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Dedication

For Sean Coleman,

for getting me to this point.











Epigraph


Memories are wild animals,

hard to tame and impossible to order,

They’ll creep and they’ll lurch,

they’ll bite your ankles too,

Then they will turn on you

when you least expect them to.

Benjamin Amos, ‘Foreigners’
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Prologue


I HAD NEVER KILLED anyone before, but that was about to change.

I stepped out from my hiding place and walked towards the man in the chair. The warehouse was dark, aside from a thin shaft of moonlight spilling through a skylight, where the glass had shattered long ago. Snow tumbled in through the hole, the man positioned just under it. It might’ve looked like a scene from a music video, were it not for the blood oozing from a deep wound on the back of my captive’s head.

The bound man looked up when he heard my echoing footsteps, but only saw me when I was close, judging by the way he flinched. Long black robes concealed my body, and a rubber Grinch mask obscured my face.

‘Please—’ the man started, but I cut off his words with a sudden shove, tipping the chair backwards onto the hard concrete floor. I was on him then, the weight of my body pinning him down, my hands tightening around his neck.

The man tried to fight back, but his hands and feet were secured tight. Still, he tried to buck his hips and pull away. I felt his pulse quicken beneath my fingertips as the realisation of what was happening spread through his body. He couldn’t do anything to prevent his fate. He kept thrashing, though his movements became less frantic as he slipped out of consciousness. But I did not let go. I had researched strangulation, and knew it took a lot longer than it seemed. Unconsciousness was simply the body’s self-preservation state; like playing dead.

Well, I had not come here to play.

With one hand still around the man’s throat, I used the other to pull a knife from my robe. For a moment, I marvelled at the simplicity of it; at the damage this sharpened piece of metal could impart. And then, casting all thought aside, I thrust it into the man’s stomach.

The skin gave way more easily than I was expecting, and I found my gloved hand immediately soaked in blood. I pulled the knife out and pushed it in a couple more times, adjusting the pressure.

An old joke sprang into my head:

‘How do you get to Carnegie Hall?’

‘Practice.’

* * *

Afterwards, once I’d lifted the body into the boot of the car and deposited my own blood-smeared clothes and mask into the river, I reflected on my experiment. If forced to choose between strangulation and stabbing, I’d favour the knife. In many ways, it was a statement: there is nothing ambiguous about a stab wound. I knew I should probably get rid of the weapon, but I was growing fond of it. I couldn’t just toss it away like a piece of rubbish.

As I cruised down the winding, snow-lined A roads and onto the motorway, listening to The Ronettes sing about Mommy kissing Santa Claus, I couldn’t help but feel elated. The first one had been easy, and I’d already started thinking about who would be next.

Of course, I didn’t want to lose sight of my first victim – the first would always hold a special place in my heart. I’d picked him specially, as he would no doubt make headlines around the country. I allowed myself a little chuckle at the thought of the broken, punctured body in the boot; at the chain of events I had just started. My plan was now in motion.

The next week was going to be a lot of fun.
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TOM STONEM SAT BACK in his seat and stifled a moan.

The comedy club he was currently trapped in was standard fare. The room was small and the owners had managed to make it seem even smaller by squeezing in around twenty circular tables, only half of which were currently occupied. The walls were painted a deep crimson and covered in framed posters of comics who had graced the stage in their formative years as performers. Tom spotted some he recognised: Rob Beckett, Sarah Millican and a couple more whose names he couldn’t remember. He had been to several comedy gigs before and loved them, but this one… Not so much.

There was something about up-and-coming comics that he found hard to stomach. Maybe it was the fact that most of them tried so hard to be edgy that they fell off the edge and onto his last nerve.

In tonight’s case, the first comic’s jokes sounded like they’d been lifted straight from Mock the Week, and the second was so young, Tom didn’t understand her pop culture references. Which left him feeling old, bored and, frankly, up past his bedtime. The group of people he was here with, his girlfriend’s friends, seemed to be loving every minute of it, though.

‘You enjoying it?’ Anna asked.

‘Yep,’ Tom lied. ‘Loads.’

‘Are you sure you don’t want a drink?’ she whispered, nodding at his glass of water.

‘Better not. I want to be fresh for tomorrow.’

She nodded and turned back to the performance.

