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About the Book

Hull. Private investigator Leo Rivers is at the heart of an inquiry into a string of prostitute-linked killings. Approached by the mother of the chief suspect, Rivers knows this isn’t an open and shut case. Not only is the suspect not involved, but also several unconsidered and scarcely credible connections link the murders to a single perpetrator.

Heading the investigation and seeking out its glory is an ambitious, career-minded Chief of Police, who will stop at nothing to make a name for himself. 

Set against a backdrop of the Humber and the long and violent destruction of Hull’s once-cherished fishing industry, Robert Edric reveals a world of exploitation and ambition in an extraordinarily gripping piece of contemporary noir.
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THE LAST WEEK of summer had turned overnight into the first week of autumn. Yesterday, the men in the warehouse beneath me had been loading and unloading their lorries stripped to the waist. Today they’d built a fire of broken crates in a makeshift brazier, and the pale smoke from this drifted the full length of Humber Street and out over the water. They stood round the blaze in the cool sunlight, holding their hands to it and stoking it while they awaited the arrival of their late deliveries.

I closed both my high windows, wiping away six months of accumulated dust, cobwebs and desiccated insects.

That first cool morning was always memorable, and though the mild days would return through what little remained of September and then October, it was always a sign of the coming winter; just as the first returning days of gentle heat and longer light next February or March would be a promise of the coming summer.

Late the previous afternoon, a wasps’ nest had been discovered in a neighbouring warehouse, and hundreds of the creatures, gorged on fruit and sluggish, were swatted and killed. The nest had been burned, along with its slower inhabitants, in the brazier. Some of the insects had come up through the gaps in my floorboards and had flown clumsily against my closed windows. The owner of the warehouse had come to see me, relieved that so few of the wasps had appeared. He said pointedly that it wasn’t worth informing the ‘environmental people’ and I agreed with him. He offered me a drink from his hip flask and I accepted it to seal our collusion.

Six months earlier, a visiting restaurant owner had reported seeing a rat in the same warehouse and a week’s work had been interrupted by the arrival of the council exterminators. Only four young rats had been found and killed; dozens more had moved elsewhere along the street until the traps and poison had all been removed.

Handing the flask back to the man, I wasn’t certain what it had contained. He took a second drink, looked quickly around my four empty walls, shook his head at some unspoken understanding, and then left me, pleased that my silence had been so cheaply bought.

I was due to meet Sunny at Neptune Street in an hour to take another look at the cellar – ‘tomb’ the Hull Mail called it – in which a dozen hitherto forgotten wartime corpses had recently been discovered.

New foundations were being laid between English Street and the Albert Dock, and during these excavations an underground room had been uncovered with its brick ceiling intact. The workmen had stopped work and lowered a ladder into the space to investigate. And having descended into the darkness, they had found there, covered by tarpaulins and the plaster that had collapsed a long time ago, twelve well-preserved corpses. Seven adults and five children.

One of the workmen had called Sunny at the news agency and he had been there within minutes to take pictures.

Soon afterwards, the official machinery had started to move and the site had been emptied and sealed off. Sunny’s pictures, along with Yvonne’s short account of the discovery, had appeared in one form or other in most of the next day’s nationals.

The most popular photograph showed the corpses laid in a row, all fully clothed and darkened by time, and with the children, two of whom were clearly still babies, settled between the adults. Despite the proximity of the river, the underground room was dry and cold, and the faces of all twelve bodies were clearly discernible. The skulls of the babies looked like dirty tennis balls, and the smallest of these still wore a woollen cap.

Sunny took over a hundred pictures, aware that each would command the price of an ‘exclusive’ tag from the editors who bought them.

Two days after the discovery, a man came forward who had served as an Air Raid Warden during the war and who, having been taken to the cellar by the police, showed them on a map where a cold store had been requisitioned as a temporary morgue following one of the heaviest of Hull’s bombing raids in September 1941. There had been insufficient room at Spring Street, and the smaller hospital mortuaries had been quickly filled, so this cold and cavernous space had been cleared out and used.

The man expressed surprise that the room was still intact. He’d assumed it had been filled with the rubble of the bombed buildings above. He insisted that all the bodies had afterwards been removed, but could not recall when. No reliable record had been found of the people who had been killed and taken there. The remnants of card tags had been found tied to the ankles of the corpses, but these had long since lost their details. The photos Sunny had taken of the labels attached to the babies made them look like small, unwanted presents.

Soon afterwards, the descendants of people who had died in the bombing started coming forward in an effort to identify and reclaim the corpses. A hundred and forty people had applied to see the twelve bodies.

Hull had had a hard war and there was still some resentment at the anonymous manner – the newspaper and radio reports referred to it only as a ‘northern town’ – in which this destruction and suffering had been reported. But, overall, its inhabitants looked back fondly now, and the discovery of the corpses was a major event.

Sunny knew that the nationals would soon lose interest, but that there would be sufficient local and regional add-ons and spin-offs to keep the story intermittently profitable for several months to come.

It was time to meet him, and I left Humber Street and crossed the marina towards the Albert Dock. The whole area was now in a constant state of demolition and renewal. Cavernous retail stores filled the razed and levelled spaces; access roads grew roundabouts, from which slip roads radiated towards other, mini-roundabouts. Work was under way on the redevelopment of Island Quay, where the foundations of hundreds of new homes were already laid out in a giant maze of concrete lines and blue and yellow piping.

I walked past Ropery Street to Neptune Street and the cordoned-off hole in the ground.

Sunny was already there, pacing back and forth at the edge of the rubble, smoke from his cigar forming small clouds in the still air.

