
      
         
            
         
      

   


Also by Elena Forbes



Die with Me

Our Lady of Pain

Evil in Return













For Tracy Alexander





Contents

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-two

Twenty-three

Twenty-four

Twenty-five

Twenty-six

Twenty-seven

Twenty-eight

Twenty-nine

Thirty

Thirty-one

Thirty-two

Thirty-three

Thirty-four

Thirty-five

Thirty-six

Thirty-seven

Thirty-eight

Thirty-nine

Forty

Forty-one

Forty-two

Forty-three

Forty-four

Forty-five

Forty-six

Acknowledgements

If You’ve Enjoyed This  . . .







Eight

The offices of English, Armstrong & Partners were in an eighteenth-century terraced house just off St. James’s Square in the West End. It was an area teeming with gentlemen’s clubs, fine-art dealers and hedge fund managers, where rental costs commanded a small fortune. Based on location alone, the business appeared to be successful. Minderedes had called ahead and when he and Tartaglia arrived, they were told that Ian Armstrong was finishing up a conference call and would be down shortly. They were shown into a large, thickly carpeted meeting room at the front of the building on the ground floor that reminded Tartaglia of an expensive dentist’s waiting room.

‘Black or white?’ Minderedes asked, helping himself to coffee from the selection of hot and cold drinks on the side table.

‘Black,’ Tartaglia said, picking up a glossy brochure from a display rack by the door. The name ‘Stoneleigh Park Hotel’ was printed across a picture of a neo-classical Georgian mansion. Inside was a series of interior shots and a blurb about the place’s history, its Michelin-starred restaurant and its spa. He had read about Stoneleigh Park somewhere, he thought, not that he had the time or reason to go to a place like that. Or maybe his sister, Nicoletta, had told him about it.

Minderedes brought two cups of coffee over to the table. ‘You really think Lisa English is somehow involved in her husband’s disappearance?’ he asked.

‘Anything’s possible.’ They had been through the various scenarios in the car together but nothing stood out. ‘On paper, she has the most to gain financially.’

As Minderedes sat down, his phone started to ring. ‘It’s English’s first wife,’ he said, looking at the screen. ‘I left a message for her. Shall I take it here?’

‘No. You’d better go outside. Armstrong should be down any minute and I don’t want him knowing what’s going on. Tell her we need a DNA swab asap from her son. And while you’re at it, call the office and see if we’ve had any more luck with the DNA samples from the mortuary. I’ll come and find you when I’m done.’

A moment later, he heard the front door slam and saw Minderedes streak past the window, one hand futilely attempting to shield his hair from the rain, his mobile phone cradled in the other, as he ran in the direction of the car. Tartaglia looked around the high-ceilinged room, then got up from the table and went over to study the numerous framed business awards hanging on one of the walls. Some related to hotels, others to various property funds.

He had just finished his coffee and was debating whether to help himself to a refill when the door opened and a small, slim, grey-haired man walked in. He was conventionally dressed in a dark suit and white shirt, with a plain blue silk tie, and wore polished black lace-up shoes. Mr Nuts and Bolts was how Lisa English had described him; to Tartaglia he looked like an accountant, albeit a well-heeled one.

He held out his hand, with a flash of gold cufflink at the sleeve. ‘I’m Ian Armstrong. I hear you’ve found Richard’s wallet – and that there’s a body. Can you tell me what happened?’

They sat down at the table and Tartaglia outlined the basic details of the car park fire.

‘Are these his keys?’ He passed Armstrong the clear plastic bag.

Armstrong peered at them, before passing them back. ‘Those are definitely Richard’s, I recognise the fob. So it looks like it’s him in this car?’ He spoke quietly, with an indeterminate northern twang.

‘We’re waiting for DNA confirmation.’

‘But you’re from a murder squad, so we’re talking foul play?’

‘It looks that way.’

Armstrong examined his well-manicured nails, and nodded thoughtfully. ‘I suppose it’s inevitable. I mean, I knew something must’ve happened to him, but where’s he been all this time? That’s what I’d like to know.’

‘So would we, Mr Armstrong,’ Tartaglia replied, studying Armstrong closely. His face gave little away but his reaction seemed genuine enough. ‘Could you tell me a bit more about your business and Mr English’s role in it?’

Armstrong leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers in front of him. ‘Richard and I have known each other for over forty years. We built this business up more or less from scratch and we have a number of interests. I deal mainly with the property side of things, while Richard was more involved with the hotels.’

‘Stoneleigh Park’s one of yours, then?’ Tartaglia asked, gesturing towards the brochure.

‘Yes. It’s our flagship.’

‘Is the business in good financial shape?’

Armstrong gave a faint smile, like a woman who’d been paid a compliment. ‘I’d say so. We turned in a pre-tax profit last financial year of just under twenty million.’

‘You and Richard English own the business?’

‘We have some outside backers but we control the voting rights.’

‘Is there any reason you can think of why Mr English might have wanted to disappear? Anything going on in his business he might have wanted to get away from?’

‘No.’ Armstrong’s tone was emphatic. ‘Naturally,’ he continued, ‘I went through all likely scenarios in my mind when he went missing, but there’s no reason at all I can think of.’

‘His wife seems to think it’s a possible explanation.’

Armstrong rolled his eyes. ‘I wouldn’t go listening to Lisa, Inspector. She watches too much telly. Anyway, Richard’s not the sort of man to run away from trouble.’

Tartaglia was surprised that Armstrong dismissed the idea so casually. If he had been secretly helping English in some way, either financially or in concealing his whereabouts, it would be traceable. But that didn’t concern the murder investigation for now.

‘Did Mr English have any enemies?’ he asked.

Armstrong sighed. ‘This is business, Inspector. You can’t make an omelette without breaking eggs, as they say.’

‘Enough for somebody to want to kill him?’

Armstrong shook his head. ‘I don’t see it. Everything we do is above board. We’ve never been on the wrong side of the law. We haven’t had to.’

