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About the Book
   
An imprisoned child murderer unexpectedly appeals his conviction. In return for a reduced sentence, he offers to implicate those involved in the crimes who were never caught; providing evidence of Police corruption and, most importantly, revealing where the corpses of several long-sought, but never found teenage girls are buried.

Distressed at what may come to light, yet desperate to locate the body of his own missing daughter, the father of one of the girls approaches Private Investigator Leo Rivers with a plea for help.

Rivers’ enquiries stir cold and bitter memories. Long-dead enmities flare suddenly into violence and a succession of new killings. As the investigation progresses, it gathers momentum, and now must speed inexorably to the even greater violence and sadness of its conclusion.
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TWO YEARS AGO, in the empty warehouse directly beneath my office, three teenage girls robbed and then killed a 63-year-old man. They beat him unconscious with lengths of timber, and then continued kicking him as he lay on the ground. The girls had lured him into the building with the promise of sex; it was what the man had come looking for and what he had found. The girls told him they worked together or not at all, and he quickly agreed to the price they asked him. He was attending a business seminar at the Holiday Inn on the marina, and had come across the dock to Humber Street because one of the barmen there had told him where to start looking for what he wanted.

The man’s body was found at four the following morning by one of the fruit wholesalers opening up his store.

The oldest of the girls was fifteen; another fourteen years and two months; the third only just thirteen.

The fifteen-year-old was already working as a prostitute and was known to the police. The two younger girls, while admitting to offering sex to the man, swore that it had only ever been their intention to rob him, and from the start their stories conflicted, creating the fissures into which their individual lawyers worked themselves. The older girl said she had not undressed in front of the man and that he himself had not even taken off his jacket. The youngest said she had exposed herself to him and that she had allowed him to fondle her. It was the role of the two others, she insisted tearfully, to encourage the man with lascivious comments and promises of their own. The older girl continued to insist that nothing sexual had taken place and that the attack had started as soon as the man was alone with them in the warehouse.

All this happened in the summer, before nine in the evening, and the high, empty room was dry and warm and filled with dusty light. The whole building was being slowly and intermittently renovated. It had once been a warehouse and a ship-chandler’s, and a narrow lane opposite its entrance had run directly to the wharfs and waiting vessels, also long gone, on the river.

The names of the three girls were not revealed until after their conviction, but Hull was a small city and everyone knew who they were.

A picture of the murdered man was shown on the front page of the Hull Mail. It was an old, poor photo, and in it he looked much younger than sixty-three and was grinning broadly, wearing a dark suit and a tie pulled tight into his collar. An appeal was made for the members of his family to contact the Hull Police. Most of the other delegates at the Holiday Inn professed to know him, or something of him, and most referred to him as their ‘colleague’ or ‘business associate’, thereby conveniently distancing themselves from him. Respected, well-liked, good at what he did. Complete disbelief at what was already being suggested concerning the circumstances surrounding his death.

I forget his name, and remember only that he had no living family – parents dead, one ex-wife, also dead, no children, no brothers or sisters. Not even any of those distant cousins who might have known him when they were all children together, but whose affection, familiarity and contact had long since evaporated. He was a man completely alone in the world. The three girls could not have chosen a better target, and except for the uncontrollable rage which infected all three of them on that summer’s night two years ago, they might afterwards have disappeared just as easily and as completely as they had appeared to him, and as his own salacious imagining had begun.

The Mail called them savages. The oldest girl boasted afterwards that she had been working as a prostitute since she was thirteen and that her services were in great demand. The police and the CPS pushed her to reveal the names and addresses of her clients, but she refused to do this, as though – like any child with a secret – she believed that in this precious confidentiality might somewhere lie her distant salvation.

The defence of the two younger girls was more straightforward. Though denying it, their lawyers worked secretly in tandem. Their argument was simple: their own clients were the gullible and impressionable friends of the older girl and they had accompanied her on the night of the murder only because she had implored them to, and because she had promised them a share of the night’s proceeds. Neither of the two girls, the lawyers insisted, had any notion of what was about to happen. The prosecuting lawyer expressed his scepticism at this and was supported by the judge in his summing-up.

The 63-year-old man was left for dead, and died between four and six hours after the attack took place. Cause of Death was considered to have been a blow by a brick to his skull. The pathologist considered it likely that he was already unconscious when this occurred, and that the brick was more likely to have been dropped on him where he lay than for him to have been struck by it during his struggles. At their trial, both younger girls insisted that this final act had been performed by the fifteen-year-old.

Humber Street was sealed off for a day while the body was examined and removed, but this seemed not to concern the wholesalers and market men, who drew up on Queen Street and then moved everything to and from their stores by trolley.

I had arrived there less than a year earlier, three months after John Maxwell’s retirement and my decision to continue working alone. Our old office off the West Dock Road was scheduled for demolition six days after our departure. It was what had helped John Maxwell to make up his mind. We went together to watch the building come down. It crumpled beneath the swinging lead weight as though it were made of cloth, and 120 years of existence was flattened in less than an hour. John Maxwell said, ‘Good riddance,’ as we finally turned away from it and brushed the dust from our shoulders.

The fifteen-year-old girl was sentenced for an indefinite period to a Young Offenders institution in Bedfordshire, where, as part of her Court Order, she was to undergo a lengthy process of psychological assessment.

The two younger girls were separated and sent to institutions in Northumbria and Hampshire. The judge was less convinced of their guilt, though by this he meant only the true extent of their intent on the night of the killing. None of the three girls had a father who still lived with them. The mother of the oldest girl had worked as a prostitute herself, and though it could never be revealed in court, this information as much as her daughter’s own confession determined that the girl would be treated differently from the others, and that the crime and the outrage it provoked would have its proper focus.