Tom had met Anna a month previously when he had travelled to Newcastle for a job interview. It had gone well and, keen to celebrate his promotion, he and a friend went out on the town. Tom was quite shy and wasn’t much of a drinker. Never really had been. In one of the bars, he and Anna had locked eyes. Fuelled by this rare dalliance with alcohol, he’d made his way over, confidently told her he’d thrash her at a game of pool, and that had been that.

During the following month, Anna had come to Manchester to visit, and to help him pack before his move to the North East. He had been staying with her in Whitley Bay over the weekend, which was a nice arrangement, if a little intense. He liked his own space and, as none of his previous relationships had progressed to the point of co-habiting, he wasn’t used to how all-consuming it could be. So, although he was grateful for her hospitality, he was looking forward to moving into his own place the next day. He figured that the thirty-minute drive between her house and his new place in Kibblesworth would be the perfect buffer for his foibles, moving forward.

A shrill wail from his phone interrupted his thoughts (and, regrettably, the performance). As he dug about for it in his jacket pocket, the small audience booed, and the third comedian of the evening rounded on him. ‘Is that your mum calling to make sure the nasty comedians aren’t picking on you?’ he taunted in his thick Scouse accent.

‘My mum’s dead, pal,’ Tom replied.

It was a retort straight from the playground, but it stopped the comedian in his tracks. While he tried to get back to his set, Tom worked his way through the humble crowd, squeezing through the narrow gaps afforded by the proximity of the tables. He pushed through the double doors at the back of the room and crossed the small foyer, where a couple of bored employees were playing cards at one of the tables near the bar. Through the glass doors, the snow was falling so fast he could barely see a couple of feet in front of him.

‘Tom Stonem,’ he answered when he was outside.

‘Detective Inspector Stonem, this is DCI Freeman.’

His new boss. He wasn’t due to start work for a few days yet. Was everything okay?

‘Ma’am,’ he said, adjusting his voice to sound deeper and more professional. A strange feeling was rising in his stomach. Was she calling to tell him there’d been a mix-up with his paperwork? That they’d hired the wrong person by accident, and had only realised it now?

What she said instead made him feel better, strangely.

‘We need you to start early. Some poor bastard has been stabbed to death.’






2


WHEN TOM SNEAKED BACK inside (to more booing and another snarky comment from the stage) and told Anna why he had to go, she didn’t seem annoyed. Instead, she seemed proud of him, rushing off into the night like a knight in shining armour. She kissed him quickly on the cheek, whispering that she’d be fine with her friends, and that she’d see him at home.

Still, he couldn’t help thinking he was already letting her see behind the curtain. His contract technically hadn’t even begun yet, and here he was, abandoning her and rushing off into the blackest of nights towards a corpse. He was thirty-three years old, and she was five years younger. Was this the kind of life she would want – him at the beck and call of the world’s murderers and rapists?

Or was this his old self-sabotaging nature creeping in, sneaking in the excuses for the inescapable break-up? Anna was well aware of what she had signed up for. He had laid out the information for her as clearly as he could, about his working hours and the risks he’d inevitably have to take as a detective. She’d nodded and assured him that she could handle it.

Thoughts of Anna and any sort of relationship were pushed from his mind as he raced down the Durham Road. On a normal day, the Angel of the North looked somewhat demonic. Now, with the pulsing blue lights of a fleet of police cars and a solitary ambulance bouncing off its rusted skin, it looked positively otherworldly; like an alien overlord freshly arrived on Earth, surveying all that lay before it.

The car park was cordoned off by a fluttering length of blue and white police tape, so Tom put his hazards on and pulled into the side of the road. He put his window down to talk to the uniformed officer stationed at the entrance.

‘ID?’ he said to Tom.

‘I don’t technically start until later this week, so I don’t have ID,’ Tom said. ‘But Natalie called me. My name is Tom Stonem.’

The officer looked dubious. ‘I can’t let you in without ID.’

‘Call Natalie.’

The officer gave him one more disapproving look, and then turned his back. He pulled a walkie-talkie from his pocket and mumbled into it. A blast of noise answered him, the crackly voice barely discernible through the blight of static. Whatever was said seemed to make sense to him, for he turned back to Tom and nodded, before lifting the tape high enough for him to drive underneath. He parked in one of the last remaining spaces, grabbed his thick North Face coat from the back seat and got out. From the boot, he pulled out a pair of heavy walking boots and exchanged them for his Adidas trainers, which were already soaked through just from stepping outside.