Again, this was something they would check more thoroughly in due course, if there was a stronger reason to do so. ‘You reported Mr English as missing only a couple of hours after he failed to turn up to a meeting. You were pretty quick to raise the alarm.’

‘It was a very important meeting with one of our major investors. Richard was supposed to lead it. When he didn’t show and didn’t call, I knew something was wrong.’

‘It says in the report that he hadn’t been in the office for a few days.’

‘That’s right. He’d been dealing with an issue at one of our hotels up in Scotland, but he was on the plane down to London that morning. His PA spoke to him just after he landed. He told her he was getting the Heathrow Express to Paddington and was going to stop by his flat to change his clothes before coming into the office. That’s the last we heard of him. The missing person investigation was pretty unsatisfactory, so I hired a PI. He’s an ex-copper and he went through everything, looked at all the angles, but he also drew a complete blank.’

‘Who’s the PI?’ Tartaglia asked.

‘A man called McCann. He came highly recommended.’

‘Mike McCann?’

‘I don’t remember his Christian name but you can talk to him if you like.’

‘Thank you. Is it possible Lisa helped Mr English to disappear?’

Armstrong frowned. ‘Absolutely not.’

‘Why is that such an odd idea?’

‘Because it is. I knew everything that went on with Richard. Everything. We had no secrets. Besides, they weren’t speaking.’

‘OK,’ Tartaglia said, surprised at his vehemence. ‘Tell me a bit about their relationship, their marriage.’

‘What’s there to tell? Let’s just say it had run its course and it was time to move on.’

‘How did she feel about it?’

‘How did she feel?’ Armstrong looked puzzled, as though it was an odd question. ‘Upset to start with, I guess. Nobody likes being yesterday’s news.’

His tone was matter-of-fact, but genuine feelings, such as those Tartaglia sensed when talking to Lisa Armstrong, were not so easily dismissed. Maybe in Armstrong and English’s world feelings didn’t matter, or didn’t exist; maybe money was all that counted and people could be bought off.

‘Could she have had a hand in his disappearance, do you think?’ Tartaglia asked.

Armstrong looked at him thoughtfully. ‘Bumped him off? I did wonder, what with his disappearing so soon after he filed for divorce. But if she was mixed up in it, she’d have needed help. I had McCann watch her – cost an arm and a leg – but according to McCann there was no evidence she was seeing someone else.’

‘Was Richard English seeing anybody else?’

‘A girlfriend, you mean?’

Tartaglia nodded.

‘Nobody serious.’

‘I’ll need her name and details when we’re done.’

Armstrong sighed. ‘You’re wasting your time. She knows nothing.’ He leaned forward towards Tartaglia. ‘Look, Inspector, neither of us was born with a silver spoon and we made it up the ladder the hard way. As far as Richard was concerned, the business was his family. He put everything into it and it was everything to him. Nothing else mattered.’

Tartaglia wondered if Armstrong was actually speaking for himself, although what he said tallied with Lisa English’s account of what her husband had been like. But maybe Mike McCann would be able to reveal another angle.

‘So, you’d describe Richard English as ruthless?’

‘Single-minded, focussed, obsessive. Like all successful people, very driven.’

‘If anything or anyone got in his way he’d remove them?’

‘Yes. Though without breaking the law, obviously.’

‘I hear you inherit some of Mr English’s shares if he’s declared dead. Is it a meaningful amount?’

‘It gives me just enough for control of the business. That’s the whole point of it.’

‘How much are they worth?’

‘The company’s not quoted, but based on our last set of accounts and the valuation formula we use, they probably come to a few million pounds, that’s all. But they’re voting shares, as I said. The strategic value is worth a lot more than that to me. My will is made out in Richard’s favour in exactly the same way.’ He made it sound as though nothing could be more natural and fair.

Armstrong surely couldn’t be so disingenuous, and it was Tartaglia’s turn to smile. ‘Yes, but you’re sitting here, alive, Mr Armstrong, while he’s missing.’

Armstrong’s expression hardened. ‘Before you go getting any silly ideas, I wouldn’t have harmed a hair on Richard’s head and I miss him more than anything. He was closer to me than anyone.’

Tartaglia returned his stare. ‘Then what do you think happened to him? You must have a theory?’

Ian Armstrong leaned back in his chair and sighed. ‘Honest to God, Inspector, I’ve absolutely no idea. I’ve thought about little else for the last two years, I can tell you, and I’d give a lot more than my right arm to find out.’

Even though he spoke forcefully, it didn’t ring true. He must have formed some sort of an idea, however unlikely, about what had happened and why his business partner had disappeared without warning off the face of the earth. Given that he seemed to want to solve the mystery, it was odd that he didn’t want to share his thoughts. They would need to look into English’s finances, but assuming he wasn’t in financial trouble, it gave Lisa English a strong motive to get rid of him. There was also the possibility that he was in some other kind of hot water and had needed to disappear. Maybe he had arranged it all to look as though he had been murdered, or possibly he and Lisa had arranged it together and the so-called split was just a cover story. But if so, who were the other victims in the burnt-out car?

*

Outside in the street, it had stopped raining. Tartaglia took a few deep breaths of the cold, damp air as he walked quickly along to where Minderedes was parked. He was struck again by the force of Armstrong’s denial when he had suggested that English might have kept secrets from him, or might have planned to disappear without involving him. The reaction had seemed genuine, but maybe the man was a good actor.

The BMW idled in the parking bay, windscreen wipers flipping back and forth rhythmically. Tartaglia opened the door, slid into the warm passenger seat and stretched out his legs. Minderedes was still on his phone.

‘He’s here now,’ he said to whoever was at the other end, glancing over quickly at Tartaglia. ‘OK. I’ll tell him.’ He hung up. ‘That was the Guv’nor. She wanted to know if we’d heard anything from Sam. I said we hadn’t, so I think she’s going to send Sharon over to see her.’