Following his original good fortune in having been contacted by one of the labourers, he had then been kept away from the exposed cellar by the developers. Hoardings had been erected, and the corpses quickly removed.

‘They’re talking about DNA testing,’ he said as I approached him.

‘It makes sense.’

‘I’d be happier with a birthmark, a photograph in a wallet or a tattoo saying “I Love Mam”.’

‘You old romantic. Why are we here?’

‘Because the people of Hull – my mandate, so to speak – want to know what’s happening. And, better still, they want to pay to know what’s happening. There’s already some anger that everything’s being kept out of sight and just that little bit too hush-hush.’

‘And you’re here why? To capture and articulate that anger?’

‘Which could very easily and very quickly turn into, oh, outrage.’ Everything he said avoided my question.

I looked around us. Other than the men on the building site, there was no one else there. Few doubted that the corpses would eventually be identified and reclaimed, and that an event would then be made of their burial.

‘It’s because there are kids involved,’ he said. He looked tired. I knew from Yvonne that he’d spent the last two nights at the agency, sleeping at his desk. He took the last inch of cigar from his mouth and flicked it to the ground. ‘Outrage, resentment, public demands. The need for explanation. I’ve already heard people talking about fucking “closure”. It all works better where there are kids involved. I can already sense that building wave of recreational grief sweeping towards us.’ He continued to stare at the distant hole as he spoke.

‘You were almost in tears when you saw the pictures of the baby in the bonnet,’ I said.

‘Tears of joy at what they would be worth,’ he said.

I’d been with him and Yvonne at Spring Bank when he’d transferred the pictures from his camera to a screen. Yvonne, too, had been unable to speak upon seeing them for the first time. The corpses’ clothing might have hidden injuries, but there was nothing on any of the dozen faces to suggest how they might have been killed. Their eyes had been closed, and on several of the adults, the coins which had been used to hold them shut were still in place after sixty years.

Standing beside Sunny now, I could sense his disappointment that the story had already lost its impact, and that it was being further obscured by its endless retelling as the few facts and details of the discovery were speculated upon, and then as they multiplied and changed.

I wondered why he’d come back, and why he’d wanted me to meet him there.

He took several pictures of the distant men. Smoke rose from the rubble fires on Island Quay. A succession of dumper lorries poured new foundations into pools of shallow water.

‘They’re turning it into fucking Slough,’ he said.

He had been born less than a five-minute walk away, in a small terraced house in Barnabus Court, off The Boulevard. He hadn’t lived that close to the river for the past thirty years, but as with everyone else whose family livelihood had once depended on the Humber and the fishing in Arctic seas a thousand miles beyond it, the river was always a part of him. He had started collecting old photos of the industries and yards there before it was all finally lost to the stores and roundabouts and slip roads.

‘Yvonne wants to see you,’ he said unexpectedly, making no attempt now to sound casual.

‘And she sent you to see me first?’

He turned away from me.

‘Does she know I’m here now?’

‘Probably.’

‘What’s it about?’

‘Paul Hendry,’ he said.

The name meant nothing to me and I shook my head.

‘Would “Suspected Serial Killer Fights For Life In Coma” help?’ He turned back to face me.

‘Are you serious?’

He pulled the cellophane from another cigar. ‘What do you think?’ he said, and without watching what he was doing, he raised his small camera and clicked the shutter a foot from my face. ‘Say “cheese”,’ he said.
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WE MADE OUR way under the dual carriageway to Linnaeus Street.

A black and orange poster outside the Kingfisher announced that it was now open all day with Live Entertainment each night.

‘You’d want a definition of “Live” before you started spending,’ Sunny said as we went in.

On our short journey neither of us had mentioned his reasons for meeting me.

Two days ago, the body of a nineteen-year-old woman called Lucy Collins had been found in the flat she shared with her boyfriend, Paul Hendry. Shortly before this, the 22-year-old Hendry had been discovered comatose in the closed and ransacked surgery of a local doctor. Hendry, a known drug user, was found slumped in a corner of the room with a half-emptied syringe still hanging from his arm. Early reports suggested that, having killed his girlfriend, Hendry had then broken into the surgery intending to steal whatever drugs he found there, and that he had then succumbed to the irresistible opportunity of injecting himself while there. The predictable speculation was that the drugs he had found had been considerably more potent than what he was accustomed to, and that this had caused him to overdose.

He had been taken to the Intensive Care Unit at Hull Royal Infirmary. Police visiting the address found in his wallet had discovered the body of Lucy Collins. She, too, was a known drug user, and while no autopsy had yet been performed, it was already known that she had been savagely attacked and killed by being stabbed through the heart and lungs.

The comatose Hendry became an immediate suspect.

A second theory was that he had deliberately attempted to kill himself with the overdose after killing his girlfriend. There were few firm details other than these, and the police investigation into the killing and subsequent events had as yet drawn no real conclusions.

This was the third violent killing of a young woman in the city in the past four months. The first had taken place at the end of May behind a store in the city centre; and the second, two months later, on a piece of derelict land on the south side of Garrison Road. Like the long-forgotten air-raid victims, that woman had also been discovered by builders clearing away rubble prior to construction work. And like both the city-centre killing and Lucy Collins two days earlier, this second victim had also been violently assaulted.

At first, the police had been reluctant to link the two previous crimes, but with the death of Lucy Collins there was now a rising public demand for a connection to at least be considered.

I knew little more, except that the summer in the city had been an uneasy one, and that frequent warnings had been given for women to take additional precautions if they were alone at night.