Tom walked up the path from the carpark towards the monument. Though snow was still falling, here it had become a thin slush on the ground, due to the foot traffic that had been up and down in the past hour. At the end of the path was a white tent, and standing outside it was a tall man, probably in his mid-forties, wearing a white protective coverall suit. Snow had gathered on top of his hood, and he looked frozen out of his skin.

‘Can I help you, sir?’ he said as Tom approached. His accent showed him to be a displaced Cockney.

‘I’m here for the murder,’ Tom said.

‘I’m afraid you’re a bit late, my friend. It’s already happened.’

Tom smiled. ‘I’m the new DI.’

‘You’re the new detective inspector?’ He smiled back at Tom. ‘Well, it’s nice to meet you, boss. I’m DC Barnes. Alan.’ He extended a hand, which Tom took in his own.

‘Tom. Nice to meet you, Alan. You look freezing. Want me to see if I can get someone to swap? Give you a go in the tent?’

‘All good, boss,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I’m a Buddhist. As the great man himself said: “Pain is inevitable. Suffering is optional”.’

Tom could tell he was going to like DC Alan Barnes. Suffering was unavoidable in their line of work – the sleepless nights, the frustrations of a case – maybe some of Alan’s positivity would rub off on him.

‘How is it, in there?’ he asked.

‘Grisly,’ Alan said, making a face. ‘You can see for yourself, boss. Log book is inside, and some suits. Help yourself.’

‘Thanks, Alan. But, do me a favour. Call me Tom, not boss.’

‘I can’t promise anything.’ Alan chuckled. ‘I’ve never had a boss who didn’t want to be called sir. It might take time to break the habit.’ He grabbed a tent flap and hoisted it high enough for Tom to sneak under. Another suited officer was inside, watching over the log book. Tom signed his name and his time of entry, and fought to pull one of the coveralls over his bulky coat. He snapped blue foot coverings over the soles of his shoes, pushed his hands into a thin pair of neoprene gloves, and left the tent.

Ahead of him, on the hill leading up to the monolithic monument, was another tent. This one was bigger, with high-powered forensic lights dotted around it. The dull fabric of the tent flashed brighter every couple of seconds, and Tom knew a crime scene photographer would be inside, recording every detail they could before the area was taken apart by the forensic team.

Illuminated by the camera flashes was a woman Tom had met when he came for his interview – DS Lauren Rea. His new partner. She was busy talking to one of the forensic team. Her eyes were lined with mascara and her lips were painted a shocking red. Tom wondered if she had been out on the town, too, before receiving her own call from the DCI. She noticed him, and raised a hand in acknowledgement.

‘Tom,’ she said, and walked over to greet him. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be starting later this week?’

‘Yeah, but it seems that crime waits for no man.’ He motioned to the forensic tent. ‘Have you been inside?’

‘Not yet,’ she said. ‘Iain, the pathologist, has pronounced the victim deceased. Not that it took a brainiac to work that out, to be fair, from what I’ve heard. Henry has his team working the scene now, and when he’s happy, we can go and have a look.’

‘Who’s Henry?’

‘Henry Pearson. Head of the crime scene investigation team. He’s in the tent at the minute, but he’ll no doubt want a word with you when he’s done.’

‘Who found the victim?’

‘A couple. They’re down there,’ she pointed in the direction of the car park, ‘if you want to have a word, in the back of an ambulance. Might be a nice excuse to get out of the snow.’

They set off together in the direction Lauren had indicated, passing Alan who was now jogging on the spot, his exhalations fogging the air. Tom repeated his offer of finding someone to stand in for him, but Alan declined again, a smile resolutely fixed on his face.

When they reached the ambulance, its lights were still flashing, but mercifully its siren was silent. The paramedics who were sitting on the benches in the back gave up their places as Tom and Lauren climbed aboard, retreating to the seats in the front of the vehicle.

Tom took in the couple in front of them. They looked broken – literally and figuratively. A man in his mid-thirties was lying on the gurney, one of his long legs strapped to a rigid board. His clothes were soaked through and muddy, his jaw set against the pain. A red beanie that looked a bit like a Santa hat was pulled low over his glassy eyes, though some strands of long blond hair spilled from the sides. Judging from the faraway look, Tom presumed he had been given something to help with his discomfort.

The woman didn’t look much better, though at least she was uninjured. She was sitting with her head in her hands, her dark hair falling over her face like a waterfall. When she looked up, Tom saw that her eyes were red and puffy. He tried to offer a reassuring smile, but was unsure if it made any difference. He introduced himself and pulled out his notebook.