‘Good idea,’ Tartaglia replied. Donovan had been asleep when he left home early that morning, or at least the bedroom door had been closed, with no sign of a light on the other side. Things had been moving so fast since then that he’d had no time to call her to check how she was, let alone find out what was going on with the Dillon investigation. ‘Any news on the DNA?’

‘Not yet. They’re still checking all the relevant databases. In the meantime, I’ve arranged to meet the first wife.’

‘What about the son? When can we get a DNA sample?’

‘She’s ringing the school to sort it. Someone from the local station will be going out there to take the swab. Where to now?’

‘I need to make a call. Did you ever come across a DI called Mike McCann when you were working up in Hendon?’





Eleven

‘I still can’t believe it,’ Nicola Dawson said, her swollen eyes focussed on Sam Donovan. ‘It doesn’t seem real. I mean, I only saw her two days ago and she . . .’ Tears began again.

Sam Donovan nodded, biting her lip as she reached out to Nicola and clasped her hand across the table, squeezing it for a moment. The bare contact gave her more comfort than anything that anybody had said or done in the past twenty-four hours. But what could she say? Nothing could make it any better for either of them.

They were sitting by the window of a Starbucks near Baker Street tube. Large patches of condensation obscured the glass, providing a welcome screen from the people hurrying past in the dark street on their way home. Nobody would probably give a damn about two women crying together in a café, but Donovan was happy to have some privacy. Small and plump, with shoulder-length wavy brown hair, Nicola had been Claire’s assistant for over ten years and knew her better than most. She was a single parent and Claire had been godmother to her six-year-old daughter. They lived in Neasden and Nicola had agreed to meet Donovan on her way home from the office in Chancery Lane. She had said she needed to be home by seven but, like Donovan herself, she didn’t appear to be in a hurry, welcoming the opportunity to talk about Claire. Donovan wondered whether they would have been better to go to the pub and have a few drinks, but in her current state she knew coffee was a more sensible option, particularly as she was going to see Steele afterwards.

‘Did they say anything this morning about what had happened?’ she asked Nicola after a moment. Detectives – people she knew and had once worked with – had been into Claire’s office to speak to everybody there who had worked directly with her sister. It felt odd referring to them so impersonally, to think of it all in motion while she was on the outside, out of the loop when it mattered more than ever before. But it was something she was going to have to get used to.

Nicola blew her nose loudly. ‘They said very little. There was more in the Evening Standard than what they told us.’

‘I haven’t seen a paper but I know she went to meet a man in a hotel,’ Donovan said, not caring if it was supposed to be generally known. She was still struggling to remember the few things Tartaglia had told her the night before, some of the details temporarily lost in the fog left over from sleep and pills. ‘Do you have any idea who it might be? Last I remember, she was complaining about never meeting anyone she fancied, but that was back in the summer.’

Nicola shook her head. ‘They asked that. I haven’t a clue who he is, but I knew there was someone that she’d started seeing. I took a message from him a couple of times. His name was Robert.’

‘It’s a false name. Do you have any idea where she met him?’

Nicola looked down at her cold, un-drunk mug of coffee for a moment. ‘It wasn’t the Internet or speed-dating, or anything like that. He sent her flowers – a huge bunch of lilies and roses, with lots of shiny paper and red ribbon. I remember thinking he must’ve spent a fortune when I went to collect them from reception.’

‘Do you remember the name of the company they came from?’

‘The police asked me that, but I don’t remember, just the colour of the ribbon. I gave them to her when she got back from a meeting and she looked so surprised. Really bowled over. I asked her what was the special occasion and at first she seemed a bit embarrassed. But then she told me she had met some bloke, and that it had been something really funny, like in the movies; he’d bumped into her in the street – walked straight into her while he was talking on his phone. He was carrying a takeaway cup of coffee and he spilled some on her sleeve. It burned her arm and made her drop what she was carrying.’

‘Where was this?’

‘Right in front of the office.’

‘So he works nearby?’

Nicola stared at her blankly. ‘Why do you say that?’

She had probably had more than enough for one day and Donovan was sorry to have to keep probing, but she needed to find out everything Nicola knew. ‘If you’re carrying a cup of coffee you can’t be going far,’ Donovan said. ‘I mean, you wouldn’t go on the tube or get into a taxi with a cup of coffee, would you? And it’s double yellows for miles around there so he couldn’t have been in a car or a van, unless he had a driver.’

‘I suppose you’re right, but she never said.’

Nicola still looked dazed and Donovan made a mental note to keep her thoughts to herself. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt. Please go on with what happened.’

Nicola took a deep breath. ‘Well, as I said, when he knocked into her, she dropped some things and he helped her pick them up. He was really apologetic and asked her where she worked and then he sent her the flowers.’

‘She must have told him her name?’

‘I guess so. She said she knew it was all a bit of a cliché but it was actually really romantic. Cliché or not, who does that sort of thing these days?’

Who indeed, Donovan thought. It was all sounding like some cheesy rom-com starring Jennifer Aniston. Like most City lawyers, Claire’s working day was a long one and she often used to take papers home at the weekend. There was little room for a personal life, something she had complained about, although she had loved her job too much to make a change. As Donovan knew all too well from her own experience, the lack of a personal life could drive even the sanest and most independent of women to take risks and do some very stupid things. If nothing else, it would have made Claire so much more susceptible to somebody peddling a bit of old-fashioned romance. Had the coffee incident been a set-up? If so, what was it about Claire that had made him target her? Or was she being too cynical; had it, in fact, just been a genuine accident, with a fatal conclusion? Whichever the case, he had to have had charm and, knowing Claire, to have been decent-looking, to have succeeded in developing things further.

‘Did she say what he looked like?’

‘No. But I could tell she found him very attractive, although she didn’t really speak of him much after that.’

‘Did you say all of this to the detective you saw this morning?’