I remembered all of this now for two reasons. Firstly because of the man I was about to meet and his reason for wanting to see me. And secondly because several weeks after the murder in the warehouse, I saw that a small Cellophane-wrapped bouquet of red and yellow stems had been laid close to where the man had been killed. Little remained of the rubble-strewn floor and exposed brickwork of the room in which he had died – the floor was now sheeted and the walls plaster-boarded – but sufficient of the room’s stark and unwelcoming character remained to suggest to anyone with even the vaguest recollection of what had happened there, that here was a room which would for ever bear some faint but undeniable echo of that night’s events.

It intrigued me to see the flowers, knowing that the murdered man’s relatives had been sought but never found. My curiosity was satisfied several weeks later, and long before the girls’ trial began, upon the appearance of a fresh bouquet – yellow and blue this time, but equally small and unimpressive in anything other than its mawkish intent.

Passing the warehouse door shortly after the appearance of the second bouquet, I saw a woman sitting in the open window space, looking out and smoking. I knocked on the frame and went in to her. She reacted nervously to my sudden appearance and told me immediately that she wasn’t trespassing and that she was about to leave. She glanced several times at the flowers as she spoke.

‘I know about the flowers,’ I told her. ‘I rent an office upstairs.’

She looked up at the ceiling, from which electrical cables hung into the room like coiled nooses.

‘Did you know him?’ I asked her.

She shook her head. She wore a short coat and her legs were bare.

‘I just wanted to come and see, that’s all. I thought that it might make some sense, coming here, seeing where it all happened.’

‘It was your daughter,’ I said, finally realizing what she was telling me.

‘She’s everything they say she is,’ she said. ‘I hardly saw her from one week to the next. I’ve got three others. Even the Education Welfare Officers stopped coming when she turned fourteen. Lost cause, see?’ She looked directly at me for the first time. ‘Her and me alike.’

‘Has she told you what happened?’

‘Everything. They’ve told me they can’t use any of it in court. It’ll be mostly lies, anyway. She’s a good-looking girl, old for her years – all that kind of stuff goes hand in hand with lying.’

I didn’t fully understand her, and so I said nothing.

‘I doubt if anyone will bother to look too closely at him and his dirty part in it all,’ she said. She motioned to the flowers.

‘Why do you bring them?’

She considered this for a moment. ‘It’s as much for her sake as for his. Don’t worry, I won’t be coming again. What was he playing at? The youngest was just a kid. What do you think he had in mind for her?’

I shook my head.

Above us, a phone rang, and though it was not my own, I told her I had to go.

‘Don’t believe everything you hear,’ she said unexpectedly, as though suddenly anxious that I might leave her having formed a bad impression of her daughter based only on what she’d just told me.

‘No,’ I said.

She turned back to the empty window frame and folded her arms across her chest.

It was not simply cold and comfortless grief in which she wrapped herself and mourned the loss of her fifteen-year-old daughter, but the eternal and inevitable regret felt by all parents when they discover that the last of the ties by which they imagined they would be bound to their children for ever have finally been severed. And, in truth, looking at the woman then, wondering what more, if anything, I might have said to her in parting, I imagine those bonds had frayed beyond repair long before the summer’s night when that final act of severance had been so brutally and irrevocably performed.
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ALL I KNEW of James Bishop was that five years ago his own teenage daughter had either left home or been abducted and that, following a two-month search for her, a man was arrested in connection with the disappearance of her and several other girls. A single body was subsequently found, but not that of James Bishop’s daughter. At his trial, however, the man who had confessed to having had some part in the murder of the dead girl admitted that he had abducted and killed Bishop’s daughter, too, along with several others, but that their bodies would never be found. As far as I remember, in the absence of any evidence other than his uncorroborated confession, the man was never charged with these other murders and the cases were left open. James Bishop’s daughter’s body was never found.

I had never met James Bishop before, and nor did I remember his face from the press or police appeals. If I tried hard, then perhaps the schoolgirl face of his daughter might come back to me, but it would be the innocent smiling face of every schoolgirl over which the shadow of an early, violent or mysterious death already hung. Similarly, I could not remember the name of the man who had confessed to the other murders, or how and why the murder and disposal of James Bishop’s daughter was implicated in these related crimes. The name of the girl whose corpse had been recovered was also beyond my recall.

James Bishop had called me two days earlier, late at night. He said he wanted to see me urgently and then complained that he was unable to arrange anything for at least forty-eight hours. He was out of the country on business, he said, and was flying back late on Tuesday evening. He told me he would come straight to me from the airport. I told him to wait until the following morning and detected his fleeting irritation at having lost even that small measure of control over our meeting. We fixed a time, and before I hung up he asked me if I knew who he was. I told him I did, and no more. I told him I was sorry for what had happened to him and his family, but that I would prefer to talk to him face to face.

‘I thank you for your courtesy,’ he said. ‘And your discretion.’

I had been neither courteous nor discreet, but before I could say anything more, he added, ‘What I meant was, do you know who I am now?’

I told him I didn’t understand.

‘I’m sure this must sound unnecessary to you, Mr Rivers, and perhaps even insensitive, but I hope you will believe me when I say it has nothing to do with why I wish to see you.’

I asked him if he was talking about the business abroad to which he had just referred, surprised at the speed with which we had come from his murdered daughter to his work, and wondering if this switching of tracks had been deliberate, or simply something he was unable to prevent himself from doing, a light shining forward instead of back. He had already used my name twice, as though he needed this confirmation of who I was and why he was coming to see me.

‘I only know what I remember from the television news and the papers,’ I said.

The remark disappointed him. There was a long pause, and I imagined him rubbing his face. ‘It’s late,’ he said.

I confirmed the time of our appointment and told him how to find me.

On Wednesday morning, I arrived at the office early. I had been too busy in the intervening time to find out much more about James Bishop’s missing daughter. It was obvious to me that she had been killed soon after her abduction; and whatever Bishop wanted from me now, I hoped he understood this, too.

He came to my door and waited outside without knocking. I saw his outline through the opaque glass. As I waited for him to enter, a second, smaller figure arrived to stand beside him, a woman. My first thought was that his wife had accompanied him.