The first victim – a girl called Kelly Smith – was also a known prostitute, and while there was no indication that the woman found off Garrison Road had ever worked as one, there were already rumours that Lucy Collins had been seen soliciting on Anlaby Road and Great Thornton Street shortly before her death. Again, the police were refusing to insist on this as something which connected the murders.

Whatever Yvonne wanted from me, it was unlikely that I would be allowed anywhere near the burgeoning investigation, especially while the police themselves seemed so uncertain of the direction it might now be about to take.

‘You’d better tell me,’ I said to Sunny when he returned with our drinks.

We were the only people in the bar. The landlord stood with his back to us and watched a quiz show on a television mounted high on the wall.

‘She and the boy’s mother are friends,’ he said. ‘Her name’s Susan Hendry.’

‘Close friends?’

‘I think so. The boy hasn’t lived at home for three or four years. He’s an only child. According to Yvonne, the mother has no illusions about him.’

‘Which is unlikely. And, presumably, she’s adamant he didn’t kill his girlfriend?’

‘She knows what he was – what they both were.’

‘Including the soliciting bit?’

He clicked his tongue. ‘She said they lived for each other.’

‘And he supported his habit how?’

‘She didn’t know. The most she would admit to was that she thought he might buy and sell whatever it was.’

‘But not that he’d break into a surgery to steal it, or that he’d let his girlfriend prostitute herself to buy it?’

The landlord turned and looked at us upon hearing the word.

‘Yvonne just wants you to talk to her,’ Sunny said, lowering his voice. ‘I’m not arguing the woman’s case.’

‘Are the police serious about tying him in to the other two killings?’

‘I think that’s what scares her the most.’

‘It’s not very likely,’ I said uncertainly.

He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Sooner or later somebody somewhere is going to make a connection, and when that happens whoever’s fixed firmly to one killing might find himself nailed even harder to all three.’

‘What are the police saying at their press conferences?’

‘What do they always say? The whole thing’s further complicated by the arrival of a new chief at Queen’s Gardens. He arrived five weeks after Kelly Smith and immediately insisted on being considerably more hands-on than his predecessor.’

‘Was it just bad timing?’

‘Him coming between the first and second killing? It looks like it.’

‘But?’

‘But I wouldn’t say that he himself sees his arrival amid the rising flames quite so pessimistically.’

‘Meaning what?’

‘Let’s just say that at the last press conference he held, he spoke a bit too enthusiastically for my liking about “seizing the challenge” being offered to him. Something about focusing his attention on all those tens of thousands of hardworking, clean-living, law-abiding citizens out there and doing something for them for a change, and something which would make Hull a better place to live in. His name’s Alexander Lister.’

‘Another crusade against prostitution?’

‘Along with all the bad people who sell them drugs and then murder them, presumably. It’s a wide remit. What better way to make a name for himself? Let’s face it, things being what they are, I doubt there’ll be too many trying to stop him.’

Neither of us spoke for a minute. On the television quiz show a woman won a skiing holiday and jumped up and down at the prospect. She was overweight and a lot of her body went on moving after she’d stopped jumping. She’d never been skiing before and couldn’t wait to try it. The quiz-show host told her she was a worthy winner. She’d won the prize by knowing that the Pacific Ocean stretched between Asia and America. She’d had three oceans to choose from.

Sunny took a piece of folded paper from his pocket and opened it on the table. It contained the name of the boy’s mother, her address and two phone numbers.

‘I’ll disappoint both of them,’ I said, meaning Yvonne and Susan Hendry.

‘I think Yvonne already knows that.’

‘You’ll be telling me next that the least I can do is agree to talk to the woman and try to make her see things a little more realistically.’

He drained his glass. ‘I was going to say that you owed Yvonne at least a thousand favours and that this could repay just one of them.’

‘A thousand?’ I said.

‘Minimum. I told her that you’d probably get in touch tonight.’

‘All I’d be doing was holding the mother’s hand while the police pushed us both away.’

‘It might be enough,’ he said.

‘And the prospect of her wasting her money?’

‘It’s hers to waste. Neither she nor Yvonne want any favours from you.’

‘What have the doctors said?’

‘About the boy? Just that they’ll have to wait and see, and that the next few days are crucial. You know the routine.’

‘And unofficially?’

He shrugged. ‘A lot of headshaking and pursed lips, I should imagine.’

‘To say nothing of what might await him if he does make a recovery. He probably won’t even remember killing the girl.’

‘If it’s what he did,’ he said.

‘Do you have files on the other two killings?’ I asked him.

‘All the news that’s fit to print.’

‘What do you think?’

‘I think it’s drugs, and I think that makes anything possible, all bets off. I think that, in all probability, he’s an evil little fucker who would let his girlfriend sell three-quid blowjobs in a bus shelter if it got him what he wanted. I think he’s capable of everything they’re saying he’s done. The mother might have got her rose-tinted glasses on – whatever she says – but she’s probably the only one.’

‘In which case, my involvement might only make things worse for her,’ I said.

‘So what?’ He tapped the piece of paper he’d given me. ‘She’s been at the hospital ever since he was found in the surgery and taken in,’ he said. ‘Just her and a couple of uniforms.’

‘How much real evidence is there against him?’

‘Ask her. All I know is what I write in the papers.’
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I MET SUSAN Hendry the following day. She and Yvonne came from the hospital to Humber Street at noon. Yvonne had called me earlier to say she’d be coming with the woman.

Susan Hendry was in her early forties, well and simply dressed and wearing little make-up. Dark rings of sleeplessness masked her eyes.

I offered her a seat by the window, but she indicated for Yvonne to sit first and then drew her chair closer to my desk.

‘Three chairs,’ Yvonne said. ‘Going up in the world.’ It was a remark intended to put Susan Hendry at her ease, and though she appreciated the gesture, the words failed.