Nicola nodded and dabbed at her eyes with a clean tissue. ‘I’m sorry, but I’d best be going now,’ she said after a moment. ‘I’d love to stay and talk all night but Olivia’s going to be wondering if I’m ever coming home. It’s the last thing I want to do after what’s happened, but I said I’d take her to this fireworks party. My mum’s looking after her but she can’t cope with all the bangs.’

*

Tartaglia walked along the Uxbridge Road until he came to The Dog ’n’ Bone. He had just been to see Finnigan’s ex-wife, Tasha, who seemed very pleased to learn of his death. Parallels with Lisa English sprang easily to mind. According to Tasha, the last time she had seen Finnigan was just after he got out of jail six months before. He had appeared on her doorstep out of the blue asking for money, but she had sent him away and threatened to call the police if he didn’t leave her alone. She said she had no idea what had happened to him after that, but suggested Tartaglia talk to an old friend of Finnigan’s, a man named Mick Chapman, who lived not far away. She said she thought her ex had been staying with him when he came out of prison, and that at that hour, Chapman was usually to be found in his local pub.

It was one of a dying breed of old-fashioned boozers, with patterned carpet, dark furniture and mirrors plastering the green walls. A large, middle-aged woman stood behind the counter, polishing glasses. Tartaglia asked for Chapman and she gestured towards a man in a far corner of the room, seated at a table beside a couple of slot machines. His eyes were fixed on a TV on the opposite wall, which was showing a Premier League match, and he didn’t seem to notice Tartaglia approach.

‘Are you Mick Chapman?’ Tartaglia asked.

‘Yes,’ the man said flatly, eyes still on the screen. ‘Who wants to know?’ He was thin and wiry, with short mousy brown hair, and wore paint-stained jeans, a red polo-neck and an old denim jacket.

‘I’m Detective Inspector Mark Tartaglia.’ Chapman looked round and he held out his warrant card. ‘I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news. Your friend Jake—’

Alarm filled his large blue eyes and he got to his feet, hands hovering at his sides. ‘Have you found him?’ He looked to be roughly the same age as Jake Finnigan, although based on what Tartaglia had seen of Finnigan’s file, he was a good ten inches shorter and half his weight.

‘Please sit down, Mr. Chapman,’ Tartaglia said, pulling up a chair. ‘I’m afraid Jake Finnigan’s dead.’ He waited for the words to sink in, watching Chapman’s reaction closely.

Chapman sank back down into his chair, but said nothing, glancing away again towards the TV. After a moment, his face turned red and his lips puckered as though he was about to cry, but no tears came. He gave a heavy, broken sigh and took a large gulp of beer. ‘I knew it. I knew something were wrong,’ he muttered, then looked up at Tartaglia. ‘What happened?’

‘He was murdered,’ Tartaglia said, still watching him. Chapman seemed unaffected by the words, as though he had assumed from the start that it wasn’t an accident. He had the greyish, papery skin of a heavy smoker and Tartaglia noticed his fingers were heavily stained and twitching with nervous energy. He recognised the signs. ‘Would you like to go outside for a smoke?’

Chapman nodded. He picked up his glass and followed Tartaglia outside to the street.

‘I’m sorry but I need to ask you some questions,’ Tartaglia said, as Chapman took a tobacco tin out of his pocket and set about rolling a cigarette. ‘When did you last see him?’

‘Months ago. He were waiting for me when I come home. He were just out of the nick that day and needed a place to stay. Tasha wouldn’t have him back home, so I said he could kip on my sofa ’til he got himself sorted.’

‘You say you knew something must have happened. What do you mean?’

Chapman shrugged and lit the cigarette, taking a long, deep drag before answering. ‘He went out one evening and he never come home.’

‘Where was he going?’

‘To meet some bird.’

‘You mean his wife?’

‘Tasha? No bloody way. No, it was someone new.’

‘You’re sure of that?’

Chapman scratched his head. ‘Yeah, I think so. Anyways, he left his stuff in my flat and when he didn’t come back, I knew something was up.’

‘Did he mention the woman’s name?’

He looked up at Tartaglia surprised, as though the thought had only just occurred to him. ‘No. Don’t think he did.’

‘What else do you remember?’

‘We was sat watching the telly and having a beer. Then he gets a text from this bird – now I think about it, I’m sure he said she’s Russian – there’s these texts going back and forwards for about half an hour, and he’s laughing and stuff at whatever she’s saying.’

‘What was she saying?’

‘Search me. Then he says he’s off out.’

‘He didn’t tell you where he was going?’

‘No. He just said not to wait up for him. He had a big grin all over his face.’

‘He took his mobile with him?’

Chapman nodded. ‘Must’ve done.’

‘Can you give me the number, please?’

‘His phone’s been switched off all this time.’

‘I still need the number.’

Chapman took out his phone and, squinting at it, reeled off the number.

‘When he didn’t come home, were you worried?’

Chapman frowned. ‘No. I wasn’t his effing keeper.’

Tartaglia stared at him for a moment, wondering if he was telling the truth. Chapman struck him as very incurious. Had Finnigan really not said anything about the woman he was going out to meet? Had Chapman not asked him how he knew her and where he was going? If they’d been a pair of close female friends, he wouldn’t have believed it for a second. But thinking of himself and his cousin Gianni, and what his sister described as their appalling communication skills, he supposed it was plausible. There were some things that didn’t need to be said; they were simply understood. Maybe it had been like that between Chapman and Finnigan too.

‘How long had he been staying with you when he disappeared?’

‘About a week, maybe.’

‘Did he use any of the social networking sites?’

Chapman shook his head. ‘He wasn’t into computers.’

‘What about email?’

‘No, far as I know.’

‘What about when he was inside, how did he keep in touch with you?’

‘I’d go and see him, leastways when he was in the Scrubs.’

Tartaglia made a mental note to check where Finnigan had been in prison over the previous few years and what visitors he had had during his last stretch. ‘Did you report his being missing to the police?’ he asked.

Chapman looked at him as though he were mad. ‘You think they’d care about a bloke like Jake?’ He cleared his throat and shook his head. ‘They’d fucking laugh me out of town.’