It was a bright, clear mid-November morning, and the sun shone in a block against one of my walls. The dirt of the unwashed window created a pattern of clouds high on the same wall.

Finally, Bishop knocked and called my name.

He came in, paused and looked around him. ‘So,’ he said loudly. He came towards me, making a small drama of pulling off his gloves and extending his hand to me.

He was in his early fifties with short, steel-grey hair. The woman who followed silently in his wake was twenty years younger.

‘Alison Menzies,’ he told me. ‘I hope you don’t mind.’

I did, but said nothing. I held out my hand to her and she glanced at Bishop before taking it.

‘I’m Mr Bishop’s chief legal adviser,’ Alison Menzies said. ‘He and I are due elsewhere in an hour’s time.’ She looked at her watch to emphasize the point.

Bishop, I noticed, watched her with a look of amused admiration – a look he might have saved for the first adult assertions of his own lost daughter.

‘An hour. Right,’ I said. I took off my own watch and laid it on the desk.

Alison Menzies alone caught the gesture and frowned.

‘There is nothing I feel I cannot say in front of Alison,’ Bishop said. ‘I’d like you to understand that, Mr Rivers. I’m not one of those people who confuses his private life with his public or business life. But at the same time, I do understand the need for everyone concerned to understand the full implications of what is happening, and for those same people to be fully aware of the consequences of whatever it is they are involved in.’

‘Right,’ I said. Ground rules.

He finally sat opposite me and indicated for Alison Menzies to pull up a seat beside him.

‘I assumed you were here in connection with your lost daughter,’ I said, wanting to end these opening gambits and leaving only the slightest of pauses between the words ‘your’ and ‘lost’.

‘I am,’ he said. ‘Forgive me.’

‘And in that connection, Ms Menzies is what—?’

‘I would prefer it if a full and confidential record of everything that passes between us in this regard could be kept for future reference,’ he said. ‘This has lasted for so long now, and despite what you might think of me, how I might appear to you, these past five years have been unbearable, scarcely endurable. Most of what you see is an act, a face for the world.’

I doubted that, but again I let the remark pass.

Alison Menzies took a laptop from her case and settled it on her knees. She held her fingers over the keys, waiting.

‘I asked Alison to make a brief record of our agreement,’ Bishop said.

What he meant was that he didn’t want me to misunderstand anything he told me.

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘In which case—’ I took out my mini-disc recorder and placed it on the desk between us. Its presence there clearly unsettled Bishop, but he could not bring himself to say so. ‘No misunderstanding,’ I said.

Alison Menzies began tapping silently on her laptop.

‘Has something happened, something new?’ I asked Bishop as he was momentarily distracted by the expert movement of her manicured fingers beside him.

He held a hand to his mouth and took a deep breath. I saw the faint staining on his fingernails and offered him a cigarette, which he took.

‘How much do you know about my daughter’s abduction and murder, Mr Rivers?’

I told him.

‘And that’s all?’

‘A little more notice and I could have found out the names of everyone involved, had a look at the court transcripts, read all the various and relevant reports.’

‘No – it was my intention that you should do none of those things. I want you to come to this work with fresh eyes.’

‘Tell me what you think that work is,’ I said.

He nodded at my bluntness and all it implied. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’m not going to take out a photograph of Nicola in her school uniform and with braces on her teeth, wave it in your face and tell you that this is my lost daughter, tell you that this is what she still looks like, tell you that she’s in heaven and that God and his angels are looking after her after everything that’s happened to her. None of that, Mr Rivers. I know she’s dead. She was never lost, Mr Rivers. I know she’s dead, and I know that the man who confessed to killing her did, in all probability, kill her. I might not have accepted this at the very beginning, but I accept it now.’ He paused and took another deep breath. ‘And what I live with now I will live with for the rest of my life. Of course I would like to know everything for certain. I would even like, one day, for somebody to discover where Nicola is buried or hidden or where she was – where she—’ He stopped.

Beside him, Alison Menzies also fell still.

Bishop took out a handkerchief and blew his nose.

‘I said “lost”’, I told him, ‘because I couldn’t think of any other word.’

‘I know. You’d be surprised how many words there are when something like this happens, and how little they all come to mean. She’s dead, Mr Rivers, and you and I need not avert our eyes from that particular understanding.’

‘Tell me what you want me to do,’ I told him, and even before he started speaking, Alison Menzies’s fingertips were again moving silently over the keys.

James Bishop put away his handkerchief.

‘The man who confessed to killing Nicola was called Martin Roper,’ he said. ‘I could have brought with me a folder a foot thick with all the reports and articles I’ve collected on him. I will, of course, make this available to you if you imagine it will be of any use to you.’

‘Fresh eyes,’ I said.

‘When Roper was arrested he was twenty-one years old. He was a suspected paedophile whose speciality was taking photographs of young girls. The police had already been to see him on several occasions before they turned up something which connected him to the murders. To read the papers today you might imagine that the world was full of such men, but I doubt there are any more of them now than there were five years ago, fifty years for that matter.’

‘Internet porn and specialist sites must have done something to stimulate demand,’ I said.

‘Perhaps. But how many men would it turn into monsters who were not already monsters in their own hearts? That’s what they called him – a monster. But that kind of language clouds reasoning, Mr Rivers. He was a murderer, perhaps a rapist, perhaps a paedophile, perhaps a torturer. Those things might make him a monster in the eyes of the world and the tabloid press decrying him to that world, but it is only a convenient name, and it obscures considerably more than it reveals.’ Everything he said continued to sound rehearsed.

‘I would still appreciate seeing everything you’ve collected,’ I said.

‘Because it will tell you everything you might need to know about Roper, or because it will reveal something to you of me?’

‘Both,’ I said, honestly. ‘I still haven’t heard what it is that you want me to do for you.’

