat yesterday, you said you’d been around to see Gail on Saturday 10 July.

WESTERWOOD: Right. I ran out of sugar. I wanted a cup of tea but the elevator was bust, and I didn’t want to have to walk down seventeen flights of stairs, and then half a mile to the bloody Co-op. So I asked Gail if she could spare some.

HEALY: She seemed okay?

WESTERWOOD: She seemed fine. I could see the girls from the door, watching TV. Gail and me, we spoke for a while.

HEALY: About what?

WESTERWOOD: I don’t know. The weather or whatever. But she was fine. Laughing and smiling, you know?

HEALY: That was the last time you saw her?

WESTERWOOD: Last time. Everything went quiet after that. I went round to check on them on Tuesday, cos I thought that would be the right thing to do, and there was no answer. I tried again Wednesday morning, and then Wednesday evening. Yesterday was when I called you lot.



I looked up at Healy, unsure exactly of how this was relevant. It filled out some of the background, particularly with regard to how the police ended up at Searle House in the first place, but there was no mention of the man the family had been seen with in the months before their deaths; the man Healy had talked about at the press conference in the days after, and had told me was called ‘Mal’.

As if reading my mind, he moved forward a couple of pages in the interview transcript, then tapped a line halfway down. ‘Once we got confirmation that the family were killed on Sunday 11 July,’ he said, ‘rather than on the Monday, we started zeroing in on what she said to us here.’


WESTERWOOD: I simply can’t imagine who would want to do that to them. I mean, they were such a lovely family. Do you think it might have been her boyfriend?

HEALY: Boyfriend?

WESTERWOOD: Oh, I thought she was dating someone.

HEALY: Did she say she was?

WESTERWOOD: No. I just saw her and the girls with a man in the months before they were killed, so I guessed he was … you know … someone she was seeing.

HEALY: Where did you see him?

WESTERWOOD: There’s a play park and

































































Someone Else

179 days, 16 hours, 44 minutes after

That night, after falling asleep in front of the news, he dreamed.

They were on the swings as he approached. They didn’t see him at first, their backs to him – talking to one another, laughing about something – but as he came around beside them, April turned, and then Abigail, and they began to slow up, the arc of their swinging getting smaller and smaller until, eventually, it stopped altogether.

‘Hello,’ he said.

They stared at him blankly.

‘Do you remember me?’

Nothing.

‘Don’t you …’ He began to feel hesitant. ‘Don’t you recognize me?’

They both took a step back.

He held up a hand, telling them to stop. ‘It’s okay. I was the one that helped you paint the mural in your bedroom. Do you remember that? I played tag out here with you … I played every day after school for months. You must remember that.’

They didn’t react.

He stopped, swallowed, trying to think of other things they’d done together. ‘I used to take you both to school, and I’d kiss you goodbye at the gates. I took you on the Tube. We used to play with Charlie. You remember Charlie, right?’

He looked around for his dog, Charlie, expecting it to be shadowing him like it always had – thinking he could use it to reassure them, to remind them of who he was – but the dog wasn’t here. It was gone. It was part of another life.

He started to panic.

‘Please,’ he said, unsure what to say now, the twins stepping further away from him, from the swings, April looking off towards Searle House, as if she were about to make a break for it. She reached out for her sister’s hand, taking it in hers. ‘It’s okay,’ he repeated. ‘Please. Please don’t be scared of me.’

The girls looked off across the grass again, to the place in which they both lived, moving in unison, their gestures mirroring one other. They seemed to grow paler as they became more afraid.

I’m frightening them, he thought. How can they be frightened of me?

‘Please,’ he repeated, voice breaking up. ‘Please tell me you remember me.’

The two girls stood there for a long time, gazing at him, expressionless and mute, the breeze passing through the park’s trees.

‘I loved you girls.’ Tears filled his eyes. ‘You were mine once.’

Instantly, as he spoke those last four words, a change bloomed in their faces, like sun burning through cloud. The alarm, the confusion, it vanished, becoming nothing but a memory, and smiles began breaking across their faces – first April, then Abigail – as if he were only now coming into focus for them.

‘Oh, we so hoped you would come back,’ April said excitedly.

He swallowed again, his heart starting to swell.

Abigail let go of her sister’s hand. ‘We missed you so much.’

And as he wiped the tears from his eyes, April ran across to him, tapped him on the arm and shouted, ‘You’re it!’ – and the two girls took off across the grass, in the direction of Searle House, squealing with delight.
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            I

            She stumbled along the aisle.

            It was so dark, she could barely put one foot in front
                of the other, her hands out – helping her feel her way forward – her
                hair soaked, skin slick, clothes matted to her body. When she got halfway down, she
                stopped and looked back. It was like she was adrift in some vast black ocean.

            The window she’d crawled through hung in the
                shadows, like a picture frame, glass still ragged along one of its edges, the rest
                shattered on the floor beneath it. She could hear rain on the roof – a
                relentless, mechanized rhythm – and see lightning flaring in the sky: whenever
                that happened, her surroundings would briefly strobe into life, giving her the
                chance to try to make sense of what was around her. She needed food, a change of
                clothes. But more than either of those, she needed a mirror and a sewing kit because
                the blood wasn’t just leaking into her eyes now, it was running all the way
                down her face.

            Wind shook the bones of the building.

            She was terrified. She was hurt. Worse, she was totally
                and utterly alone. Just give up. Something tremored in her throat.

            Drop to the floor and give up.

            She squeezed her eyes shut, pushing the voice away,
                waited until the next fork of lightning, then made a beeline for the back of the
                room. In the darkness, she fumbled around, knocking things over, but soon had her
                hand around what she’d been looking for.