It was a fair point. With resources scarcer than ever and nearly a thousand people reported missing in the UK every day, the majority in the London area, there had been a recent move to cut back on missing person investigations. Only the disappearance of people thought to be vulnerable or at risk, or where their disappearance was out of character, was fully checked out. Other than logging the call, someone with an itinerant and criminal background like Finnigan would have no doubt been treated as ‘absent’ rather than ‘missing’ and his disappearance would not have been looked into. ‘OK. Do you still have his things?’

‘Yeah. I hung onto them in case he comes back. They’re at home in my room.’

‘Right. Finish your pint, Mr Chapman, and let’s go and get them.’

They walked together in silence for a few blocks, crossed the Uxbridge Road, then Chapman stopped outside a KFC on a corner.

‘The flat’s upstairs. You want to come up or wait out here?’

‘I’ll come up,’ Tartaglia replied. He wanted to make sure Chapman didn’t remove anything from Finnigan’s bag.

The entrance was in the side street, just past the KFC window. Inside, the communal parts were shabby and piles of post lay uncollected on the dirty carpet. The place smelled as though someone had been cooking curry recently. He followed Chapman up the narrow stairs to the first floor and waited while he unlocked the door.

Chapman switched on the light and took Tartaglia along a passageway to the bedroom. There was little furniture, just a mattress on the floor and a wardrobe in one corner, but it was tidy. The bed was made, and a couple of pairs of trainers and a pair of heavy-duty work boots were lined up under the window. Chapman heaved a heavy-looking rucksack down from the top of the wardrobe, almost falling over in the process, and dropped it at Tartaglia’s feet.

‘That’s everything he had with him. When he didn’t come back I put all the things he’d left lying around the flat inside it. Probably smells a bit by now, but it’s all in there.’ He sniffed, put his hands in his pockets and looked at Tartaglia anxiously. ‘What do you think happened to him?’

‘We’re trying to find out. His body was found in the back of a burnt-out car. He was already dead when the car was set on fire.’

Chapman looked puzzled. ‘What, you mean this has only just happened?’

‘Yes. Just over a week ago.’

‘So where’s he been since May?’

Probably cut up in pieces in someone’s freezer, Tartaglia wanted to say. Instead he replied, ‘We’re still trying to put it all together. Thank you for your time, Mr Chapman. You’ve been a great help. If you think of anything else, please give me a call.’





Fifteen

‘I don’t give a flying fuck that your visa’s expired and that you’re here illegally, Miss Kuznetsova,’ Tartaglia said. ‘But if you don’t cooperate, the immigration services will be the least of your worries. Do you understand?’ He smacked his hand hard on the table in front of her, making her start. She had the sullen, defiant stare of somebody used to being interrogated and he had decided that subtlety or charm would be wasted on her.

She pressed her thin red lips together and nodded.

They were sitting in an airless meeting room in Kilburn police station, he and Minderedes together on one side of the small, coffee-stained table, Tatyana Kuznetsova opposite. It had taken a while to track her down but they eventually found her waitressing in a Turkish restaurant in Salusbury Road, Queens Park – conveniently just a stone’s throw away from the police station. She had refused the services of an interpreter, saying that she spoke English, although she seemed to understand a lot more than she was capable of expressing. She was younger than he had expected, in her mid-twenties, with short, chin-length black hair and a round, not unattractive face, spoiled by too much make-up. She was still in her work clothes: a grubby apron tied around her waist over a short black skirt, white shirt struggling to stretch across her show-stoppingly large and artificial-looking breasts. They seemed all the more extraordinary perched on her scrawny, bandy-legged little frame. Nonetheless, Finnigan must have thought ten Christmases had been rolled into one when she visited him in jail, particularly after his long stretch inside.

‘Do you recognise this man?’ Minderedes asked, holding up a photograph of Jake Finnigan.

She gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head.

He leaned across the table and waved the photo in front of her face but she avoided eye contact, looking straight ahead like a sulky child pretending she was somewhere else. He slapped the photo down hard on the table in front of her. ‘Look again. I think you do. You went to see him in Wormwood Scrubs Prison last March.’

She made no reply.

‘There’s a record of it. We’ve got scanned copies of the IDs you showed.’ He held them up in front of her nose. ‘Crystal?’

‘Do you understand?’ Tartaglia asked.

She shrugged, shifting her gaze momentarily to Tartaglia. ‘OK. Maybe I go see him. What’s the problem?’

‘Jake Finnigan’s dead. He was murdered. Do you understand what I’m saying?’ He spoke slowly and deliberately. He wanted her to be in no doubt.

She nodded.

‘This happened shortly after you went to see him, when he came out of prison.’

A flicker of something crossed her face and she narrowed her black eyes, as though quickly calculating something in her mind. Then her expression shut down again. ‘This is very serious, Miss Kuznetsova,’ Tartaglia continued. ‘We have a letter you wrote to him after you went to see him. You sent him some photographs. “Very special pictures” you called them.’

‘Dirty pictures,’ Minderedes said, with an unpleasant tone.

She looked blank.

‘Pornographic,’ Tartaglia added. He was only guessing. They hadn’t seen the photos she had sent to Finnigan, but the odds were well in his favour.

‘Do you like to take photographs of yourself naked and send them to older men?’ Minderedes asked.

Her cheeks turned pink as though she had been slapped, the first sign of any emotion, but she made no reply.

‘Did you like him looking at you? Did it excite you?’ Minderedes said, emphasising each word.

‘No.’

‘What else did you do for him?’

‘Do for him?’ Again she looked at Tartaglia, as though he might help her but he decided to let Minderedes go with the flow. Sometimes it was better to observe and he was still undecided about her.

‘Yes,’ Minderedes said. ‘Extras. You know what I mean.’ He made a rude gesture with his fingers.

‘Stop this,’ she shouted.