Alison Menzies stopped typing and the two of them exchanged another glance. She lifted her hands from her lap. Bishop motioned to the recorder on the desk.

‘Just tell me,’ I said.

‘Several days ago, the day before I contacted you, I received a phone call informing me that Martin Roper was about to appeal against his original conviction on the grounds that it was unsafe.’

‘Exactly how many days ago?’

‘Four.’

‘Two days before you called me.’

‘There was no ulterior motive for the delay. I just didn’t know what to do.’

‘Presumably you called your family lawyer.’

‘Of course I did. He told me to tell him everything that had been said. He’s making enquiries. He told me there had been talk of an appeal for some time, but that until now nothing had been set in motion.’

As he spoke, Alison Menzies watched him with that same faint light of concern in her eyes.

‘Are you in any way involved in this, Ms Menzies?’ I asked her, hoping she would answer me before Bishop did.

She turned to me. ‘I work in corporate law,’ she said. ‘It’s all I know, give or take the basics.’

‘I’ve only known Alison two years,’ Bishop said.

Alison Menzies held my gaze, though whether in an attempt to convince me of her honesty, or to suggest that she was not as blindly obedient to James Bishop as he might want to believe, I was uncertain.

‘All I’m doing here is keeping a record,’ she said.

I said nothing.

‘What does it matter?’ James Bishop said.

‘Who called you?’ I said.

‘He said he was a local reporter, a stringer for one of the nationals, connected to a local agency. He seemed to think it was big news. He told me that the appeal was set to go ahead and how did I feel about it all? Why didn’t I take this opportunity to tell my story before all the civil liberties people and do-gooders got involved? That sort of thing.’

‘And you said what to him?’

‘I hung up on him.’

‘Did you get his name?’

Bishop shook his head.

‘And presumably there was no mention of the agency he worked for.’

‘How many are there?’

‘And you did nothing to try and trace the call?’

‘He withheld the number.’

‘Had you heard anything else recently about the appeal?’

‘We hear something every few months, but it’s never amounted to anything so far. Besides, Roper stands no chance. “Life”, the judge said, and with a list of recommendations that will keep him in prison for at least another twenty years.’ He took another cigarette.

‘In all probability,’ I said, ‘it was a slow night at the news desk. Someone realized that five years had passed and decided to do some stirring. Ask you how you feel about the appeal, and of course you’re going to respond. It blows up, sells a few papers, nothing comes of it, it disappears.’

‘Until next year, and then the one after, and the one after that.’

‘That wasn’t why you came to me.’

‘No.’

‘But if it was connected to any of the local news agencies, I’ll find out. What did the caller sound like?’

James Bishop shrugged.

‘Any accent?’

‘Something, but nothing I’d be able to identify again for certain. I’m not very good at that sort of thing. And it was on a mobile, not very good sound quality. It sounded as though he was driving.’

‘Can you try and be a little more specific about exactly what he said to you? Did he say he’d heard an appeal was likely or definite? Did he know when it was or what it was based on? Or did he just want to get your reaction to the possibility of an appeal?’

‘I honestly can’t remember what he said. “We understand that Martin Roper’s lawyers are lodging an appeal against what they consider to be his unsafe conviction. As the father of one of his alleged victims, how do you view this turn of events?”’ He stopped speaking. He had remembered more than he imagined he would and this unexpected recollection had hurt him.

‘And then you hung up,’ I said.

‘And then I hung up.’

‘It should be simple enough to establish for certain whether an appeal is imminent,’ I said, wondering why this had not been his first line of enquiry.

‘Who’d tell us?’ he said angrily. ‘The police? They told us damn all worth knowing the first time around. They were damn all use to us then. Everyone knows how quickly they jumped at Roper’s offer to tell them what he knew – though God knows why he felt the need to bother, not after that single murder had been proven. I told them then that I didn’t want Nicola’s abduction and murder to be included as part of some tidy “case-solved” package solely on the word of that man.’

‘They must have had their reasons for believing he was telling them the truth,’ I said. ‘They wouldn’t have let those other unproven killings enter the equation if they didn’t think it would help to make their case against Roper.’

James Bishop shook his head at this. ‘That’s exactly what they did,’ he said.

Alison Menzies attracted his attention and held up her watch to him.

‘All I’m asking you to do, Mr Rivers, is to find out what’s happening for me. When all this happened five years ago, my wife and I felt as though we were being held at arm’s length from everything. We were numb with shock and worry and our fears for Nicola and our fears for our future without her. I won’t let that happen to us again. I won’t relinquish any power or control I might still possess in this matter. She was my daughter, she still is. I loved her then more than I ever loved myself, and I love her now even more. It might not seem a particularly great or noble or even a worthwhile claim to you, but I mean it. I still feel her loss every single hour of my life, and there is nothing I wouldn’t do to discover the truth of what happened to her. My dilemma, you see, is that I will not accept without some qualification, some verification – call it what you will – the words – the lies – of the man who professes to have killed her. In short, if anything is about to happen, then I want to be aware of absolutely everything as it happens, and I want to know what more might now be done to reveal what Roper alone professes to know.’

‘And if there’s nothing new to discover?’

‘I don’t believe that.’

‘Forgive me, but your belief or otherwise in any of this has little bearing on how the police or the CPS might now proceed. Without important new evidence, there is little chance that the circumstances surrounding your daughter’s death will ever be re-investigated.’

‘Which is precisely why I wish to engage your services, Mr Rivers,’ he said.

‘Until I’m charged with interfering with police inquiries.’

‘You said yourself, the chances are they won’t be interested, that the appeal will come and go on technicalities and a wave of legal bills.’

It wasn’t what I’d said, but I considered this.

And seeing that I had no other serious objections to raise, James Bishop took out his cheque book, leaned forward onto the desk and wrote out a figure for cash. It seemed a strangely outdated and emphatic gesture, but one he appreciated being able to make. He tore out the cheque with another flourish and pushed it across the desk to me, deftly pressing the Stop switch on my recorder before withdrawing his hand.