‘Can I take your names?’ he asked.

‘I’m Rebecca Jenns, and this is my husband, Teddy. Short for Edward.’ Her voice cracked as she spoke, and it seemed like a seismic undertaking to persuade each fragmented syllable to leave her mouth. Tom noted a hint of a Yorkshire accent.

‘How did Teddy hurt himself?’ Tom asked.

‘He fell in a big hole up at the Angel. Fell on top of the body of the man. In a big bloody pit in the middle of the field,’ Rebecca said. ‘Can you believe it?’

‘Can you tell us why you were up here so late at night?’ Tom asked.

‘We wanted to have a winter picnic,’ she said. ‘Next to the Angel.’

‘Your accent doesn’t sound like you’re from around here,’ Tom noted.

‘We drove up from Leeds,’ she said.

‘In the snow?’

She shook her head. ‘We came up yesterday. We’ve been staying in a hotel in the city centre.’

‘Which hotel?’ Tom asked.

‘The County. By the station.’

Tom wrote the name in his notebook. It would have to be checked. ‘You drove for two hours to have a picnic?’ he said.

‘No. Teddy’s mum lives in South Shields, and we’re up visiting. I’ve always loved the Angel, and thought it would be nice to sit by it with a flask of tea and a pork pie when no one else was around.’

Tears left thin tracks as they flowed down her face. Tom gave her a moment.

‘Have you been here before?’ he asked.

‘Only once. This afternoon, but it was busy so we left. That’s why I wanted to come back when it was quiet.’

‘I’m assuming there wasn’t a body here this afternoon?’

‘Definitely not. The pits were empty then, except for the snow.’

‘Pits?’

‘Yes,’ said Rebecca. ‘There were two big rectangular holes in the ground, on either side of the Angel. I don’t know what they’re for. But there was nobody in either of them, until we came back.’

Tom noted this down. ‘And did you see anyone else around here when you returned to the site?’

‘No,’ Rebecca replied, stroking her husband’s good leg. ‘There were no other cars in the car park when we arrived. We were the only crazies around here tonight.’

‘Teddy, sorry to have to ask you this, but did you touch anything when you fell in the pit?’

‘I landed on the fella’s legs,’ Teddy managed, ‘but I didn’t go poking around or owt.’

With nothing else to learn for now, Tom told the couple they would need to come to the police station the following day to give a proper statement, and thanked them for their time.

As he and Lauren walked back up the path, her radio burst into life.

It was almost time to see the body.
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WITH THE FEW SPARE minutes he had before meeting the dead man, Tom took the opportunity to walk around the site and take it all in.

The Angel naturally drew the eye, positioned as it was on top of the hill. Tom approached it, shining his torch. At just over six feet, he was tall, but he only came up to its ankle. He sat on the bulge that was the Angel’s feet, and looked out over the scene. A swathe of suited figures were spread out around the tents, ready to spring into action as soon as the green light was given. Some stood in groups; others, like Tom, seemed keen for a moment alone before the investigation properly began. Once it did, free time would be a luxury.

Tom stood up again and circled the statue. The back of the Angel’s body was covered in graffiti: colourful proclamations of love and lust from over the years. Tom wondered if any of the couples commemorated were still together. Probably not, he decided – defacing a work of art on your first date probably wasn’t the most solid foundation to build a relationship upon. Would the artist, Antony Gormley, be annoyed to learn his magnificent sculpture had been daubed over? Or was that simply an occupational hazard for twenty-first-century public art? Nothing was sacred anymore – not even life – although Tom supposed that statement had rung true since time immemorial.

He gave the Angel two taps on its base and made his way slowly down the bank. The ground, hidden by a thick layer of snow, was muddy and uneven. Twice, he nearly fell on his backside, but managed to regain his balance in the nick of time. The last thing he needed was a nickname like Grassy Arse on his first day. He had once seen a new DC hand a DI his coffee, with one sugar more than he’d asked for. The new DC had immediately been christened Two Sugars. It was childish, but it had stuck; case in point, Tom had never known his actual name.