‘Stop? But we’ve only just started, Tatyana. Poor old Finnigan. He must have had the wettest dreams about you, looking at those special little pictures you sent him. All that time inside, with only blokes to suck him off. Must’ve really got him going, fantasising about you, don’t you think? Was that what you wanted? Did you want him panting for you? Bet the poor old bugger couldn’t wait to get out.’

She coloured again as he spoke and shifted in her seat, but made no reply.

‘You talked about getting together when he came out,’ Minderedes continued. ‘Showing him some more of you “in the flesh”, you said. Are you on the game?’

‘What game? What is this?’

‘Are you a prostitute?’ Tartaglia asked. ‘Do you take money in return for sex?’

Her eyes widened a fraction. ‘No.’ She glared at him, folding her pale, thin arms tightly around herself, but he wasn’t convinced. Hard-up amateur or seasoned pro, it didn’t matter what she was. He was sure she hadn’t visited Finnigan or written to him out of love, or any other selfless motive. But what was her motive? He certainly didn’t see her being responsible for the body parts in the Fiat Panda. Somebody else had to have been pulling her strings.

‘When he came out of jail, you texted him,’ Minderedes said.

‘No.’

He looked at her disbelievingly. ‘You saying you did not text him?’

‘No. I do not text him.’

‘You’re a liar, Tatyana. You texted him and you asked him to meet you. We have transcripts of those texts.’

That was also a lie – they were still waiting for the downloads from Finnigan’s phone service provider – but it was another low-risk gamble they had decided to take.

‘He gets all hot and bothered with excitement,’ Minderedes continued, ‘gets himself all dolled up no doubt, and goes out to meet you. Poor bugger’s never seen again. That is, until he turns up dead as a friggin’ dodo in a car park in South West London. Dead. Capisce?’

‘You’re in big trouble, Tatyana,’ Tartaglia said, deciding he would also switch to her Christian name. ‘Big trouble. And you’re wasting our time. If you don’t start talking, I’m leaving you with Detective Constable Minderedes here, and he’ll make sure that you’re charged with as many things as we can think of. You may not give a stuff about Jake Finnigan, but if you care about what happens to you, you’ll tell us the truth.’ He stared at her until she looked away.

She chewed her lip for a moment, picking at a long red nail with her finger, then said, ‘OK, maybe I text him once. But I no kill him.’

‘First you say you didn’t text him, then you say you did,’ Minderedes said. ‘Now you say you didn’t kill him. Why should we believe a bloody word you say?’

She gripped the table with her hands. ‘I know nothing about this. Nothing.’ She started to get to her feet.

‘Sit down,’ Tartaglia shouted, staring at her until she sank back down in the chair. ‘Things are looking pretty serious for you. Bad. Did you kill him?’

She looked genuinely shocked, as though it was only just dawning on her what was happening. Her tone softened. ‘You make joke, right?’

‘This is no joke. Certainly not for Jake Finnigan, and not for you either. Did you kill him?’

‘This man . . .’

‘Jake Finnigan.’

‘You say he is dead?’

‘Yes. Murdered. Do you understand that word?’

She nodded.

Palms face down on the table, he leaned towards her. ‘This is not a joke, or a trick, Tatyana. I don’t care what you did, or why you did it, who you fucked or how much money you were paid. I just need to know the truth. All that matters is finding the person who killed Finnigan. Again, do you understand?’ He spoke slowly and deliberately making sure she got every word.

She lowered her gaze. ‘Yes.’

‘Right. Now you’d better tell me exactly what happened.’

At first there was silence, and Tartaglia was wondering what to do next when she gave a little sigh, then slowly, in broken English, began to tell them about a man she had met. He had come into the restaurant where she was working one day back in February. He wasn’t a regular and she had never seen him before. He was on his own, business was slow, and they got talking. He said his name was Chris and he was nice looking, she said. Nice eyes, although his teeth weren’t good, she said disapprovingly, like someone who smokes too much. He bought her a couple of drinks and told her he was a freelance photographer. He asked her if she was unattached, which she was, and what she was doing in the UK. He asked her about her family back home, her brothers and sisters, and eventually she told him she was trying to make some money to pay off some debts back home. He smiled, and told her he knew a way.

She had thought he wanted to take pictures of her but instead he told her that he wanted her to help him do a favour for a friend – a very good friend, he said – who was in prison. He said that the man was very lonely and was crazy for Russian women and would do anything just to get to know one as pretty as her. He said that the man had had a hard time in jail, that he was innocent of the crime he was supposed to have committed, and was due to be released very soon. All she had to do was to write to the man – as her English was poor, he would tell her what to say – enclosing a picture that he would take and asking if he would like a visit. That’s all she had to do. Jake had written back straight away, saying he wanted to see her. She had given the letter to Chris, she said. For this, she was paid five hundred pounds. He told her to make the appointment and that when she returned he would give her another five hundred pounds. When she went to see Jake she wasn’t to mention Chris



































































Eighteen

Tartaglia and Minderedes followed Ramsey’s car along the main road for a short distance to the small town of Aldford. It was nearly the lunch hour and the high street was busy with pedestrians and cars. The road was lined on both sides with fancy-looking teashops, antique shops and boutiques, and there was an ancient half-timbered building half way along on one side. It was raised off the ground on tall stone pillars, and a collection of market stalls stood in the space beneath, spilling out on either side along the road in front. Groups of shoppers gathered around. A car pulled out just in front of them and Ramsey motioned Minderedes to take the parking space while he carried on driving up the street. A few minutes later they saw him walking towards them on the opposite side of the road and they got out and crossed over to join him.

‘I’d forgotten it’s market day,’ he said, stopping in front of a large café that occupied the width of two shops. They followed him inside. The room was full, buzzing with conversation, punctuated with the cries and laughter of small children. A queue of people stood waiting to be served in front of the counter, which was laden with cakes, salads and sandwiches. A short, dark-haired woman stood at the end, making coffee behind a huge espresso machine. Seeing Ramsey, she came out from behind the counter, quickly wiping her hands on her apron, and greeted them.