He could not disguise his relief that our first meeting was finally over.

He rose, walked to the window and looked out. The view of the busy street seemed to please him. Then he went to the mirror opposite my desk and studied himself. It was a heavy, gilt-framed mirror covering a third of the wall, blistered and pocked across its entire surface where the silvering had degraded. I had retrieved the mirror from one of the other empty rooms, where it had once been used by naval men to inspect their new uniforms full-length at their fittings, stiff and blue, buttoned and braided, and perhaps the first they had ever worn. I imagined them turning their caps a fraction of an inch one way and then the other, up and then down, as they savoured the moment and the rush of their own undisguised pride.

James Bishop examined the blemishes covering his own face.

Alison Menzies turned off her laptop, closed and secured it with its digital lock.

‘I’ll send you everything,’ James Bishop said, looking at my reflection in the mirror.

‘And I’ll find out everything I need to know to begin with,’ I told him.

He kept his eyes on mine. ‘I have every faith in you,’ he said.

Alison Menzies opened the door and stood beside it.

James Bishop retrieved his coat and his gloves. ‘Every faith,’ he repeated, and again he held out his hand to me.

Alone, I felt like the third player in a one-act, three-handed drama, the only one working without a script, and the only one oblivious to the stage-directions long since memorized by the others. ‘Involved’ and ‘concerned’ were two of Bishop’s favourite words, and he used them interchangeably, simultaneously drawing me towards him and keeping me at arm’s length.

I went to the window and watched the two of them walk quickly along the street to wherever he had considered it safe enough to leave his car.
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TONY ‘SUNNY’ SUMMERS owned Hull’s only independent news agency. He gathered all the local news worth knowing and sold it to all the local papers, most of which had long since stopped knowing or caring what was and wasn’t worth printing. And when something bigger happened locally, then he sold it to the Nationals. Recently, he’d acquired an advertising agency, and he designed and wrote advertising copy for the papers’ smaller customers.

I’d known Sunny for twenty years, ever since we’d spent the night in adjoining cells following a fight in Victoria Square. We’d both been released without charge the following morning and had walked together to Hessle Road for a late breakfast, after which we’d spent the afternoon and evening, the night and the following early morning drinking ourselves back into our respective stupors, but this time managing to avoid the drunken violence. He was a trainee reporter then, anxious to leave the city and work anywhere else. He stayed three more years and then went to London with his pockets full of applications and references. It was the last I saw or heard of him for almost seven years.

The next time I saw him he was back in the city covering a train crash for one of the Nationals, staying in the Royal Hotel, the best Hull has to offer. He got hold of me and we met for a drink.

We both still bore the scars from our introductory fight – him at the corner of his mouth, me buried in my left eyebrow where a police surgeon had put two stitches into a cut which wouldn’t stop bleeding. Today, I doubt the wounds would add up to much more than an inch of faded white line.

At that meeting ten years ago, he seemed to me to be a different man entirely, contented with his life and fulfilled in his work. He told me about the promotion he was waiting for. He spoke of coming back to live in the North, and seemed genuinely excited at the prospect. True to form, at the end of an hour together, we compared our fading scars and he went off to join a group of other journalists there to file on the same rail crash.

I forgot about Sunny after that, and the next time I saw him I felt embarrassed to approach him. I got a call from the desk at the same police station where we’d been held for the night to say that he was back there and that he had asked them to contact me. I went immediately, convinced that a mistake had been made.

He was waiting for me in a room full of other people. Someone had recently been sick and the room still smelled of it. At first, I didn’t recognize him, and was about to leave and find out what was happening, when a man in the far corner of the room raised his head and then his hand to me. I went to him, doing my best to hide my surprise and uncertainty.

He was unshaven and dirty, hung over and barely able to open his eyes or to speak. He told me to spare him a sermon and to get him outside. I collected his few belongings from the desk. There were no charges against him. He’d been found close by, drunk and barely conscious, and had looked to the constable who’d found him as though he might choke. He was taken inside, washed and left in a cell for the night.

Outside, he told me what had happened.

He and his wife had separated three years earlier, and their twelve-year-old daughter had gone to live with her mother. Sunny had seen her every other weekend and for longer periods during the school holidays. Six months after their separation, his wife had filed for divorce, and Sunny had promised her – more for their daughter’s sake than his own – that he would comply with everything she wanted and make the whole unhappy process as painless as possible for the three of them.

Less than a month later, his wife and daughter were both killed in an accident on the M25. His wife had been driving, his daughter asleep beside her. It was almost two in the morning and there were no other vehicles involved in the accident. An eye-witness said the car had simply driven off the motorway into a concrete pillar. It was the day after his daughter’s thirteenth birthday, and they had been returning from his wife’s parents in Essex, where a party had been held. Sunny had not yet given his daughter the present he’d bought for her.

He had been unable to cope with the loss, and soon after he had resigned from his job, pretending to himself and to anyone else who still cared enough to listen to him that he was going to work as a freelance.

When I asked him how long he’d been back in Hull, he said a few weeks. His mother had died while he was away and he’d come back to live in the small house she’d left him on Mayfield Street. When I asked him what he was doing and why he hadn’t contacted me earlier, he said nothing and merely pointed to himself in answer. I asked him if he needed another drink and he considered this and then shook his head.

He stayed with me for a month after that, eventually returning to Mayfield Street, where the first thing he did was fill a skip with everything his mother had left in the house, and then redecorate from top to bottom. He was hardly a competent painter, joiner, plumber, glazier or wallpaper-hanger, but the work served its purpose and applied the brake to his life.

Sunny’s agency was above a cycle sales and repair shop on Spring Bank, flanked by a Chinese take-away and an off-licence. A narrow, gated tunnel led between these to the rear fire-escape, at the top of which the Summer International News and Advertising Agency proclaimed itself.