He crept along the boundary of the site, interested in the laminated photographs of children and young adults that hung from the bare tree branches. He’d seen bunches of flowers taped to lampposts before – a way to remember the dead – but never anything on this scale. These shrines to the fallen were on another level. There were painted shells with messages of remembrance and plush teddies. Brass name plaques illuminated by fairy lights had been nailed into the ground nearby. Tom wiped the snow from them with a gloved hand and read some of the names and details of the departed. He didn’t know why families and friends had chosen this location. On a normal day, the A1 that ran parallel to the area would surely provide a soundtrack of revving engines and blaring horns, and the nearby council estates were hardly picturesque. But, perhaps the 208-tonne Angel behind him was enough of a heavenly symbol to mark the place as religious – and Tom knew grief struck families in different ways. Tom had known loss, and on seeing how young some of these kids were when they passed on, he felt a sadness bloom in his stomach.

He wondered if anyone would be putting up a memorial for the poor soul in the tent when they heard the news.

‘DI Stonem?’ someone called.

He turned around to see a man’s head poking out of the tent.

‘I’m ready for you,’ the head said, before disappearing again.

It reminded Tom of a fairground attraction from his youth. A black tent decorated with clumsily cut fabric stars and moons. An old woman stood with her head poking out from between the curtains, proclaiming to passers-by that she could see into their future. When a punter foolish enough to entertain her nonsense stuck a fifty-pence piece in her palm, her head disappeared and the curtain opened. Tom and his mate had been captivated by it. Not by the woman, per se, but by the process of trying to work out who would be idiotic enough to be the next to part with their hard-earned cash.

Here and now, Tom reached the crime scene tent, pulled a flap back and ducked under it. Inside, two men dressed in matching paper suits were looking down into a rectangular hole in the ground. They turned to him and extended their hands at the same time, and Tom was put in mind of a double-act. He shook both as they made their introductions.

Iain Duncan, the pathologist, was short, with wire-rimmed glasses and a drinker’s nose. His hair was receding, but what was left was still a fiery red. He spoke in a brisk Scottish accent softened somewhat by time spent on this side of the border.

Henry Pearson, head of the crime scene investigation team, was around the same height as Iain, but his body looked lean and well-exercised. He too wore glasses, though he’d gone for thick tortoiseshell frames. A thin layer of dark stubble coated quite a prominent chin.

‘What do we have?’ Tom asked.

‘Take a look for yourself,’ Iain said, motioning to the hole.

Tom moved to the edge of the hollow and looked down. Death was inevitable in this job, but the sight of it never failed to stir something deep within him.

A man’s lifeless eyes greeted his own. He was wearing an expensive-looking navy suit, a once-white shirt and light blue tie – all of which were mud- and blood-stained and soaked through. His chest was stained crimson, with three deeper puddles dotting over his stomach. Thin ribbons of red and shadows of blue and black had bloomed on his face, his features distorted and bulbous. His feet were together, and his arms outstretched, like the Angel in whose shadow he lay.

‘Stabbed,’ Tom said, motioning at the puncture marks on his abdomen.

‘Oh, they said he was good,’ Henry said.

‘Aye.’ Iain nodded. ‘Criminals of the North East, beware. The new detective inspector knows a stab wound when he sees one!’

‘Jesus, do I get to choose who I work with, or am I stuck with you two halfwits?’

‘Stuck with us, I’m afraid,’ Iain joked. ‘At least for a couple more years until I retire.’

Gallows humour was essential in police work, and these two had it down pat. It was how you coped with crime scenes and the horrors that humans can inflict on one another. Laughter, even in the presence of a body, was how you got through the blackest of nights. Keen to bring back some sort of professionalism, though, Tom asked:

‘Is that how he died?’

‘It’s a good question,’ Iain replied, ‘but not one I’m prepared to answer right now. A betting man would say yes, but you and I both know that the most obvious answer doesn’t necessarily mean the correct one. I’ve done my routine bits and bobs, but I want to get him on the slab before I give you definites.’

‘How soon?’ Tom asked.

‘First thing tomorrow morning.’

Tom rounded on him.

‘Tomorrow morning? Jesus, that’s quick. Is that usual up here? In Manchester, it can take over a week sometimes.’

‘Not usual at all,’ Iain replied. ‘We’re full to bursting, actually. The mortuary looks like a deleted scene from Night of the Living Dead, but the DCI has put an urgent stamp on him.’

‘Why?’ Tom asked.

‘It’s hard to be sure,’ Henry said, ‘what with the bruising and all, but we think it might be Richard Handsworth.’

Tom’s face was blank.

‘Not into your politics, eh?’ Henry said. ‘He’s the MP for Gateshead.’