‘We’ve come straight from the hospital,’ Susan Hendry said to me. She balanced the small bag she carried in her lap.

‘How’s your son?’ I asked her.

‘Exactly as he arrived there. Thank you for asking. The hospital staff and the police are keeping a twenty-four-hour watch over him.’

‘He’s stable,’ Yvonne said, trying to make the remark sound considerably more hopeful than it was.

‘Is there any indication whatsoever of when he might regain consciousness?’ I asked Susan Hendry.

She shook her head. ‘Just a few guesses, that’s all. Everyone’s doing their best to appear optimistic or non-committal.’ She opened her bag and took out a pack of cigarettes.

‘I’m sure they’re doing whatever they need to do for him,’ I said, catching Yvonne’s glance and immediately regretting the glib remark.

Susan Hendry saw this and touched Yvonne’s arm. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. Turning back to me, she said, ‘You can get to the point, Mr Rivers. You’re not going to ask me anything I haven’t already considered a thousand times over since Paul was found.’ She took a cigarette from the pack and then offered them to Yvonne, who threw them to me.

‘The official police line is that they’re waiting to interview your son in connection with the death of Lucy Collins,’ I said.

‘I know. They tell me twenty times a day. And, unofficially, they think he killed her.’

‘He may know or have seen something connected with her death,’ I said.

‘They have spokespeople who sound just like you,’ she said. ‘Their only real problem at present is that they can’t charge him with Lucy’s murder until he regains consciousness. And they’re as desperate as I am for that to happen.’ She tipped her head back and blew a plume of smoke at the high ceiling. ‘Tell me, Mr Rivers, am I what you expected?’

I knew exactly what she was asking me.

‘All I know of you is what Yvonne told Sunny to tell me. The two of you are friends. She and I are friends, and I trust her and her judgement.’

‘But you still possibly regret the fact that I’ve come to you via her?’

With her, I almost said. ‘I won’t let it get in the way of any enquiries I make on your behalf,’ I said, wondering which of the three of us believed that the least.

‘And my first question?’

‘I didn’t know what to expect,’ I said. ‘Your son’s a convicted criminal and a known drug user. He’s lying in a coma in a hospital bed having been found unconscious in a surgery he’d broken into with a needle full of something hanging out of his arm and with his face, chest, legs, arms and hands splattered with the blood of his viciously murdered girlfriend. So, no – while I might already have made a few guesses about your son and his chances, I had no real idea of what you might be like.’ I held her gaze as I spoke.

‘Except that I was a friend of Yvonne’s,’ she said.

‘Except that.’

‘And Lucy?’

‘I expected you to tell me that she and your son were devoted to each other, or that at least he was devoted to her, and that he could never harm her, let alone kill her. Was she working as a prostitute when all this happened?’

She hesitated before shaking her head, and then raised a hand to her mouth.

‘But you believe it was possible?’ I said.

She nodded once and then composed herself. ‘Whether you believe it or not, they were devoted to each other,’ she said. ‘It might not have been devotion as you or I might want to understand it, or have experienced it, but that’s what it was. They live in a different world from us, Mr Rivers, that’s all. Barely a quarter of a mile from here, and yet a different world entirely.’

‘Their lives revolved around drugs and around getting enough money to pay for those drugs,’ I said. ‘The police and one or two other agencies are convinced that Lucy Collins was working as a prostitute in the months before she died. There may even have been a longer history than that.’

‘You seem very certain of yourself,’ she said.

‘I am.’

The previous evening I’d gone back to the agency with Sunny and he’d shown me all he had on the death of Lucy Collins and the discovery of Paul Hendry, along with reports on the previous two murders.

‘What other agencies?’ Susan Hendry said.

I gave her their names. ‘Both Lucy and your son were in irregular contact with their outreach workers.’

She laughed at the title. ‘Who did what for them, exactly?’

‘Your son started rehabilitation treatment three times in the past two years. A year ago, he went for almost four months using nothing.’

She hadn’t known this, and for the first time since entering my office she looked at me with something other than despair or resignation in her eyes.

‘Four months?’ she said.

‘According to one report, both he and Lucy were as careful as they could afford to be when using needles.’

‘Shouldn’t all that be confidential information?’ she said.

‘It is. You were either lying to me about not knowing Lucy was working as a prostitute, or you were deceiving yourself. If I’m going to look into what happened, then we at least need to start from the same place. If you keep anything from me now, it might later jeopardize everything I’m doing. The police are already three days ahead of us, and they’ll have known all this from the start.’

Yvonne rose from her seat and crossed the room to stand at the window. Susan Hendry watched her.

‘Like they’ve known from the start that Paul killed Lucy and then broke into James Weaver’s surgery to steal drugs?’ she said.

‘You know James Weaver?’ I said.

The question surprised her. ‘Of course I know him. He’s my doctor.’

‘And Paul’s?’

‘He was once. Presumably he still is. It’s why the police think Paul went there – because he knew how to break in, because he knew where to look for what he wanted.’

Yvonne went from the window to the giant mirror, pocked and blemished over its entire surface, which filled my rear wall, installed when the room had been used as a merchant seamen’s outfitters. She looked back at my reflection.

‘Do you think the fact that Lucy was working as a prostitute might be connected to the other killings?’ Susan Hendry asked me.

‘I don’t know. But if the police are going to find something to connect her death with the previous murders, then they won’t be able to ignore it.’

‘Even though the girl found off Garrison Road wasn’t known to be a prostitute?’

‘She was a woman walking alone on wasteland,’ I said. ‘It might have been enough for the killer.’