I rang the bell and waited for the automatic door release. I was unlikely to find Sunny himself there so early in the morning, but I knew that Yvonne would be in.

Yvonne had run a secretarial employment agency for the previous five years until her two partners – both women her own age – had persuaded her to buy into a larger, franchised organization providing the same services at inflated prices, and which had then gone into receivership, leaving Yvonne responsible for more debt than she had imagined possible. Then she had met Sunny, and between them they had worked something out. ‘The wreckage clinging to the wreckage,’ she used to say. Now she worked for him, and while she owned none of this new enterprise, she behaved like a partner rather than an employee, and Sunny, in his own careless way, appreciated this.

Yvonne opened the door and grinned. She balanced a cup and a saucer, a pen and a cigarette all in one hand. ‘He’s in,’ she said, nudging me into the room behind her, and then whispering, ‘Come and save me from this ocean of boredom,’ as I passed her. She put down the crockery, the pen and the cigarette, embraced and kissed me on the lips. The gesture surprised me and my lips stayed pressed close beneath the pressure of her own. I held my hands a foot from her arms. Over her shoulder I saw Sunny at his desk, a phone wedged between his cheek and shoulder. In the far corner of the room sat a youth of sixteen or seventeen, watching us with his mouth open and looking back and forth between Sunny and Yvonne.

Sunny continued talking.

‘Is he watching?’ Yvonne whispered in my ear.

Sunny heard her. He was meant to. ‘Not particularly,’ he said. He shouted ‘Goodbye’ into the phone and let it fall into its cradle. He rose and came to where I stood, still wrapped in Yvonne, and patted my arm.

‘He’ll be getting jealous as hell,’ Yvonne said loudly.

Sunny returned to his desk.

The youth in the corner went on watching us.

Yvonne finally relaxed her grip on me and stood back. ‘You’re actually quite a useless kisser,’ she said.

‘I know.’

She retrieved her tea and cigarette.

‘Mr Summer—’ the youth said.

‘Yes, Bob, what is it?’

The youth deflated. ‘It’s David. David.’

‘Meet Bob Cratchit,’ Sunny said to me.

The boy looked at me suspiciously, as though I too were a part of the joke he would never understand.

‘There’s nobody called Bob Cratchit,’ he said to me. ‘He thinks it’s funny. It’s his idea of a joke.’

Yvonne went to him and stroked his head. He flinched.

‘It is funny,’ Sunny said. ‘And it is a joke.’

Every surface in the room was covered with paper. Beside the youth’s desk, the fax machine came to life and he returned to watch the sheet of paper as it emerged.

‘He dreams of ripping out a ticker-tape and running across the office screaming that the Japs have bombed Pearl Harbor,’ Sunny said. He motioned that the machine had stopped and the youth tore off the sheet and brought it to where Sunny sat.

‘Good boy,’ Sunny said to him.

‘No sugar,’ I told him, indicating the jug of coffee.

He looked at us both as though we had spoken to him in a foreign language.

‘He’s here on a fortnight’s work-experience scheme,’ Sunny said. ‘Miss Lonelyhearts insisted.’

‘He’s my friend’s neighbour’s sister’s son,’ Yvonne said, as though this explained everything, which it often did, in Hull.

Sunny called her ‘Miss Lonelyhearts’ because, in addition to all her other work, Yvonne compiled the adverts for several dating agencies. Men seeking Women. Women seeking Men. Someone seeking Anyone.

‘Is that why you’re here?’ Sunny said. ‘Come to place an ad?’ He looked at me intently, already beginning to guess at why I was there.

Yvonne returned to her own desk. She was five years older than either Sunny or myself, but looked five years younger than both of us. Since the collapse of her own marriage, she had lived alone, and currently had the fullest social life of anyone I knew. I’d been salsa dancing with her; I’d been on a wine-club outing, and I’d been out for meals with her. She reviewed cafés, bars and restaurants for several free-sheets and said exactly the same thing about everywhere she went. Recently, I’d imagined that she and Sunny might have been getting closer, but both of them denied this. Her affection for him, and his for her, was unmistakable.

‘She’s taken up fencing,’ Sunny said.

‘That’s handy.’

‘Touché,’ Yvonne said, and thrust an invisible rapier at me.

Then, just as I was about to explain to Sunny why I was there, he held up a hand to silence me and said, ‘No time. I’m due in court in ten minutes.’ The Court Centre was a fifteen-minute walk away. He rose and picked up his coat from where it lay beside his chair. ‘Come with me.’ He gathered together a pad, pens and a recorder. Yvonne threw him several tapes.

Beside the youth, the fax came back to life, and he watched it intently.

I told Yvonne I’d see her soon.

‘No you won’t,’ she said. ‘You care as much for me as he does.’ She indicated Sunny, who stood patting his pockets.

Beside the fax machine, the youth became even more interested in the sheet of paper it was pushing out.

Once outside, Sunny led me down the narrow alley and out into a lane running along the rear of the buildings.

‘Well?’ he said as we emerged onto Spring Bank and crossed the road to a piece of wasteland upon which several benches had recently been planted. There had been plans to build a small park, but so far only the benches had materialized, used by weary shoppers during the day, and by gangs of alcoholic teenagers at night.

‘James Bishop,’ I said.

He thought for a moment. ‘Which part of him?’

‘He’s concerned that the man who killed his daughter might be about to lodge a successful appeal against his conviction.’

‘Martin Roper,’ he said. ‘Never any proof that he actually killed Bishop’s daughter. He was convicted of killing a girl called Hayley Forbes, fifteen. It’s her parents who should be concerned. This will be nothing to do with Bishop.’

‘But the case on his daughter is still open?’

‘Only insofar as it hasn’t been officially closed. Roper’s confession led to nothing, made no connections. It stank right from the start. It’s why the police just went with the single charge. What does Bishop want from you?’