‘Oh fuck,’ Tom whispered.

‘Oh fuck, indeed,’ Iain said. ‘And if rumours are to be believed, three-quarters of the town could be behind it. He was a hateful so-and-so. You’ve got your work cut out, young Stonem. Call round to the hospital at ten or so in the morning and I’ll see if I can be of any use to you.’

Iain left to call his team and arrange for the body to be taken to the hospital. Tom and Henry were alone.

‘Do you think he was killed here?’ Tom asked.

‘No.’ Henry shook his head. ‘There’s not enough blood. We think he was killed somewhere else and deposited here. It’s a very deliberate act, bringing him to the Angel and posing him like that. I’d hazard a guess that it’s some sort of message.’

Tom nodded. It certainly seemed like a message, but what could it mean? MPs were not usually known for their angelic qualities – maybe the killer had chosen this place with a sense of dramatic irony.

Tom pointed at the hole. ‘The witnesses said there are two pits at the scene, dug before the body was dumped. Did the killer dig them?’

‘No. There’s building work going on here. I think they’re installing lights around the Angel, or at least the electrical infrastructure for them. A local building firm has a banner up on the metal fencing at the back of the site. Might be worth giving them a call to see when the work began, and if it’s still ongoing.’

‘Good idea,’ Tom said. ‘Anything else?’

‘Not for now, no. Whoever did this knew what they were doing. As soon as Iain lets us work the scene, I’ll get back in touch.’

Tom took a few minutes at the edge of the pit, staring down at the body, trying to commit as much to memory as possible. Every murder was barbaric – taking a life was a heinous act – and Tom felt the fire that stoked an investigation begin to burn in his belly. He silently promised the body in the hole that he would see justice done.

Tom thanked Henry and left the tent. If the victim was indeed Richard Handsworth, the investigation was going to be under a lot of media scrutiny. Tom needed to make sure his team was well prepared for an intense couple of days. The nation would expect them to deliver results – and deliver them fast.






4

THE NIGHT PASSED IN a blur of activity.

The clouds parted, exposing a canvas of black, embellished by only a couple of faraway, twinkling diamonds and a thin sliver of moon. The main roads weren’t great, but the country lanes that led to Richard Handsworth’s house were dreadful. From time to time, Tom felt the wheels take on a mind of their own as the ice on the roads lured them towards ditches on either side of the narrow track, like sirens beckoning drunken sailors to their destruction.

He was almost surprised when he made it to the MP’s house in one piece. The crunch of the tyres on the driveway’s gravel seemed deafening in the remote countryside. The blackness here was almost absolute, save for a lone Victorian-style lamp hanging beside the front door. Tom killed the engine, and the cooling ticks and rattles coming from under the bonnet sounded like gunfire.

Lauren pulled up behind him, and they got out of their respective cars, closing their doors as quietly as they could. They walked up to the front door of the house, and Tom knocked, imagining all the things a person might expect when they hear a rap on their door in the middle of the night: that their partner had forgotten their key? That he or she was too pissed to find the keyhole?

But he reckoned, for the majority of the population, their overriding feeling would be one of primal fear.

After a minute there was still no answer, so Tom knocked again, this time with a little more force. In one of the upstairs rooms, a light bloomed and the net curtains swayed. A woman’s face flashed in the window, and Tom glimpsed the panic in her eyes before she retreated from view.

Then there was the thud of footsteps on the stairs, and another light flicked on in the frosted-glass window beside the door. Footsteps again, louder now, as the woman hurried down the hall. The door opened a crack. A blue eye appeared in the space.

‘Is it about Dicky?’ she asked, a tremor in her voice.

Tom nodded, and she opened the door a little further. She was wearing a fleece dressing gown, the ties pulled tight around her slim midriff. Baggy silk pyjama bottoms hung in folds around her bare feet, which she rubbed absent-mindedly on the bristles of the welcome mat. Metallic blue toenails glinted in the moonlight.

‘What has the silly bugger done now then?’ she said.

* * *

Tom hated this bit.

Seeing a body being taken apart, medically, was no picnic. But once you were in the mortuary, it was simply part of the job. You became desensitised to it, knowing that the corpse, in all likelihood, held clues that could help the case along; clues that often led to the killer.

What he hated was the waiting.