‘How do the police think they’re going to make that same connection between Lucy’s death and the other two?’ Yvonne said.

I held up my palms to her. ‘I don’t know.’

‘They still found Lucy’s blood all over Paul,’ Susan Hendry said absently.

‘Which doesn’t prove he killed her,’ I said. ‘Just, perhaps, that he was with her when she was bleeding.’ I regretted the speed with which we had come from the few and straightforward facts of the case into these more hopeful, and so far unconvincing, outer reaches.

Yvonne returned to sit beside Susan Hendry.

‘Why haven’t the police said any of this to me – about the prostitutes, I mean?’

‘Perhaps because they need to keep their options open,’ I said. ‘I doubt if anyone’s seeing anything straight this close to the killing.’

‘Including me?’ she said.

I acknowledged this. ‘He’s your son; he may yet lose his life; he may even have done what they’re already suggesting he’s done: you’re bound to have a different perspective on all this.’

‘I told you he had a way with words,’ Yvonne said, and Susan Hendry laughed.

After that, she sat with her eyes closed for a moment. Both Yvonne and I waited for her to open them.

‘I’ve never been here before,’ she said eventually. ‘I’ve had some bad and hard times in the past, but I’ve never been pushed this hard against anything before. I don’t even know how to begin this thing or what I expect to happen once it’s started. What if everything you discover only points even more conclusively to my son’s guilt?’

‘If he did kill Lucy Collins, then nothing I uncover will alter that.’

‘And if he dies without regaining consciousness?’

‘The police won’t let their investigation die with him. They won’t be allowed to. Your son may be as much a victim in all of this as Lucy was, or as those others were.’

‘I’ve been telling myself that ever since they started making their own unofficial suspicions public,’ she said.

I knew from my time with Sunny the previous evening that there was a growing concern for the police to work harder at solving the two earlier murders. Whatever happened in the case of Lucy Collins, and regardless of whether Paul Hendry lived or died, they would not be allowed to focus on the apparent evidence of his involvement in her murder to the exclusion of all else. According to Sunny, a squad of detectives was about to be set up under the direct control of the new chief. The original, smaller squads were to be regrouped, ensuring that nothing of any significance from any of the three killings would now be overlooked or dismissed.

‘When did your son leave home?’ I asked Susan Hendry.

‘When did he leave me, you mean? Three years ago. His father walked out on us when Paul was four. He was a good kid, we looked out for each other. I won’t tell you he was led astray by others, or that he got into things over his head—’

‘But it’s what happened?’

She nodded. ‘I found all sorts of stuff in his room – stuff I didn’t have the faintest idea about. We stopped talking to each other, and before I even knew where we were, we’d passed the point of no return. It really was that simple. It was all so – so unstoppable and irreversible. It wasn’t a good time for me. I was struggling to keep my own head above water. The usual things – money, work, mortgage, bills, trying to do the right thing by everybody else. When I was finally able to stand upright and look around me, Paul was gone, walking away from me and not even looking back.’

‘You knew about his drug use a long time ago?’

She nodded.

‘Did you confront him with it?’

‘Did we argue and fight and did he disappear for days on end to his new friends, do you mean? And did he come back after four or five nights looking as though he’d been gone for months? Of course I confronted him. Not that it did either of us much good. They recommend it, don’t they – confrontation, clearing the air, keeping things out in the open. Well, I wish they’d given me one or two alternatives to try.’

‘What happened?’

‘He became more and more detached from me. He’d practically already left home by the time he was sixteen. He drifted. His schoolwork suffered even more, and in the end he seemed to just drift away from that, too. He was an intelligent boy. I always assumed he’d go to university. He could play the piano, the guitar and the violin. He could paint and draw. He abandoned everything. And everything I tried to do for him, he saw as interference.’ She paused. ‘To be perfectly honest with you, I was actually quite pleased when he met Lucy. She seemed to stabilize him somehow. He brought her home to meet me. He was proud of her. He actually wanted me to meet her, and her me. They started coming home regularly – once a week or so – and then they started living together – their own small flats and rooms. They moved into Nelson Court fifteen months ago. It was the first place he’d invited me to visit. I knew, of course, that drugs were still a part of it all, but he seemed to be so much more settled there, with Lucy. I was probably deluding myself, but I honestly believed things were getting better.’ She smiled. ‘He’d started playing the guitar again, and painting. Lucy told me once that she was proud of him. Listening to her, seeing the two of them together, she helped it make a kind of sense to me. And I suppose if I’m being entirely honest, it also allowed me to feel a bit better about myself.’

In the street below, a lorry reversed into one of the loading bays, its alarm breaking the silence.

‘What did you know of Lucy’s background?’ I asked her.

‘Not a great deal. I know she had no family to speak of. She wasn’t from Hull – somewhere on the south coast, I think. I never really asked. I was so relieved that everything had calmed down for Paul, that he might be getting himself straight at last, that he still might want to pick up where he’d left off. I know now, of course, that that was probably just another of my delusions.’

‘It must have come as a shock to discover that Lucy had been prepared to work as a prostitute to support herself and your son.’ I meant to support their drug habits, and she understood this. I needed to discover her true feelings on this, knowing what emphasis the police now placed on the fact.

‘It did. But you know what, I got over it. Like I say, I’d lived through some desperate times myself.’

‘And because she was doing it as much for your son as for herself?’

‘I hear what you’re saying to me,’ she said sharply. ‘And you’re right – she probably was doing it more for Paul than for herself. His was always the bigger problem, and of the two of them, he was always the one least capable of helping himself.’