‘Just to keep him informed of everything that happens, to keep him involved and—’

‘Involved? How can he be involved? If it happens, it happens. He’ll be as powerless now as he was then. He’s a big noise in the local business community, that’s all – Civic Society, Rotarians, that sort of big – public big.’

I waited a moment. ‘His daughter was still murdered. Perhaps abused before she was killed. He just wants to find out what happened to her, perhaps even where she ended up.’

‘You don’t sound very convinced,’ he said.

‘That I’ll find out? Or that it’s what he wants from me?’

‘Both.’

‘I just wanted to know what you knew about it all.’

‘I don’t like him,’ Sunny said. ‘He looks after himself. First and foremost, and without a second’s hesitation. He always takes care of number one. Never forget that.’

‘His daughter was still murdered,’ I said.

‘And he’s carried that one single fact round with him like a giant, open, pitiable wound ever since.’

I considered the remark uncharacteristically malicious, but I accepted it for what it was from him and said nothing. I was still uncertain as to why he had insisted on leaving the agency before discussing Bishop.

‘How do you know an appeal’s likely?’ he said.

‘I don’t. All I know so far is what Bishop’s already told me. A reporter called him.’

‘Any name?’

I shook my head.

‘Paper? Agency?’

‘That’s why I came to you.’

‘He didn’t really tell you a great deal, did he? He just wound you up and set you going.’

‘You’re going to be late for court,’ I said.

He shook his head. ‘Part of it makes some sense,’ he said absently.

‘Which part?’

He hesitated before telling me. ‘Three days ago, Martin Roper was transferred from Rampton back to Hull. Why? We get a lot of our work from the prison. I have a few warders I can talk to.’

‘And one of them told you he was back?’

He nodded.

‘Is it likely that they’d bring him back here?’

He avoided answering me. ‘The red-tops could fill a week of fronts and specials with this kind of stuff.’ He took out his pad and started making notes. ‘What else did Bishop tell you?’

‘Just that he had his own file on the trial and on the search for his daughter.’

‘Nicola,’ he said. ‘Roper abducted her, and probably three or four others, then allegedly raped and tortured them, filmed it all, and in all probability was only one member of a paedophile ring.’

‘No one else was ever convicted,’ I said.

‘I know. There were lots of different angles at the time.’

‘Perhaps I should talk to someone who was involved,’ I said.

‘You can try,’ he said. ‘Though I doubt anyone will be too keen to hold anything back up to the light again after the fiasco it became last time.’

‘What happened?’

‘They went for the bird in the hand – Roper – and all the other little birdies scattered and flew away.’

‘Was this common knowledge?’

‘Would James Bishop have known about it, you mean? Of course he knew about it.’

‘He said something about being unable to ask the only man who might know where his daughter was buried.’

‘He was lying. It’s something he does well.’ He patted my chest. ‘I take it he didn’t postdate the cheque.’

‘No.’ I hadn’t looked.

A bus passed us close to the kerb and sent up a spray which splashed an inch short of our feet.

‘If Martin Roper is preparing for an appeal, what grounds will it be on, I wonder?’

I told him I didn’t know. ‘You don’t even believe James Bishop received that anonymous phone call, do you?’

‘I’d be happier with a recording of it. Or a name. Or an organization. Or even a good reason for making it.’

‘You do it all the time,’ I said. ‘Find a speck of dandruff and turn it into a head of hair. A butcher drops a sausage and it’s “Pig Eats Baby”.’

‘Not with something like this. Trust me.’

‘So what about the simple fact that Roper’s been brought back to Hull. Surely—’

‘They’ll say it’s all part of normal procedure. By which time, we’ll have played every card we have and they’ll tell us again to go away and not to say anything about it to anybody. If there is something there, then I can’t afford to jeopardize my own chances of getting and selling whatever there is to be got and sold.’

‘And meanwhile, Nicola Bishop—’

‘Don’t. When you can convince yourself, then you can try and convince me. Until he came to you, you’d seen her face in a crappy colour reproduction five years ago on the front of the Mail. You didn’t know her, you didn’t know him, and you didn’t know what had happened to her. No one did, not for certain. So don’t prod me with her now. You’re the one who took his money. You’re the one who had better get things straight before you start rattling old cages.’ He stopped abruptly and leaned back on the bench.

‘What about the court?’ I said eventually.

‘I can stand in the City Hotel or the Burlington and for the price of a pint I can learn everything I might have heard in the previous three hours. I sent Cratchit out for the lists earlier. Nothing. He brought them back to me as though he’d just ridden from Aix to Ghent.’

‘Business must be good if you can pay him to do nothing.’

‘Yvonne owes his mother a favour. I top up an allowance for him. I become part of the great public–private enterprise initiative we hear so much about. The name of the agency gets added to a list of all those other worthy business participants. One acne-riddled youth watching a fax machine.’

‘So you’re really just doing it for Yvonne,’ I said.

He smiled. ‘Believe what you like.’ He turned to face me. ‘Martin Roper. My recommendation would be to stay as far away from him as possible. I know this piece of informed and dependable advice will fall on deaf ears, but I’m still saying it. Some of the original trial was held with a cleared gallery. He told the court everything that had happened – everything he said had happened – to those girls. He took photographs, filmed them – that’s what he was – a purveyor of kiddie porn as it was once quaintly known. There were sackfuls of material evidence, thousands of pictures and films. He did it. And even if he didn’t do all of what he confessed to, then he definitely got off on confessing to it.’

‘Were you in court?’

‘Some of it. I got most of it afterwards from a few lawyers and court officials I know. Nothing I couldn’t have picked up second- or third-hand from a dozen other places, but all of it with some substance, all of it enough to wrap a story round, and most of it unprintable enough to turn your stomach. Whatever else you want to believe, and whatever you want to believe of what James Bishop tells you, make no mistake about Roper. You’re never going to see him; they won’t let you anywhere near him; but just be warned.’

‘Do you have anything I could look at?’