            A flashlight.

            She switched it on.

            A dazzling white glow skittered ahead of her and she saw
                how small the place was: it had seemed massive in the pitch blackness, but it was
                just thirty feet across.

            She swiped a candy bar from the nearest shelf, ripped
                open the packaging and took a bite, ravenously hungry. Then, as more blood ran into
                her eye, she switched her attention to the other side of the room, where boxes of
                Band-Aids were lined up. It wasn’t until she was right on top of them that she
                realized there was a first-aid kit too, half hidden at the back of the shelf. It had
                everything in it she’d need – scissors, antiseptic, sterile dressing,
                butterfly closures. But no needle and thread.

            Her strength faded – and then something caught her
                attention close to the counter.

            Fishing equipment.

            Under the glass was a bait needle, on the counter a
                selection of fishing lines. She scooped up the thinnest thread she could find,
                plucked a Zippo from next to the cash register, then returned to the first-aid
                kit.

            Nearby there was a mirror on a rotating stand of
                sunglasses. She shook off all of the glasses and adjusted the stand so that the
                mirror was at eye level. Unravelling the fishing line, she fastened it to the
                needle, then used the scissors from the kit to snip off about six inches of thread.
                She took a breath and leaned into her reflection, tilting her head, so she could see
                the wound next to her right eye. She’d glimpsed it in the windshield of her
                car a couple of hours ago – maybe three, maybe four: she had no idea what time
                it was now – but the dirt on the glass had helped conceal the severity of the
                injury.

            Another wave of emotion hit her.

            ‘Why is this happening to me?’ she said
                softly, her voice barely audible above the rain. She sterilized the end of the
                needle with the Zippo, readying herself for what was coming, but then her eyes
                filled. Tears mixed with blood, pink trails casting off down her cheeks, like
                coloured roads on a map.

            She could suture in her sleep, so it wasn’t the
                idea of stitching her face together that was overwhelming her.

            It was something much worse.

            ‘Please let there be someone else here,’ she
                sobbed, her words smudged. She raised the needle to her face, her hands shaking.
                ‘I don’t want to be alone in this place.’
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            Before

            Even the dead can talk.

            That was what Rebekah’s father kept telling her at
                the end. She hadn’t taken much notice at the time. Over those last few months,
                in her bedside vigil, she’d watched the gradual deterioration of body and
                mind, an old man, borderline hallucinating, talking about things that made no sense.
                Where once there had been strength and colour, now her father’s skin was waxy
                and translucent, an atlas of pale blue veins. He’d become the ghostly inverse
                of the person who’d brought up the three of them.

            In those moments, Rebekah would hold fast to the image
                of him before he got ill: their guardian and keeper, the glue that had held them
                together. He would sometimes allude to the impetuous kid he’d been when
                he’d shipped out to Vietnam, but it was always hard for Rebekah and her
                brothers to imagine him that way. Growing up, they rarely saw him lose his temper,
                and pretty much the only impulsive thing Henry Murphy had ever done had happened
                before any of them was even born: he’d married a woman he’d known for
                only four months.

            At the time, he was stationed at RAF Lakenheath, at the
                US Air Base there, and it was in Cambridge, twenty-seven miles away, that he’d
                met Fiona Camberwell. She was twenty-four, a village girl who’d never been
                further west than Peterborough, so she was totally swept up by the idea of being
                with an American from New York City.

            A year after they got married, Rebekah’s brother
                Johnny was born. Less than two years later, Rebekah arrived, and soon after that,
                Henry – following an honourable discharge from the army – became a police
                officer in the Cambridgeshire Constabulary. He immediately fell in love with the
                work, even though he was only a bobby.

            But at home things weren’t as good.

            Rebekah’s father rarely elaborated on what had
                gone on in those final few years, but early on Boxing Day morning in 1985 – as the
                tinsel caught the glow of the tree, and fairy lights blinked in the windows – Fiona
                had walked out on them, just a blur of red hair and pale skin. At the time, Johnny
                was five, Rebekah was three, and their younger brother Mike only eighteen
                months.

            They would never see their mother again.

            Rebekah watched her father’s coffin being lowered
                into the ground. The day was dark, almost monochrome, rain somewhere close, its
                charge in the air. A couple of times, she looked out across the East River, and saw
                sun breaking through in the distance – but it faded as quickly as it had arrived, a
                promise unfulfilled, and they were left there, abandoned, staring into the murk of
                the grave.

            She looked around at the other mourners, at Johnny next
                to her, at the priest reading monotonously from a Bible. Finally, her eyes went to
                the parking lot. There was no sign of the Jeep. No sign of Gareth.

            Where the hell was he?

            Beside her, Johnny moved closer, and she felt him take
                her hand, grasping it in his. Momentarily, she was surprised, unused to such a show
                of affection from her older brother, but when she glanced at him, he winked at her
                reassuringly, as if he could see right into her head. ‘He’ll be here,
                Bek,’ he whispered softly.

            Rebekah gave Johnny’s hand a squeeze in return,
                unsure if he believed what he was saying, or whether he was simply doing what he
                always did: insulating her, trying to make things better. He’d been doing it
                ever since their mother left, but it had become more frequent once they knew their
                father was terminal, as if Johnny had subconsciously moved into the space that Henry
                was relinquishing: the patriarch and bulwark.

            Johnny gripped her hand a little tighter and, as the
                grey morning and last rites came back into focus, Rebekah saw why: a Jeep Cherokee
                was pulling into the lot next to them.

            She looked at Gareth, seeking him out behind the
                windshield, and when their eyes met – anger coursing in her veins – she left him in
                no doubt as to what she thought of his late arrival.

            Her husband looked away.
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