‘And if the police—’

‘The police want everything in black and white,’ she said. ‘They pretend otherwise, but they’ve already made their minds up about what happened. Lucy and my son were together for over two years. He wouldn’t have survived half that time without her. Whatever happened, I owe her a great deal. I told you before, and I’ll tell you again because it’s so vital in even beginning to understand what’s happening now – they were devoted to each other. Devoted. There’s no other word. I was never devoted to anyone; no one was ever devoted to me; but they were devoted to each other. Perhaps it’s why knowing what she was doing didn’t come as such a great shock to me. Perhaps I saw it all as a necessary part of the process which kept him moving until he was through to the other side of whatever it was he was going through. It might sound like just another of my excuses, but until all this, it seemed to be working for them.’

I understood most of what she was telling me. And I had a clearer picture of the pieces I didn’t yet fully understand. I knew, at the very least, that what she was doing now was done as much for Lucy Collins’s sake as for her son’s. I knew, too, that if I pushed her on the matter, she would admit to wanting to redeem her own sense of failure where her son was concerned. In her eyes, there was a direct line between that failure, Lucy Collins’s death, and the condition her son was in now.

I knew from Sunny that the doctors at the hospital gave Paul Hendry no more than a fifty-fifty chance of recovering consciousness. And even were he to come round, then the chances of him suffering some degree of brain damage were higher than that.

Susan Hendry understood this better than anyone, and it motivated and informed everything she was now about to undertake. There was little more I needed from her.

‘What happens now?’ she asked me.

‘I’ll start making enquiries, the police will somehow get wind of the fact – supposing they didn’t follow you here from the hospital and know already – and—’

‘Are you serious?’ she said.

‘You’re the mother of suspect number one. This is your first outing after sitting by his bed for three days.’

She looked at the window, and at Yvonne, who rose and again studied the street below.

‘If there’s a car, then it probably shouldn’t be there. They keep the road and kerbs clear for the vans and lorries,’ I said.

‘There’s nothing,’ Yvonne said.

There would be a line of cars parked along Dock Street overlooking the marina. Anyone waiting there would be able to pick up the two women as they left my office.

‘Will they be able to stop you from doing your job?’ Susan Hendry asked me.

‘They might try,’ I said. There were a dozen legitimate ways they might stop me, and the same number of unofficial ones which would be just as effective. ‘A lot will depend on something turning up in the near future which leads them to start looking elsewhere,’ I said. ‘I have a few friendly contacts on the force. I’ll find out what they really believe.’ It was a lie, and I avoided Yvonne’s eyes as I said it. ‘I can at least keep you up to date with everything they believe is happening.’

‘And if you come to the same conclusion they appear already to have come to?’

‘Then it might make it easier for you to accept that conclusion.’

‘It doesn’t sound like a particularly clever thing to do – spend money to confirm my own son’s guilt.’

I said nothing in reply.

She looked at her watch. She was surprised by how long she and Yvonne had been there. Then she checked her phone for missed messages. There were none. Yvonne did the same.

‘Do I need to sign anything?’ Susan Hendry asked me.

I told her she didn’t, unless it would make her feel better.

‘I only meant to make this official,’ she said. ‘To prove to the police that you were working for me.’

‘They’ll know that soon enough,’ I said.

‘Yvonne told me you were sometimes too smart for your own good,’ she said.

‘By “smart” I meant, well, not “smart” exactly,’ Yvonne said.

‘I know what she meant,’ Susan Hendry said to me. ‘And I want to thank you for the consideration you’ve shown me, Mr Rivers.’

‘It’ll be on his bill,’ Yvonne said.

Susan Hendry ignored this. ‘You said that Lucy was capable of doing what she did, and not willing, and you knew as well as I did that she did it more for Paul than for herself.’

‘I don’t really know either of those things for certain,’ I told her.

‘Yes you do,’ she said. She held out her hand to me and I took it. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘I’m not going to get a firm grip on you, look hard into your eyes and insist on your belief in my son’s innocence.’

‘I couldn’t give it to you,’ I said.

I walked down to the street with them and watched them go, waiting in my doorway until they’d turned towards Castle Street before following them. I searched the cars parked along the water’s edge. Several came and went as the two women moved further away from me, but none followed them or slowed beside them.
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THE NEXT MORNING I went to Nelson Court. It was a recent development of two dozen small apartments, built by a housing association to provide short-term lets. Only five years old, the yellow brick building already looked run-down. The black and gold paint had long since flaked from its railings, and nothing had survived of the planting in the narrow strip of land between the building and the street. Graffiti covered the lower half of the blank front wall, and several of the ground-floor windows were boarded up.

Crime-scene tape had been fastened across the main entrance, and two constables stood at the outer doorway.

I would achieve nothing by approaching them, and so I waited at the corner of Marvel Street, hoping that someone who lived there might emerge, and who could answer my questions.

Paul Hendry and Lucy Collins had lived there for fifteen months, and Susan Hendry had visited them three times in the past six months.

Occasionally, one or other of the constables left the doorway and walked into the centre of the short street. They would already have made a list of all the parked cars, and perhaps even be noting the registrations of the few passing vehicles now. It was a narrow street, and two cars passing would necessitate one of them mounting the pavement.

I was careful not to be seen by either of the men.

Four days had passed since Lucy Collins’s body had been found, and everyone living in the building would already have been questioned. If anything significant had resulted from these interviews, then Sunny wasn’t aware of it.

I waited half an hour before one of the constables responded to a rap on the inner doorway, unlocked the door and held it open.

A girl came out. She stood with the two young men for a moment and then crossed the street and came in my direction. She wore a coat with a fur-lined hood pulled over her head, her face deep in its shade. One of the constables called after her, and she turned and waved to him.