Before the pathologist summoned you, the time spent outside a mortuary was akin to sitting in a dentist’s waiting room, listening to the drill whirring through someone else’s enamel in the next room. Knowing that it was your turn next. Running your tongue over your teeth, feeling a day’s accumulation of fur, wishing you had brushed for a couple of minutes longer in the hope of outrunning the dentist’s tools.

To take his mind off it, he pulled his notebook out and sketched a timeline for the evening.

At just after three in the morning, he had followed Lauren (who was driving Sarah) to the very room Tom was waiting outside now. Sarah had taken one look at the battered body on the metal gurney and confirmed it was her husband with the smallest of nods. Tom had thanked her and pulled the white sheet back over the man’s bruised face. Sarah had stood where she was, unwilling or perhaps unable to move. Tom had felt a little bad when he ushered her from the room.

There was always a slim chance that the body was not who the police thought it was. That the person called in to identify them would discover that their loved one had been given a reprieve from the mortician’s tools. But when the body did turn out to be their husband, wife, brother, sister… it didn’t matter who… the response was the same.

Tom had seen it in the eyes of hundreds of people. Their apprehension on leaving the mortuary room was fundamentally different from the kind they entered with.

Married. Safe. Secure. Financially supported. And now not.

All of that gone, acknowledged in one brief nod of recognition.

Tom had been told by the first DI he had worked under to get the relative out as soon as possible. He’d seen cases destroyed as mourners threw themselves on the dead body, shedding tears and skin cells and all sorts of other DNA, contaminating the evidence. Best to guide them away. Let them mourn elsewhere. Be cruel to be kind.

These words of wisdom had been shared in some dowdy police station canteen, under strip lights that flickered and with a background cacophony of droning coffee machines and clinking cutlery. The words may have come easy, but the actions they alluded to usually did not. Being cruel to be kind often didn’t feel right.

Outside, in the crisp fresh air, Sarah’s tears had come. Tom had watched, feeling he was intruding on a very private moment, as she turned her face skywards and uttered a wretched sound. Something animalistic and primeval.

It had chilled him to the bone.

Lauren had driven her back to the station, with Tom once again following. At the station, he had left the grieving widow in the care of his new partner, who was arranging a family liaison officer for Mrs Handsworth. The idea was that Lauren and the FLO would accompany Sarah back home, and Tom would follow later, to ask some questions once he had been to see the pathologist.

He’d had a quick catch-up with his new boss, Natalie, who was acting as the senior investigating officer on the case. She had made it clear, as if it wasn’t already buzzing in neon within his central cortex, that as soon as the details got out about who the victim was, they would be expected to get a quick result.

The spotlight would be on them, and it would be blinding.

With the snappy little pep talk fresh in his mind, he had left her office and trooped back to the hospital for his ten o’clock appointment, which brought the timeline up to the present.

‘Tom, I’m ready for you,’ Iain called from the mortuary door.

Tom nodded, put his notebook away, and followed Iain inside. The door closed behind him of its own accord.

The mortuary was like every one Tom had ever been in.

A metal table was the star attraction, standing in the centre of the tiled floor, with Richard Handsworth’s body laid upon it. The perimeter of the room was taken up by four granite workbenches, each punctuated by a stainless-steel sink, beside which sat a bin stencilled with the biohazard sign. The whole place had been scrubbed to within an inch of its life, and the air was heavy with the stench of disinfectant, mingled with notes of inner body parts. It wouldn’t make a very pleasant perfume.

Tom noticed one thing that was not in keeping with other mortuaries he had been in. Classical music emanated from a speaker in the corner. Tom wasn’t sure why, but the playful violin part put him in mind of a scene from The Simpsons, where most of his knowledge of the world came from. He saw, in his mind’s eye, an oversized cartoon bee being pursued by a grumpy clown with a flycatcher.

‘What’s this?’ he asked, gesturing to the speaker.

‘“Danse Macabre”,’ Iain answered. ‘By Saint-Saëns. I think this is the Montreal Symphony Orchestra version.’

‘It’s a bit jaunty for this kind of work, isn’t it?’

‘It makes me smile, and not much does in this room. Is that all right with you?’

The ‘all right’ was a sharp shard of Glaswegian on Iain’s tongue; Tom simply nodded his assent.