Ramsey introduced Tartaglia and Minderedes.

‘I’m afraid there’s nowhere to sit,’ Liz Hallion said with an apologetic look. ‘We’d better go into my office. It’s a bit of a mess, but it’s definitely quieter than in here.’

They followed Liz into a small room at the back of the kitchen and she explained how she ran a cake and coffee stand at the fireworks event every year. She had been busy setting up when she noticed a man hanging around. She thought there was something odd about him.

‘What sort of time was this?’ Tartaglia asked.

‘About four-thirty.’

‘So, it was getting dark.’

She nodded. ‘We’d just started to put up the lights for our stand, when he sort of appeared from nowhere.’

‘This was up by the top of the football pitch, near the recreation centre,’ Ramsey explained. ‘Not down by where the bonfire was.’

‘Our stand is the first one you come to when you go through the main gate,’ Liz continued. ‘Anyway, this chap just seemed to be wandering around for no reason, watching what people were doing. Members of the public aren’t allowed onto the ground until six o’clock, so I asked him if he was looking for somebody but he didn’t answer and just walked off. I was a bit worried, as lots of young children come to the party.’

‘The Guy was already on the bonfire by this time?’ Tartaglia asked Ramsey, who nodded. Assuming it was the same man who had put the body on the bonfire, it was classic behaviour to hang around watching and be involved in what was going on.

‘Can you describe him?’ Tartaglia asked.

‘He had a beard, with a woollen hat pulled down over his head.’

‘What colour was the hat?’

‘Navy, I think, or black. He was tallish, quite a bit taller than me, at any rate. I particularly remember his coat. It was long and a bit old-fashioned, made of dark grey tweed. Quite an expensive one, I think, which was odd, as he was pretty dirty-looking, like he slept rough or didn’t wash very often. I thought maybe he’d picked up the coat at a charity shop.’

‘By beard, do you mean stubble or something more than that?’

‘A good weeks’ growth, I’d say.’

‘What sort of age are we talking about?’

She grimaced. ‘Difficult to say. He was so covered up and his face was grimy, but somewhere in his late twenties or early thirties, I’d guess.’

‘You didn’t hear his voice?’

She shook her head. ‘As I said, when I asked him what he was doing, he didn’t answer me. He gave me a look, as if telling me to mind my own business, then just wandered off with his hands in his pockets.’

‘Is this the man you saw?’ Minderedes asked, producing from his bag a copy of the E-FIT that Tatyana had helped put together.

Liz took the sheet and studied it for a moment, head to one side. ‘I’m trying to picture what he’d look like clean-shaven, but I just don’t know. Sorry.’ She handed the sheet back to Minderedes.

They took their leave and walked up the high street, Ramsey and Minderedes in front, discussing football, Tartaglia lagging a little behind. He was thinking about travellers and homeless people and beards and men possibly disguising themselves. Richard English was far too old to be the man Liz Hallion had seen, but had he disappeared by joining the ranks of the homeless? If so, why? It would have been a desperate measure and it didn’t fit with the little he knew of his character, although it wasn’t impossible.

At the far end, they turned right into another wide street lined on both sides with shops. Half way along, the shops petered out and a row of small, multi-coloured Georgian houses took their place. Ramsey stopped in front of one of them – the words The Old Bakery written in italics above the fanlight – and knocked. A moment later the front door opened and a woman stood on the doorstep. She greeted Ramsey and introduced herself as Annie Nichols to Tartaglia and Minderedes.

‘Is Josh here?’ Ramsey asked.

‘I sent him to school this morning but when your office rang, I called them. It’s only up the road. He’ll be back any minute now. You can wait in here if you like,’ she said, ushering them into a small, comfortably furnished sitting room at the front of the house. ‘If you need anything, I’ll be in the kitchen.’

There was practically no mobile signal in the house and Minderedes and Ramsey went out to the street to use their phones. Tartaglia sat down in a chair by the fireplace, where a large wood-burning stove was giving off a considerable amount of heat. He stretched out his legs, enjoying the warmth, and picked up a copy of the Hampshire Chronicle, which was lying on the floor by the fire. It was dated that day and he leafed through it quickly but there was no mention of what had happened the previous night. No doubt the next edition would be full of it.

The front door slammed shut, he heard voices, and a moment later a scruffy, freckle-faced boy with spiky brown hair burst into the room, followed by Ramsey and Minderedes. He looked to be about ten or eleven and was dressed in school uniform.

‘Come and sit down, Josh,’ Ramsey said. ‘This is DI Mark Tartaglia and DC Nick Minderedes. They’d like to ask you some questions about what you saw yesterday, if that’s OK.’

Josh sat down on a small stool by the stove, while Ramsey and Minderedes took the sofa. He leaned forwards, looking at Tartaglia, then Minderedes. ‘It’s a real head, isn’t it?’ he said.

‘It’s possible,’ Ramsey answered.

‘But you think it is?’ Josh asked. ‘I mean, you wouldn’t stop the fireworks if it’s just a dummy?’

‘We can’t take any risks,’ Ramsey said. ‘We have to do things by the book, just in case.’

‘Well, it smelt pretty funny,’ Josh said. ‘And it looked like a real head. It had teeth.’

‘Tell us about the man you saw,’ Tartaglia said. ‘I hear you thought he was watching you.’

Josh shrugged. ‘The head was right at my feet, sort of smoking, like. It looked pretty weird but nobody else spotted it for a bit.’

‘Apart from the man,’ Ramsey prompted.

‘Yeah.’

‘Tell me about him,’ Tartaglia said.

‘He was looking at the head and then at me, like he knew what I was thinking, like he wanted to see what I’d do. I thought he was pranking me.’

Was the boy reading too much into things, Tartaglia wondered. But boys of that age were generally pretty sharp. ‘Is there anything else you remember?’

Josh shook his head.

‘How far away was this man from where you were standing?’

Josh looked across the room towards the open door. ‘About over there, where Mum’s bag is.’