I drew back from the corner and waited until she came into Marvel Street before approaching her.

I told her who I was and that I was working for Paul Hendry’s mother, and she told me immediately that she had known both Paul and Lucy.

I saw only then that she was pregnant, and just as the hood of her coat had hidden her face, so the padded bulk of it concealed her stomach. An inch of pale flesh showed between her jeans and the T-shirt she wore.

‘We were friends,’ she said. She drew back her hood and watched me closely. She was eighteen or nineteen, slight, with pale blue eyes and a thin mouth.

‘I’d appreciate being able to talk to you about them,’ I said. ‘Mrs Hendry wasn’t as close to her son – to either of them – as she’d like to have been.’

‘You reckon?’ she said knowingly. ‘Besides – more her problem than theirs.’

The remark reassured me. I gave her my card and repeated my name.

‘Emily Carr,’ she said.

I thought for a moment she was going to hold out her hand to me, but instead she stroked it over the gentle curve of her stomach.

‘How far?’ I said.

‘Four months. I’ve only just started to show.’ She looked down at her hand as she spoke. ‘Every time I come out, one of them on the door tells me he bets I can do without all this on top of everything else. Wankers.’

‘Have they already interviewed you?’

‘All of us. Nobody saw or heard anything, not really. You’d think we’d know everything living in those shoe boxes, but people keep mostly to themselves.’ She looked over my shoulder and seemed eager to continue walking.

‘Are you going somewhere?’ I asked her.

She shrugged.

I suggested a coffee in one of the cafés on Whitefriargate. She considered this, and accepted.

‘I was just walking,’ she said. ‘Does your head in, stuck in there all day, especially with them two on the door.’

‘I can imagine,’ I said.

‘They don’t let anybody in or out without some stupid fucking remark or other.’

‘It won’t last. Do you work?’

The question surprised her, and she considered it, as though she had a choice of answers. ‘Used to,’ she said. ‘Nothing special. Shops. Only casual. I haven’t done anything for the past month or two, and I daresay it’ll be few years now before I get back to it.’

I wondered what this salvo of vague answers and evasions was intended to hide.

‘I’m not necessarily interested in the same things as the police,’ I told her, hoping the remark might encourage her to say more.

‘And what’s that, then?’ she said. She looked puzzled for a moment, and then laughed.

We arrived at a café and she went to a table while I went to the counter.

When I took our coffees to her, she was passing an unlit cigarette from her fingers to her lips and back again.

‘I’ve given up,’ she said. She pulled up her sleeve to reveal two nicotine patches, one discoloured, one new. ‘You know, for the kid. Cigarettes, drink, everything.’

‘Everything?’

She sipped at the hot coffee, coating her upper lip in foam. ‘Especially “everything”.’ She looked around us at the few other people in the room. ‘You want me to spell it out? I’ve been clean since I first found out.’

‘It can’t be easy.’

‘The patronizing remarks are the hardest thing to bear.’

‘Remarks like “It can’t be easy”?’

‘I get worse. Actually, it has its ups and downs, and it isn’t all that difficult. The first couple of weeks are pretty shit, but after that . . . It makes a difference – you know, having a good reason for doing it. It was something me and Lucy used to talk about. We’d seen each other in passing for a few months, but her finding out I was pregnant was what really got us talking.’

‘Was she thinking of it?’

‘She said she was. I’m not sure. When you’re pregnant, that’s all some people ever talk about with you. I doubt she’d fancy it just because I got caught out.’

‘Is it your first?’

She nodded. ‘And before you ask – no, I’m not entirely certain who the father is; but, yes, he could have been one of several deadbeats; and, yes, we’ll definitely be better off without him.’

‘Whoever he is?’

‘Whoever he is.’ She drank more of her coffee, finally breaking the cigarette into an ashtray.

‘Did Lucy say anything specific?’

‘About wanting a kid? Not really. Though I think she might have fallen pregnant already and had a termination.’

‘She told you that?’

‘But not much more. When I asked her why, she just said that she’d been too fucked-up to deal with a kid. She asked me not to say anything about it in front of Paul. And besides, she said, she wouldn’t give much for its chances, not the way things were then.’

‘Did she mean things between her and Paul?’

‘I suppose so. It was always more him than her, if you know what I mean.’

‘I think so. His mother said much the same. She thought they were good for each other.’

She considered this. ‘They probably were. Most couples like that are. It doesn’t mean they actually are good for each other, just that they’ve each got a reassuring little mirror to look into, somebody to make everything seem normal, to make everything better when things go wrong. I’ve been there myself more than once.’

‘Is that why you don’t want anything to do with your baby’s father?’

‘At least I’ll only be looking after the two of us.’

‘Is that what Lucy did – look after Paul?’

‘It always seemed that way to me. He was just proving a point to his mother, whereas she was living like that because she had no real choice. Hand-to-mouth, that’s all it ever was, ever is.’

‘Not when you take the cost of their habits into account,’ I said.

‘Fair enough. But it’s always a struggle.’

‘So would you say you were closer to Lucy than to Paul?’

‘Probably, but I knew him from a long way back. We went to the same school for a time. I think my father even knew his father when they were growing up. Hessle Road. They worked on the boats; everybody knew everybody back then. They probably worked in the same places at some point. Whatever, it wasn’t until Lucy and Paul moved in downstairs and I met her that I realized who he was. He didn’t remember me. Hardly surprising. It had been at least ten years. His dad went off when he was a kid. He won’t talk about him. I don’t think there was any love lost between his mother and father when it happened. Lucy told me he still got touchy about it.’

‘And your parents?’