‘I’ll think about it. I have boxes full of the stuff we filed during the original trial. You’re not going to find anything there that ten million others don’t already know about. Perhaps if you read the papers more often . . .’

‘What – “Pig Eats Baby”?’

‘There’s a whole different world out there,’ he said, pointing one way and then another, as though undecided about which direction that whole other world lay.
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JAMES BISHOP CALLED me twice the following day. The first time to tell me that he had appreciated my seeing him and agreeing to help him. And the second time, early in the afternoon, to let me know that he would send me all the information he had amassed concerning the disappearance of his daughter and the trial of her alleged killer. Courtesy calls. Impulse. And again the same precise and stilted language, as though he was reading from a carefully worded contract that already existed between us. I remained suspicious of his true motives, of all he was not yet telling me.

I was in my office when both calls came, but I picked up neither. I called him back later and left a message telling him when I would be there so that he might courier his file to me. What concerned me even more than his motives for engaging me was the knowledge that he, too, was aware of my suspicions. Perhaps he believed there was something amid his papers that would convince me that he was nothing more than a grieving father unable to move on from the death of his daughter until he knew for certain what had happened to her. Or perhaps – as I’d suspected from the outset, and as Sunny clearly believed – he was hoping to use me to find a way to his daughter’s killer.

By the time of Bishop’s second call, I had already considered several approaches, any one of which might reveal to me more clearly why he was so insistent on the investigation.

I called Sunny, but no one answered.

It was almost seven. It had been a bright, dry day, but night had fallen at four.

On the floor above me, the woman who rented the open space to give her exercise and yoga lessons was holding a small class. I heard her music and her instructions through the timber and the ceiling. It was a strange feature of the way the building had been converted that a lesser sound from above would often carry further and more clearly than a much louder noise from below.

The woman had been there a month and worked mostly in the early evenings. She had introduced herself to me, but I’d forgotten her name. We passed occasionally in the corridor and on the stairs. She struck me as being wholly and happily self-obsessed. She always carried a sports bag, and usually a bottle of water, from which she drank every few minutes. Any conversation with her always turned quickly to her assessment of my own stress levels and self-neglect, which she probably considered to be a form of pernicious self-abuse.

I left my office and locked the door. I padlocked a hasp beneath the handle, but knew how cosmetic a precaution this was.

I crossed Castle Street into Prince’s Dock, waited twenty minutes for a bus which never came, and resumed walking. An ambulance sped along Guildhall Road ahead of me, followed by two police cars, flashing but silent, and passing effortlessly through the sparse evening traffic.
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THE BODY OF Hayley Forbes had been found on a disused and overgrown railway siding outside Goole. The railway had been used to deliver coal from a colliery to a spur line which fed the wagons directly to the power station at Drax. The colliery had closed in 1986, the siding finally abandoned two years after that. The pit site had remained empty and derelict and awaiting the redevelopment which never came. An ex-miner walking his dog had found the corpse.

This was quickly identified as Hayley Forbes, fifteen, who had gone missing almost seven weeks earlier. It was established that she had been dead for anything between twenty-one and twenty-eight days, and that she had been killed elsewhere and then brought to the siding. The dog had found her between a stack of disused sleepers and a mound of ballast kept there by the railway to carry out local repairs. Someone had scraped the ballast over her in an ineffective attempt to conceal her. It was suggested by one of the investigating officers that this had been done with no serious intent to hide the body. A few minutes’ more work and the corpse might have been hidden for years, perhaps for ever. This led to speculation that whoever had brought the body there had been disturbed as they had disposed of it.

Cause of Death was strangulation, though it was quickly apparent that Hayley Forbes had incurred a great many other injuries on her head, torso and limbs, and that she had been subjected to a sustained and brutal sexual assault involving several assailants before she was killed. Initially, the police said as little as possible concerning these injuries and their causes, but they were unable to conceal for long the true extent and nature of what had been done to the girl.

It was their belief, a press officer later announced, that Hayley Forbes had been abducted with the purpose of being abused like this, and that her injuries had not been some coincidental part of a less determined abduction. Hayley Forbes’s mother sat and wept only a few feet from the man who said all this.

A list of other missing girls of roughly the same age was compiled. Connections were sought and further searches organized. Old ground was gone over. A wave of public revulsion followed the discovery, and the police responded to this.

The discovery of Hayley Forbes’s body gave everyone concerned a useful focus. It was still considered likely by many that the other missing girls were simply that – missing from home – and until evidence to suggest otherwise was uncovered, it was difficult for the searching forces to co-ordinate their efforts. With the discovery of Hayley Forbes, they said, they finally had what they needed to launch a proper and thorough investigation.

Forensic and pathology experts were able to establish that some of Hayley Forbes’s injuries had been inflicted post-mortem, perhaps by assailants who did not realize she was dead. An early report described her as having been injured and killed in ‘a frenzy of uncontrollable abuse and mutilation’ and the phrase stuck and dogged the investigators. It was equally likely, a further report suggested, that Hayley Forbes’s attackers were perfectly aware that she was already dead, and that her death did nothing to stop their assault. The mark of the ligature remained as vivid on her neck as a velvet choker.

All this was over five years ago. Neither Child-Protection nor Sexual-Offender registers were so scrupulously compiled or updated then, and nor was their use in inquiries of this sort considered so essential or so valid.

I looked at the photographs of the murdered girl – photographs endlessly repeated during the following weeks as the search for her killers intensified. And then printed again when Martin Roper was eventually caught, tried, convicted and imprisoned. It was easy afterwards to see all the necessary connections, to see how clearly and reassuringly all the facts and details of the case had meshed together and grown solid.

I learned all this from the files of clippings Sunny gave me. He and I sat together at the agency. He was unwilling to let me take the files away now that he might need them again, and I was grateful of his offer to go through them with me. He asked me to tell him if I came across anything of interest in the clippings, anything related to what little James Bishop had already revealed
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