Iain led him to the table. The deceased MP was naked, his clothes having been removed and bagged by the evidence officer during the post-mortem, and handed over to forensics for closer examination. There was a tattoo on the left side of his ribcage: an elaborate collection of interlocking triangles drawn in stark black ink. It looked like it had been done recently. The lines of the tattoo had been infiltrated by a number of bruises which covered his torso and stretched as far as his forehead, as if he had fought ten rounds with Mike Tyson. Of course, the stab wounds confirmed his actual fate was much worse. The three dark holes, ringed with blood, stood out against the pallor of his mottled skin.

‘Are those what killed him, then?’ Tom asked.

‘No,’ Iain said. ‘Surprisingly, the knife missed his vitals. The lacerations are deep, but nothing some stitches wouldn’t have sorted. I’ll walk you through what I’ve found. Shout if you have any questions, right?’

Iain moved around the body and stood by the head.

‘There’s a lot going on, and it’s hard to tell in what order most of it happened, but I’ll give you my best guess. First, I think our victim was bashed over the head from behind. Hard. The impact caused fractures in the skull and bleeding on the brain. Considering the area of injuries, I’d say the weapon was something long and hard like a baseball bat or a wrench.’

‘Poor bastard,’ Tom said.

‘Aye, and that’s just for starters. If you look at his face, some of the capillaries in the cheeks and the eyes have burst, indicating asphyxiation.’ He gave Tom five seconds or so to take in what he needed to, before continuing. ‘And now, have a look at the throat. There are clear bruises which would indicate pressure from a hand.’

Tom leaned closer to the body. On one side of the neck, there was a small dark circle which he supposed was the thumb print, and on the other side were four smaller marks. Fingers.

‘Is that what killed him?’ he asked, taking a few steps back.

‘I’d say so. He was probably knocked out first with a bat to the head, and then choked when he was on the ground. There were small bits of grit in the head wound, like you’d find on a concrete floor. The stab wounds feel like insurance.’

‘It sounds like the work of an amateur. Bash, throttle and stab. Cover all bases.’

‘It does, but would an amateur have the presence of mind to move the body from wherever the killing was done, and pose him like an angel? It’s an odd one.’

‘It is odd, isn’t it?’ Tom said. ‘Anything else?’

‘There’s no sign of any defensive injuries. No dirt under his nails, so he didn’t scrabble around on the floor, and no marks on his hands to suggest he tried to stop any of this. If the first blow knocked him unconscious, he didn’t even feel his end. I’d say whoever did it was right-handed, considering the angle of the knife wounds.’

‘What about the knife?’

The music stopped and started again: now it was ‘The Floral Dance’, a song Tom recognised from the film Brassed Off. The high tempo pomp of the brass instruments was at odds with Iain’s answer.

‘Like I said, they’re fairly deep wounds, so probably something like a kitchen knife. About five inches. Non-serrated.’

‘And the killer: male, female?’

‘No way of telling.’ Iain shrugged. ‘Someone of medium height, if we think about how the instrument was used to cause the head injury.’

‘No more clues to narrow it down?’

Iain shook his head.

‘So, they’re right-handed, medium height, could be male or female, and used a standard kitchen knife?’

‘That’s about right,’ Iain said.

‘Fantastic,’ Tom sighed.

He bid Iain farewell and left the room. As he got in the car, Tom let his head fall back against the headrest. All jobs are challenging at first, he thought to himself, as he shoved the key into the ignition, but this killer was going to be about as easy to identify as a single flake in a snow storm.






5

THE SUN WAS WATERY and hung low in the type of blue sky only a fine winter’s day could conjure. Its rays illuminated the snow that covered the lawns surrounding Sarah and Richard Handsworth’s home, giving them an otherworldly glow. It would have been beautiful were it not for the shadow of death that clung to the property.

It was an odd thing, Tom thought, as he pulled into the driveway. It was as if the bricks and mortar could sense the mourning happening within, and had expanded to lock the grief inside; to not let it spill out into the grounds, like it might somehow become airborne and contagious.

Tom parked behind an emerald-green Skoda estate, presumably the family liaison officer’s car. He’d had his heating on the highest setting, and the sting of cold on his face as he stepped out of the car felt like a particularly vehement slap from Mother Nature for bringing grief to this family’s door. Not for the first time, he considered growing a winter beard.

The house was something else. Half of it looked like an old church, hewn from ancient stone. The front door was enclosed in an alcove, its knocker the face of a lion, and on the roof, one of the tiles twitched with each gust of wind. The older parts of the house mingled with the new; huge windows stretched from the floor to the roof, showcasing pristine white walls and an elaborate
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