‘What about them? Are they looking forward to the big day, do you mean? Are they going to turn into doting grandparents? Forget it. My father died and my mother went to live in Spain. Three years ago. I was sixteen. She left me with my older sister, and I lived there until last year, when I moved into Nelson Court.’

‘Were there problems?’

‘Just my sister’s supposedly perfect husband who couldn’t keep his hands to himself. And before you ask – no, he never did, and it isn’t him.’

‘Does your mother—’

‘Does she know I’m pregnant? Probably. And she’ll probably want a few photos to show round to all her orange friends when the big day finally arrives.’

‘I was going to ask you if she ever comes home.’

‘Not once. Nothing left for her here.’ She was distracted by a group of girls passing the café window, and she turned to watch them.

I’d wanted to ask her more directly about what had happened at Nelson Court, but it seemed more important now simply to let her talk and to gain her confidence.

When the girls had gone, she turned back to me. ‘They’re saying that he’ll probably die, too,’ she said.

‘Paul Hendry?’

‘That he overdosed. Did he kill her?’

‘It’s a theory.’

She shook her head. ‘Not in a million years. About as likely as him actually breaking into that doctors’ surgery in the first place.’

I asked her what she meant.

‘I mean it just wasn’t him. I know twenty others who’d do it without thinking twice about it, but he never had it in him.’

I asked her if she’d seen or heard anything on the day Lucy had been killed.

‘Nothing. Like I said, we might have been living on top of each other, but people kept themselves to themselves. One of the coppers told me that we were the likeliest suspects. They’re talking crap. The first I knew was when the police cars pulled up outside – three of them – and they started ringing all the bells. Someone told me that a body had been found, a young woman, but even then I never put two and two together. I couldn’t believe it when it was Lucy’s flat they forced their way into and then when they kept the rest of us away from it. Anything else I heard was just what the others living there had seen or overheard or been told.’

‘Did you see anything?’

‘No. It was all just Chinese whispers for a few days, that’s all.’ She looked back to the window as she spoke, and I knew then that she was keeping something from me.

‘They believe it might be connected to two earlier murders,’ I said.

‘Those other women? I don’t see how. And not if they do think Paul did it. I told you – he’d rather kill himself than do anything to Lucy.’

‘That’s another of their theories,’ I said.

‘What, that he killed her and then tried to top himself?’ she said disbelievingly. ‘I knew him; they didn’t.’

‘How easy would it have been for someone who didn’t live in Nelson Court to get into the building?’

‘Easy enough. A key each for the outer and inner doors, and then individual keys for the flats. Plus an intercom for buzzing people in. People were forever pressing all the buttons to get in. Most of us did it without thinking.’

‘Did non-residents have keys to the entrance doors?’

‘I suppose some must have.’

‘And there was nothing whatsoever out of the ordinary on the day Lucy Collins was killed?’

‘How many times are you going to ask me? Go and read my police statement, if you like. They told us all to take extra precautions. They’re a joke.’ She drained the last of the coffee from her cup. ‘I’ve not been much use to you, have I?’

‘I don’t know,’ I told her. ‘I’ve got to start somewhere.’

‘What, and you decided to start with me?’

‘With whoever was the first out of the door,’ I admitted.

She laughed at this.

‘I’d appreciate being able to talk to you again if I turn anything up,’ I said.

‘You’d “appreciate” it?’

‘It’s the way I was brought up,’ I said, and she laughed again.

Then I told her that my own father had worked on the trawlers and afterwards in the refitting docks after an injury kept him off the boats. I told her I probably had more in common with Paul Hendry than I liked to admit, having been raised by my mother, an only child, following my father’s premature death.

‘Where do you live now?’ she asked me.

I told her.

‘And your office is on Humber Street? I know it. Is it a first-floor dump smelling of cabbages, or an attic dump smelling only slightly less of cabbages?’

‘The first, except some days it’s oranges or bananas.’

‘My father smelled of fishmeal,’ she said absently, the memory having unexpectedly returned to her. ‘Meal. Or oil. Something fishy, but stronger.’

I told her I remembered the days when the fishmeal factories were processing and when my mother would insist on securing every window and door in her home in a hopeless attempt to keep out the smell, which soaked into all the furnishings and lingered for days. The same days my father would take me outside and insist on us both turning into the wind and breathing deeply, as though the stink were an elixir and would make us immune to everything. On several occasions, the smell had made me retch, and even as I was being sick, a small boy of six or seven, I knew that I had failed or disappointed him in some way.

In the summer, he had taken off his jacket and shirt and had stood facing into that same stinking wind with his arms raised and muscles flexed. He had seemed almost noble to me then, a man undefeated and to be admired, and I could easily imagine him at the wheel of a trawler rising high and falling hard into a sea the colour of marble.

I was distracted by Emily Carr rising beside me. She zipped up her coat and pulled the hood back over her head. Even close to her, it would be difficult to say for certain whether she was a boy or a girl, or if she was pregnant.

‘I’m authorized to pay for information,’ I said.

The remark caught her unawares. ‘I’m not asking for anything,’ she said.

‘I know.’ I took forty pounds from my wallet. ‘Take it.’

She took the notes and immediately put them into her pocket. I thought she was about to leave, but she hesitated.

‘You never asked me about what Lucy was up to,’ she said.

‘About her working as a prostitute? It’s why the police think there might be some connection to at least one of the other murders.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘They asked me if either of the other women had ever been to Nelson Court, and then if I thought Paul was capable of doing it. I told them I’d never seen either of them before and that they should be looking for somebody else.’ She pulled her zip to its full extent, leaving her face at the back of a short tube.

And then she left me, pausing outside briefly to look back in to where I sat.
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