Tartaglia followed his gaze out into the small hall. ‘So, quite close?’

‘Yeah.’

‘But it was dark?’

‘Not with the bonfire. I saw him, no problem.’

‘OK. What happened next?’

‘I was looking at the head, then this woman screams. Real loud it was, and she’s pointing at it and screaming, then these stupid girls start screaming, then people start running back up the hill to the car park.’

‘What did you do?’

Josh shrugged. ‘Nothing. It didn’t bother me.’

‘So you stayed put?’

‘Until the police come along and told us all to go.’

‘What about the man? What happened to him?’

‘I dunno. He wasn’t there when the police come. They made us all wait and took everyone’s name and address and asked us if we’d seen something. You were there,’ he said to Ramsey, as though Ramsey knew it all and it was pointless asking him anything else.

‘If you saw the man again, would you recognise him?’ Tartaglia asked.

‘Sure.’

‘What was he wearing?’

‘A coat and a beanie.’

‘What sort of coat? What colour?’

Josh looked at him blankly. ‘It was a coat. It was grey, I think.’

‘Not a jacket, or anorak?’

‘No.’

‘What about the beanie?’

‘Black, maybe.’

‘What did he look like?’

‘He had a beard . . .’

‘A proper beard, or stubble?’

‘Stubble. Don’t remember his face.’

‘What sort of age was the man?’

‘I dunno.’

‘Have a guess.’

Josh scrunched up his mouth. ‘Well, he looked a bit like my friend Steve’s dad. He’s nearly forty but he tells everyone he’s thirty-two.’

Tartaglia smiled. Children were usually very bad at estimating adult age, as though anything over twenty was a stretch too far to think about. However, his description of the man he had seen tallied almost exactly with what Liz Hallion had said. ‘OK. Take a look at this computer-generated image and tell me if the face you see looks at all familiar.’

Minderedes pulled out the sheet and passed it to Tartaglia. As he held it up for Josh to look at, Tartaglia watched the boy closely but there was no immediate reaction.

Josh frowned. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘If he had a beard, might that make a difference?’

Josh studied the image thoughtfully. ‘Maybe. Maybe it’s the man I saw.’ He clearly wanted it to be so, but his tone was uncertain.

‘Thank you,’ Tartaglia said, giving Minderedes back the paper. There was no point pushing it. He could see that Josh was disappointed.

‘The head is real, isn’t it?’ Josh asked again, as Annie Nichols appeared through the doorway.

‘Josh, do be quiet,’ she said. ‘Of course it’s not real.’

‘You think the man I saw put it there, don’t you?’ Josh asked, still looking at Tartaglia.

‘Josh,’ Annie said. ‘Stop badgering the poor policeman.’

Tartaglia stood up. What was the point of lying? Confirmed or unconfirmed, the story that the Guy Fawkes dummy had a real human head would be all around school by now and there would soon be coverage in the local press. Whether it had anything to do with the Sainsbury’s fire was another question.

‘Yes, Josh. The head’s real and it’s possible that the man you saw may have had something to do with it being on the bonfire. That’s as much as I can tell you for now.’

‘Goodness,’ Annie said. ‘So it’s true?’

Josh jumped to his feet. ‘Told you. Was the rest of his body real too?’

‘It’s very likely,’ Tartaglia said truthfully, his thoughts already elsewhere. A human head and body parts in a burnt-out car in London. A human head and body on a bonfire in Hampshire two weeks later. Even without a positive ID of the E-FIT, what were the chances?

Outside in the street, Tartaglia turned to Ramsey. ‘I’ll need to speak to whoever’s doing the autopsy. There are certain things they must be made aware of as soon as possible, just in case there’s a link with the case we’re investigating.’

His phone started to ring. Steele’s name was on the screen. Turning away from Ramsey, he gave her a quick run-down of what he had learned.

‘I need you here right away,’ she said, as soon as he had finished. ‘We’ve had the DNA results back from the lab and there’s no familial link between Richard English’s son and any of the body parts in the Sainsbury’s car park fire.’

‘Then maybe Richard English isn’t his father either.’

‘His first wife was adamant that he was. She said there was no question of it.’

‘Then maybe he’s still alive. Maybe he’s behind all of this. Maybe he planted the wallet and keys as a double bluff. Maybe he wanted it to look as though he was definitely dead.’ As he spoke, he knew it didn’t really make sense. Richard English would have known that it wouldn’t take them long to run the DNA tests. And anyway, why would a man like English have done such an extraordinary thing? What was there to be gained by it? They would have to investigate his background and the financial side of things a lot more thoroughly.

‘There’s one bit of good news,’ Steele continued. ‘We got a hit from the Missing Persons database. The tests confirm that the head from the Sainsbury’s fire belongs to a man called John Smart. He was in his sixties and disappeared about a year ago from an address in Battersea. His daughter’s listed as next of kin. Her name’s Isobel Smart and Sharon’s trying to contact her as we speak. I’ll email you the summary of the police report, so you can look at it on the journey back, and Isobel Smart’s address.’

‘OK. I’ll get a train from Winchester as soon as I can. Nick can stay and speak to the pathologist down here.’
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A murdered novelist; Mark Tartaglia is on the case



Bestselling novelist Joe Logan walks out into a hot summer’s evening in central London. The next day his body is found dumped in a disused Victorian crypt at the Brompton Cemetery. He has been tied up, shot and castrated. The killing has the hallmarks of a professional hit. Detective Inspector Mark Tartaglia has a number of leads to follow, but he’s getting nowhere. 



Then another body is found, in an old boathouse on the Thames, killed in an identical fashion to Logan. Both men were savagely tortured before they died. A vicious and methodical killer is at work but what does he want and how does he lure his victims to their death? If only Tartaglia can find the link between the two dead men maybe he can find the killer before he strikes again . . .



‘No ordinary serial killer story, but a novel in the vein of The Secret History . . . tautly written, with the race against time expertly handled’ Guardian
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